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Abstract

The debate between theological realists and non-realists has so far resisted

resolution. In this thesis I apply the insights of current best theory in

evolutionary psychology to the problem of deciding between theological realism,

which holds that religious beliefs are about some aspect of mind-independent

reality, and theological non-realism, which holds that religious beliefs are mind-

dependent only. The most well-known exponent of theological non-realism is

Don Cupitt who bases his approach to the problem on a combination of

biological naturalism and culturalism. In the first part of this thesis I show that

biological naturalism and culturalism are incompatible and that culturalism

should be rejected in favour of biological naturalism. Cupitt's biological

naturalism is the forerunner of an evolutionary psychological approach to

religious beliefs that holds great promise for determining their correct

interpretation. [n the second part of this thesis t critically examine the

foundations of evolutionary psychology and its subsequent development into an

approach to religious belief in particular.

Cunent evolutionary theories of culture, including religious belief, use Meme

theory, which seems, on the face of it, to be a theory analogous to that of natural

selection. I show that the memetic approach to religious belief is mistaken but

that there is a sound altemative in the work of Pascal Boyer. Boyer draws on

evolutionary psychology, anthropology and cognitive science to develop an

account of the origin in the mind of religious beliefs and their spread through

the population.

My evolutionary argument is that religious beliefs are the result of the cunent

but not proper function of cognitive modules. Only if beliefs are the result of the



proper function of cognitive rnodules are we justified in holding them to be

about sorfl€ aspeet of'mind-indcpeutlent'neality. Theolo,gical realism ts blocked

because all versjons of re.alism in fte literaljure defnd to Solne degpe oa the

fapl of religious expelience, whieh ig aov.ered by the evolutionary argument.

Thenilogicalnom.teafista issupporled, inprinciple by the evolutionary aryltrltetlt

bgq in practiee, is not a gpnuine alternative to realism b,eqarrse refigious.beliefs

ffie auto,ma-Uqally gven a realist interpretanion tlut cornpefcs tvilh e-xplicit non-

realist interlretations,
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1

anChapter One: Introduction to

Theological Non-Realism

1.0 Introduction

Evolutionary Perspective on

This thesis is about the realist/non-realist debate in philosophy of religion. That

debate is about whether religious claims should be inteqpreted - in accordance

with their 'surface structurel - as assertions about aspects of 'mind-

independent' reality, or whether they should be interpreted as playing some

other role (for example, as assertions about a 'socially constructed' mythic

realm, or even as direct expressions of a community's most fundamental

values). My particular concern in this thesis is with the question of whether

useful light can be thrown on it by recent developments in evolutionary

psychology, in which the attempt to explain the origin, persistence and

pervasiveness of religious beliefs has been of major importance. I am looking to

evolutionary psychology for a new approach to the realist/non-realist debate

because I think traditional approaches are unsatisfactory.

One plausible approach to an evaluation of the realist/non-realist debate about

religious beliefs would be to examine apparently parallel realist/non-realist

debates about other domains of discourse, for example moral beliefs, beliefs

about scientific theoretical entities, or beliefs about mathematical objects.

Perhaps lessons leamed from those debates could be applied to the realistlnon-

realist debate about religious beliefs. I am, in fact, doubtful about whether there

is sufficient analogy between religious beliefs and beliefs from these other

domains: I suspect that each domain-specific realist/non-realist debate needs to

be settled separately, through paying close attention to the actual function of

beliefs and claims in the domain concerned. In any case, however, in this project

I have chosen to focus wholly on what the resources of recent evolutionary

psychology can contribute to a debate which, otherwise fieated, has begun to

seem inhactable.



That focus is to be explained, also, by the fact that it was through reading the

work of Don Cupitt that I (along with many others) first became interested in the

realist/non-realist debate as it applies to religious beliefs, and, in particular, to

Christian theist beliefs. From 1980, when he published Taking Leave of God,r

until the later 1990s, Cupitt put forward a case for reinterpreting religious belief

and practice, particularly Christian belief and practice, in a non-realist way. By

this, he meant that Christians should regard God as a human construct, a

projection of human values, rather than as an independently existing being. They

should continue to worship, celebrate the Eucharist and endeavour to lead a

Chrisrlike life but they should abandon the sr.rpematural beliefs that he thought

lead to immaturiry and a destructive attitude to life. Christians should "grow

up."

Cupitt has attracted a great deal of attention. His television series and book Sea

of Faith, published in 7984,2 provoked debate, hostility and a movement of the

same name. Many Christians recognize themselves in his account of the

difficulty of maintaining orthodox belief in a scientific age. They also recognize

their fellow Christians in Cupitt's descriptions of immature, fearful and

aggressive defenders of orthodoxy. They feel that there is much in Christianity

that is life-giving and too important to be abandoned completely. Cupitt offers

them "beliefless Christianity," practice without dogma.3 It offers the prospect

of a way of staying in the Church without obvious self-deception or the

deception of others.

I

J

Don Cupitt, Taking Leave of God (London: SCM Press, 1980)

Don Cupitt, The Sea of Faith (London: British Broadcasting Corporation, 1984)

Don Cupitt, Is Nothing Sacred? The Non-Realist Philosophy of Religion (New York:
Fordham University Press, 2002), p. 54
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Cupitt has changed his position a number of times and it is now so eclectic as to

present a real problem for the person who seeks to formulate it. His position

remains fundamentally non-realist although he has become more nihilistic in his

later work and draws on a much broader range of sources. One set of books in

the nineties is heavily influenced by Feuerbach and the French post-modernists.

The successor series to this set of books is strongly indebted to Heidegger. The

Sea of Faith movement is home to a widely divergent group of people, some of

whom appear to be leaving the Church rather than seeking to transform it. The

debate in the Church press continues to divide along traditional lines: believers

are realists and non-realists are considered to be non-believers. There is no clear

model of what it is to live as a non-realist Christian in a Church that accepts the

transformation of its metaphysical underpinnings, as proposed by Cupitt.

The critical reaction to Cupitt shows up a chasm between realists and non-

realists. There is much that is wrong wittr Cupitt's non-realism that critics have

rightly pointed out but their criticism, in my view, rarely explores the

foundations of Cupitt's non-realism; rather it focuses on the arguments that he

puts forward as a consequence of taking a non-realist approach. Direct

engagement between theological realists and non-realists has not settled the

issue of whether one should take a realist or a non-realist approach to theology.

I think the matter remains unresolved because neither side of the debate

addresses the fundamental assumptions underlying the arguments put forward.

These assumptions concem, for example, the nature of the universe, the role of

culture in religious belief and the weight accorded to the fact of religious

experience.

My first aim in this project is to examine the fundamentals of Cupitt's argument

for theological non-realism. I shall argue for the conclusion that Cupitt's own

non-realist account is fatally flawed by his attempt to combine biological
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naturalism with a standard 'culturalist' understanding of the nature of ttre

human mind. Biology, particularly evolutionary biology, suggests that the

capacity of the human mind for forming, retaining and transmining cultural

representations is constrained by the way the mind is biologically formed. The

standard'culturalist' position is that the human mind is formed by culture and

is extensively malleable. That malleability is crucial to Cupitt's position

throughout the corpus of his work. He argues that we believe what we do

because of the social conditioning we have. If we could just liberate ourselves

from the oppressive conditioning of the past then we could reconstnrct the

religious environment and produce fully mature, fully human beings who [ve

well and make the world a better place. Cupitt is not alone in assuming that the

most powerful force for change is the environment, specifically the culture in

which a person grows up. Stephen Jay Gould talks about culture as being

opposed to evolution or as a separate force moulding humans.4 Gould believes,

as Cupitt seems to, that the altemative to positing a biologically independent

cultural force is for political conservatism, if not Fascism, to triumph. He

assumes that if we allow that culture is also a product of evolution then we must

deny that humans are free. I believe, however, that that view is profoundly

mistaken.

Cupitt is inclined to write as if culture is something external to human beings,

something non-biological. Most writers of his generation do the same thing.

When Cupitt began to write about biology and religion it was defensible to hold

the position that culture/environment shaped a person's worldview - even to the

extent that it was not possible to have a worldview without linguistic input ttrat

can come only from the environment outside the individual. The difficuhy wittt

this culturalist view has always been ttrat culture is extemal only to individuals.

Human culture is generated by humans. The culture that can be generated by

Stephen Jay Gould, The Mismeasure ol Man (New York: Norton, l98l)
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any species is both constrained and enabled by the biology of that species. It

cannot be something that is opposed to evolution or independent of biology.

When people talk about cultural evolution or 'co-evolution', they are speaking

analogously at most. When they imply that there are separate processes working

independently of each other - as if cultural evolution somehow overcomes the

limitations of biological evolution - they are mistaken, as I will show.

After examining the precise nature of the mistake Cupitt makes in his biological

naturalist approach to theological non-realism, my focus moves on to consider

whether recent naturalist work in evolutionary psychology can provide new

perspectives on the nature of religious beliefs that may enable us to get a better

grip on the realist/non-realist debate. In order to determine whether religious

beliefs should be given a realist or a non-realist interpretation it is necessary to

understand the nature of religious belief and this is where evolutionary

psychology and related evolutionary approaches are so helpful. They enable us

to give a clear account of what biological naturalism is and how it accounts for

culture, without conflating biological naturalism and culturalism as Cupitt does.

The immediate consequence of conflating biological naturalism and culturalism

for Cupitt is his failure to understand the nature of religion. Religion is a cultural

product. What Cupitt understands by that is that it is malleable: that is, religious

belief and practice can be reshaped like playdough if only the social

conditioning is right. I will show what is wrong with Cupitt's account. If, as I

argue, culture is not an independent causal process, but a biological category

then what it means to say that religion is a cultural product will be very different

from what that used to mean in a culturalist context. Given that Cupitt is wrong

about what it rneans to say that religion is a cultural product, it should not come

as a suqprise to find that he is unable to produce a coherent model of non-realist.

religious practice to be adopted by his admirers. The Sea of Faith project

remains a fringe element in Christianity.
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I grant that Cupitt is right to emphasize the biology of humans and to reject

traditional dichotomous thinking that elevated the 'spiritual' at the expense of

the body. Indeed, we cannot define ourselves without reference to biology. We

cannot understand the nature of religious ideas, their persistence and their range

without understanding the minds that generate and transmit them. But Cupitt did

not have, at the beginning of his non-realist period, the tools that would have

enabled him to have provided a satisfactory explanation of the way the mind

works to generate religious beliefs.

There is now a growing literature on the subject of religion and evolutionary

biology. None of it was available to Cupitt when he first began writing on the

need to revolutionize religion. By the late 1980s, however, this research project

had advanced sufficiently for Cupitt's failure to register its potential value for

his own work to be surprising. Recent developments in evolutionary psychology

have been invaluable to writers on religion. It is now possible to construct a

complex theory of religion that explains the origin of religious ideas and, most

importantly for my present project, provides a theoretical basis for assessing the

proposed altematives to traditional theism that philosophers and theologians are

putting forward from both non-realist and realist positions. Each such proposal

seeks to provide an authentically religious altemative to naditional theism. That

is, a person adopting the position proposed would be able to live out a religious

life with practices and beliefs about the world and about God that are preferable,

intellectually, to those they replace and that are as religiously satisfying. God can

be worshipped, Christ can be followed and it means something to say, for

example, that "X is a Christian" or "X is no longer a Christian." In this thesis

I aim to develop this theoretical basis to show what any revisionary theist

proposal needs to be able to do to be a genuine altemative. On that basis I



7

maintain that I can show why Cupitt's non-realism is not, after all, a religiously

adequate altemative to realism.

The evolutionary approach proves, I believe, unexpectedly fruitful. From this

naturalist perspective I believe I can show that there is no reason at all for

thinking that religious beliefs represent the real; but also from this naturalist

perspective I believe I can show that religious beliefs can persist only if they are

taken as representing the real. On the face of it, the evolutionary approach seerts

to support 'realist atheism', that is the view that theological claims do indeed

have realist meaning but are systematically false. Certainly evolutionary

theorists, some of whose work I examine in later chapters, think that atheism is

the obvious position to take if one believes that evolutionary theory is true. I

think, however, that the leap required from the truth of evolutionary theory to the

claim that there is no God is too big. All that evolutionary theory shows, or can

be expected to show, is that there is no evidence that there is a God. The atheist

claim goes beyond that to the claim ttrat there is no God, which is rather more

than the evolutionary approach supports. Scientifically one may take the view

that agnosticism is the correct position to adopt but theologically that is limiting.

If the evolutionary approach supports neither realist atheism nor realist theism

there still remains the possibility that it supports theological non-realism. I shall

argue that the evolutionary approach enables me to explain why a non-realist

interpretation of religious belief is conect and why a realist interpretation is

Iikely to be wrong even though Cupitt's own arguments for non-realism are

badly flawed. However, it tums out not to be a simple matter of endorsing a non-

realist theology. The evolutionary approach also shows why theological non-

realism will probably fail to generate an authentic religious altemative to

traditional realist accounts of theism. This creates an interesting tension between

the correctness of theological non-realism and its likely failure as a genuine
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alternative to theological realism. In the following section, I will set out the

overall framework in which I argue for these conclusions.

1.1 The Evolutionary Argument

My focal question throughout this project is: what are the implications for the

realist/non-realist.debate of approaching the study of religion in a way that takes

evolutionary biology seriously? This question arises from a consideration of

Cupitt's work because he is committed to the truth, provisional though he thinks

it, of evolutionary theory and his background in biology informs all his work.

That assumption is one I endorse. However, Cupitt is also committed to

culturalism, which is the view that culture is an independent causal factor in the

formation of human nature. As I have already emphasized, taking evolutionary

theory seriously has profound implications for the account of culture that

undeqpins the claim that religion is a cultural product. In Chapter Two (2.1 -
2.5) I examine Cupitt's account of culture and show why his culturalism fails. I

seek to do that through the work of Tooby and Cosmides who are leading

exponents of evolutionary psychology.s They are participants in an extensive

debate over the nature of the mind and its evolution. The evolutionary theory of

mind that they favour has as key elements the thesis of the modularity of the

mind and adaptationism. The modularity thesis is that the mind consists of

evolved cognitive and perceptual modules with domain specific competences

rather than consisting of domain general learning mechanisms. Adaptationism is

the view that these modules evolved to solve particular problems in the

environment of our ancestors. My aim is to show what culture is, given that it

should be classed as a biological category. The culturalist assumptions Cupitt

makes are widely shared among social scientists. Indeed, Tooby and Cosmides

The standand work on the subject, in which Tooby and Cosmides' most important
contribution occurs is Jerome H. Barkow, Leda Cosmides and John Tooby, (ai fne
Adapted Mind: Evolutionary Psychologt and the Generation of Culture (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1992)



9

speak in terms of what they call the Standard Social Science Model, which

describes the culturalist assumptions made in all the social sciences and

influencing the way they interpret data. Cupitt's work fits into the Standard

Model very comfortably because of his assumption that culture forms the mind

and is not biologically constrained.

As I shall explain, Tooby and Cosmides go to some trouble to show not only

what the Standard Social Science Model is but also why it should be replaced.

The replacement model favoured by Tooby and Cosmides for the Standard

Social Science Model is the Integrated Causal Model (ICM) that tests the claims

of each discipline in the social sciences against the claims of all the others. The

content of sociology, for example, should not conhadict the content of

psychology. Adopting the Integrated Causal Model has important implications

for the study of religion. The study of religion is a social scientific activity and

the underlying assumptions of most theories of religion diverge considerably

from each other. If, however, a theory of religion emerged from the ICM it

would need to take cognisance of the findings of evolutionary psychology and

evolutionary anthropology. It would test its claims against what is already

known about human psychology and anthropology. These latter disciplines

would test their claims against what is known about evolution. The

understanding of religion on which I want to rely in this project assumes that

this integrated approach is correct. I want to shed light on theological non-

realism on the basis of a theory of religion generated using this model. What a

theory of religion that fitted the ICM would look like is not, however, merely a

matter of speculation and, in Chapter Four (4.2), I will examine a theory of

religion emerging from precisely that approach. That theory provides a solid

grounding for my evolutionary argument towards resolution of the debate about

theological realism and non-realism that follows in Chapter Five (5.2).
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Given the theory of religion that is needed, the question arises: where do we go

to get it? The intriguing thing about Tooby and Cosmides' work on culture is

that nowhere do they discuss religion, which is a prime example of culture.

Furthermore, a number of criticisms have been made of Tooby and Cosmides'

work and in the latter part of Chapter Two I set out most of these criticisms . In

particular, I consider those of Mithen who works in the field of evolutionary

archaeology.6 He thinks that Tooby and Cosmides' model of the mind fails to

account for cognitive fluidity, which is the ability to integrate modular activity.

According to Mithen it was only after cognitive fluidity was achieved in human

evolution, that art, religion and other forms of complex culture could emerge.

Mithen's view is fascinating and extends the evolutionary account of culture

begun by Tooby and Cosmides to encompass religion. I see a connection

between Mithen's work on religion and that of Sperber as Sperber is similarly

interested in explaining humans' meta-representational ability, which is the

feature of human cognition that allows integrated thought.T Sperber and Mithen

are both right to see that this ability is crucial to the development of religion.

Sperber's work forms a vital link in the development of my evolutionary

argument conceming the status of religious belief but I have delayed his

appeamnce until late in Chapter Three.

The reason for not proceeding directly to consider Sperber's contribution to the

evolutionary theory directly after the chapter criticizing Tooby and Cosmides is

that many theorists in the field think that there already is a perfectly adequate

evolutionary account of culture that explains religion rather well. That account is

Meme theory.8 To make the case for the view that Sperber's constuctionist

Steven Mithen, The Prehistory of the Mind: a Search for the Uigins of Art Religion
and Science (London: Phoenix Books, 1996)

Dan Sperber, Explaining Culture: a Naumlistic Approach (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996)

First formulated in Richard Dawkins, The Selftsh Gene (Oxford: Oxfond University
Press, 1976)

1

8
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account of cultural transmission should be adopted by any adequate explanation

of religion, as I wish to do, I will therefore need first to show why Meme theory

is unsatisfactory. That is the task for the first part of Chapter Three. Meme

theory is considered to be an evolutionary theory because it puts forward the

claim that units of cultural transmission (memes) spread in a way that is

analogous to the way genes spread through natural selection. Though, obviously,

Meme theorists do not think that memetic transmission is exactly parallel to

genic transmission and they acknowledge quite happily the elements of cultural

transmission that do not match Darwinian processes.

My objections to Meme theory, however, go deeper than these surface

differences. I think that Sperber is right when he says that cultural

representations do not spread by transmission but by an active process of

constnrction.9 The standard account of memes has them colonizing (and

shaping) minds. According to the Meme theory, everything cultural spreads by

transmission. Of course, that applies also to religious memes. Meme theorists

tend to see religion as a bad thing that spreads in the form of memes that carry

with them the means to ensure that they proliferate. (See Chapter Three, section

3.1) I think the memetic account of religion is a caricature of religious beliefs

and fails to eapture just what religion is and why it persists. In fact, meme

theorists cannot explain why religion persists without treating religion, along

with other complex cultural products, as an extemal causal force. They tend also

to attribute goals to memes in the same way that Dawkins attributes them to

genes. Selfish memes are like selfish genes. That this is a misleading metaphor I

will seek to make clear in Chapter Three (3.1 - 3.3).

If, however, we take seriously the idea that the nature of the mind constrains the

representations it can hold then there is room to consider a far more active role

Sperber, Explaining Culture, ch.5
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for minds in the spread and maintenance of cultural representations, including

religious representations. Minds construct representations. Representations are

similar between people because people have similar minds and construct similar

representations of their own from the material available. This is Sperber's

account, based on the idea that cultural items are attractors around which

people's representations cluster. In the remainder of Chapter Three I will

explain Sperber's view fully. Because Sperber gives such an active role to the

mind he is able to explain the phenomenon of cultural reculrence, which meme

theorists cannot do, because cultural recurrence is independent of transmission.

The idea of recurrence is simply that, due to the similarity of minds and the

material they can use, representations occur over and over without being

transmitted. They are not copies of each other but recurences of the same

phenomenon. Meme theorists also cannot explain the fact that people build

complex representations from the very minimal content that is actually

transmitted. Boyer takes the constructionist idea from Sperber and uses it to

explain how religious representations, in particular, recur in full detail even when

only the barest minimum of material is transmitted from person to person. The

mind fills in the gaps using cognitive modules that are triggered by the content

that is presented to it. Sperber holds that the mind is massively modular, which

means that there are a great many cognitive modules. I have reservations about

the extent to which Sperber is justified in accepting massive modularity but he

certainly occupies a defensible position.

Sperber shows that religious beliefs are the sort of 'reflective' belief that remain

to some extent mysterious to their holders, so in one sense religious beliefs can

never be fully understood. Reflective beliefs involve a high degree of inferential

cognitive processing and are not directly tinked to perception. We can

understand, however, what sort of beliefs they are and how ttrey work. That is,

religious beliefs arc opaque in themselves but it is possible to understand how
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they spread and how the mind constructs them. Sperber uses religious

representations as one example among many of cultural representations. Boyer,

whose work develops from that of Sperber and of Tooby and Cosmides, focuses

entirely on religious belief. Because his theory is the best confirmed in the

currentliterature,Ihave chosen to examine Boyer's theory in detail. This is set

out in Chapter Four (4.2).

Boyer works in the fields of evolutionary psychology and evolutionary

anthropology.He uses his extensive knowledge of both fields to develop a

theory of religion that meets three objectives. The first is to say what sort of

thing religion is: religions are collections of representations. The second is to

say what cognitive mechanisms generate religious representations: they are

mechanisms that evolved primarily to represent social information and the

extemal environment. The third is to say how religious representations should

be regarded: they are parasitic on other sorts of representations and should not

be regarded as a separate, unique category of representation or as causes of

other sorts of representation. For example, religion is not a source of morality.

The moral content of religious representations is, rather, parasitic on moral

intuitions generated by cognitive mechanisms that evolved to represent moral

matters.

Boyer, like Sperber, assumes considerable rnodularity though maybe not

massive modularity. He is also quite specific about the modules he needs for

this theory to work. I am aware that if the evidence for the existence of those

modules is not, after all, compelling then his theory will need significant

revision. A second point to note about Boyer is that he is clearly a realist wittt

respect to beliefs and desires.l0 However, the fact that he is a realist in this

See George Botterill and Peter Cam:thers, The Philosophy of PsychologSt (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 24-30 for a discussion of realism and anti-
realism with respect to beliefs and desires.

10
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respect has no effect on whether religious beliefs should be given a non-realist

interpretation. The debate about theological realism is independent of other

realist and non-realist debates, though McGrath thinks that the debate over

scientificrealism could provide some insight into the theological debate.ll That

is not the same as saying that being a scientific realist requires one to be a

theological realist. Each debate has to be settled separately with respect to the

relevant domain of discourse.

Religious beliefs, on Boyer's account, present themselves to their holders as the

realist intelprets them. That is, they seem to be about entities and events extemal

to and independent of the believer. The realist approach is to look outside the

believer for the referents of the beliefs, to assume that they are about some

feature of reality. If Boyer is right, however, there is no reason to suppose that

religious representations have any real reference. They are byproducts of the

activity of cognitive mechanisms that evolved to do something else, that is

represent actual states of affairs.

After setting out Boyer's theory, on which I rely for the foundation of my

evolutionary argument, I take the opportunity at the end of Chapter Four to

examine Cupitt's anthropology in the light of it. My reason for doing this is that

Cupitt's case for non-realism depends to some considerable degree on what he

takes to be anthropological certainties about the historical development of

cultures and religion. With Boyer's analysis in place I will show that Cupitt is

quite mistaken about the way religions have developed.

Chapters Three and Four, then, are crucial in building an account of religious

belief that will allow me to develop an evolutionary argument for a conclusion

ll Alister E. McGrath, The Foundations of Dialogue in Science and Religion (Oxford:

Blackwell, 1998), ch. 4.
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conceming the relative merits of realism and non-realism. That argument is thus

based on contemporary evolutionary theories of the mind and the proper

function of the cognitive modules of the mind. I think these theories offer the

best hope currently available for understanding the nature of religious beliefs.

In Chapter Five (5.1 - 5.3), using Boyer as a base, but with an evolutionary

argument also derived from Millikan's work on proper function, I put forward

the case for giving religious beliefs a non-realist interpretation. The argument

shows two things. The first is that cognitive mechanisms that produce religious

beliefs are not, when they do produce such beliefs, operating in accordance wittr

their proper function. The proper function of those mechanisms is to represent

actual states of affairs. I think that means that a non-realist interpretation of

religious beliefs is supported. This is because only if the current function of the

cognitive mechanisms is also the proper function of those mechanisms do we

have grounds for saying that it represents the real. The reader may hesitate to

accept that the proper function of cognitive and perceptual mechanisms is to do

rnore than represent the organism's perceived environment but I shall argue in

Chapter Five (5.2), against Plantinga, for example, that the evolutionary position

is that there is a close match between the actual environment and the organism's

perceived environment. The second point of the evolutionary argument is that

religious beliefs can persist only to the extent that the believers take them to have

real reference. This is because people automatically and implicitly take religious

representations in a realist sense. The non-realist interpretation of religious

beliefs has to be explicit and conscious and will always be competing with the

unconsciously generated realist interpretations of religious representations.

There is, then, small comfort for the non-realists, Cupitt among them. The good

news is that there is an evolutionary argument, one that Cupitt should take

seriously given his biological naturalism, that tends to support theological non-
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realism against theological realism. The bad news is that non-realist theology

will not work because of the evolved cognitive mechanisms that generate

religious representations in the first place. Non-realist theology is likely, then, to

remain the preserve of an elite among religious believers who run the risk of

losing their religious beliefs altogether. The future for religiously adequate

forms of religious belief still. lies with realism, because it comes easily and

people cannot be expected to make constant cognitive efforts to avoid slipping

back into realism. But those who wish to be right must be prepared to lose their

religious beliefs.

The conclusions in this thesis are based on material that is new and, in parts,

controversial. They are, therefore, provisional and I am aware that they may need

revising in places over time. However, I believe that the naturalistic approach

does lead in the direction I have taken and that ttre evolutionary psychology

programme is fundamentally sound with the implications for theories of religion

as outlined here.
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Chapter Two: Cupitt's Theory and Evolutionary Psychology

2.0 Introduction

My first task in this chapter is to set out Cupitt's approach to biology and

culture, showing how he uses his views on the two subjects to support his case

for theological non-realism. I will show how his argument for non-realism fails

because of the incompatibility of biological naturalism and culturalism - the nvo

positions that Cupitt tries to blend without appearing to notice that they have

conflicting assumptions about human nature. I will draw out these conflicts to

show why he can be either a biological naturalist or a culturalist but not both.

Having done this I will then argue on the basis of a critical account of

evolutionary psychology that Cupitt should have rejected culturalism and

retained biological naturalism. Biological naturalism fits well into the

evolutionary psychology prograrnme, but culturalism belongs to an out-dated

and unfruitful model of the social sciences.

In the remainder of this chapter I set out and examine the work of evolutionary

psychologists Tooby and Cosmides. Their work provides me with a biological

account of culture set in a new model of the social sciences that enables me to

develop the evolutionary account of religion supporting my argument in Chapter

Five. Evolutionary psychology is a new prognmme and, as such, there are

criticisms of the methods and results obtained so far. I evaluate most of these

criticisms in the sections following the account of Tooby and Cosmides'

framework. Those of Mithen, in particular, are useful to me in further

developments of an evolutionary theory of religion in Chapters Three and Four.

2.1 Cupitt's Biological Naturalism

In 1995 Cupitt published The Last Philosophy in which he expounded his views

on biological naturalism. He has a degree in biology and favours a biologically
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informed approach to philosophy. Near the beginning of the book, when he is

setting out the principal components of his philosophy, he says

But I've already indicated that physics should no longer dominate
philosophy in the way that it once did. What now matters most is
evolutionary biology. After Darwin, we should be clear that we
don't know and never will know any other angle on things than our
own. We are biological organisms, and for all intents and puqposes
our life-world is rfte world, and that's it. And this life-world of ours
is always the world of our life, a world structured and coloured by
our intense biological interest in life and our symbolic expressions

thereof.l

He goes on to add that there is no dichotomy between the internal world of the

individual and the external world, that everything is made of one sort of "stuff"

and that there is nothing beyond, or outside. No mysteries, no depth. It all

sounds like the straightforward naturalism that any biologist could endorse.

Cupitt, however, does not want anyone to think that he is a scientific realist and

on page 89, in a note at the end of a section that concerns an evolutionary

account of the "aim" of life he says

I have used the word 'mvthical' to describe the little narrative
excursion above into our 

-evolutionary 
background. Otherwise it

might seem that I'm falsely pretending to go beyond the proper
limits of language and nanative, reintroducing a form of scientific

realism.2

Lapsing into realism is a mortal sin. Yet maintaining a consistently non-realist

approach to everything leads Cupitt eventually to put forward a theory

containing elements that are mutually incompatible. For Cupitt there are no

objective truths. He has no mechanism for detecting inconsistencies because

every theory is a social construction relative to time, place and culture. No one

"narrative" has global implications. On the face of it Cupitt puts together a

coherent account of the flaws in realist theology and proposes a preferable way

of interpreting religious objects. I will show how his account fails.

1 Don Cupitt, The Last Philosophy (London: SCM Press, 1995), pp. 37-38

2 Cupitt, Last, p. 89
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Cupitt's approach to religion consists of biological and linguistic naturalism,

culturalism and a Feuerbachian-inspired projectivism. His later work is also

informed by French post-modernists. Cupitt's biological naturalism has

language as the primary force shaping perception and interpretation of the

world. We have a language-generator3 in the brain that gains its content from

the culture in which an individual grows up. It is hardly possible to exaggerate

the importance of language in Cupitt's scheme. Without it we cannot think and

cannot have a view of the world. At some points it seerns as if he is saying that

without language there is no world. Language is prior to everything except

culture, which is, of course, linguistic, and is a rich complex of symbols that

gives us identity and all our concepts.4 We ffe, he says, "culturally

programrned." He thinks that human nature is historically conditioned and that

one of Feuerbach's errors was to believe in an essential human nature. The other

mistake that he thinks Feuerbach made was to treat projectivism as antithetical to

religious commitment. Cupitt retains the notion of a projected ideal - historically

conditioned and more overtly value-laden than Feuerbach's - which should be

committed to rather than rejected. We know everything that Feuerbach knew

about the human condition but our choice, he argues, should be to remain

religious while rejecting the destructive realist beliefs of the past. Feuerbach did

not think there was a choice. For Feuerbach, coming to understand the nature of

the object of belief was fatal to continuing belief.

There are other aspects of Cupitt's thought. His work is eclectic and he has

presented in popular form a vast array of ideas both modern and post-modem. I

shall focus, however, on biological naturalism and culturalism because bringing

these elements into focus highlights the flaws in Cupitt's general approach. In

That is not particularly controversial, but it is not quite how Chomsky would put it.

To avoid what appears to be a contradiction here it is important to distinguish between
the languageless individual and the culture into which she is born and which she will
leam in order to make sense of the world.

3

4
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the next section I will show how these elements are incompatible with each

other.

2.2 Biology and Culture

Cupitt wrote about the importance of biology well before 1995. In Only

Human1 there is a strong Darwinian influence and Cupitt seems to anticipate the

explosion of research in evolutionary psychology. He recognizes that Darwin

had a lot to say about human nature even if he preferred to leave it to his

successors to spell it out. ln this work Cupitt devotes several pages to explaining

evolutionary biology and its implications for understanding humankind. The

discussion occurs, however, in the context of culturalist assumptions; that culture

is an independent causal factor forming human nature. Furthermore, Cupitt is

not anxious to draw a distinction berween how people regard human nature and

what human nature is because he thinks that to do so would be realist and would

also privilege scientific accounts. That means that he treats changing accounts of

human nature as if they are accounts of changing human nature. He says

In at least a weak sense, the idea that the mind is a cultural creation
is unavoidable. For we speak of the mind always in metaphors, and
since all the metaphors in terms of which we understand ourselves
are inevitably drawn from the society in which we are set, what we
can be to ourselves is determined by our social circumstances. A
century ago computer models of the mind were impossible; today
they are obligatory. It follows that our thinking about ourselves is
datable, period thinking. And, naturally enough, as the Westem
scientific tradition developed it supplied successive new metaphors

for the slowly developing sciences of man to use.6

Cupitt is not entirely consistent on the status of science. He appears to be saying

here that science consists only of metaphors and that metaphors are not linked to

observation. That is, observation does not conhibute to scientific understanding.

He thus rejects the idea that observational studies of the brain could support the

computational metaphor of the mind. If, as Cupitt seems to think, science

5

6
Don Cupitt, Only Human (London: SCM Press, 1985)

Cupitt, Only Human, p.62
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consists only of metaphors then he is stuck with the idea that the mind is a

cultural creation in a strong sense. It appears, however, that he does wish to

endorse the value of some scientific observation as he goes on to say

...[T]he biological revolution proper arrived with Darwin's Descent
of Man (1371) and The Expression of the Emotions (1872), which
revealed the possibility of an evolutionary, biology-based and

scientific psychology.

If the mind is indeed an historical and evolutionary product, from
what testimonies could we ever hope to construct its history? The
task is not quite so impossible as it seems. If our embryology can

give clues to the evolutionary history of our bodies, then by the

iame token the earliest development of children may give clues to
the history of the human mind. Similarly, comparative zoological
studies may give clues to psychological evolution as well as to

biological evolution generally. 7

He goes on to add that historical and cross-cultural studies provide information.

That is correct and uncontroversial. Then, having moved from the position that

science consists only of metaphors, to the position that some observation

supports some scientific metaphors, Cupitt abandons orthodoxy by including as

evidence, apparently with some weight attached to its value, Nietzsche's

suggestion that dreams could give us understanding of the "archaic" mind. No

biologist would include such 'data' as evidence of the nature of the mind and I

think it is Cupitt's indiscriminate eclecticism, of which these quotations are good

examples, that ensures that nothing comes of his ideas about the mind.

Sometimes Cupitt sounds like an evolutionary psychologist:

And if the mind has been built up layer by layer on a biological
base, that basis presumably consists in the biological drives to food,
self-preservation, sex and so forth. And we may suppose ttrat

culture is an immense system of signs and leamed behaviours
which utilizes the energy of these biological drives, eliciting it,

transforming it and redirecting it.8

Here disagreements would simply be about the place of culture and the content

of "and so forth." In the next paragraph, however, he suggests that self-

7

8
Cupitt, Only Human, p.64

Cupitt, Only Human, p.64
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consciousness developed about three thousand years ago as a response to living

in social groups. That does not accord with evolutionary psychology. (See

Chapter Four (4.3) for further analysis of Cupitt's anthropology.) I think that

this inconsistency with evolutionary psychology occurs because Cupitt confuses

evolutionary theory with theories of historical development. The way humans

live has changed a great deal in three thousand years. Cupitt is right to be

interested in the process of that change, but humans have not discernibly evolved

in that short period. The structure of the human mind is still the same as it was

tens of thousands of years ago and we have evolved from primates who lived in

social groups for millions of years before that. Cupitt might well be prepared to

give up the idea about consciousness developing three thousand years ago, but

that is not the point. Even to suggest it shows that he is not thinking as a

biologist, despite his clear professed commitment to evolutionary theory.

The idea that the structure of the human mind can be fundamentally altered by

historical conditions - such as the move to living in settlements - is not

supported by evolutionary biology. Cupitt's adherence to it comes rather from

the culturalist side of his commitments. For a culturalist the mind is malleable

and able to be formed by external events with few biological constraints. But it is

of central importance to understanding Cupitt's position and what is inherently

flawed about it to recognize that his culturalism cannot be true if the biological

theory he subscribes to is also hue. Let me now expand on this important point.

Cupitt often writes as if biologically based psychology were the salne as

historically conditioned self-understanding. That is because, given his

culturalism, he has to regard biologically based psychology as just another

historically conditioned way of understanding human nature. That is clear when

he is writing about Feuerbach inCreation out of Nothing.g

Don Cupitt, Creation out of Nothing (London: SCM Press, 1990)
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Whether consistently or not, Feuerbach still believed in a human
essence, the concrete universal 'Man' or 'Humanity'; and because
he thus believed in one standard human nature, Feuerbach followed
the philosophical tradition in believing also in one universal and
common God - albeit, as the alienated objectification of the universal
human essence. We disagree with Feuerbach in that for us there is
no longer any one enduring and transhistorical human essence. (For
example, it is now widely admitted that ideas of what it is to be a
woman have varied considerably in different cultures in the past, and
that what.a woman really is and should be is not an essence given to
us a piori , but rather is something that women are going to have to
invent and keep on reinventing for themselves in the future. And the
same is therefore presumably true for men also.)...Ideas of human
nature are historically conditioned, and ideas of God are therefore
also historically conditioned.l0

Creation out of Nothing was published just five years after Only Human and

Cupitt did not repudiate in Creation anything he wrote in Only Human. Yet he

ignores the fact that it is precisely the claim of biologically based psychology,

which he endorses in Only Human, that there is a transhistorical, persistent

human nature common to all humans. To put the point in terms of Cupitt's

example, the difficulty with earlier views about the nature of women was that

they were mistaken because they failed to take into account the full humanity of

women. Similarly, what is wrong with a lot of allegedly biologically based

psychology of women today is that it is bad psychology and bad biology. It is

not the case that women have constantly to reinvent themselves. lndeed, the

extent to which hurnans can invent and reinvent themselves is very limited.

Mind you, Cupitt's suspicions about essentialism are not entirely misplaced.

There are good biological reasons for rejecting some versions of essentialism.

Trying to base a concept of human nature on genetics, for example, will fail

because genetics is about variation not uniformity, as Hull argues.ll It is,

however, neither necessary nor desirable to reject all versions of essentialism in

order to achieve the correct account of the relationship between mind and

l0 Cupitt, Creation, p. 122
ll Davidl. Hull, 'On Human Nature'in David L. Hull and Michael Ruse (eds) Ifte

Philosophy olBiologlt (Oxford: OIJP, 1998)
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culture. The genetic conceptualization of human nature is at one end of the

spectrum while Cupitt's culturally formed human nature is at the other end.

There is, however, a middle position between the essentialism Hull opposes and

Cupitt's extreme idea of an infinitely malleable human nature formed by culture.

It is precisely this middle ground that is the subject of debate between

evolutionary psychologists and culturalists. Furthermore, it seems very likely

that the truth lies in this middle ground. Recent work in evolutionary psychology

of the sort sketched out by Cupitt himself in 1985 is showing us how to occupy

this middle ground. But Cupitt does not appear to have appreciated this point

and does not cite anyone working on evolutionary psychology.

There are other features of Cupitt's culturalism, besides the malleability of

human nature, that do not sit comfortably with his biological naturalism. The

most important is the role of language. He says further on in Creation out of

Nothing that "our subjective consciousness is a product of langUage or

culture." Among his arguments for this claim he says

...[I]t has to be recognized in modem times that every human being
is culturally programmed. Nobody's mind is ever a blank slate. We
are always *ittrin a particular complex construction of the world,
valuation of life and (as Rorty calls-it) 'final vocabulary'. But how
is this cultural programming, which gives us our cultural identity,
imposed upon us? Because everyone is and has to be a member of a
language-group, because a person's own identity is bound qp sittt
hei mother-tongue, because culture is undeniably linked !o
language, because language is never a neufral communication-
medium but is always very highly ideologically-loaded, and because
we learn language in idioms, in language-games and cultural
practices, for all these reasons we can freat language and culture as

co-extensive and effectively coinciding. A living language is always
culhrral, in that it is freighted with a set of local valuations and
practices. Leaming the language, we leam the local customs and

assumptions.l2

To say that culture and language can be treated as co-extensive gives a

misleading impression of the way language works. It is true that we leam

language in all the ways Cupitt says, but without the evolved mechanisms for

l2 Cupitt, Creation, p.167
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acquiring language we would not be able to take advantage of these ways of

leaming. Cupitt plays down the fact that what we can talk about, express and

have in our culture is a function of our psychology, which consists of evolved

mechanisms including, but not limited to, those involving language. Cupitt

exaggerates the power of combining language and culture. When we leam a

language we learn the local customs and assumptions, but a vast number were

already known to us because they are universally shared. Cupitt's focus on the

extent to which thought is linguistic excludes consideration of the evidence of

quite sophisticated thinking by pre-linguistic infants and languageless adults.

The points at which interaction with and grasp of the world fail for languageless

adults are not where Cupitt would locate them.l3 Certainly, culture is connected

to language but the relationship between the two is not as simple as he suggests.

They do not "effectively coincide." A languageless adult shares the same world

as an adult with language though there are some conceptual difficulties, such as

with 'time when' problems in the past. It is an open question whether the person

lacks the concept of 'time when' or merely lacks the means of expressing the

concept.

Cupitt's exaggeration of the role language plays in human understanding of the

world is symptomatic of the wider problem he has integrating biological

concepts into his cultwalist view of the world. In the following sections I

evaluate Cupitt's theory in light of recent developments in evolutionary

psychology and show exactly how his biological naturalism is incompatible witt

his culturalism.

13 See for a discussion of the conceptual world of languageless adults Oliver Sacks,
Seeing Yoices: a Journey into the World of the Deaf (London: Picador, 1991)



26

2.3 The Background to Evolutionary Psychology

In the time since Cupitt wrote Only Human there has been something of a

revolution in the way evolutionary theory is applied to psychology. With

developments in cognitive science powerful models of the mind have been

proposed. These are supported by technological advances in neuroscience that

have made it possible to observe the brain in great detail and by advances in

genetics. Cupitt seems untouched by the developments. In his later works he

does briefly engage with Richard Dawkins, another famous popularizer, but

disagrees with him on account of his philosophical assumptions rather than on

account of difficulties with the content. Similarly, in 1995, Cupitt notes the work

on language by Steven Pinker but, again, disapproves of him for being a

scientific realist and because he "constantly makes internally the distinction

between language and non-lailguage."l4 There is no indication that his own

work on language has been seriously influenced by Pinker's research or by

anyone else from the cognitive sciences.

What Cupitt has missed is the development of tlre evolutionary programme he

hirnself was sketching in 1985. Much of it remains speculative and somewhat

controversial. It is important to distinguish the conclusions based on good

quality research from the popular manifestations of biological determinism,

'gene-for' claimslS and their opposing positions. People on both sides of the

evolutionary psychology debate are liable to reason badly and there is a great

deal of published material that is seriously flawed because the researcher was

good at psychology but weak in biology or vice versa. Even more difficult is that

there is much published intelpretation of research by people with no background

t4 Cupitt, Last, p 25

15 These appear regularly in the media. People claim to have found a gene for criminality
or for morality, for example.
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in either psychology or biology whether they are in favour of evolutionary

psychology or opposed to it.

To get from evolutionary psychology to an understanding of its implications for

religious belief one has to add anthropology to the list of disciplines required.

Any hypothesis about an evolutionarily based psychological mechanism has to

be tested in a number of fields and these fields have to be theoretically consistent

with each other. Barkow, Cosmides and Tooby talk about the importance of

conceptual integration in the inhoduction to their 1992 collection of essays The

Adapted Mind.l6 They argue that, in the past, the social sciences and the

physical sciences have been content to have mutually inconsistent theories and,

in the social sciences, there has been fierce resistance to the idea that social

science theory could be informed by biology. Specialists working in sub-

divisions within the social sciences do not even feel the need to be theoretically

consistent with each other. This is what Cosmides and Tooby have called the

"standard Social Science Model". Barkow, Cosmides and Tooby contrast this

affitude with that found in the physical sciences. A biological hypothesis that

tumed out to be inconsistent with the laws of chemistry, for example, would be

rejected. One might well give away the idea that the content of all the sciences is

reducible to one set of laws but one would not give up the idea that the laws (or

principles) goveming one science should be compatible with those goveming the

others.

Mary Midgley makes a similar point in De-Dramatizing Darwinism,lT where

she criticizes social scientists for their reluctance to accept that social phenomena

might have a biological basis. She cites Durkheim's claim in Rules of

So cio logical Method lhat

16 Barkow, Cosmides and Tooby, as aboye
17 Mary Midgley, 'De-Dramatizing Darwinism', Monist, 67 , 2, (lg84r, 200-Zl5
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There is between psychology and sociology the same break in
continuity as between biology and the physico-chemical sciences.
Consequently, every time that a social phenomenon is directly
explained by a psychological phenomenon, we may be sure that the

explanation is false.

She comments

It is remarkable enough that Durkheim should have put his money
on a lasting, unbridgeable gulf between biology and chemistry. But
what is even more striking is the effect of his own gap, whether
placed where he puts it between sociology and psychology, or
between psychology and biology. It produces a situation which is
now familiar to social scientists, but which constantly strikes fresh
observers as extraordinary, namely, an apparent instance of one-way
causation. Individual human psychology is here deemed to be

affected by social phenomena, but not to affect them. Or, if the gap
is shifted downwards, human psychology too may be saved from
the stains of physical matter by positing one-way causation between

mind and bodY.l8

Midgley thinks this is such an extraordinary position to hold that it must be

compelled by moral considerations. The rest of her paper examines them and

finds them wanting. It is not surprising that people do have mora-l reservations

about biological explanations. The history of applied evolutionary theory is not

pretty. Nor are the popular conclusions drawn by the sociobiologists and their

successors such as Dawkins. They would have it that we are machines driven by

our genes which are, in tum, entirely selfish. Misleading as that is, the image of

the selfish gene prevails in the popular understanding of evolution over attempts

by people such as Midgley to explain why it is wrong to describe genes as

selfish and how we should regard them instead.19

Horrified reactions from the general public (and some academics) aside, it is

uncontroversial to state that genes build minds and affect behaviour, which

means that ultimately we have to integrate knowledge of biology and

psychology. The results of that integration and what effect that has on our

18

19

Midgley, Darwin, p.207

Having said that, I do not wish to be side-tracked by the largely uninformed concems
that people have, so I am not considering them, merely noting that they are there.
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understanding of culture are matters of importance for psychology, biology,

cognitive science, neuroscience, anthropology, religious studies, linguistics and

philosophy. What each discipline brings to the subject of how genes affect

behaviour and what that effect is must be compatible with what the others bring.

I believe it is because Cupitt rejects the idea of integrating the disciplines of the

social sciences, while at the same time drawing on all these disciplines that he

does not, in the end, have anything helpful to say about religion. Accordingly, it

is important to explain what is inadequate about the Standard Social Science

Model (SSSM), implicitly assumed by Cupitt, and I shall be doing that in the

following section. Explaining the Model's inadequacy is also important because

much of what we are told about what religion is depends on anthropological

research done by people working within the Model. Once we see what is wrong

with the SSSM, and what model should replace it, the value of evolutionary

psychology will be clear.

2.4 Models of the Social Sciences

I am going to provide a detailed discussion of Tooby and Cosmides'

Psychological Foundations of Culnre,zo which clearly sets out their

understanding of the evolutionary psychology programme as a programme that

adopts an "Integrated Causal Model" of the social sciences, which is the model

they propose to overcome the defects of the SSSM. The Integrated Causal

Model is the product of assuming that the different theories in the social

sciences should be compatible with each other. Tooby and Cosmides wam that

they have focused only on psychology so that the Integrated Causal Model of

the social sciences is only briefly outlined rather than presented in detail.

Nevertheless, I believe that they have given a detailed enough account to show

the flaws in the SSSM and to show how adaptationism affects the concept of

20 John Tooby and Ida Cosmides, 'The Psychological Foundatiors of Culture' in The
Adapted Mind
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culture. A close study of their paper is rewarding for clarifying the content of

evolutionary psychology and disposing of some widespread but ill-informed

objections to it.

Evolutionary psychology is defined as

. ...psychology informed by the fact that the inherited architecture of
the mind is the product of the evolutionary process. It is a

conceptually integrated approach in which theories of selection
pressures areused to generate hypotheses about the design features
of the human mind, and in which our knowledge of psychological
and behavioural phenomena can be organized and augmented by

placing them in their functional context.2l

The term 'mind' is used in a technical sense to refer to "an information

processing description of the functioning of the brain."ZZ All psychological

mechanisms are described in terms of information processing rather than with

neurobiological or behavioural descriptions. The former explain only what is

going on inside the brain and the latter are so variable that they fail to capture

precisely what mechanism is being used. Although the use of information

processing language is new, it generates testable hypotheses and there is a

growing body of research that suggests it is a fruitful way of proceeding -

subject always to the possibility of revising conclusions in the light of new

evidence. The psychological mechanisms found in a species are design features

for solving adaptive problems. (Adaptive problems are those that affect

reproduction.) If one understands what adaptive problems faced a species in its

ancestral environment it is possible to look for the design features that evolved to

solve them or one can look at the features a species has and ask what adaptive

problems they would solve. Both approaches are used.23 Obviously it is risky to

be quite so committed to adaptationism and a computational theory of the mind

as Tooby and Cosmides are. I think Sperber's modified approach, set out in

Jerome H. Barkow, I-eda Cosmides and John Tooby, 'Evolutionary Psychology ard
Conceptual Integration' in The Adapted Mind, p.7

Barkow, Cosmides and Tooby, as above, p.8

as above, p. 10

2l

z2

23
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Chapter Three (3.3), is more likely to fit developments in evolutionary biology,

especially in the developmental systems approach. However, Sperber works

from the foundations Tooby and Cosmides establish and those foundations

must be clearlv understood.

Tooby and Cosmides outline the development of integrated theories in

psychology, biology and cognitive science. The development of computational

technology enables scientists to form models of information processing that are

like cognitive processes, though how much they are like cognitive processes is

still a matter for debate. In an integrated model there is no temptation to say

reductively that the mind is a computer, but one can say that it is a complex

physiological system that processes information in certain ways. It is possible to

take the mystery out of the human mind, treat cognition as a natural

phenomenon and test hypotheses about how the information processing is done.

This scientific approach to human nature tends to have unpopular results. Tooby

and Cosmides say about humankind

' In this vast landscape of causation, it is now possible to locate
"Man's place in nature" to use Huxley's famous phrase and,

therefore, to understand for the first time what humankind is and
why we have the characteristics that we do. From this vantage point,
humans are self-reproducing chemical systems, multicellular
heterotrophic mobile organisms (animals), appearing very late in the
history of life as somewhat modified versions of earlier primate
designs. Our developmental programs, as well as the physiological
and psychological mechanisms that they reliably construct, are the
natural product of this evolutionary history. Human minds, human
behaviour, human artifacts, and human culture are all biological
phenomena - aspects of the phenotypes of humans and their

relationships with one another.24

People who stopped reading at this point would think their worst fears had been

confirmed because it sounds as if evolutionary psychology is a reductionist

programme. But that impression is misleading. The evolutionary psychologists

explain the rich content of human psychology without reducing it to some

Tooby and Cosmides, 'The Psychological Foundations of Culture' in The Adapted
Mind, pp.20 - ZI
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feature of human biology. Psychology retains its autonomy but with additional

resources from the other sciences, replacing only those aspects of the discipline

that are incompatible with well-established theories from other similarly

autonomous sciences. Tooby and Cosmides go on to introduce an important

point about the integrated approach immediately following the quote above.

The rich complexity of each individual is produced by a cognitive
architecture, ernbodied in a physiological system, which interacts
with the social and nonsocial world that surrounds it. Thus humans,
like every other natural system, are embedded in the contingencies
of a larger principled history, and explaining any particular fact
about them requires the joint analysis of all the principles and
contingencies involved. To break this seamless matrix of causation -
to attempt to dismember the individual into "biological" versus
"nonbiological" aspects - is to embrace and perpetuate an ancient
dualism endemic to the Westem cultural condition:
material/spiritual, body/mind, physical/mental, naturalhuman,
animal/truman, biologicaVsocial, biological/cultural. This dualistic
view expresses only a premodern version of biology, whose

intellectual warrant has vanished.Z5

The dichotomies listed here presuppose that 'biological' means something that

is intemal to the organism and in some way more physical, while the

nonbiological refers to non-physical intemal events and everything extemal to

the organism. In the list quoted above they could have added

'biologicaUenvironmental'. Even biologists still tend to frame the debate with

social scientists in such a way that 'biological' is opposed to 'cultural' and

much of the popular literature - especially Dawkins versus Gould, Lewontin and

Rose - proceeds with both sides assuming that it means something to argue

about whether some characteristic is genetically or environmentally determined.

The nature/nurture controversy that still has a firm hold on the way the

arguments are shaped is actually meaningless whichever side one favours.

Properly applying evolutionary theory to these matters collapses the distinction

as Tooby and Cosmides show. The concepts 'social', 'culture' and

'environment' have to be understood in a way that is still unfamiliar to most

practitioners in the affected fields.

as above, p. 2l
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With few exceptions, the social sciences have isolated themselves from the

developments in the sciences that would have implications for understanding

human nature. As already noted Midgley discusses the moral considerations that

lead to conscious rejection of Darwinism and comments on how growing

specialization leads to isolation. She is critical of philosophy for joining the

trend to specialization and of the academic turf wars that have made it difficult

for people to be experts in more than one field,26 Her assessment of the

problems and the consequences for the social sciences and philosophy are

reached independently of Tooby and Cosmides and from a different perspective

(she is a moral philosopher) but they are surprisingly close. Both observe the

poverty of results from the social sciences and their lack of integration with each

other and the rest of science. Tooby and Cosmides comment with dismay on the

rise of an antiscientific attitude within the social sciences, citing Geertz's

advocacy of treating social phenomena as texts to be explained "by placing

them in local frames of awareness."27 Then there is Leach's claim that social

anthropology should not be regarded as a science but a form of art.28 Whatever

effect such approaches have on the intelligibility of the results they generate they

certainly remove the possibility of integating the social sciences into the wider

scientif ic enterprise.

The social sciences have contributed a number of theories to account for a wide

range of observations of social and psychological phenomena. But because

under the SSSM each discipline claims autonomy from the others and from the

natural sciences there has been no pressure to ensure that theories across the

26 Midgley, The Ethical Primate
27 Clifford Geertz, (1983) cited in Tooby and Cosmides, 'Psychological Foundations of

Culture' in The Adapted Mind, p 22
28 Tooby and Cosmides, 'Psychological Foundations of Culture' in The Adapted Mind,

p.22
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disciplines are commensurate with each other, so they tend not to be. Hence,

conflicting accounts of these phenornena have occurred. Tooby and Cosmides

advocate the rejection of the Standard Social Science Model responsible for

these conflicting accounts. They concede that there are one or two true

assumptions in the SSSM but they maintain that its defects are sufficiently

serious to provide a misleading framework for theories seeking to explain

human behaviour. They argue that it is now possible to replace the SSSM with a

more satisfactory alternative because developments in a number of disciplines

have made clear "the nature of the phenomena studied by social scientists and

the connections of those phenomena to the principles and findings in the rest of

science."29 The resulting alternative is the Integrated Causal Model 0CM).

I aim to show by the end of section 2.5 how Cupitt's position is confused

because one strand of his thought leads to an endorsement of the kind of ICM

that Tooby and Cosmides advocate yet at the same time he operates

unreflectively within the SSSM (indeed, his culturalism is quite typical of that

model). To support that view an understanding of both the SSSM and the ICM,

and their strengths and weaknesses, will be needed. I shall proceed first by

setting out a clear statement from Tooby and Cosmides of the ICM returning

then to review the main features of the SSSM and the reasons for thinking ttrat

Model deficient.

2,4.lTlae Integrated Causal Model

Here is Tooby and Cosmides' summary of the ICM:

a. the human mind consists of a set of evolved information-
processing mechanisms instantiated in the human nervous
system;

Tooby and Cosmides, as above, p 23. Tooby and Cosmides' list of relevant disciplines
in which the advances have occuned is evolutionary biology, cognitive science,
behavioural ecology, psychology, hunter-gatherer studies, social anthropology,
biological anthropology, primatology and neurobiology. They don't claim that this is
an exhaustive list.
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b. these mechanisms, and the developmental programs that
produce thern, are adaptations, produced by natural
selection over evolutionary time in ancestral
environments;

c. many of these mechanisms are functionally specialized to
produce behaviour that solves particular adaptive
problems, such as mate selection,language acquisition,
family relations, and cooperation;

d. to be functionally specialized, many of these mechanisms
must be richly structured in a content-specific way;

e. content-specific information-processing mechanisms
generate some of the particular content of human culture,
including certain behaviours, artifacts and linguistically
transmitted representations ;

f. the cultural content generated by these and other
mechanisms is then present to be adopted or modified by
psychological mechanisms situated in other members of
the population;

g. this sets up epidemiological and historical population-
level processes; and

h. these processes are located in particular ecological,
economic, demographic, and inter-group social contexts

or environments.3o

The ICM is intended to provide an altemative, more coherent explanation of the

rich variability of human culture than is provided by the SSSM. Although

biology is important to the ICM it does not provide a biologically reductionist

account of culture. Neither does it suggest that what we think we are doing is

something entirely different from what we are doing. We are not being tricked

by our genes, for example. According to the ICM

culture is the rnanufactured product of evolved psychological
mechanisms situated in individuals living in groups. Culture and
human social behaviour is complexly variable, but not because the
human mind is a social product, a blank slate, or an extemally
programmed general-purpose computer, lacking a richly defined
evolved structure. Instead, human culture and social behaviour is
richly variable because it is generated by an incredibly intricate,
contingent set of functional programs that use and process
information from the world, including information that is provided

both intentionally and unintentionally by other human beings.3l

This ICM account of culture is important to note in contrast to the SSSM view

that the mind is a social product or consists of a general-purpose leaming

mechanism rather than content-specific mechanisms. In the SSSM plasticity is

30 Tooby and Cosmides, as above, p. 24
3l Tooby and Cosmides, as above.
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meant to account for variability but, however it is formulated, Tooby and

Cosmides argue that there are insuperable problems to getting such a

mechanism to work.

To be able to appreciate the importance of the step that Tooby and Cosmides

have taken in producing the ICM it is necessary to understand SSSM in some

detail. I will now set it out.

2.4.2The Standard Social Science Model

In order to understand the SSSM I am going to set out the reasoned steps

leading to the assumptions underlying it as set out by Tooby and Cosmides who

warn that their description is a summary that leaves out the nuances and the

exceptions. I will compare these steps with the ICM.

The first step in the SSSM is that inter-group differences do not have a genetic

basis but differences between individuals do. That is corect. Humans

everywhere come with the same design features. These are species-typical.

Where SSSM proponents and ICM proponents begin to differ is over the

interpretation of the role of design features in human development.

The second step is that because these design features are constant they cannot

account for the variables of adults' mental organization, "their social systems,

their culture, historical change, and so on."32

Step three is to assume that biological endowments must be rudimentary

because that is all that infants appear to have. Their development of highly

organized behaviour must be acquired from outside.

Tooby and Cosmides, as above, p. 26
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Step four is to make the obvious inference that humans acquire mental and

behavioural organization from their social group.

And step five is to decide the causal direction. As the social world exists prior to

and externally to the individual it must cause the development observed in the

individual as she grows up in it.

It follows (step six) ttrat what is worth studying is culture. This is what

organizes and shapes human life. Culture is defined in various ways to

emphasize that it is nonbiological and extemal to the individual.33

Steps one to six provide the SSSM account of the causal development of mature

human behaviour. Step seven addresses the fact that human life is organized and

ordered, not mostly chaotic and full of random effects. What generates that

order? What makes culture meaningful? The assumption is made that it cannot

be the individual and it cannot be evolved human nature.

Step eight locates the required generator of organization in the social world. This

is understood as an autonomous realm that shapes the psyches of individuals. It

is not shaped by them. Tooby and Cosmides cite the quotation from Durkheim

that so appalled Midgley as we saw above and add that anthropologists today

still tend to assume that emotions such as sexual jealousy and paternal love are

social products explicable by the social conditions in which people live.

Step nine gives a correspondingly minimalist account of what human nature is.

Some biological human nature is a necessary condition for organized human

Tooby and Cosmides, as above, p. 27. lt may be called extra-somatic or extragenetic.
Tooby and Cosmides give the following examples of labels for iu behaviour,
traditions, knowledge, significant symbols, social facts, control programs, semiotic
systems, information, social organization, social relations, economic relations,
intentional worlds, socially constructed realities.
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life, but only because it provides the general capacities on which culture

operates. That would allow for the extensive malleability of human nature that

anthropologists assume accounts for inter-group variability. Socialization creates

individuals and even if contemporary SSSM practitioners reject the idea of the

'blank slate' they have replaced it with purely content-free cognitive processes

on which the environment acts. Their understanding of cognitive processes is

that they cannot by themselves supply organization. That is the role of culture.

Given these assumptions, step ten predictably outlines the job of psychologists

as being the study of the mechanisms that permit cultural transmission. Except

at the periphery of psychology where there is still influence from the natural

sciences, the dominant theories within the SSSM have been of content-free,

general-purpose mechanisms that allow the absorption of any cultural or

environmental content equally well. The mechanisms are passive; they do not

themselves supply content or organization. The role of evolution is confined to

the fact that natural selection gave humans these general-purpose mechanisms to

promote flexibility (inflexible behaviour would be maladaptive.)

The account above is certainly a recognizable description of the psychology still

berng taught in the mid 1980s. Objections to the Skinnerian paradigm, for

example, did not come from an evolutionarily informed perspective; rather, they

came from the humanists and social psychologists who were well within the

SSSM themselves. Chomsky's development of a modular approach to language

with innate abilities comes quite independently of putting forvrard the idea of

genetically evolved capacities.34 Much of what we leamed while within the

SSSM, however, survives a shift in the model. As Tooby and Cosmides say

We have had to leave out the qualifications and complexities by
which positions are softened, pluralisms espoused, critical

Noam Chomsky, 'Rules and Representations', The Behavioml and Bmin Sciences, 3

(1980),1-61
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distinctions lost, and for that matter, lip service paid...It is the larger
intellectual system we are criticizing, and not the multitude of
worthwhile research efforts that have gone on inside its structure.
We think the roof of the Standard Social Science Model has
collapsed, so to speak, because the overall architectural plan is
unsound, not because the bricks and other building materials are

defective.35

This brief account of the SSSM does illuminate some of the assumptions

implicit in Cupitt's treatment of culture and biology. From the quotations from

Cupitt I cited earlier in the chapter it is clear that Cupitt operates within the

SSSM. For him the biological bits are really just a few drives and capacities.

The content and organization of human psychology comes from language and

culture: we are culturally programmed. He is also convinced of the malleability

of human nature through the offices of culture. If we change our culture we

change our identity. He works with a standard distinction between the biological

and the cultural, though at times inThe Last Philosophylns account of language

shows his realization of its biological nature. He retains, however, the standard

biology/culture dichotomy, so is unable to follow through to a coherent account

of the relationship between the two.

2.4.3 Defects in the Standard Social Science Model

Tooby and Cosmides focus on three defects in the SSSM and these do indeed

seem to me to be serious deficiencies.

The first defect was mentioned above in 'step three': not all features of mental

organization need be present at birth. Psychological maturation is part of human

development. The SSSM unnecessarily limits causal explanations of mental

organization through its adherence to a theory of development that holds that

development is a purely cultural process.36

Tooby and Cosmides, as above, p. 31

Tooby and Cosmides, as above, p. 33

35

36
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The second defect is that the SSSM gives rise to the standard formulation of the

nature/nurture controversy, which, it tums out, does not make sense. The SSSM

treats genetic endowments and environmental factors as causally independent.

The genetic endowments are the biological factors and are resistant to external

influence. The environment is social, cultural and nonbiological. The

environment works on the things about us that are malleable. To understand

what is wrong with the pervasive idea of the dichotomy between environment

and genetic endowments we need to understand what environment means in

evolutionary terms. The first thing is that there is no division in nature that

corresponds to the dichotomy between genetics and environment.

...every feature of every phenotype is fully and equally
codetermined by the interaition of the organism's genes (embedded

in its initial package of zygotie cellular machinery) and its
ontogenetic environments - meaning everything else that impinges
on it. By changing either the genes or the environment any outcome
can be changed, so the interaction of the two is always part of every
complete explanation of any human phenomenon. As with all
interactions, the product simply cannot be sensibly analyzed into
separate genetically determined and environmentally determined

components or degrees of influence.37

It might be objected that environmental conditions are created by other processes

than just evolution so surely they can affect human phenomena without being

considered biological. Other processes might include geology, cultural

transmission, epidemiology and meteorology. This objection is met by

distinguishing the relevant senses of 'environment'. The global sense of the

word, which would include the state of the universe, is not what is meant. What

counts is the "developmentally relevant environment - the environment as

interacted with by the organism." That also evolves because when natural

selection chooses one gene over another it also chooses a design for one

developmental programme over another and that means that the developmental

programme interacts with the environment in a particular way. That feature of the

Tooby and Cosmides, as above p 83
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envirorunent becomes causally relevant to development. That happens for every

gene that is selected for a species; so at the same time that a species evolves its

developmentally relevant environment also evolves. My only reservation is that

the above account of how genes and the environment interact may overstate the

importance of the genetic contribution. It certainly does from a developmental

systems point of view, where genes are just one of a number of replicating

features of a complex process.3S

There is a second and more important point about the relationship between

genes and the environment.

...by selecting one developmental program over another, the
evolutionary process is also selecting the mechanisms that
determine how the organism will respond to environmental input,
including environmental input that varies. A developmental
mechanism, by virtue of its physical design, embodies a

specification for how each possible state of the developmental
environment is to be responded to, if encountered. This is a central
but little understood point: There is nothing "in" the environment
that by itself organizes or explains the development, psychology,
morphology or behaviour of any organism. "The" environment

affecs different organisms in different ways.39

Tooby and Cosmides give examples such as ttrat the temperature of incubation

determines the sex of an alligator but not of a human and that you can tum a

honeybee larva into a queen bee by feeding it Royal Jelly but Royal Jelly will

not have any effect on a human baby. The selection of the developmental

prograrnme goes one step further than the organism itself. The environmental

conditions that are developmentally relevant are specific to the mechanisms

within that organism. Those design features determining what environmental

conditions can affect the organism are chosen from a range of recurrent features

of the environment, retaining the ones that are useful for organizing

See, for example, P.E, Griffiths and R.D Gray, 'Developmenhl Systems
Evolutionary Explanations', The Journal of Philosophy,9l,6, (1994), 277-304

Tooby and Cosmides 'Psychological Foundations', p 84
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psychological adaptations and rejecting the ones that are not. The ones that are

rejected sannot have an effect on the organism.

Effectively for Tooby and Cosmides the environment is the developmentally

relevant world. For humans that means that developmentally useful information

can be found in the minds of other humans, in social behaviour and in cultural

and linguistic pattems but, while that is a very rich environment, it is also one

defined by what is adaptively useful. Two things follow from this. It is a mistake

to regard adaptationists as anti-environmentalists because it is simply

unintelligible to give an adaptationist account without reference to the relevant

environmental factors. It is also impossible for someone to put forward an

environmentalist account that ignores the adaptive psychological mechanisms

required to explain the relationship berween "the environmental input and the

hypothesized psychological output."4O This is being recognized now in

psychology. It will also have to be taken into account in anthropology, including

accounts of religion, though I do not think that in that context such a narow

interpretation of the environment as Tooby and Cosmides' is required because

not all features of human psychology are adaptations. It follows that features of

the environment that are not developmentally relevant may properly be included

as part of the cultural environment.

The third defect of the SSSM is that it relies on an impossible psychology. That

is, it generally posits the mind as a content-independent/content-free general-

pu{pose mechanism. The advantage of this approach is that there is meant to be

enough plasticity to account for variability. And this might also account for

within-group similarities and inter-group differences. All leaming, including

what is to be leamed, comes from outside and the mind is accommodating

enough for whatever that is. However, when it comes to modelling content-free

Tooby and Cosmides, as above, p. 87
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leaming mechanisms, cognitive scientists find that they do not work. Unless

there is some content to tell the system what counts as a successful solution to a

problem and what is not, a computational system cannot solve the problern.4l

To elaborate on the point about the SSSM being committed to an impossible

psychology we may note two broad kinds of difficulties. The first difficulty for

SSSM accounts of content-free mechanisms is that the very broad flexibility or

plasticity they talk about is adaptively disastrous. That is because, given an

infinite number of possibilities to choose from and a tiny set that would be

successful (not lethal), the organism with such a mind would not survive and

would not reproduce. The design could not be selected. Flexibility is needed but

it has to be adaptive flexibility. That is the ability to adjust behaviour in response

to local conditions. There are three requirements.

1) a set of meehanisms that define an adaptive target (such as

finding food, finding home, or finding a mate); 2) a set of
mechanisms that can compute or otherwise determine what
responses are most likely to achieve the adaptive target in each
specific set of circumstances that one is likely to encounter; and 3)
the ability to implement the specific response once it is
determined.42

Plasticity, or flexibility, is a feature of the last component where rigidity would

be disadvantageous. (The organism needs to be able to change course in

response to cues from the environment. If it has only one response at that point

it might be lethal in those circumstances.) The more specialization there is, ttre

better for adaptive targets.

The second set of problems for the domain general psychology to which SSSM

is committed consists of computational difficulties. It is not easy to set up

domain general computational systems that can solve real problems in real tirne

That content cannot be acquired for the same reason. The system would have no way of
recognizing that it was the relevant content.

Tooby and Cosmides, as above, p. l0l
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(those that might occur in the natural world). The number of possible sequences

of behaviour to choose from goes exponentially from the merely difficult to ttre

unachievable. Tooby and Cosmides give the following example of combinatorial

explosion: a human with a choice of one altemative out of a hundred possible

behaviours every successive minute - they think this is a conservative estimate -

would 1luu. 19120 possible sequences to choose from after just one hour. Any

system faced with that prospect, and with no guidance as to which of the

alternatives to choose or which to reject, could act only randomly. For a

biological system combinatorial explosion can be literally deadly.

Not only is choice among altematives impossible with a content-free system,

knowledge acquisition is also impossible. There are unlimited altemative states

of affairs in the world consistent with the sense data. If all the organism has to

go on is the sensory input, then there is nothing out there to tell it which is the

right way of deciding, inteqpreting or perceiving.

The inexhaustible range of possibilities latent in behaviour,
categonzation, interpretation, decision and so on, is not just an
abstract philosophical point. It is an implacable reality facing every
problem-solving computational system. Each pre-linguistic child
trying to leam her own language or to induce new knowledge about
the world is faced with this problem; so is every artificial

intelligence slstem.43

In artificial intelligence this is called the frame problem. Without some innate

structures specializing in detecting and solving particular kinds of problems a

domain general system cannot leam. It cannot frame the problem in order to

solve it.# The capacity of humans to do this has been appreciated only since

computer scientists have been trying to get computers to do the sorts of things

humans do. Humans bring a complex theory of the world to all their problems.

Examples abound, but in one early exercise scientists were trying to teach a

robot to build a tower out of blocks. It had the required visual system and co-

Tooby and Cosmides, as above, p. 103

Tooby and Cosmides, as above, p. 103
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ordination between what it could see and what it was doing, but it began at the

top.

Tooby and Cosmides do not merely iterate the difficulties with the domain

general psychology of the SSSM; they also examine the sort of architecture that

the mind is likely to have, given that it is an evolved organ. The psychology of

the ICM is domain specific and meets the evolvability criterion. I set out here the

features human psychology is likely to have and explain the evolvability criterion

in order to show the contrast between the impossible psychology of the SSSM

and the likely psychology of the ICM. Once it is clear what sort of architecture

the mind has, it will then be possible for me to present Tooby and Cosmides'

evolutionary account of culture, which depends on the domain specific

psychology of the ICM.

Humans have adaptations that specifically "mesh" with recurrent features of the

world to solve problems. A specific problem solving mechanism homes in on

characteristic features of the situation and applies appropriate problem solving

strategies. The more general the mechanism the more situations fall within its

range, even though they may have no features in common, and the fewer

problem solving strategies it has to apply. Humans are equipped witlt a vast

array of mechanisms giving them an architecture

[that] can maintain a repertoire of specialized problem-solving
techniques that are only activated when they encounter the delimited
domains to which they are applicable (e.g. snakes, sex with kin,
grarnmar, falling in love, faces). At the same time, a pluralistic
architecture can simultaneously activate every other problem-solving
technique appropriate to the larger and more inclusive classes that
containtheproblem encountered (for faces: face recognition, object
recognition, association formation, and so on). Thus, a domain-
specific architecture can deploy every general problem-solving
technique at the disposal of a domain-general architecture and a

multitude of more specific ones as well.45

45 Tooby and Cosmides, as above, p. 105
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This content-dependent architecture supplies information needed to leam and to

solve problems. It means we come into the world knowing quite a lot about it

and ready to acquire more information from the environment (as defined above).

I examine the specific modular mechanisms relevant to religion in Chapter Four

(4.2.1 - 4.2.5). It is important to note, however, that not every hypothesis

conceming a design feature of human psychology is plausible. Five rules must

be satisfied for a hypothesis to meet the evolvability criterion. The ICM requires

a rigorous approach and a cautious attitude to all hypotheses, which is satisfied

by following these five rules. These rules tend to be broken by SSSM proposals

and many of the wilder evolutionary hypotheses. To satisfy the evolvability

criterion a hypothesized architecture must 1) be able to solve all the tasks

required for the organism having it to be able to reproduce and have nothing in it

that makes reproduction less likely. 2) It must be comparable to or better than

the architecture it is replacing at solving adaptive problems in ancestral

environments. This requirement is unlikely to be met by SSSM proposals that

natural selection deleted specialized mechanisms in favour of general-purPose

ones. 3) The hypothesized architecture must work in the world as it is. 4) If part

of the explanation of how the structure works requires accounts of the actions of

others then these also have to have an adaptive explanation. For example, it

might be legitimate to invoke the social world, but only if the social world is also

a product of adaptation to the ancestral environment. 5) Any proposed complex

sfructure must solve adaptive problems unless it is explained as a by-product of

a structure that solves adaptive problems. Mechanisms evolve that further fte

interests of the individual so it is important to avoid positing ones whose

primary function serves the social good.a6

46 Tooby and Cosmides, as above, p. 109
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2.5 Culture from an Evolutionary Perspective

I turn now specifically to the topic of culture and the way it would be viewed

from the perspective of the ICM. There is a long way to go before a fully

developed theory of culture is possible, one in which biology, psychology and

anthropology are fully integated. Tooby and Cosmides do suggest, however,

that it is already possible to make some clarifications when using the terms

'culture' or 'cultural' or 'socially constructed'. The first is that, given that there

is a universal human psychology, there must be a human "metaculture" that has

a considerable amount of content and which is common to all cultures. This

point is a consequence of the fact that evolution has to take place in a

developmentally relevant environment. For humans, metaculture largely consists

of the behaviour of other humans. Mothers' interactions with their infants,

including such things as their facial expressions, for example, provide

information that is used by the infant from a very early age. Such interactions

occur in all cultures because they concern the development of a human being

with a species-typical psychological architecture. Natural selection exploits

regularities and privileges them in the sense that the organism is structured to

seek and recognize recuning patterns. Metaculture is not just a bit of

background commonalify that anthropologists can dismiss as trivial. To give one

intriguing example: every culture everywhere explains human behaviour in terms

of beliefs and desires. Very small children also give explanations about why

somebody did something in terms of what they wanted and believed would

happen. The body of evidence suggests that humans come equipped with a

theory of mind that includes a belief-desire psychology and distinctions between

mental and physical entities.4T I will have more to say about the theory of mind

module in Chapter Three (3.5.4).

47 Tooby and Cosmides, as above, p. 90
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There is a tendency among Standard Model theorists to treat all culture as if it is

transmitted culture. There is, however, another aspect of culture, according to

Tooby and Cosmides, which is "evoked" culture. Some inter-group differences

are due to the local conditions in which the group operates. These local

conditions activate some psychological responses from the range available in the

cornmon, modular mind rather than others. Some cultural change may also be

explained in this way. If local conditions change another set of responses may

be activated. A further category of culture is refened to by Tooby and Cosrnides

as "reconstructed culture", "adopted culture" or "epidemiological culture."

They prefer these terms to "transmitted culture" because

The use of the word "transmission" implies that the primary causal
process is located in the individuals from whom the representations
are derived. In contrast, an evolutionary psychological perspective
emphasizes the primacy of the psychological mechanisms in the
learner that, given observations of the social world, inferentially
reconstruct some of the representations existing in the minds of the
observed. Other people are usually just going about their business
as they are observed, and are not necessarily intentionally
"transmitting" anything.4S

Although transmission need not be intentional, the use of terms that avoid

suggestions that evolved psychological mechanisms operate at the conscious

level is to be encouraged. A useful account of culture must distinguish between

metaculture, evoked culture and epidemiological culture - and must account for

the relationships between the three. It is pertinent to note that this condition is

indeed met by the theories of culture and religion that emerge from the work of

Sperber and Boyer, on which I shall be relying for the development of my

argument. Sperber's debt to Tooby and Cosmides is very direct as will be clear

from Chapter Three (3.3.3). Boyer's evolutionary psychological account of

religious belief, on which I intend to rely, also retains the principle of

distinguishing between different sorts of culture as I shall show in Chapter Four

(4.2\.

48 Tooby and Cosmides, as above, p. 118
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2.5.1 Cupitt from an Evolutionary Psychological Perspective

How then does.Cupitt's position look in the light of these considerations from

Tooby and Cosmides? It needs to be emphasized that the culnuralist model that

Cupitt and so many other writers use of human leaming and culture is

drastically inadequate. This model holds that culture is an autonomous causal

factor shaping human psychology. Culturalism is even more misleading if the

model is tacked on to a biological account of human psychology. Now that I

have reviewed Tooby and Cosmides' criticisms of the SSSM, where culturalism

resides, and looked at the more adequate approach of the ICM, it is easy to

explain exactly where the flaw in Cupitt's combined approach is. I want to

emphasize a very important point that Tooby and Cosmides make in the

following quotation

Many adaptive courses of action can be neither deduced nor learned
by general criteria alone because they depend on statistical
relationships that are unobservable to the relevant individual. For a

content-independent system to leam a relationship, all parts of the
relationship must be perceptually detectable. This is frequently not
the case. Natural selection can "observe" relationships that exist
between a sensory cue, a decision mle, and a fitness outcome that is
inherently unobservable to the individual making the
decision...lreference to pregnancy sickness and the Westermarck
incest avoidance mechanism]. ffris is because natural selection does
not work by inference or computation: It took the real problem,
"ran the experiment" and retained those designs whose
information-processing procedures led over thousands of
generations to the best outcome. Nafural selection, through
incorporating content-specific decision rules allows the organism to
behave as if it could see and be guided by relationships that are
perceptually undetectable and, hence, inherently unlearnable by any

general-puqpose system.49

The point is that the mind is modular and the activity of its content-specific

modules occurs below the level of consciousness. These modules conhol much

of the cognitive activity that Cupitt thinks, enoneously, is culturally caused and

therefore leamed. If Tooby and Cosmides are right then Cupitt's culturalism is

Tooby and Cosmides, as above p. ll2
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false because it mistakenly attributes to culture the cognitive and perceptual

processes that are actually generated by the mind.

Yet it is puzzling that Cupin has made the mistakes that he has because he has a

degree in biology and must know how natural selection works. He also knows

that many processes in the mind occur below the level of conscious awareness.

What he seems to do is set those sub-conscious processes in an outdated

context so that it is talk of drives and of Freud that dominates the discussion

rather than talk of adaptations. The result is not biological because the Freudian

unconscious is quite different from the unconscious mechanisms of

adaptationist psychology. Cupitt still thinks that most of the content of human

life is learned from culture and he has a quite different view of what a

commitment to biology implies from that of Tooby and Cosmides, as is clear

from the following extraordinary remark in The Last Philosophy:

For if we really are biological organisms ourselves, then we have
purely immanent access to - that is, we have inside knowledge of -
what it is like to be a biological organism. Thus careful attention to
the ways in which people communicate at a parfy might enable one
to check out a whole lot of biological theory while remaining strictly
inside the realm of signs. Which is obviously true.So

If Tooby and Cosmides are right, then we clearly do not have conscious access

to what it is like to be a biological organism. We can operate the machinery but

we don't thereby know how it works. Even if we can gain a theoretical

understanding of the mechanics of being a biological organism, including an

account of adaptive psychological mechanisms, we would lack purely immanent

access. We might have mediated access. Mediated by a lot of theory we can gain

insight into our own and other people's behaviour. Even that has to come with

caveats. Our adaptations apply to the ancestral environment of the Pleistocene.

Checking out biological theory at a party would be a dubious activity since

parties rarely approximate ancestral conditions. I suspect that Cupitt would not

Cupin, Last, p.89 note
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have made the comment if he had had a more sophisticated theory of culture and

a better grasp of the way evolutionary biology actually applies to human

psychology. By 1995 it would not have been unreasonable to expect him to have

acquired some knowledge of the way evolutionary psychology has developed.

I believe that I have shown that the main problem for Cupitt is the aftempted

synthesis of a biological account of human nahrre and a culturalist account. Like

many other theorists of his generation, Cupitt works within a model that posits a

dichotomy between biology and culture. Culturalist or environmentalist accounts

of how humans acquire the content of their nature and identity tend to exclude

references to innate evolved structures of the mind. Theorists assume that culture

and the environment are distinct from biological processes. That assumption

makes it impossible to give an accurate account of human psychology, which

must acknowledge that biology, culture and the environment are enmeshed in the

generation of humans. Some theorists are hostile to bringing evolutionary

biology into accounts of human psychology. Cupitt is not hostile; nevertheless

he does fail to adapt his account of culture to acconunodate the insights of

biological theory. As my account of Tooby and Cosmides illustrates, orthodox

accounts of culture, of which Cupitt's is an extreme example, are incompatible

with evolutionary biology.

I have set out in some detail the theory behind evolutionary psychology and the

proposed Integrated Causal Model because an empirically adequate theory of

religion would have to conform to the ICM. An ICM theory would bring

together biology, psychology and anthropology in such a way that no theoretical

or empirical contradictions would occur. The theory of religion on which I shall

be relying in my attempt to resolve the debate about theological non-realism

Boyer's theory - is just such a theory as I shall show in Chapter Four (4.2).

Cupitt's theory of religion, on the other hand, is dependent on anthropological
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assumptions and a psychology that are incompatible with evolutionary biology.

That outcome is, of course, the exact opposite of his intention. He is surely right

that an adequate theory of religious belief must be compatible with evolutionary

theory. He is also correct in maintaining that part of what is wrong with many

traditional realist theories is their flawed (and destructive) accounts of human

nature. But his own account of human nature ends up flawed because of the

paucity of biological theory he draws on and the abundance of out-dated social

science theory on which he relies.

The foundations of Cupitt's work are thus unsound. Cupitt can have either

culturalism or biological naturalism; he cannot have both. I think that the work

done by evolutionary psychologists shows that Cupitt ought to abandon

culturalism. Contemporary evolutionary psychology not only discredits the

culturalist paradigm but also provides a more satisfactory altemative. By

pursuing a theory of religion ttrat is compatible with contemporary evolutionary

psychology I will provide some vindication for theological non-realism.

Biological naturalism does then eventually support theological non-realism, but

it does so in a way that Cupitt did not envisage.

2.6 Evaluations of Evolutionary Psychology

Tooby and Cosmides have done pioneering work in evolutionary psychology.

However, for someone interested in applying evolutionary psychology to

religion, much work remains to be done. Tooby and Cosmides do not apply

evolutionary psychology to religion and, arguably, could not do so given the

assumptions about the human mind underlying their work. In the remainder of

this chapter I look at the problems and lirnitations of the work of Tooby and

Cosmides, arguing that further steps are needed for an evolutionary perspective

on religion that builds on their work.
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The first question to ask is how robust is Tooby and Cosmides' evolutionary

psychology.In answering this question there are two aspects to their theory that

must be kept separate. The first is the evolutionary aspect of their psychology

and the second is the modular theory Tooby and Cosmides posit, namely that

the mind consists largely of cognitive and perceptual modules. When we

consider the' first aspect we must differentiate between the application of

evolutionary theory to the mind itself and the way Tooby and Cosmides go

about it, in particular. Several critics have rightly pointed out deficiencies in the

way Cosmides has applied evolutionary principles to psychology, as I shall

explain in the following sections. Evolutionary psychology is the way of the

future but it will not necessarily proceed exactly along the lines laid out by

Tooby and Cosmides. The second aspect takes the debate into a number of

connected areas. Is the mind modular? The most we can say at the moment is

'quite possibly to some extent.' Modularity solves the problem of combinatorial

explosion, as I have already noted above (2.4.3) which goes directly to the issue

of evolvability, and there is evidence to support some degree of modularity in the

minds of other primates. As yet, however, it is impossible to do more than make

rough generalizations about the way modules correspond to brain function even

though modularity must eventually be grounded in neuroscience. Defining

modules is difficult without having some idea of the mechanisms underlying

them and in general we do not know much about what those mechanisms might

be, though some well-defined experiments have yielded promising candidates.

Cosmides would class herexperiments on the Wason Selection Task (1989) as

prime examples of such well-defined experiments but these have been heavily

criticized. I examine some criticisms of the experiments below.

It is also possible that Tooby and Cosmides' extension of Fodor's principles of

modularity from perceptual modules to cognitive modules is unsustainable,

though I think Fodor is unduly pessimistic about this. Fodor quite strongly
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objects to attempts to extend modularity to conceptual modules.Sl Modularity

is problematic because it does not have a universally accepted definition. Tooby

and Cosmides cite Fodor's Modulaity of Mind as the source of their thinking

on modularity in a way that gives reason for assuming that they accept his

criteria for modularity: encapsulation, inaccessibility, domain specificity, and

innateness. Fodor argues that all these pioperties are found in genuine modules

but that theorists' modules must instantiate at least two of them if they are "in

the modularity camp."52 Tooby and Cosmides do not always clarify their

stance on the properties of modules. Theoretically they accept that modules are

informationally encapsulated. However, the fact that the function of human

minds is highly integrated tends to lead them to say that modules interact.

However, to defend this view they would need to give some account of how such

interaction would occur without compromising encapsulation.

Tooby and Cosmides' reliance on Fodor requires nerve in another way. Fodor

is hostile to the claim that evolutionary theory applied to the mind has made any

contribution to knowledge of it at all. He argues for agnosticism about the mind

at points where Tooby and Cosmides rely on Fodor's own work to formulate

substantive theories about the nature of the mind.

In the following section I examine the critical literature on Tooby and

Cosmides' theory in detail. There are legitimate objections to evolutionary

psychology that must be overcome rather than be allowed to taint the

evolutionary psychological approach. It is important to ensure that evolutionary

psychology is allowed to develop from Tooby and Cosmides' work without

See both Jerry Fodor, The Modularity of Mind (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1983)

and his review of Karmiloff-Smith's rnodularization theory in Jerry Fodor, In Critical
Condition: Polemical Essays in Cognitive Science and the Philosophy of Mind
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1998)

Fodor, In Critical Condition, p. 127

5l
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being limited to their approach, which is in some respects flawed. It is flawed not

least because it cannot account for religion. My assessment of Tooby and

Cosmides' work includes points arising from Cosmides' Wason experiments

because these are the foundation of the Social Exchange or Social Contract

theory, which has implications for the evolutionary theory of religion I support.

Even where the critics are hostile to the way Tooby and Cosmides have gone

about the project, they are, on the whole, not hostile to the application of

evolutionary principles to psychology. lndeed, Lloyd thinks it a great pify that

the disagreements are so often erroneously treated as a debate between those in

favour of evolution applied to psychology and those opposed to it.53 It is

extraordinarily difficult, too, for Tooby and Cosmides to escape the taint of

previous failed attempts to apply evolutionary thinking to human psychology,

such as sociobiology.

2.6.1 Adaptive Genetic Variation

There has been a small but steady flow of papers responding to Tooby and

Cosmides, most of which were published in the 1990s. The first important one

is Wilson.54 In it he points out that the adaptationist programme is flawed to ttre

extent that it discounts the possibility of adaptive genetic variation, which is the

view that some individual adaptations to the environment may be caused by

genetic variation rather than through local conditions evoking particular

responses. The emphasis in evolutionary psychology is on phenotypic plasticity,

which is one way in which natural selection operates. Tooby and Cosmides

assume thatphenotypic plasticity is the underlying mechanism of diversiry when

they say that the adapted mind is univenally the same but that different

Elizabeth A. Lloyd, 'Evolutionary Psychology: The Burderu of Proof', Biologt and

Phil os ophy 14 (1999), 2ll -233

David Sloan Wilson, 'Adaptive Genetic Variation and Human Evolutionary
Psychof ogy', Etholog/ and Sociobiologt, l 5 (I99 4), Zl9 -235
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environnental cues evoke different responses. The explanation of some cultural

diversity lies in the local conditions of the population.

It is also possible that populations differ because they vary genetically but

evolutionary psychologists tend not to accept that genetic variation can lead to

psychological adaptations to the local environment. Wilson shows how such

adaptation occurs in non-human populations and then suggests how it might

occur in human populations. More importantly, the model he puts forward

covers traits that interest psychologists. He shows how an evolutionary model

that allows for adaptive genetic variation would produce a mix of phenotypic

plasticity and adaptive genetic variation in a population. There would be

generalists and specialists. The example he gives of a psychologically interesting

trait is shyness/boldness. Citing research by Kagan he argues that individuals at

the extreme ends of the shy/bold continuum show a trait that is genetically

determined and fixed over time. (They are the specialists.) The ones in the

middle whose shyness and boldness varies over time and context show

phenotypic plasticity (the generalists) and his model would predict the existence

of both within a population.

Wilson's paper is important because it widens the scope of the adaptationist

progralnme. Tooby and Cosmides mistrust adaptive genetic variation because it

throws doubt on the existence of a universal human nature but Wilson argues

that they are wrong to do so. In fact, he points out, they already accept the idea

of adaptive genetic variation to the extent that they accept differing adaptations

for males and females. Doing so does not necessarily undermine their theory.

Failing to recognize the mechanisms actually underlying human variation is far

more limiting. Wilson thinks that Tooby and Cosmides are fundamentally right

and they need only to broaden their theory. Psychology is concerned with

individual differences, which is precisely the field where it is still not known how
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adaptive genetic variation interacts with phenotypic plasticity to produce the

range of differences there are within a population. It is too soon to be dismissing

adaptive genetic variation as a factor, even if taking it into account does make

things messier.

Tooby and Cosmides need not, however, accept that their admission of sexual

genetic variation requires them to admit further genetic variation in behavioural

ecology. The sexual variation occurs because of a single gene switch.It is highly

likely that behavioural variation attributable to genetic factors is polygenic, that is

involving more than one gene. That makes it also likely that the genotype

disappears when the combination of genes producing it is broken up during

recombination in the next generation.ss

2.6.2The Wason Selection Tasks

It would be a relatively simple matter for Tooby and Cosmides to accommodate

the possibility of adaptive genetic variation in their model. Lloyd has objections

that are potentially more damaging and less easy to resolve since they go to the

heart of Tooby and Cosmides' approach. Lloyd is concemed about the status

of Cosmides' widely acclaimed experiments on the Wason Selection Task,

which they take as evidence for their hypothesized Social Contract theory (or

Social Exchange theory), which is in tum fundamental to evolutionary

psychology as practised by Cosmides and Tooby. The experiments were

reported in 1989 and form much of the evidence for the theory described in the

previous section. Lloyd is right to be concemed about them as they are

frequently cited by other evolutionary psychologists and those who seek to

persuade non-evolutionary psychologists that they really must change their

55 J. Michael Bailey, 'Can Behaviour Genetics Contribute to Evolutionary Behavioural
Science?' in Charles Crawford, and Dennis L. Krebs, (dsl Handbook of Evolutionary
Psychologlt: Ideas, Issues and Applicetions (New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associares, 1998)
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ways. Even the cognitive psychologists, Shapiro and Epstein, who are otherwise

critical of Tooby and Cosmides, accept the conclusions of these experiments. I

consider their paper below. The most worrying aspect of the uncritical

acceptance of Cosmides' experiments is that they are relevant to the theory of

religion put forward by Boyer and Sperber. If the criticisms of Cosmides'

experiments stand then some revision of these theories of religion, at least, will

be required wherever they form the basis of an argument. I shall now examine

the criticisms of the Wason Selection Task experiments.

Lloyd divides her concerns into two types. Firstly, that the experiments do not

meet the evidential requirements of evolutionary biology. Secondly, the

experiments are not crucial experiments as Cosmides claims. That is, they do not

eliminate the hypothesis that is rival to the Social Contract theory. The rival

hypothesis, Pragmatic Reasoning Schemas theory, is non-evolutionary but just

as well supported by the experimental evidence. Cosmides actually rejects

Pragmatic Reasoning Schemas on theoretical grounds, ignoring the fact that ttre

experiments were meant to test the theory.

Cosmides' experiments were designed to account for the 'content effect'

consistently found on the Wason Selection Task. These tasks were first set up

in 1967 to test subjects' reasoning about conditionals. Given the rule 'if p then

q' subjects were required to select from four cards those and only those that

provided the information that told them whether the conditional was true. If the

rule was given formally, as above, subjects tended to perform poorly. If it was

set in the context of a real life situation, particularly one with social content,

subjects performed much better.

The nvo theories that emerged, before Cosmides' theory, to account for ttre

content effect were availability-type theories and Pragmatic Reasoning Schemas
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theory. Availability-type theories claimed that there was a general reasoning

schema and that a person's prior experience determined their performance on

the Wason Selection Task. The evidence supporting that claim is poor. Prior

erperience does not seem to account for the content effect.56 Pragmatic

Reasoning Schemas theory explains the content effect by positing content-

dependent reasoning schemas "created by inductive cognitive processes that are

content-independent."57 Pragmatic Reasoning Schemas are goal directed.

Examples of such schemas include 'obligations', 'permissions' and

'causations'. The Wason Selection Task can be interpreted as either a

permission schema or an obligation schema. "'If you take action A then you

must first satisfy precondition p' or 'To be permitted to do A you must first do

P.''58 Cheng and Holyoak, who put forward Pragmatic Reasoning Schemas

theory, argue that schemas develop from ordinary life experiences structured by

types of goals. Pragmatic Reasoning Schemas are content specific. Cosmides'

Social Contract theory is also content specific. She maintains that it is based on

evolutionarily derived, domain specific modules that are the product of natural

selection. Specifically the module she has in mind is a 'cheater detector' module

that makes humans particularly sensitive to contexts in which one party might

slip out of the requirement to pay the cost for a benefit received.

Cosmides claims that Cheng and Holyoak actually used disguised social

conhact problems and that it is really her theory that explains the results they

obtained. Lloyd is highly critical of Cosmides' claim. The central idea of Social

Contract theory is that the material conditional 'if p then q' means 'if you

receive the benefit you pay the cost.' The cheater-detector mechanism is used to

prevent individuals entering into relationships, or staying in relationships, where

Lloyd, p. 215

Lloyd, p. 215

Lloyd, p.216

56
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they provide benefits but the recipient fails to pay the cost. Costs and benefits

are defined in terms of their effect on inclusive fitness. Underlying Social

Contract theory is the well-established theory of Reciprocal Altnrism, which

holds that individuals enter into long term relationships in which they take tums

to provide benefits to the other. The result is that both individuals enhance their

' fitness to a degree that they would not be able to achieve on their own. Cosmides

makes illegitimate use of that theory. Pragmatic Reasoning Schemas theory, by

contrast, says that there are "actions to be taken and conditions to be

satisfied."59 Cosmides claims that a cost could be merely meeting a

requirement. That is stretching the notion of cost too far. The reason she extends

the notion of cost is to be able to claim more of Cheng and Holyoak's examples

as disguised social contract problems and then to show that their subjects were

really using the cost-benefit module to solve them.

The problem that will not go away for Cosmides is that pre-conditions are not

costs. She cannot reinterpret every requirement as a cost. Meeting a requirement

may involve paying a cost but need not. Lloyd gives as an example of a

permission rule 'You are permitted to donate blood, if you are HlV-negative.'60

Clearly that is not a social contract problem in disguise.

Other claims by Cosmides regarding Pragmatic Reasoning Schemas are also

shaky. She says that Pragmatic Reasoning Schemas theory cannot explain tlre

origin of reasoning mechanisms. They are purportedly inductively acquired and

domain general. Cosmides alleges that the origin claim is unfalsifiable. Lloyd,

however, sets out the research method required. She suggests that one could find

out experimentally

Lloyd, p.217
Lloyd, p. 218
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what sorts of experience are relevant for a particular schema, then
look for cross-cultural variation in that sort of experience, and
finally, determine whether that variation correlates with variation
present cross-culturally. One could then test whether inference rules

are different.6l

To the objection that her own Social Contract theory is unfalsifiable Cosmides

replies that it is more plausible because of existing evidence for the underlying

evolutionary theory. Evolutionary theory shows that Cheng and Holyoak are

wrong because domain general mechanisms would not evolve. It is at this point

that Lloyd is most indignant. Cosmides has gone from claiming that her

experiments are crucial, and therefore eliminate the rival hypothesis, to relying

on the underpinning theory to eliminate the rival hypothesis. That would be less

heinous if her use of the theory was not so poor.

Closer examination of Cosmides' claims exposes the weakness of her position.

Cheng and Holyoak are wrong, according to Cosmides, because natural

selection, operating genetically, would choose domain specific mechanisms.

Nowhere, however, in the experimental evidence that Lloyd has seen does the

evidence show that the mechanisms explaining the content effect are genetic

ratherthanderivedfrom experience. Secondly, there is no evidential support for

the claim that natural selection generates only domain specific mechanisms.

Mithen, for example, gives a plausible account of the evolution of both domain

general and domain specific mechanisms in humans, as I show below (2.7). The

idea that the mind is completely modular is evolutionary psychology dogma -

and in need of revision. The claim that the mind is modular is the claim being

tested. Therefore, it cannot also be the basis of the conclusion that the mind is

modular.

6l Lloyd, p.219
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Lloyd also cites Gigerenzer and Hug who reviewed the evidence from Cosmides

and from Cheng and Holyoak and then did their own set of Wason experiments.

They found that cheat-detection is a factor in the content effect but that Social

Contract rules in themselves were not a factor. People can detect cheaters to

rules regardless of whether these are in the form of a cost-benefit rule or not.

They also found that Cosmides has not been able to.exclude non-evolutionary

explanations for the content effect.62Incidentally, what did matter in producing

a content effect was that the subject understood the perspective of one party to

the transaction and that the other party was in a position to cheat. The most that

can be claimed for Cosmides' Social Contract theory is that it gives some

insight into some aspects of conditional reasoning in experimental conditions.

Since 1989 Cosmides has modified her conclusions but without substantially

altering her position regarding the primacy of evolutionary explanations. Thus

we have the seminal paper in 7992 examined earlier in this chapter, and the

widespread uncritical citation of the Wason Selection Task experiments as proof

of evolutionarily derived domain specific social exchange mechanisms.

What is wrong with the evolutionary theorizing of Cosmides and Tooby? The

main problem is that they pay only lip service to the criteria for assessing

adaptive explanations set out by Gould and Lewontn in 1979. The paper 'The

Spandrels of San Marco and the Panglossian Paradigm: A Critique of the

Adaptationist Programme'63 is one of the most widely cited in biology. In it

Gould and Lewontin set out the rigorous standards that should be applied to all

adaptationist hypotheses before they are accepted. Cosmides and Tooby cite tlte

paper frequently but seem to ignore its provisions. Many other theorists are also

lax but these are two for whom it matters. The sociobiology programme failed

62 Lloyd,p.22l
63 S.J. Gould and R.C. Lewontin, 'The Spandrels of San Marco and the Panglossian

Paradigm: A Critique of the Adaptationist Programme', Proceedings of the Royal
Sociegt Landon, 2OS (197 9), 581 -598
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because the standard of explanation was so dismal. It was sociobiology that

prompted Gould and Lewontin to write 'Spandrels' but the lessons apply

equally to evolutionary psychology. Cosmides and Tooby know that they

should apply the principles set out, but Lloyd calls their citations of 'Spandrels'

"ritual recitations" of the criteria. Thev have no discernible effect on the

hypotheses put forward.

The difficulty is evident from the time Tooby and Cosmides set out their

programme for cognitive science. They think cognitive scientists should be

"guided by theories of adaptive function", should engage in "detailed analyses

of the tasks each mechanism was designed to solve" and should recognize ttrat

"these tasks are usually solved by cognitive machinery that is highly

functionally specialized."64 It is somewhat oversimplified to regard natural

selection as the main - effectively the only - evolutionary process that matters. It

is not right to assume that most traits (certainly not all) are adaptations. It is,

however, almost inesistible in practice to assume that they are and to go looking

for the mechanism responsible. I think that theorists of religion need to be

particularly aware of the limitations of the adaptationist programme since there is

no suggestion that religion is an adaptation. Indeed, as I will show in Chapter

Four (4.2), religious belief is a prime example of a complex cognitive activity

that is parasitic on cognitive mechanisms that are adaptations to solve other

problems. Lloyd gives examples of other evolutionary processes that can be

decisive for the appearance of any given haits: chance genetic sampling,

consffaints on variation and development, and phylogenetic history.65 Cosmides

and Tooby say that they are aware of these factors, but in practice they show no

awareness that factors other than natural selection count.

Lloyd, p.223
Lloyd,p.223

64

65



64

Accounting for the evolution of behavioural traits is more complex than for other

biological traits. Lloyd gives the example of social intelligence, which has

evolved in primates and allows plasticity and flexibility in social leaming. The

primate evidence for social intelligence as an adaptation is strong. It is, however,

very difficult to justify the claim that any particular social intelligence response

is an adaptation. That is because the interaction of evolved capacities and the

development of the organism are so complex. Identifying a module or

mechanism for the response is very difficult. Lloyd thinks it is so difficult that it

is scientifically unacceptable to claim that an organ or part of the brain is

responsible for the trait. Two things could easily be wrong: the mechanism or

module might not be biologically real, or, if it is, it might not be functioning in

the way that it did in the past.66 I think that Lloyd may be unduly pessimistic

about this. There is a growing literature of experiments in cognitive psychology

that allow us to identify, cautiously, some modules and Boyer's theory of

religion, on which I rely, draws extensively on this literature.

So, on the one hand Cosmides and Tooby treat every trait as a functional

adaptation to solve a precise adaptive problem (incidentally puzzling Lloyd who

wouldn't claim to have such a clear understanding of what an adaptive problem

might be), while on the other they acknowledge that most traits are not designed

by natural selection to solve particular problems. Evolution is not as tidy as the

evolutionary psychologists would like it to be. Even that, however, is not the end

of Lloyd's concerns. She seems to suspect that Cosmides and Tooby simply do

not know enough about evolutionary theory. She itemizes a number of mistakes

Cosmides has made and which neither of them has corrected, apart from the

inconsistency between principle and practice outlined above, namely the failure

to apply Gould and Lewontin's principles.

Lloyd, p.224
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The first problem is that Cosmides talks about "perceived" costs and benefits.

The point at which costs and benefits cease to be real is the point at which her

Social Contract theory ceases to be evolutionary. Only real costs and real

benefits affect fitness and are therefore visible to natural selection. The mistake

could be partly due to Cosmides' eagerness to embrace all of Cheng and

Holyoak's examples as disguised social contract problems. Seeing all

preconditions as costs would tend to obscure the times that costs are not real

costs. Whatever the reason for it. it is a mistake.

The second error that concems Lloyd is where Tooby and Cosmides say that

social exchange arises without explicit instruction and imply that that means

social exchange is not learned. Learning, however, cannot be restricted to explicit

instruction since all other primates leam and no other primates can instruct each

other. They have not shown that social leaming cannot take place. There could

be - and probably is - a general purpose learning mechanism. Associative

leaming does occur so it is not the case that learning can occur only through

modules in the mind. I am not convinced that Lloyd's point is a strong one. It is

true that associative leaming occurs but it is slow, inefficient and unreliable

compared with the results of modular activity. Social exchanges are complex and

people have remarkable skill at negotiating their way through these complex

tasks. It seems to me to be reasonable to favour a modular explanation over a

leamed response.

Thirdly, the Wason Selection Task does not reflect an evolutionary scenario.

Subjects were discouraged from tuming over all the cards to find out whether

the conditional was false. That puts efficiency at a premium and there is no

reason to suppose that efficiency is such a pressing evolutionary requirement. In

the wild, as it were, gathering all the available information might have been just

as important. Cosmides, however, just assumes that she has the correct
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evolutionary model. That is not to say that there are no efficiency pressures in

the wild, only that it is unlikely that they are so strong that individuals would be

excluded from gaining information in mildly inefficient ways.

The fourth and final mistake is to assume that the Pleistocene era is the

evolutionarily critical period for social exchange. That assumption leads to an

emphasis on the importance of hunter-gatherer studies. It is, however, clear that

we share some social adaptations with other primates. That makes the arboreal

environment prior to the Pleistocene era just as important, if not more so. The

focus of Cosmides and Tooby's study needs to be widened.

Lloyd is afraid that if the evolutionary psychologists do not tidy up their

theorizing and do not adhere to the principles set out by Gould and kwontin

then the evolutionary progralnme in psychology is at risk. There is so much

misunderstanding of evolution and such a wide range of approaches within the

field of psychology that the debate is wrongly framed as one between

proponents of evolution and antagonists to evolution. The loss to psychology

would be great if evolution were rejected simply because the original theorists

made mistakes.

Holcomb summarizes other flaws in the Wason Task experiments. Cosmides

got the logic wrong. (For a detailed analysis of the logical flaws see Davies,

Fetzer and Foster.)67 She used only sentential deductive logic, simple rnalerial

conditionals, to express the benefit-cost relation. She needed modal logic. Her

propositions were not formulated well even as material conditionals and her

conclusion that humans do not reason logically was unjustified. To make that

claim she would need to show that humans do not reason using any form of

Paul Sheldon Davies, James H. Fetzer, and Thomas R. Foster, 'Logical Reasoning and

Domain Specificity', Biologlt and Philosophy, tO (1995), | -37
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deductive logic. Holcomb argues that there are altemative hypotheses not even

touched on by Cosmides. For example, there could be two modules: a reasoning

module (content independent) and a translation module (content dependent.)

There could be an inductive logic module or content effects could be accounted

for in other ways such as relevance logic5.68 Any of these possibilities could be

given an evolutionary explanation and none are ruled out by the work already

done. Holcomb thinks that Cosmides'research should have been a starting point

for further research into these possibilities rather than have the evolutionists

jump to conclusions. Only wittr a more methodical and open-minded approach

will evolutionary psychology become a sound scientific enterprise.69

2.6.3 Evolutionary Psychology and Cognitive Psychology

Tooby and Cosmides' ICM is intended to reform all aspects of the social

sciences including other branches of psychology. However, among the cognitive

psychologists there is some concem that Tooby and Cosmides do not appreciate

the extent to which cognitive psychology already accommodates the

programmatic changes Tooby and Cosmides recommend. It is important to

consider the tensions befween the cognitive psychologists and the evolutionary

psychologists because it may be the case that adding an evolutionary approach

will not add significantly to the theories already in use. I am inclined to think

that the social sciences do benefit from adding an evolutionary dimension to

their programmes but that cannot be taken for granted and the following

discussion is here to show why the evolutionary additions are desirable, a

conclusion that will support my wider interest in evolutionary theories of

reiigion.

Harmon Holcomb, 'Testing Evolutionary Hypotheses' in Charles Crawford,
Dennis L. Krebs (eds.) Handbook of Evolutionary Psychologt, p.332

Holcomb, p. 333
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Interestingly, Shapiro and Epstein accept the results of the Wason Selection

Task experiments with enthusiasm. They are more critical of some of the claims

Cosmides and Tooby make regarding the reformation of cognitive psychology,

which Cosmides and Tooby think should follow the adoption of evolutionary

principles.T0 Coming from the field of cognitive psychology, Shapiro and

Epstein are not convinced that Tooby and Cosmides characterize the subject

correctly or that cognitive psychology will be transformed by evolutionary

principles being applied. They do, however, think that evolutionary theory has a

valuable role to play in cognitive psychology both for methodological and

explanatory reasons.

The first difficulty Shapiro and Epstein have is with Cosmides and Tooby's

claim that cognitive psychologists are predominantly domain general theorists.

Shapiro and Epstein argue that both domain general and domain specific

theorists have always co-existed in the field. They cite Chomsky and Fodor as

examples of prominent modularists, though Fodor also has a significant

commitment to domain general mechanisms. Given that modularists already

exist in the field it is hardly the case that the application of evolutionary theory

will radically transform it. Shapiro and Epstein have a related objection to

Cosmides and Tooby's claim that evolutionary theory requires that cognitive

processes be domain specific. It is actually just wrong to say that only domain

specific mechanisms can evolve, as will be shown below, but Shapiro and

Epstein are more concemed that it is an empirical question whether domain

specific or domain general processes have evolved to form the human mind.

Cosmides and Tooby tend to take domain specificity as one of the assumptions

of evolutionary theory and provide liule evidence to support the claim that

domain specific mechanisms are all that can evolve. Shapiro and Epstein are

Lawrence Shapiro, and William Epstein, 'Evolutionary Theory Meets Cognitive
Psychology: A More Selective Perspective', Mind and Language, t3, 2, (1998'), l7t-
194



69

right to be concemed at the lack of discernment of what should be the subject of

empirical investigation and what can be derived from the theory alone.

It seems to me that sometimes Shapiro and Epstein move a bit quickly in their

demolition of the argument for domain specificity as, for example, when they

object that domain general processes could be used in a number of different

ways. They liken domain general processes to a screwdriver that can be used to

tighten or loosen screws. They parody Cosmides and Tooby as arguing that

there would need to be two different screwdrivers. The point is that cognitive

processes are the tools by which tasks or goals are achieved rather than the task

or goal itself.7l They think Cosmides and Tooby tend to confuse the two.

Cosmides and Tooby, in their reply, object quite reasonably to the screwdriver

parody. It leaves out the vitally important question of decision-making

procedures that determine what the appropriate use of the tool is.7z That is a

more important point than perhaps Cosmides and Tooby realize as it goes to the

heart of the relevance problem, which is discussed below. What triggers the

appropriate response - to tighten or to loosen - is the question to be asking, even

if one accepts that some processes have more than one use. Cosmides and

Tooby should accept that there can be multi-functional cognitive processes; there

is nothing unevolutionary about it.

Shapiro and Epstein go on to give the example of kin selection as one in which a

single cognitive process should be posited rather than two. I think that this

example exposes the weakness of their argument. A kin recognition module is,

by itself, no use unless the organism can also distinguish the situations in which

kin avoidance is beneficial (in mate selection) and when it is better to favour kin

7l
72

Shapiro and Epstein, p. 175

John Tooby, and Leda Cosmides, 'Evolutionizing the Cognitive Sciences: A Reply to
Shapiro and Epstein', Mind and Language,13, 2, (1998), 195-204



70

(almost every other occasion.) Cosmides and Tooby might be guilty of

multiplying modules and they are also hampered by the fact that they posit

completely independent modules. However, Shapiro and Epstein do not seem to

appreciate the evolvability problem underlying Cosmides and Tooby's decision

to abandon domain general theories. Shapiro and Epstein are, though, right to

emphasize that there are still plausible domain general theories for some aspects

of human cognition.

Shapiro and Epstein are also concerned with Cosmides and Tooby's

assumption that behavioural adaptations are all under the control of cognitive

processes. There is no reason to accept Cosmides and Tooby's argument that

the complexity of the problem requires a cognitive solution. Shapiro and Epstein

give a number of examples of adaptive behaviour that are actually not cognitive.

Fruit flies, for example, have daily rhythms that are regulated by the production

of proteins by two genes. The level of one determines the production level of the

other in a daily cycle.73 The result looks as if it is complex behaviour based on

some 'knowledge' of day and night. Humans are more complicated than fruit

flies, yet it is still possible that some human adaptive behaviour is controlled

genetically, or in other ways that are neither cognitive nor representational.

Shapiro and Epstein consider perception to be open to plausible interpretations

that do not involve cognition, such as that of Gbson and, indeed, of Marr, where

the underlying processes exploit environmental regularities without an inferential

step.74 Even if these theories turn out to be wrong, the point is sufficiently well

established that adaptive behaviour can be the result of non-cognitive processes.

Cosmides and Tooby need to bear that in mind.

73 Shapiro and Epstein, pp. 182-183
74 Shapiro and Epstein, p. 183



7l

I think that Shapiro and Epstein are on shakier ground regarding the place of

evolutionary theory in cognitive psychology. They go so far in accepting the

value of evolutionary theory that their caveats seem rather pointless. Cosmides

and Tooby suggest in their reply that Shapiro and Epstein should go the rest of

the way. Why run the risk of studying cognitive mechanisms that are not

actually real rather than accept evolutionary theory as the meta-theory for

cognitive psychology? Shapiro and Epstein concede evolutionary theory's

explanatory power and, ironically, cite the Wason Selection Task experiments as

a good example of the use to which evolutionary theory can be put. They think,

however, that evolutionary theory is not necessary for the generation of

functional descriptions. Complex functional descriptions can arise from

meticulous observation. They cite Harvey's detailed and largely correct account

of the function of the heart that was based on observation. Cosmides and Tooby

think that such explanations will be more efficiently and successfully achieved

with a meta-theory to guide observation. One cannot help thinking that Harvey

would sympathize. There is, however, a theoretical imperative: functional

accounts have to stand alone and not collapse into accounts of what the mind

was selected for. Natural selection explains the existence of a trait, but the hait is

defined independently of the process that created it.

Part of the disagreement between Shapiro and Epstein and Cosmides and Tooby

lies in the ambiguity of the term 'domain'. Shapiro and Epstein make that point

themselves. It is not always clear what various theorists mean by a domain. It

rnay be that the same processes are being described as general by one theorist

and specific by another simply because they have different criteria for what

counts as a domain. It is possible that here, more than in the matter of

encapsulation, Cosmides and Tooby are less precise than Fodor would be in the

use of both the terms 'domain' and 'specific'. I think it is clear, however, that

evolutionary theory could play a valuable role in cognitive psychology, providing



7Z

a meta-theoretical context within which experimental programmes can be

developed.

2.6.4 Cognitive Versatility and Relevance

There are some criticisms of Tooby and Cosmides that I do want to endorse

because they show that, for an evolutionary account of religion to be possible, it

is necessary to move beyond Tooby and Cosmides' view of the mind. These

criticisms focus on whether Tooby and Cosmides can account for cognitive

versatility, which is an essential ability for allowing the development of complex

cultural phenomena such as religion. I begin with the criticisms made by

Browne. Browne has two concerns about Cosmides and Tooby's entirely

modular approach to the mind.75 Cosmides and Tooby do not satisfactorily

account for cognitive versatiliry. Typical modular programmes result in

inflexible, fixed action pattems of behaviour and lack of ability to learn from

experience.T6 Yet humans are distinguished by fluid, innovative thinking and an

ability to adjust future behaviour on the basis of previous experience. How does

a modular system achieve that? Somehow there must be integration of concepts

that allows knowledge obtained in one domain to be applied to another. Browne

thinks that the work of Karmiloff-Smith, a developmental psychologist, gives

better insight into the way the mind actually functions than Cosmides and Tooby

achieve with domain specificity to the nth degree. Karmiloff-Smith observed that

the minds of small children go through stages, starting with a generalized

intelligence followed by maturation into domain specificity with little indication

of integration (at about the age of the language "explosion") followed later by

the integrated thinking exhibited by normal adulh.77

Derek Browne, 'Cognitive Versatility', Minds and Machines,6 (1996), 507-523

Browne, p.512

Annette Karmiloff-Smith, Beyond Modulaity: a Developmental Perspective on
Cognitive Science (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1992), chs. 7-8

75

76

77
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Browne rejects the idea that cultural evolution has a strong influence on the

structure of the mind, pointing out that there simply has not been long enough

for cultural evolution to change the underlying ancestral processes. Evolution is

a continuous process so the minds of humans are built on those of earlier

ancestors.T8 There is clearly a lot of modularity in the architecture but it is not

total. Yet it would seem that Cosmides and Tooby do try to explain the

complexity of human behaviour by positing more and more domains. The idea

is that the functions of large numbers of domains cumulatively lead to

increasingly complex and fluid behaviour. Browne thinks that that does not

account for novel behaviour. All it explains is that a set of complex specialized

mechanisms can solve a set of specific complex problems. The world is not so

accommodating and humans are particularly adept at coping with novel

problems.T9

The relevance problem haunts Cosmides and Tooby as much as it does domain

general theorists. At any given time practically everything an organism knows is

irrelevant to the problem at hand. How does it decide what is relevant? That

problem is not solved by creating a number of specialized domains because the

relevance problem simply appears in each one. Specialized domains such as the

social exchange mechanism still have a number of problems to solve. Social

exchange covers a number of situations of varying degrees of complexity. Even

among other primates the rules have to be applied wittr the caveat 'all things

being equal.' The organism has to know when all things are equal and when

thery are not; that is, when the rule is defeated. As soon as defeasibility is

admitted, the relevance problem occurs. Cosmides and Tooby have simply

distributed it rather than solved it.80

78 Browne, p, 513
79 Browne, p. 515
80 Browne, p.516
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Browne is not the only critic to be concemed with the problem of cognitive

versatility. Archaeologist Steven Mithen calls it the problem of cognitive

fluidity.8t He argues that evolutionary psychology needs to be informed by

archaeology as well as primatology and the other social sciences that Cosmides

and Tooby recognize in the Integrated Causal Model. A theory of the pre-

history of the mind helps identify the points in the architectural development of

the mind that are of crucial importance for the psychology of modem humans.

Mithen heard Cosmides andTooby give a seminar about their theory of mind in

which they described the mind as a Swiss army knife. All the different gadgets

work independently of each other. No other model of the mind is evolvable,

according to Cosmides and Tooby. Mithen was sympathetic. That is the way the

mind should work, how it should have evolved. Unforhrnately, he argues, the

description provided by Cosmides and Tooby is not of the mind modem

humans actually have. In all cultures, humans treat the world as a social being,

blur categories, and apply knowledge readily from one domain to others.

Analogical and metaphorical thinking is almost a compulsion. None of that

would happen if the Swiss army knife model were right. Cosmides and Tooby

are nearly right but miss the key factor, some explanation of fluidity.

There are domains, content rich modules, as Cosmides and Tooby would

predict. Developmental studies show that young children have innate knowledge

in four areas: language, psychology, physics and biology.Sz All their

competencies seem related to the hunter-gatherer way of life or that of earlier

primates. The psychology consists of a theory of mind that develops around the

Steven Mithen, The Prehistory of the Mind: a Search for the Oigins of Art, Religion
and Science (London: Phoenix Books, 1996)

Mithen, p. 52

8l

82



75

age of thnee, enabling children to attribute desires and beliefs to others. It is

required for living in a group. Although Tomasello argues that theory of mind is

exclusively human,83 chimpanzees and bonobos, our closest relatives, may also

have it to a degree. From infancy children have expectations regarding the

behaviour of objects in the physical world and strongly demarcate those

expectations from the.ones they have of animate objects. Their capacity for

acquiring natural history information is formidable.

Mithen is also impressed with Karmiloff-Smith's work on developmental

psychology. She talks about "representational redescription", an ability that

develops during childhood so that the knowledge held in one domain is available

for use in another. It is the facility for redescription that explains some of the

puzzling features of human thinking. The example Mithen gives is the Inuit

people's reverence for the polar bear as a being that once was human and from

whom they are descended. The polar bear is kin. Yet the polar bear is hunted and

eaten by the same people with great enthusiasm. It is less paradoxical if one

realizes that representations about polar bears can be held in.more than one part

of the mind: the social intelligence domain and the natural history intelligence

dorrain. What is really distinctive about that example, however, is not that

representations can be held in two parts of the mind. A Swiss army knife mind

could do that. Rather it is that the human mind can reflect on the fact that it has

different representations of polar bears. The knowledge is integrated.

Sperber hypothesizes a meta-representation module,S4 which serves the same

purpose as Karmiloff-Smith's representational redescription facilify and, I think,

better fits the available evidence. It seeks to account for the fact that

Michael Tomasello, The Cultural Origirc of Human Cognition (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1999)

Sperber, Explaining Culture, pp. 147-150

83
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representations are not isolated in their original domain. Mithen's main interest

is in how and why such a capacity evolved. His method is to use, with caution,

the idea that ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny.S5 He also seeks to recreate the

evolutionary path of the mind using the chimpanzee as being closest to the

missing common ancestor. I think that his method is safer than it looks because,

although the chimpanzee is six million years away from the common ancestor,

as we are, if is possible to reconstruct common mental attributes. The reason it is

possible is that we now know more about the other primate with whom we share

the common ancestor: the bonobo. Bonobos are a separate species from

chimpanzees and differ from us genetically as much as chimpanzees do. If

chimpanzees and bonobos share a mental tait, and there is evidence for it in

humans, then the most parsimonious hypothesis is that we all inherited it from

the common ancestor. It is unlikely to have evolved independently three times.

Without that check it would be unsafe to heat the chimpanzee as closer to the

common ancestor than we are. The chimpanzee should not be seen as an

intermediate step. [t has taken its own evolutionary path, solving some adaptive

problems differently from the way humans do and the way bonobos do and, it is

reasonable to assume, differently from the way the cornmon ancestor did.In fact,

I think, very little of what Mithen concludes is dependent on the assumptions

outlined above. They are simply useful heuristic devices to help him on the way.

The archaeological evidence to which his attention is drawn by them is what

really counts. I shall now examine Mithen's theory, which aims to accommodate

cognitive fluidity from an evolutionary perspective.

2.7 Mithen's Theory

Here is a condensed version of the prehistory of the mind as Mithen sees it. It is

to be understood in three phases. In the first our earliest ancestors (who were

not unlike rats) had general intelligence, which is not the same as integrated

85 Mithen, p. 66



77

intelligence. General intelligence allowed associative leaming and produced

simple behaviour. Leaming was slow and enors occurred frequently. In a

second phase isolated specialized modules were added. These could produce

complex behaviour with rapid leaming and few errors within the domain. There

was no contact between modules. General intelligence provided what interface

there was. The modules that developed were for social intelligence, natural

history intelligence, technical intelligence and, possibly, linguistic intelligence.

(Social intelligence came first.) In phase tlree the modules were connected

allowing the transfer of knowledge from one domain to another and cognitive

fluidity was achieved.S6

The evidence on which Mithen relies lies not in the fossilized skeletons of ttre

ancestors but in their artefacts. For the period in which there is no physical

record, Mithen cites the evidence from chimpanzeebehaviour. Academics.from a

number of disciplines argue about chimpanzee intelligence but with Mithen's

approach some of the problems solve themselves. If we accept that isolated

modules might exist, it is possible to account for the highly complex social

intelligence that chimpanzees exhibit and their otherwise baffling deficits. Their

use of tools is limited, their ability to transmit non-social knowledge is almost

non-existent and their capacity to generate language has disappointed many a

hopeful researcher. Within the domain of social intelligence, however, which is

highly developed, there is strong evidence of intentionality and reflexive

consciousness. They have extensive social knowledge, which they acquire

quickly and easily.

Tomasello argues against chimpanzees having intentionality because they do not

seem to be able to leam how to use tools by understanding what the other

chimpanzee is trying to do. They do not imitate. Rather they mimic some

86 Mithen, ch.4
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behaviour and happen upon the same skill the other chimpanzee had learned.ST

That may well be the case regarding technical intelligence. [t seems to mg

however, to be quite untrue of their social lives. I think it is plausible to limit

intentionality to social intelligence in chimpanzees and not to expect to find it in

other areas because there is no specialized mental module for those domains.

Chimpanzees use general intelligence for everything else - error prone and

inefficient as it is. It is important to note the possibility of domain specific

intentionality because it undermines Tomasello's argument for cultural

cognition. Chimpanzees do have microdomains of natural history intelligence

that enable them to make mental maps of their hunting and foraging territory.

Mithen is probably on safe enough ground with his analysis. Bonobos are, if

anything, more socially adept than chimpanzees but no tool use is recorded.88 It

is reasonable to think, then, that the common ancestor had a well-developed

social intelligence module.

The fossil record is of use for understanding the next step in human evolution.

Homo habilis had a larger brain than the common ancestor and lived in larger

social groups for safety and for better food distribution. He made stone tools to

dismember carcasses. Social intelligence was probably increasing. Larger

groups put selective pressure on social intelligence. The tools are evidence of the

beginning of technical intelligence. There would also be microdomains for

natural history intelligence. The modules are still isolated.89

Early humans clearly had technical intelligence. The evidence is in the kvallois

flakes, stone tools created by individuals who understood about angles, and

could hold a representation of the finished product in mind while they chipped

Tomasello, pp. 28f

Frans de Waal, Bonobo: the Forgotten:4pe (Berkeley: University of California Press,

1997)

Mithen, ch. 6
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away the material necessary to achieve it. They also had natural history

intelligence, defined by Mithen as

...an amalgam of at least three sub-domains of thought: that about
animals, that about plants and that about the geography of the
landscape, such as the distribution of water sources and caves. As a

whole it is about understanding the geography of the landscape, the
rhythms of the seasons, and the habits of potential game. It is about
using current observations of the natural world to predict the future:
the meaning of cloud formations, of animal footprints, of the anival
and departure of birds in the spring and autumn.90

Early humans throw up some puzzles, though. They did not use bone, antler or

ivory for carving, only stone. There is no evidence of tools designed for specific

purposes, no multi-component tools and there is no variation over time or in

different locations in the artefacts they left. Mithen argues that these puzzles are

solved if early humans are regarded as having highly specialized domains that

are still isolated from one another. Their social intelligence does not interact with

any other domain either, explaining the evidence of low levels of interaction, the

absence of personal decoration and lack of ritualized burial. (Some early

humans did bury their dead, Neanderthals in particular, but without the ritual

accompaniments found in modern humans.)

On Mithen's hypothesis language evolved under social pressure and was not

available for tool making or foraging. It was a substitute for grooming. Early

humans lived in large enough groups that there was not enough time to spend in

grooming - the main source of social cohesion - without sacrificing too much

foraging time. Mithen is in favour of this hypothesis because it fits with the

evidence that language is primarily social. Social categories are applied to the

world, which is most plausibly explained if social language developed first. That

hypothesis has interesting connections to the origin of religion, which is

dominated by cognitive mechanisms that process social information.

90 Mithen, p. 139
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Early humans had the minds Cosmides and Tooby describe. Their cognitive

structures consisted of isolated specialized domains. They also had a module of

general intelligence, something Cosmides and Tooby should not quibble over

since the evidence for general intelligence in most animals is compelling. It

seems very plausible that if Mithen's reconstruction of the prehistory of the

mind is conect then that accounts for the fact that religion is not mentioned by

Cosmides and Tooby in the Adapted Mind. They just could not account for it

because religion does require cognitive fluidity. Art and religion appear in the

Upper Palaeolithic period. Early modem humans did not have art or religion.

Modern humans did. No major structural changes distinguish them but their

minds are different. Mithen argues that art and religion are products of cognitive

fluidity. Early modem humans had a limited amount of interaction between the

domains. When cognitive fluidity was achieved the cultural explosion followed.

The convergence of a number of factors explains the evolution of cognitive

fluidity, in Mithen's view. First, there would be variation in the degree of

isolation of the cognitive modules among individuals. Some would be more

permeable than others and those with "thinner walls" would have a selective

advantage. There would be "rolling consciousness" in the non-linguistic

modules that would allow snippets of non-social conversation. Social

intelligence was fully reflexive, enabling individuals to know what was going on

in their own minds and to attribute similar beliefs and desires to others. Once

such reflexiveness became available in other domains, modem humans acquired

an enorrnous advantage. They could, for example, make tools that were

specifically designed for different purposes such as spears with different tips for

hunting different animals. If Sperber is right about the Module of Meta-

Representation, concepts could develop with information from every domain

being available. Mithen thinks that purpose is served by an expanded social
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intelligence domain. Whatever the domain responsible for allowing an integrated

mind, it removes the conceptual deficits found in other primates.

Selective pressure was possibly greatest on sexually mature females who had

increasing periods of limited mobility with infants who were dependent longer

and longer. Constraints on the size of the brain diminished and brought about

the females' predicament. As long as the likely source of selective pressure can

be identified there remains only one difficulty. Cosmides and Tooby think that

general intelligence would not evolve. Mithen argues that the record shows that

over a period of 65 million years evolution oscillates between generalized and

specialized ways of thinking. When the possibilities of one domain are

exhausted nahrral selection operates somewhere else, including in enhancing

general-purpose abilities. Mithen thinks that the oscillation hypothesis is well

supported with computational models. When a complex programme is designed

the designer starts with an overall plan but develops each component fully before

trying to integrate it into the whole system. Each routine has to be working

properly and then integrated or the programme will be impossible to debug.

Cosmides and Tooby's account ends before integration is considered, not

realizing the limitations that imposes on the function of the mind.

Mithen thinks humans are characterized by general intelligence but he could well

be overlooking the level of specialization within the human mind. He is, however,

right about the deficiencies in Cosmides and Tooby's model of the mind. Their

model does not account for fluidity and the mind they describe is not one that

could produce religion.

2.7.1 Objections to Mithen's Theory

The most serious difficulty with Mithen's account is that it is probably wrong.

The parts of it that rely on the archaeological evidence are useful additions to the
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pool of evidence on which evolutionary psychology can draw but there are

serious conceptual weaknesses that undermine Mithen's attempts to account for

cognitive fluidity. Fodor identifies them in a review of the book.el

Fodor's standard position on evolutionary psychology is that we do not know

enough .about the mind to make any of the claims that evolutionary

psychologists make. Indeed, we do know very little about the mind. I believe,

however, that Fodor's agnosticism is more extreme than the evidence warrants.

Some of the evidence produced by modular theorists with an evolutionary bent

is more than merely plausible. There are points, however, at precisely the level

Mithen is trying to work, where we do not know how the mind works. The move

from modular to general intelligence requires that we understand what general

intelligence is, yet we have no satisfactory account of general intelligence.92 Nor

is there a satisfactory account of what it means for one form of intelligence to

emerge from another.

Mithen's suggestion that language mediates the transition from modularity to

fluidity moves the difficulty back a step but does not remove it. The question is

merely changed from "How do you get from specialized concepts to

generalized concepts?" to "How do you get from specialized concepts to words

fo r gener alized concepts? " 93

Fodor is very dubious about Mithen's account of ontogeny recapitulating

phylogeny, partly because it is based on the work of Karmiloff-Smith. Her

credentials as a modularist are suspect because she is not whole-heartedly

committed to any of Fodor's four criteria except domain specificity.g4 Mithen

9l Fodor, In Critical Condition, pp. 153-160
92 Fodor, In Citical Condition, p.158
93 Fodor, In Criticql Condition, p. 158. Italics Fodor's.
94 Fodor, In Citical Condition, p.128
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probably cannot meld the modularity thesis with the ontogeny/phylogeny thesis.

Fodor also thinks that there is much more difference between modules for

specialized intelligence and thought than Mithen allows.

Even if early man had modules for "natural intelligence" and
"technical intelligence," he couldn't have become modem man just
by adding what he knew about fires to what he knew about cows.
The trick is in thinking out what happens when you put the two
together; you get steak au poivre by integrating knowledge bases,

not by merely summing them.95

Fodor famously thinks that the processes of thought are mysterious and there is

nothing in Mithen's account that tempts him away from that position. He is not

even committed to his own suggested alternative that the primitive form of mind

consisted of automatic reflexes. He suggests too that what there is in the way of

modularized perceptual processes and (unspecified) mechanisms of thought

may be present at birth and simply grow. That would render Mithen's account

of ontogeny recapturing phylogeny redundant. He argues that we can generate

any number of accounts about the matter and there is no evidence to support one

over another.

At the heart of the difficulty with Mithen's account is Karmiloff-Smith's notion

that modules can become more accessible over time. She interprets certain data

from language studies with children to mean ttrat there is a process of

modularization and demodularization. This is the process called representational

redescription. It accounts for the fact that humans can have multiple

representations of the same knowledge. Mithen's understanding of modules is

based on Karmiloff-Smith. Fodor ilgues, however, that the evidence does not

support Karmiloff-Smith's claim that a child gains access to information inside

the module. What it does suggest is that children gain access to the output of the

module. There are no data to support the idea of demodularization.96In fact, it is

Fodor, In Citical Condition,p.lS9

Fodor, In Citical Condition, pp.133-134

95

96
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unnecessary to adopt a theory that requires sacrificing the principle of modular

inaccessibility. All that is needed is access to the output of modules. It is

possible that conceptual modules that allowed outputs from one module to be

inputs to another could meet Fodor's requirements for modularity. That might

produce a modular understanding of the mind to which Fodor's objections to

Karmiloff-Smith do not apply. In fact, Sperber's notion of a Meta-

Representational Module referred to above satisfies these requirements.

Mithen's insights need not be abandoned entirely since he is undoubtedly right

about the problems with the Swiss army knife metaphor of the mind and the

material about the origins of the human mind is certainly useful. I see him as

making an important conhibution to the necessary process of modifying

Cosmides and Tooby's somewhat crude version of evolutionary psychology. I

think that the key to that process is to combine his insights with Sperber's

modular theory. Indeed, Fodor grudgingly accepts that if there were something

in the Massive Modularity Thesis then Sperber's account would be closest to

being right. This is the route I intend to pursue in order to produce an

evolutionary psychological perspective on religion that will allow me to shed

light on the theological realism/non-realism debate. I consider Sperber's theory

in detail in Chapter Three (3.3.4).

2.8 Conclusion

In the first part of this chapter I introduced Cupitt's concepts of biological

naturalism and culturalism, seeking to explain why these two elements of his

theory of religion that lead to his theological non-realism are incompatible witlt

each other. With the help of developments in evolutionary psychology,

particularly the work of Tooby and Cosmides I was able to show that an

evolutionary accsunt of culture that treats culture as a biological category can be

integrated with Cupitt's biological naturalism and that his culturalism should be
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rejected. Cupitt's culturalism is a product of the dominant model of the social

sciences. He has attempted to retain what Cosmides and Tooby call the

"Standard Social Science Model" in which human nature is infinitely malleable

and culture determines it, while at the same time recognizing the importance of

evolution in building human psychology as well as human bodies. As the

Standard Social Science Model and evolutionary psychology are based on

incompatible assumptions about the nature and place of culture in human

identity he was bound to fail. I have argued that biological naturalism with an

evolutionary account of culture should be retained and that Cupitt's culturalism

should be rejected.

The evolutionary psychological model of the mind is finding support in

experimental evidence and is, I have argued, fundamentally sound, but there are

problems with the work of Tooby and Cosmides that have implications for the

development of an evolutionary account of religion on which I shall be relying in

the following chapters. The most serious difficulties facing the account of the

mind by Tooby and Cosmides can be divided into three types. First, there are

deficiencies in the experimental evidence for their hypothesized mechanisms.

Second, there are serious problems with their undentanding of evolutionary

theory, which affect their ability to conect erors. Their use of evolutionary

theory is often over-simplified so the psychology they produce is likely to be

wrong. Third, their account of the mind more accurately describes that of early

humans who were noted for not having religion. The third problem is most

significant for theorists of religion who base their work on insights from

evolutionary psychology. The first two areas of concern also have some

potential to affect the application of evolutionary psychology to religion. It is

important that the theories of religion be developed alongside the correctives to

Cosmides and Tooby's earlier work. For example, caution over the standing of
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the social exchange mechanism is warranted given the problems with the

experimental evidence.

Cosmides and Tooby have, however, made a vital contribution to theory of

religion in their clarification of types of culture. It is possible to generate a

theory of religion that is, likely to be right thanks to the pioneering work of

Cosmides and Tooby. Pioneers do not always go in exactly the right direction or

settle in exactly ttre right location but they do make it easier for their descendants

to get there. And I shall now turn to the work of Tooby and Cosmides'

descendants in the field of evolutionary psychology, particularly as it applies to

culture and religion.



87

Chapter Three: Memes, Epidemiology and Religion

3.0 Introduction

In Chapter Two I introduced and critically examined an evolutionary approach to

the mind and to culture that I develop further in this chapter to include an

account of religion. It is important to understand the nature of cultural

transmission given that religion is a culrural product and given that religious

phenomena (beliefs and practices) have been universally reported in

anthropological literature. Religion is pervasive and plays a significant part in

human affairs. Evolutionary theorists have two theories of cultural transmission

to choose between. The dominant theory is Meme theory. For reasons that will

be examined in this chapter I think that Meme theory is fundamentally flawed

both in its general account of culture and its particular characterization of

religion. Culture, as we have seen in Chapter Two (2.5), is a biological category.

I will explore here the nature of the connection between biology and culture and

argue further for the claim that culture emerges from the biological nature of

humans. However, I differ from many evolutionarily minded philosophers and

psychologists by rejecting Meme theory. They tend to accept Meme theory as

an evolutionary theory of culture parallel to ttre theory of genetic evolution by

natural selection. But my view is that religion as a cultural product also depends

for its structure and content on the nature of the minds that produce it. Minds

are evolved organs but it does not follow that cultural products of the mind are

transmitted by a selective process analogous to that of genetic evolution. An

equally evolutionary account of the spread of cultural items is provided by

Sperber's epidemiological theory of cultural transmission and that is the theory

I endorse. It is evolutionary not because the spread of cultural items occurs in an

evolutionary process but because cultural items are dependent for their structure

and content on evolved capacities of the mind. Memes, by contrast, are held to be

independent (though ontologically ambiguous) units of cultural transmission.
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Meme theory, however, is widely popular and is the standard evolutionary theory

of culture. Meme theorists believe the theory to be robust. This chapter devotes

considerable space to explaining what Meme theory is and to arguing the case

for the view that it is an inadequate theory of cultural transmission. Religion is

the main focus of this project so there is a lengthy discussion of a memetic

theory of religion designed to show that even if Meme theory accounted for

some marginal aspects of cultural transmission it breaks down when theorists

attempt to apply it to religion.

In a number of ways Sperber's epidemiological theory of cultural transmission

differs only subtly from Meme theory but I contend that these differences add

up to something important. I consider several aspects of Sperber's theory as

they form the components out of which Boyer builds his theory of religion. It is

Boyer's theory of religion set out in Chapter Four (4.2) that forms the basis of

my evolutionary argument for theological non-realism in Chapter Five. Sperber

has an attractor model of transmission to replace the selectionist modeh he

distinguishes befween intuitive and reflective belief, which enables him to explain

some features of religious belief including their opacity; and he underpins the

athactor model with the Massive Modularity Thesis, which holds that the mind

has massive cognitive modularity. The Massive Modularity Thesis explains the

nature of the psychological constraints that give rise to the pattems of

transformation probabilities that cluster around attractors. That is, it explains

why one individual's cultural representations are similar to those of other

individuals. It is possible that Sperber overstates the extent of cognitive

modularity but that need not undermine the athactor model as long as there are

some cognitive constraints on the way mental representations can be

consffucted. Even with limited cognitive modularity there would still be patterns

of representations with some more likely to occur than others and limiting

factors on transformation probabilities.
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With Sperber's theory in place, cautiously and conditionally approved, it is

possible to develop further a theory of religion that gives a more complete and

accurate account of what religious representations are and how they should be

construed. That work is done in Chapters Four and Five.

3.1 Meme theory

This section outlines Meme theory and considers some of the problems with it.

'Meme' is a term invented by Richard Dawkins in The Selfish Gene urd,

although Dawkins himself has withdrawn some of his support for the theory, it

has been remarkably successful. Meme theorists such as Dennett and

Blackmore delight in using 'meme' as an example of Meme theory. The idea of

a meme, that is, the smallest possible unit of cultural transmission, has spread

throughout the world of evolutionary theorists. Even those who object to it find

themselves replicating it further. It has popular support and even appears in

some dictionaries.

Among meme theorists Daniel Dennett has the best philosophical credentials

and supplies most of the enthusiasm for the idea. He took up where Dawkins

backed off, has influenced recent writers such as Blackmore and sets Meme

theory in the wider contexts of philosophy of biology and philosophy of mind.

InDarwin's Dangerous ldeal Meme theory informs everything Dennett has to

say about culture and religion. Though there are weaknesses in Dennett's

version of Meme theory I do not think there is any more rigorous version

available. Blackmore's The Meme Machinez is more recent and has the

endorsement of Dawkins who wrcte the foreword but Blackmore is not a

Daniel Dennett, Darwin's Dangerous ldea: Evolution and the Meanings of Life t{ew
York: Simon and Schuster, 1995)

Susan Blackmore, The Meme Machine (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999)



90

philosopher. Her account lacks the depth of background knowledge in

philosophy that Dennett brings to the subject from his work on the mind.

Durham's classic anthropological application of Meme theory in Coevolution:

Genes, Culnre and Human Destiny3 similarly lacks theoretical rigour because

Durham deliberately focused on applications rather than on theory. Much could

be said about both Blackmore and Durham but it would not be as useful to the

present discussion as a close analysis of Dennett. Blackmore's memetic account

of religion is, however, examined below because it shows most clearly why

Meme theory cannot provide an accurate account of complex cultural

phenomena such as religion.

Memes are cultural items. Although Dawkins and Dennett both take the notion

of a meme to be that of the smallest unit of cultural transmission some memes

are very large. Dennett's list includes the idea of the arch, the notion of vendetta,

a literary work such as the Odyssey, and theories such as evolution by natural

selection and deconstructionism. The important thing about all these items is that

they are cultural units that can replicate.a He cites Dawkins' list which includes

tunes, catch-phrases and clothes fashions so it is clear from early on lhat

praetically any human endeavour can generate and transmit memes. Memes can

be trivial or momentous. Both Dawkins and Dennett think that memes replicate

quite literally.

Meme evolution is not just analogous to biological or genic
evolution, according to Dawkins.It is not just a process ttrat can be
metaphorically described in these evolutionary idioms, but a

phenomenon that obeys the laws of natural selection quite exactly.s

That at least was Dawkins early position and the one that Dennett retains (gently

chiding Dawkins for retreating from it).

4

5

William H. Durham, Coevolution: Genes, Culture and Hutnan Destiny (Stanford:

Stanford University Press, 1991)

Dennett, p.344
Dennett, p.345



9l

Cultural evolution, according to Dennett, is meme evolution. Memes play two

important roles in human life. They make us what we are6 and they enable us to

overcome genetic pressures.T Neither of these claims is fully explained by

Dennett though he pays more attention to the latter than the former. The claim

that memes help us to combat genetic pressures suggests two implicit

assumptions, neither of which is obviously right. Firstly it assumes that there are

two distinct, independent selective processes shaping human nature.

Evolutionary theory applied to the mind, however, does not require that culture

be an independent force. In accepting that some form of evolutionary

psychology is correct one does not commit oneself to the claim that culture is

more than a proximate cause of individual human behaviour. Culture, as Tooby

and Cosmides have it, is an emergent feature of human biology. It can do quite a

lot of work in explanations of human beliefs and practices as a dependent

process. It does not have to be an independent force and, indeed, I think such

accounts make culture ultimately mysterious.

The second assumption Dennett makes is that the genetic forces of evolution are

somehow arrayed against "us." That is an idea he gets directly from Dawkins

who provided the account of memes and then suggested that they could

overcome the selfish gene. There are, however, problems with Dawkins and

Dennett's views underlying the account of ttre part memes might play in

evolution. Dawkins seemed unable to stop himself writing as if genes really are

selfish and as if humans, the helpless vehicles for genes, are at their mercy. He

writes that way even though he does not believe that genes are selfish in the

sense that humans can be described as selfish. To regard memes as selfish puts

cultural evolution into conflict with genetic evolution and suggests that they are

6
.,

Dennett, p.340

Dennett, p.338
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equal forces battling it out in the war zone that is the human being. The war

metaphor is not misplaced or exaggerated. The title of the chapter in which

Dennett discusses memes is "Invasion of the Body Snatchers." Memes survive

by colonizing human minds. They compete with each other for limited mind

space and make their replication more likely by carrying features that disable the

opposition.S Dennett's first example of a meme with such a feature is

significant: it is the 'faith' meme.

Religious believers would not be entirely paranoid in thinking that Meme theory

exists, at least in part, to attack religion. Dennett gives the example of the 'faith'

meme as one which "discourages the exercise of the sort of critical judgement

that might decide that the idea of faith was, all things considered, a dangerous

idea."9 He might mean faith in anything is a dangerous idea but from other

remarks he makes, and that Dawkins makes, it is clear that religion is regarded

as a pemicious cultural item. Yet although the target is obviously religion it is

not well-defined. For one thing it is not clear how one is to interpret the term

'faith.' I do not think he means what theologians mean by faith when they call it

a virtue. Faith in that sense is a psychological disposition that need not have

content. It does not seem correct to describe dispositions as cultural items. Faith

in the sense of 'The Faith', however, is far too large to be a meme. Dennett goes

on to comment that "the meme for faith is apt to secure its own suryival, and that

of the religious memes that ride piggyback on it, even in the most rationalistic

environments."l0 That remark tends to support the dispositional sense of faith

assuming that the religious mernes are the doctinal content and practices. [n the

next sentence he asserts that religious memes are more likely to flourish when

there are plenty of rationalistic memes around. A lack of sceptics makes the faith

8

9

10

Dennett, p.349
Dennett, p. 349 with an attribution to Dawkins, 1976, p.212
Dennett, p.349
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meme go dormant through lack of attention. The problem with this section of

Dennett's work is that he produces absolutely no evidence in support of any of

his claims. So his assertions for the presence of frequency dependent selection

and other features of population genetics in cultural evolution need not be

accepted unchallenged.

It is easy to see the attraction of the idea of memes. It does look as if ideas,

fashions, beliefs and skills spread through the population with some being more

successful than others rather in the way we have come to view the spread of

genetic variants in the population. There obviously is competition for limited

attention and memory as advertisers are aware. It looks as if we could turn these

intuitions and observations into a life science if only someone studied the

process. If cultural transmission really were a selective process much would

become clear - from why creationism is spreading so far and so fast instead of

evolution to why teenage boys insist on wearing trousers three sizes too big for

them. There is a vast body of literature on the subject of memetics even though

its proponents are aware of theoreticpl difficulties. There are always theoretical

difficulties and it is quite reasonable to adopt memetics if those difficulties are

not fatal and if there is no better altemative theory of cultural transmission. I

think, however, that ttre difficulties are intractable and that there is a much more

fruitful theory of culture that has impeccable evolutionary credentials. That is

Sperber's constructionist account, supported by Boyer's work on religion.

Dennett addresses two of the problems that suggest that memes are siguificantly

not like genes. The first is the problem of mutation. There are two aspects to this

problem. One is that, unlike genes, memes have a very high mutation rate. There

is usually, rather than rarely, some infidelity in the copying process. Dennett

concedes points that Sperber, for example, thinks are vital to the rejection of

selectionist accounts. Memes are always processed by human minds before
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being passed on with changes. Lineages cross and recross each other and the

impression given is that the requisite stabilify for evolution is not present.

Dennett regards the problem of mutation as primarily an epistemological one.

Species stability does not determine that they are ruled by natural selection.

Rather it provides us with the opportunity to find out that they are governed by

natural selection. What is required for any science is to be able to find out the

rules by which phenomena operate. In the case of memes we are in a good

position epistemologically because it is easy to discern the commonalities

between cultural items. It is their semantic properties that count, not their

syntactic ones.ll

I think Dennett is being a little too optimistic here. Fidelity of copying is not

merely an epistemological matter for genetic evolution. Williams has shown that

forevolution to occur the rate of mutation must be low.12 That is, the mutation

must be resistant to further change if it is to be copied and retained. The

acknowledged high rate of mutation among memes does raise the question of

whether cultural evolution is actually occuning. Is cultural evolution a process of

copying? Sperber, looking at the same phenomena as Dennett comes to quite a

different conclusion. He argues that cultural representations transform. (Dennett

has conceded that point.) The reason that people have similar representations is

that they have similar cognitive structures and process information the same

way. Sperber's point is not that copying is sometimes defective but that the

process of cultural transmission is not copying. There is no process that is

parallel to that of DNA replication.l3 I examine Sperber's argument in the next

section.

ll Dennett, pp.356-7
lZ G.C. Williams, Adnptation ard Natural Selection (Princeton: Princeton University

Press, 1966)
13 Sperber, Explaining Culture, p.l0l
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Dennett would probably not wish to give up the idea of cultural items

replicating. He does, however, have to acknowledge a weakness in the

epistemological vision of memetics. The example he gives of being able to

discem semantic commonalities is the descent by modification of West Side

Story from Romeo and Juliet. He only knows that West Side Story is a version

of Romeo and Juliet because the authors said that it was. If they had not stated

that they had copied the essential elements of Romeo and Juliet no one would be

able to tell whether it was a case of descent or of convergent evolution.l4

Dennett says that the more abstract the semantic levels the less the ability to

distinguish between homology and analogy. He does not regard that as a serious

weakness in the theory though Sperber clearly does.ls It is an admission that

undermines the claim that cultural evolution is parallel to genetic evolution

because one of the strengths of genetic evolution is that we can distinguish

separate lines of descent. However, that point may not, by iself, undermine the

programme for establishing memetics as a science.

It may not seem to matter very much whether we talk about memes or about

cultural representations, selection or atraction, copying or transforming because

everyone knows what we are talking about. That is one of the reasons for the

success of the 'meme' meme. People catch on quickly and can think of their

own examples. There are, however, some differences between the implications of

the theories, apart from the obvious difference that Sperber is neutral on religion

while the meme theorists are hostile. I think it does mafter very much which

account is adopted because the directions in which they take us are very

different. Dennett goes on to talk about the philosophical importance of memes.

14 Dennett, p.356
15 Dennett, p. 357
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Meme theorists have their own understanding of the human mind. Dennett

draws conclusions that can seem incompatible with what we know about

evolution. They follow from the idea that memes construct the mind. He says

...a human mind is itself an artifact created when memes restructure
a human brain in order to make it a better habitat for memes. The
avenues for entry and departure are modified to suit local
conditions, and strengthened by various artificial devices that
enhance fidelity and prolixity of replication: native Chinese minds
diffe, dramatically from native French minds, and literate minds
dffi r from i I I i terate mi nds. L 6

Meme theorists emphasize the content of minds (memes) as part of what the

mind is. I think that focusing on the content of memes leads Dennett to

exaggerate the differences that culture-dependent content makes to the structure

of the mind. If what he means is that the content of minds differs between

French and Chinese minds in that French minds are likely to have content about

Derrida while Chinese minds have content about Confucius then I would not

disagree. However, I would also not think that that made minds dramatically

different. French and Chinese minds are cognitively and perceptually very

similar and the content of the memes does not causally affect the structure of the

mind. Rather, the focus should be on what it is about the mind's structure that

allows particular memes to spread. Dennett looks to the memes themselves for

an explanation of why they spread. I advocate looking at the mind for causal

explanations. The difference between Dennett's approach and mine is one of

degree because Dennett does not deny that minds actively construct memes; he

just places very little emphasis on that fact.

It is because Dennett thinks that memes create minds that he can say that we

should not regard memes as being in opposition to us. The earlier account of a

battle benveen memes and genes for dominance is misleading because there is

no "us" other than that created by memes. However, these memes do make it

l6 Dennett, p. 365, italics mine.
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possible for us to "rise above the imperatives of our genes."l7 That is a

quotation that suggests that Dennett is committed to a strong version of selfish

gene theory. However, recent developments in theories of genetic evolution

modify the notion of the selfish gene. Developmental systems theory suggests

that genes are just part of what is reproduced and they depend on other features

of the molecular environment for their successful replications. Genes need cells

as much as cells need genes.l8 Developmental systems theory has implications

for theories of culture. For if natural selection is not wholly about selfish genes,

we do not have to accept a theory of culture solely about selfish memes.

Sperber's theory fits more comfortably with the constructionist account of

genes than Dennett's does.

3.1.1 Sperber on Memes

I examine Sperber's objections to meme theories in this section. Dennett

discusses Sperber but not the points on which there is most disagreement

between Sperber's account and Dennett's own. Sperber is concerned with the

problem of mutation but he thinks that there are other flaws in selectionist

accounts of cuhural transmission. The main sticking point is the problem of

copying but there are others where the analogy breaks down. Genes have a

distinct lineage. They copy from one to another down the generations. They do

not rnerge and they do not move horizontally. Cultural representations, however,

not only transform but spread in many different ways. There are no distinct

parents for cultural reproduction as people draw on many sources for their

cultural representations. There is an indefinite number of parents for each

cultural token and no way to say that any particular token is a replica of a

17 Dennett, p. 365
18 See Kim Sterelny and Paul E. Griffiths, Sex and Death: an Introduction to Philosophy

of BiologSt (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1999) or Susan Oyama, Evolution's
Eye: a Systems View of the Biologt-Culture Divide (Durham and London: Duke
University Press, 2000)
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particular parent.lg That problem can be avoided by dropping the idea of

replication and moving instead to an attractor model to explain why cultural

items are similar. The athactor model is discussed later in this chapter (3.3.3).

The other problem with memes that troubles Sperber is that there is meant to be

a strict relationship between input and output. What goes in determines what

goes out. Cultural representations do not work that way, however. The process

of transformation is a constructive one that goes beyond merely repackaging

what the person picked up.2016"r" has to be room in the account of culture for

real change and development of ideas. Dennett is aware of that when he talks

about the mind processing memes but he stops short of abandoning replication

as the central process of cultural transmission. Dennett does not make it clear

what the mind does to memes. If he had given more consideration to the way the

mind processes memes he might have realized that the replication of memes is

unlikely to be the driving force of cultural transmission.

In his most recent work on memes, Sperber argues that the idea of cultural items

being replicated is fundamentally wrong. Even when it appears that only copying

or imitation is occurring that is not actually the case, as will be shown below.

Sperber is particularly interested in Dawkins' solution to the replication

problem.zl It is not that Dawkins remains unaware of the difficulties with

replication as the principal mearu; of cultural transmission, rather that his

attempts to retain replication are unsatisfactory.

19 Sperber, Culture,p. 104

20 Sperber, Culture,p. 106
2l Dan Sperber, 'An Objection to the Memetic Approach to Culture.'

http://www.dan.sperber.com/meme.htm. Accessed 10 September 20O2. This paper is
also published in Robert Aunger (ed) Darwinizing Culnre: The Status of Memetix as

a Science (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 163-173
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Dawkins' solution to the replication problem is to draw a distinction between

transmitting implicit instructions (the genotype) and transmitting the phenotype

or product of instructions (where the genotype and phenotype are the same.)zz

The meme is properly understood to be the instructions or genotype. He does a

thought experiment involving two tasks. For the first task the participants are to

reproduce, without instruction, a drawing of a Chinese junk. For the second task

participants are given instruction, by demonstration, to make an origami Chinese

junk. In the first task, because there is no instruction, the participants do not

recognize the series of strokes required to do a proper drawing. All they have

done, badly or well, is copy the product. In the second task the participants do

know how to do the folds and in what order to do them to produce an origami

Chinese junk. What they have copied is the process. Dawkins maintains that the

participants can infer implicit instructions from the demonshation.23 The

implicit instructions are self-normalising in the sense that even if one participant

in the chain gets them wrong, the next person will copy them correctly rather

than copy the error.Z4 If he were correct about the instructions being fully

contained in the task and able to be infened solely from the task, Dawkins

would have overcome one of the more serious objections to accepting replication

as the main process of cultural transmission.

Sperber Brgues, however, that the participants can infer instructions only from a

mixture of what they observe and what intentions they atribute to the

demonstrator. That is, they have to bring to the task a number of prior abilities

and information. It is necessary to have these features independently of what is

provided by the task itself. Sperber lists some of the abilities participants would

need to complete Dawkins' task successfully. For example, they would have to

Sperber, Memes, p. 2

Sperber, Memes, p.3
Richard Dawkins, 'Foreword' in Susan Blackmore, The Meme Machine, p. xti

22

23

24
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be able to attribute such intentions as "he meant to fold that into the middle"

even if the fold does not go perfectly into the middle of the paper. That involves

prior knowledge of the sort of intentions people have and some knowledge of

geometric forms. Sperber says these draw on domain specific competencies.zs

It is not enough merely to have implicit instructions whether these are conveyed

by demonstration or verbally. Verbal instructions require decoding and inference

as well. Almost nothing that we do is simply copied or imitated. Inference plays

a large part in the reproduction of cultural items. Only a few competencies are

acquired by copying and even these may be disputed on the grounds that some

minimal level of inference is required. So even if people are copying in the way

that Dawkins describes they are not doing so by taking everything that they need

for successful imitation from the meme. Memes do not carry with them

everything that they need for successful transmission.

Sperber does not dismiss imitation entirely as a means of some cultural

transmission but he does argue that the empirical burden lies with the

memeticists to show that imitation is the primary form of cultural

transmission.26 Sperber regards the replication objection as a very important

one but there are others that also cast doubt on the plausibility of meme theories.

These objections are considered in the next section.

3.1.2 Boyer on Memes

Pascal Boyer has a theory of religion similar to that of Sperber though his

criticisms of Meme theory are somewhat different. He is sympathetic to

coevolutionary theories, including memetics but has reservations that ultimately

suggest that memes are an inadequate framework for a satisfactory theory of

Sperber, Memes, p. 4

Sperber, Memes, p. 4

25

26
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cultural transmission.zT h is not entirely clear how aware Boyer is that his

support for memes, in particular Durham's version of the theory, clashes with

the theory that he believes to be correct. In his later work he regards memes as a

good start, in spite of the fact that he has to abandon the idea of replication

himself.2S I think, however, that his passing references to the selection of

cultural items for transmission does not compromise his emphasis on cultural

recurrence and the constructionist approach, He places the emphasis on the role

of the mind in generating representations rather than on the representations for

being selected.

In his earlier work on religion Boyer discussed various coevolutionary theories

of culture, outlining general concerns as well as his approval for the power that

quantification provided. Coevolutionary theories attempt to define units of

culture that can then be subject to quantifying analysis is much the same way

that genes can be. Theories of cultural transmission, however, run two risks.

They can tum out to be magical or vacuous. A magical explanation asserts that

there is a causal link between phenomena but does not specify what the link

is.29 A vacuous theory provides a detailed account of the causal process but

describes phenomena that do not actually occur or are marginal. That is, the

ontology tends to be weak, either positing entities that don't exist or reifying

abstractions.30 Meme theory runs these risks because the causal process

involved in meme transmission is unclear. It may be the case that the appearance

of a replicative causal process is quite misleading. Also it is possible ttrat

memes are not accurately described units of transmission. They may not exist.

Coevolutionary theories in this context refer to the possibility that cultural and genetic
processes are separate but influence each other. In other contexts some species are said
to co-evolve when the success of one is required for the success of another.

Pascal Boyer, Religion Explained (London: William Heinemann, 2001)

Pascal Boyer, The Naturalness of Religious ldeas (London: University of California
Press,1994), p.263
Boyer, Naturalness, p. 263

28

29
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Views on the weaknesses of Meme theory vary. Sperber's objections suggest

that there are elements of both magical thinking and vacuity in current memetics

because the causal process put forward is not actually correct. Memes do not

spread by replication. He also dislikes the term 'meme' as it suggests that the

central cultural phenomena to be explained are items that replicate. Boyer is

inclined to think that a theory may be either magical or vacuous but not both

because in one the causal link is not specified and in the other it is. I am inclined

to think that both weaknesses can be found in coevolutionary theories if, for

example, an attempt is made at explaining the causal link but it fails. One of the

reasons it might fail is because one set of phenomena it is attempting to link to

the other is not correctlv identified.

The second problem for coevolutionary theories is that they overestimate the

extent to which cultural transmission occurs. Not all cultural items are

transmitted. Some recur. In fact, cultural recurrence is an important feature of

cultural phenomena. Recurrence takes note of the fact that similar

representations often arise independently. Cultural items are invented or

generated without being copied. While Dennett and other meme theorists are

happy to acknowledge that, at some point, the first instance of the item has to

occur they are most interested in the way that items spread. They assume that

cultural items spread by transmission from one mind to another. Boyer calls the

difficulty the problem of "exhaustive culhrral transmission."3l What Boyer

hopes to provide is an account of the mechanism by which reculrence happens.

To do this he draws on some of the features of previous coevolutionary theories.

So he approves of the selective aspect of the coevolutionary theories and the

point Durham emphasizes about differential transmission. Durham argued that

some cultural items, ideational phenomena in his account, spread further or more

quickly than others. Some ideas are more successful than others and he believed

3l Boyer, Naturalness, p. 264
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it was possible to quantify the differential transmission of cultural items in much

the same way that it is possible to record differential transmission of gene

variants. All coevolutionary theorists seek to explain why some representations

are retained, transmitted or recur while others fail. Boyer is also in favour of

making links berween genetic transmission and cultural transmission so those

memetic theories that seek to explain the relationship between genes and memes

also meet with cautious approval.32

The principal difficulties with theories of culhrral transmission, according to

Boyer, are the ambiguities in the way cultural phenomena are classified. With

genes Dawkins was able to make a clear distinction benryeen the replicators and

their vehicles, though now developmental systems approaches suggest that the

distinction may fail. In cultural theories, however, it is not clear whether the

replicators are mental representations or behavioural objects. Different theories

classify the two differently.33 Durham, for example, draws a shaqp distinction

between the idea, by which he seems to mean the mental representation, and the

behaviour caused by the idea.34 But, as Boyer points out, information may be

what is stored in the head or it may be located elsewhere in the world in

markedly different ways. There is ontological ambiguity about the cultural items

being transmitted.3S I think that the problem of ambiguity arises because the

theorists retain the concepts of replicators and vehicles when they cannot be

applied correctly. What Boyer is actually pointing out is another version of ttre

replicator problem. This time it is related to the ontology of cultural items. We

do not have an account of what exactly is being replicated in the same way that

we know what a gene is. Even with genes there is room for ambiguity because it

is possible to give different definitions of what one gene is depending on the

32 Boyer, Naturalness, pp. 266-267
33 Boyer, Naturalness, p.277
34 Durham, p.175
35 Boyer, Naturalness, p.277
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purposes for which it is being defined.36 That problem seems very minor

compared with the difficulty faced by cultural theorists who have ideas, tunes,

practices, behaviours and artefacts to account for with one set of terms.

The idea of copying cultural items is misleading in two ways. It is too difficult to

distinguish easily whether what is being copied is the information or the product

of that information. There are only a few cultural items where the relationship

befween the mental representation and the product is direct; for example, one can

whistle a tune one has heard. More often the relationship is tenuous and the

notion of replication breaks down. Boyer argues that rather than thinking of the

standard process as replication with defects we should talk about contagion.

Here Boyer and Sperber converge as Boyer cites Sperber's theory with

approval. Epidemiological theories of cultural ffansmission allow for the fact that

people do not share mental representations. There is no need to posit identical

representations to account for the similarity of cultural items. In Sperber's

account, cited by Boyer as part of his own version of cultural transmission with

rich psychology, people's representations converge and may do so through

different inferential paths.37 By rich psychology Boyer means that there is a

complex cognitive structure that contributes to the construction of

representations. Like Sperber, he believes that cognition involves the generation

of automatic inferences. Similarities

structures but also bv the effect

productions.

in part caused by similar cognitive

pooling representations in public

are

of

Boyer's idea of rich psychology accounts for similarity not with abstractions

such as "worldviews", of which individuals are the passive recipients, but with

the idea of groups of people generating similar representations which form the

36

37
See for example Sterelny and Griffiths.
Boyer, Naturalness, p. 285
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pattems we notice in culture. They are similar because they have similar

cognitive structures and similar inputs. The meme account, by contrast, has

humans as the passive receptors, indeed hosts, for the active memes. There is no

suggestion in Boyer's account of cultural recurrence that there is something

outside the individual forcing her to reproduce it. In fact there is no direct

relationship between mental representations, outcomes and further mental

representations. There is always inference. Public productions trigger inferences

in others.38

Boyer emphasizes two more features of his theory that contrast with over-

simplified coevolutionary theories. Firstly, as mentioned above, cultural

recwrence is not the same as cultural transmission. Cultural transmission

underdetermines cultural competence because a large part of what people have in

the way of cultural representations are the result of recurrence not transmission.

That is, what people can do culturally is far grcater than the inputs they have

received in the form of cultural stimuli.39 Secondly, the accounts of cognition in

coevolutionary theories tend to be impoverished. That is certainly the case with

memetic theories, at least those put forward by Dennett and Blackmore who both

could be expected to draw on cognitive psychology to a far greater extent. Boyer

argues that to understand cultural recurrence we need more psychology not less.

There may be several causal mechanisms involved in cultural recunence and

theories will be all the better for accommodating them.40

Given what Boyer advocates, it is surprising to see in Religion Explained some

quite favourable remarks about meme models of culture. He has a standard

definition of memes as units of culture such as notions. values and stories.4l

38 Boyer, Naturalness,p.2S6
39 Boyer, Naturalness, p.286
40 Boyer, Naturalness,p.2S6
4l Boyer,Exptained,pp.3g-40
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Then he goes on to outline what good things meme models do. These are that

they undermine the idea that culture is a shared abstract object (such as a

worldview). Culture is the name of a similariff.az

Boyer claims that meme models remove the idea that culture is an external causal

force. He gives an example of the sort of thing people say in all seriousness:

'American culhrre places great emphasis on individual achievement'. Talk of

American culture, or any other culture, is, however, mysterious. What happens is

that people acquire the idea that individual achievement is important and if there

is some conflict between personal preferences and the requirement for individual

achievement that has been acquired this conflict is entirely in the head of the

individual, not a conflict between the force 'culture' and the individual.a3 Yet I

am not convinced that Boyer is right about the influence of meme models in

removing the tendency to talk about culture. Meme theorists talk about memes

as an equally mysterious force. They would not talk about something as coarse

grained as 'American Culture' but memes are taken to invade the person and are

initially an extemal force understood metaphorically as having their own

pu{poses. The grain is finer but the principle is the same.

The third good feature of meme models, according to Boyer, is that they

promote the idea that people are similar only from a certain point of vieur.

"There are no natural groupings for human beings."44 The decisions made by

anthropologists regarding how to describe groups are political ones. They may

change according to one's purposes as there is no one right way to classify

groups. However, it seems to me that the discipline of remembering that point

seems lax among some meme theorists. Remember Dennett's unqualified

Boyer, Explained, p. 40

Boyer, Explained, pp. 40-41

Boyer, Explained, p. 4l

42

43

44
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assertion that native Chinese minds differ "dramatically" from native French

minds. Once the label 'religious' has been applied to a group then meme

theorists are just as likely as anyone else to assume the homogeneity of the

group with respect to beliefs, practices and attitudes.

The final point in favour of meme models is that they provide a quantitative

analysis of cultural transmission. Boyer regards "copy me" ideas as very

seductive and says they are on the right track.45 That seems an overly charitable

assessment given the problems he has previously noted with meme models

where the copy me idea is actually misleading.46 It is not merely that meme

models are insufficient and need further development. The whole idea of memes

provides a flawed account of cultural transmission. I think, however, that the

apparent inconsistency in Boyer's approach to memes is because he interprets

Dawkins very charitably in some important matters. For example, he notes that

minds always process the information they receive and says that that fact limits

memes to being a good starting point for a theory of cultural transmission and

recurrence because Meme theory does not allow for processing information.4T

Dennett says processing happens but makes no effort to integrate that point into

Meme theory. Boyer then goes on to highlight the fact that cultural transmission

is selective and that some memes have an advantage over others. His

interpretation of this point is that minds determine which memes have an

advantage whereas Dawkins and Dennett both say that memes determine the

advantage by the features they themselves carry. For Dawkins and Dennett when

minds do any selecting it is because they have been colonized by memes ttrat

structure the mind so that it is receptive to some memes rather than others.

Boyer, Explained, p. 43

A point he notes again on page 45

Boyer, Explained, p. 45

45

46
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It is significant that Boyer assumes that the explanatory weight falls on the

nature of the mind without reference to memes whereas the standard meme

accounts, including Blackmore's, have memes as a cenhal explanatory force.

Minds take second place and a purely passive role. They can only select memes

because they have already received certain memes that do the selecting. It is

really the memes that do the work. For Boyer minds do all the work on memes.

Boyer is clearly worried about the replicator problem and he has reinterpreted

the standard account of memes at an important point. Given those two facts, I

think Boyer should not be read as supporting Meme theory as it is set out by

Dawkins, Dennett and Blackmore. What he likes about memes is a significantly

modified version of how memes are said to work.

3.I.3 Biological Objections

The objections made already to memes may still appear to show that Meme

theory needs some modification rather than outright rejection. Sterelny and

Griffiths, however, deal the death blow. They are sceptical about the idea of

cultural change as an autonomous evolutionary process and have three reasons

for doubting the usefulness of Meme theory in particular.48 The first objection

is a version of the replicator problem. Cumulative selection requires a low

mutation rate. Their criticism of Meme theory is not that copying is too poor but

that there are no parallel conditions in the cultural world to enable the natural

selection of memes. In biology it is "specific features of the biological world"

that allow natural selection to produce change.49 They don't expect to find the

required "grubby details" in the transmission of cultural items. Whether it is

reasonable to expect to find parallel conditions in cultural transmission depends

on whether the process of cultural selection has analogous enabling conditions

to those of biological selection. Sterelny and Griffiths see no evidence for these

Sterelny and Griffiths, p.333

Sterelny and Griffiths, p. 333

48

49
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conditions. I am not sure that it is as easy as that to write off selectionist

accounts of indirectly biological phenomena. There rue general selectionist

accounts such as that of Hull, Langman and Glenn,5o which may have a broader

application that includes memes. They argue that selection requires variation,

replication and environmental interaction, processes that need not be confined to

strictly biological phenomena. However, Sterelny and Griffiths could point out

that we lack evidence of genuine replication of cultural items and stable patterns

of environmental interaction. Certainly there is a problem establishing that

Iineages occur.

The second objection is that Meme theory has no explanatory target.5l It is not

enough to be able to redescribe features of the cultural landscape in selective

terms. We might actually be quite good at doing that, but there is nothing to

explain in the way that natural selection explains the appearance of biological

design. Natural selection is a hidden hand theory. What it explains is that the

organisms appear to work as if they had been designed to fit the environment

they live in. There is no designer, just natural selection. Culture, on the other

hand, is a product of intentions and planning. People's intentions and plans are

quite real and the appearance of cultural design is not at all misleading. Items in

the social world are designed.52 Sterelny and Griffiths can see only one

candidate for a feature of the social world that appears designed but is not. That

is the growth of objective knowledge in the domain of science.53 YeL I am not

entirely persuaded here either. Scientists intend to add to the body of objective

knowledge even when their efforts are unsuccessful. They are fully aware of the

power of science to generate knowledge. Exactly what they will find is not clear

50

51

5Z

53

David L. Hull, Rodney E. Langman, and Sigrid S. Glenn, 'A General Account of
Selection: Biology, Immunology, and Behavior' inBehavioral and Brain Sciences,24
(2001), srl-s73
Sterelny and Griffiths, p. 333

Sterelny and Griffiths, p. 333

Sterelny and Griffiths, p. 334
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when they are working and how it will fit together with what their colleagues are

doing is unclear at the time as well, but no one is surprised to find, looking back,

that they have accumulated a systematic body of knowledge. I would argue that

Sterelny and Griffiths could extend their claim and say that there are no features

of the social world where there is the appearance of design without deliberate

design.

The third objection is that Meme theory provides no explanation of the fitness of

ideas. In this way it diverges sharply from natural selection in which fitness is

defined as expected reproductive fitness.54 We can work out the expected

reproductive success of an organism from knowledge of its "morphology,

behaviour, and ecological circumstances."Ss There is no comparable process in

Meme theory. There are no source laws to tell us why one meme is more

successful than another.56 Merely setting out a theory of cultural transmission

in the selectionist vocabulary is explanatorily inadequate.

It could be argued that Meme theory is still useful for providing accurate

descriptions of cultural items whose likelihood of successful transmission can

later be explained in other ways. Memes could still be useful. In fact they might

provide the best term for the content of cultural representations. In that way they

still have a function in theories of cultural transmission as long as we do not fall

into the trap of thinking that meme transmission is another form of evolution by

natural selection. I believe that framing cultural representations as memes is

inaccurate and misleading, at least the way it is done in the literature to date. It is

inaccurate because the memes that are described fail to capture the complexity of

the cultural item being analysed. It is misleading for a similar reason. What is

54 Sterelny and Griffiths , p.334
55 Sterelny and Griffiths , p.334
56 Sterelny and Griffiths, p. 334
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described is what is to be explained. If the description is inaccurate the following

explanation is also likely to be wrong since it will not account for anything other

than what is presented in the description. Blackmore's account of religion seems

to me to be a good illustration of the inaccuracy of memetic description and the

inadequacy of explanation that follows from it. If memetic theory fails to

account for religion then some other theory of culture must be found. The

following section shows why some other account must be found and the

sections after that outline the altemative theorv of cultural transmission.

3.2 Blackmore on Religion

It could be seen as rather mean to focus on either Blackmore or religion in order

to criticize Meme theory. Blackmore is overly enthusiastic about memes and in

her book seems to have only a superficial grasp of the difficulties faced by

memetics. Dawkins and Dennett are more aware of problems and give more

nuanced accounts of memes. That is, they do until they start talking about

religion. At that point, memeticists lose all restraint. Dennett's discussion of

religion, for example, focuses on the falsity of the memes and the need to

preserve them as cultural heritage but not to allow people to act on them where

action is offensive or wrong. So he opposes those who perform female

circumcision as part of their religious practice - quite rightly - but puts on the

same level, fundamentalist Christians teaching their children creationism.ST To

him it is obvious that religious memes are false. He is more moderate than

Dawkins or Blackmore only in ttrat he likes some of the songs he leamed at

Bible camp and the King James Bible. He also seems unaware of the complexity

of religious phenomena so his account is superficial, like Blackmore's. I think

that superficiality is characteristic of memetic accounts of complex social

phenomena. Religion is not a special case of a complex cultural product but the

subject does seem to be of intense interest to meme theorists. I am using

57 Dennett, pp. 5l4ff
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Blackmore's account of religion to show why memetic theory is explanatorily

inadequate and must be rejected in favour of a more sophisticated theory of

culture that is powerful enough to provide accurate descriptions of the complex

phenomena of religious belief. Meme theory cannot shed light on the

realist/non-realist debate but Sperber's epidemiological theory can. Meme

theory, is so popular, however, that it has to be shown to be inadequate rather

than summarily rejected,

Blackmore does not go far from Dawkins' own interpretation of memes or his

antagonism towards religion. It is as orthodox an account of Meme theory as

Dennett's. Until the last, speculative, chapters Blackmore adds nothing new to

the theory. Her account is designed to be read by the intelligent non-specialist

who is looking for accuracy, some of the arguments and some suggestions as to

where memes might be headed. I am focusing on her chapter on religion which

occurs towards the end of the book after the initial theory is set out. Blackmore

regards Meme theory as a theory that applies to all cultural phenomena. She

believes that it is particularly useful for explaining the spread and tenacity of

religious memes, which have previously seemed puzzling.

There are two difficulties with Blackmore's account of religion. The first is the

tone of it. Religious phenomena are treated with hostility by Dawkins and

Blackmore. There are historical reasons for the antagonism berween

evolutionists and Christians but in neither case can light be shed on the subject

of religion by relentless attacks on the opposition. Creationists vilify

evolutionary theorists, proceed by misstating what evolution is and how it works,

have been known to resort to fraud and defend their territory through censorship

of teaching materials. That is all very regrettable. But evolutionists, in particular

Dawkins, are no more likely to offer charitable and complete interpretations of

religion than their opponents offer of science. Dawkins has gone as far as to say
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that bringing up a child with religious beliefs is a form of child abuse.

Blackmore is merely following in Dawkins' footsteps when she begins her

chapter on religion with "Like it or not, we are surrounded by religions."58 She

ends the paragraph with "We cannot get away from religions, but using

memetics we can understand how and why they have such powe1."59 It is clear

that religion is not to be treated as a neutral set of phenomena in need of

explanation. Memetics is another weapon in the war against religion. That is a

problem rather than merely an irritation because memetics is meant to be a

science. Its exponents are going well beyond what is warranted in assuming the

falsity and malignity of religious beliefs.

Blackmore's hostile attitude undermines her ability to make the best case for her

opponent. Dawkins, in his battles with creationists, cannot caricature the

opposition because they are out at the extreme edge of religious belief and

practice. The creationist position is, arguably, a straw man. Creationism,

however, is not mainstream Christianity and when it comes to characterizing the

beliefs of Roman Catholics both he and Blackmore are less than generous. Their

understanding of religion significantly undermines their ability to say anything

useful about it. Blackmore derives her description of Roman Catholicism from

Dawkins when she says

The memes of Catholicism include the idea of an omnipotent and
omniscient God, the belief that Jesus Christ was the son of God,
born of the Virgin Mary, risen from the dead after his crucifixion
and now (and forever) able to hear our prayers. In addition,
Cattrolics believe that their priests can absolve them from sins after
confession, the Pope literally speaks the word of God, and when
priests administer the mass, the bread and wine literally change into
the flesh and blood of Christ.6o

Blackmore, p. 187

Blackmore, p. 187

Blackmore, p. 187
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She adds "To anyone uninfected wittr any Christian memes these ideas must

seem bizarre in the extreme."61 The fact is, though, that these ideas seems

bizaneto many of us who are "inf.ected with Christian memes." Catholics do

not believe that the Pope literally speaks the word of God. On occasion, and

grudgingly in recent decades, they will accept that he speaks with authority on

some matters as long as what he says is the view of the Church. The Church

cannot err but individual popes can and do. Papal infallibility is so difficult and

contentious that popes rarely exercise their right to invoke it. "Literally" is also

the wrong word to use for transubstantiation or any of the other theories put

forward concerning the Real Presence. These are minor points but they suggest

a major problem. Blackmore does not provide at any stage a more profound or

complex analysis of religious doctrine than the quotation presented above. That

Ieads to the second difficulty with her account: it is too inaccurate a description

to provide an adequate explanation of religious phenomena.

It could be argued in Blackmore's defence that her outline of Catholic memes is

substantially correct. It is, after all, taken practically verbatim from the creed. It is

what people are presented with at Church, in religious education classes, at

baptisms and it cannot be said to be inaccurate merely because it is brief. Yet I

would maintain that it is misleading at least, because Blackmore proceeds with

her argument as if the description she has given is a full and complete account of

the memes in question. She asks the sort of difficult questions that first year

philosophy students are expected to be able to answer in some detail by the end

of their course. Her objections to the Catholic memes are merely these

How can an invisible God be both omnipotent and omniscient?
Why should we believe a two-thousand year old story that a virgm
gave birth? What could it possibly mean to say that the wine

'literally' becomes the blood of Christ?62

6l Blackmore, p. 187
62 Blackmore, p. 187
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The questions continue and are taken to be self-answering. Obviously God

cannot be any of these things and none of it is true. In this sweeping

condemnation of religious memes Blackmore entirely overlooks the complexity

of the systems that maintain beliefs and deal with objections. It is somewhat odd

that she does so given that she regards religion as a prime example of a

memeplex. The idea of the memeplex gets round the objection raised earlier to

Dennett's example of the 'faith' meme because anything that is complicated and

contains a number of memes embedded in it is a memeplex. Memeplexes

contain memes that maintain other memes which on their own might be resisted.

Catholic memes survive, according to Meme theory, because the memeplex

contains memes for a punishing God who will send you to hell if you do not

believe in him but also a forgiving God who lets you into heaven as a reward for

believing, praying, paying and working for him.63

Blackmore's interpretation is crude and unconvincing. It is focused entirely on

the memes rather than the minds that support the memes and I do not think it

captures what people believe or why they believe it. She suggests further reasons

for the spread of Catholic memes. One is that religion serves a function. Even if

they are false, religious beliefs provide answers to questions conceming the

meaning of life.6a Functional accounts of religion, however, underestimate ttre

negative effects of religion. Anthropological data suggest that religion is

tenifying as often as it is comforting and the questions that people ask come

from their religious beliefs rather than supply answers to prior questions. If one

is working within a religious framework it makes sense to ask what the meaning

of life is and to give an answer consistent with one's religious beliefs. I examine

this further in Chapter Four (4.1.2 and 4.1.3). Most of the time, however, the

metaphysical aspects of religion are not to the fore. Most of the time religious

Blackmore, p. 188

Blackmore, p. 188

63

64



116

phenomena are practices in which people engage. The beliefs that participants

hold may vary considerably from those that they are meant to hold. It is not the

case that Catholics believe everything that is taught as Catholic doctrine. That is

not a quirk of Catholicism either. Boyer documents extensively the variation

within religions conceming what might be regarded as central doctrines.65 What

matters to people most is what they do rather than what they believe. The meme

account does not consider practices except as means of spreading memes

though it would be plausible to regard practices as examples of memes since the

definition of 'meme' is so wide.

The functional aspect of religion is not the only "trick" that religious memes

use to further their spread. There is the well recognized fact that religion fosters

social integration, particularly among the elderly. Some religions also have

dietary laws that improve people's health.66 I do not think, however, that either

of these effects is well enough established to show that it is central to the

function of religion. Social belonging is important but it is not clear that any

dietary laws have beneficial effects so as to improve the fitness of the meme

bearers. Blackmore is treating religion as a causal entity but it is just as plausible

to argue that religion has the features it does because the features of human

psychology are as they are. Dietary laws are useful in coalitional assessments of

who is an insider and who is an outsider. They also make it difficult for

outsiders to become insiders. Religion does not transcend human psychology. If

people think coalitionally ("them" and "us") then that is likely to be found in

religious expressions of culture as well as others. For example, they eat pork

and we do not. They are unclean because they eat pork. We have nothing to do

with unclean people. The Bible is full of accounts of coalitions taken to their

Boyer, Explained, passim

Blackmore, p. 189
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most violent extreme. I examine the ramifications of coalitional thinking further

in Chapter Four (4.2.71.

The truth trick is also employed, according to Blackmore. That means that

religious memes are linked to the idea that they are true. The only reason to

believe, according to adherents is because the religion is true. The gift of faith is

also the gift of truth. "This may seem odd," says Blackmore, "when so many

religious claims are clearly false, but there are many reasons why it works."67

One might be, of course, that some of the central claims of religion are actually

true but the most Blackmore is prepared to concede is that there are some valid

insights, particularly in Buddhism, that get swamped by the memes with more

popular appeal.68 It is important to point out that Blackmore may be right in

saying that many or most religious memes are false. What she should not be

doing is claiming that it is obvious that they are false since she has not produced

the necessary evidence and argument to show that they are false. Her account of

religious memes should proceed on the assumption that we do not know

whether the memes are true or false. If she did that. her account would be

radically different. She would not need to portray people as the helpless dupes

of conniving memes.

There is, however, some psychological astuteness about the next trvo tricks she

attributes to memes but ttrat would be better attributed to the intentional

behaviour of human beings. Religion uses the beauty trick and the altruism trick.

The beauty trick works by inducing religious ecstasy and other uplifting

emotions in believers through the use of beautiful buildings and music. There

are other interpretations of the fact that the great religions all have great art but it

does seem to be true that people are drawn to these expressions of faith. We can

67 Blackmore, p. 189
68 Blackmore, p. 194
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ask, however, whether people are converted by the beautiful buildings or whether

they are drawn to them on aesthetic grounds. Does beauty spread memes? Some

people may find the buildings or the music athactive and then explore the faith

that produced them. Others, like Dennett, delight in them as items of heritage.

Still others, within the religions, are hostile to art. The Reformation within

Christianity produced rather a lot of vandalism and there are plenty of carriers of

religious memes who are highly critical of the expense involved in creating and

maintaining beautiful artefacts. Again, the reality of religious life is more

complex than Blackmore realizes.

Similarly the altruism trick: good people do good things because of their

religious memes and they attract others to the faith, People tend to imitate other

people whom they like so goodness proliferates as do the religious memes

linked to the good actions of believers. History supports Blackmore up to a

point. Christian missionaries who fed the starving and treated the sick did make

converts but it is a little oversimplified and naive to think that religion makes

people good. Blackmore herself does not really believe it as she cites the

hypocrisy of some religious requirements and the wars and conflicts that have

religious triggers. She also recognizes that religious people are encouraged to be

good principally to others like ttremselves. Cultural relatives are marked out by

dress or practices, the more difficult for outsiders to master the better.69 She

suggests that religious rules adjuring people to love their neighbours originally

applied to the in-group not outsiders. That seems unlikely given the context in

which Jesus' teachings are presented. The Samaritan is a tribal enemy yet the

story is told that he loved his Israelite neighbour enough to save his life at

considerable inconvenience to himself. There is also a strong tradition in the

Hebrew Scriptures that the alien or the stranger within the gates must be

Blackmore, p. 191
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accorded the same rights (with certain ritual exclusions) as the Israelite. Again,

the truth is not as simple as Blackmore suggests.

A deeper knowledge of religion would help Blackmore. She makes two more

claims that seem reasonable on the surface but raise more questions than they

provide answers for. She describes faith as a mechanism that protects religious

memes and up to a point she is right. People are encouraged to have faith where

they cannot have knowledge. They are, however, not expected to believe in the

face of compelling contrary evidence. Over two thousand years the Church has

modified its position in a number of areas to accommodate new insights. It does

so slowly and reluctantly but it does do it. Catholics are now encouraged, for

example, to accept the theory of evolution. Blackmore's example of faith

protecting a religious meme is actually one that has caused some of the most

violent confrontations in the history of Christendom. She says

Indeed, it is a measure of how spiritual and religious you are that
you have faith enough to believe in completely impossible things
without asking questions, such as that the wine is really tumed into
blood. This assertion cannot be tested because the liquid in the cup
still tastes,looks and smells like wine - you must just have faith that
it is really Christ's blood. If you are tempted by doubt, you must
resist...This untestability protects the memes from rejection.To

At the Reformation there was considerable discussion of the Eucharist and the

results covered the spectrum of possibilities from a position close to that

described by Blackmore to the view that to regard the bread and wine as more

than symbols was blasphemous. No doubt, Blackmore would regard that debate

as a clash between memes but she cannot do more than provide ad hoc

explanations for the triumph of one meme over another. She seems unaware of

the range of views within a religion or, at least, does not attempt to account for

the range.

70 Blackmore, p. 192
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Finally, what Blackmore says about the Bible seems rather strange. She quotes

Hugh Pyper who said that the Bible was a candidate for being the "fittest" text

ever produced. Rather than endorsing his view that Western culture is the

Bible's way of making more Bibles, 71 Blackmore could have pointed out that

the Bible itself is a complex human artefact. It is a collection of materials

gathered and preserved over millennia. We might ask why these documents werc

so important to so many generations before we start thinking about the Bible as

a single entity that is widely disseminated. It is, of course, not a single entity at

all. Catholic and Protestant Bibles are different and the Eastern Slavonic

Churches have additional books in theirs that the Catholics do not recognize as

canonical. The whole process of determining canonicity requires deliberation,

discemment and intentional action. The resulting collection of texts, we are

asked to believe is successful because

it alters its environment in a way that increases the chances of its
being copied. It does this, for example, by including within itself
rnany instructions to pass it on, and by describing itself as

indispensable to the people who read it. It is exhemely adaptable,
and since much of its content is self-contradictory it can be used to
justify more or less any action or moral stance.72

These are not reasons why the Bible is successful. First, Blackmore is equating

the spread of Bibles with the success of them but there are many more Bibles

than there are regular readers of Bibles, so it is not necessarily the case that

biblical memes have spread, only that Bibles have spread. Copying the Bible

does not of itself spread religious ideas. It does not contain insffuctions for its

own spread. That is what people say about the Bible not what the Bible says

about itself. To personify even further, the Bible does not know that it is the

Bible. There are several independent collections of texts - the Hebrew Scriptures

are quite separate from the Christian texts, for example. Blackmore would no

doubt say that the way the Bible is interpreted depends on the memes already

Blackmore, p. 192. Pyper echoes Dennett's slogan that 'a scholar is just a library's way
of making another library' in Dennett, p. 346

Blackmore, p. 192
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inhabiting the mind but she seems to be saying here that the Bible contains in

itself everything needed for its propagation. It is also rather an exaggeration to

say that much of its content is self-contradictory. Some of it is and there are

often several versions of events where the writers agree the event occutred but

differ over certain details. Very few of them concem morality and action. It is

not the case that it can be used to justify more or less any action or moral stance.

Blackmore's claim is too sweeping and unnuanced.

Blackmore's discussion of the true insights in religion is rather more interesting

than perhaps she is aware because it has echoes of Boyer's idea of cultural

recurrence. She notes that in most of the great faiths there is a mystical tradition

with a core of corunon religious experience. These experiences are of the sort

where a person feels suddenly at one with the universe or has a sudden

understanding of the universe. They are difficult to transmit because they are

individual experiences that others might not have very readily. Nor are they

comforting, which is something Blackmore believes popular religion to be. They

do, however, survive. Blackmore talks about Buddhism. Buddha laid down

stringent ethical codes and taught a very austere doctrine of suffering. If you

suffer it is because you crave and have attachments. Suffering ceases when you

gain enlightenment or detachment from the world.73 There is a similar tradition

in Christian monasticism that teaches detachment and to seek nothing for

yourself but to live in Christ. The way is hard. Blackmore believes that these

ideas survive in spite of their difficulty because they are passed from one hard

working individual to another. The method is trick-free and the result is that only

a few people attain the truth, which Blackmore believes in this case is indeed

true.

73 Blackmore, p. 194
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Blackmore thinks that even the difficult ideas spread by replication. They just do

not spread as easily and as far as the religious memes she previously outlined.

There may, however, be another process at the heart of religious phenomena.

That is cultural recunence. Clearly only the method for seeking such

experiences can be passed from one person to the other, which is a classic

meme. Dawkins would approve of instructions rather than product. being

transmitted. The results, however, can be similar from a range of methods. If the

mystical tradition is based on experience then it is likely that people will have

similar experiences anyway. A number of different triggers could be involved

and the tradition in which the people are immersed will colour the interpretation

of the experience. If that is the case for the difficult religious ideas might it not

also be the case for other religious ideas that appear to spread by replication?

Boyer argues that the religious ideas that people have are underdetermined by

the cultural input. That is, no one is taught everything that they believe.

Replication models obscure the psychological underpinnings of belief.74

Teaching conveys the bare bones of doctrine and the deficiencies are supplied

by inference. Practices and fully developed beliefs about deities spring up from

the initial input as long as the idea conveyed is salient. From that will follow rich

inferences. I will be exploring the idea of salience in the next chapter but suggest

here that what Boyer and Sperber can provide is an explanation for why some

'memes' spread and others do not and why even difficult religious ideas such as

those discussed by Blackmore do not entirely die out even though most people

do not have the requisite religious experience.

Boyer has an advantage over Blackmore, Dawkins and Dennett. He is firstly an

anthropologist. That means his theory of religion is informed by what people

actually do believe. He has been able to discem pattems in religious behaviour

74 Boyer, Naturalness, p. 284
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that tell him when doctrine matters and when it does not. The result is a

sophisticated account of the nature of religious belief and practice. Blackmore,

on the other hand, evidently knows very little about religion and her account,

like Dawkins' and Dennett's, is informed by what she thinks religion is. Not

only are these memetic accounts intended for a popular audience, they derive

their understanding of religion from a popular perspective as well. That would

not be adequate even if the Meme theory itself was not so flawed. In order to

understand religion it must be accurately described. When that happens not only

do we lose the idea of replication as the central process of cultural transmission,

we also lose the idea of religion as a single causal factor in human culture.

Rather, religion can be seen as a collection of beliefs and practices that are

maintained by a range of features of human psychology. The result is much less

menacing than Blackmore's idea of religion and the mind is restored as an active

participant in the generation and maintenance of religious ideas. No sacrifice of

evolutionary principles is required as the tlreory begins with the premiss that the

mind is evolved and works through to draw some conclusions about the sort of

cultural items the mind is likely to sustain and transmit. In the following section

I examine Sperber and Boyer's theories in detail.

3.3 Sperber's Epidemiological Theory

I have already presented Sperber's objections to selectionist accounts of cultural

transmission. Now it is time to examine his own theory of cultural transmission

and consider whether it is better than the one he rejects. There are three things to

be done in analysing Sperber's contribution to the debate about culture. The

first is to set out the foundations of the epidemiological theory, the second is to

discuss the attractor model with which he replaces the selectionist model and the

third is to examine the role of modularitv in his account of cultural transmission.
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Sperber rests his theory on a firmly materialist foundation. The phenomena he

seeks to explain are cultural representations, which he is happy to define quite

loosely as any representation that is cultural,T5 What he means by

representation, however, is quite tightly defined and strictly materialist. There are

rwo sorts of representation: mental and public. Sperber argues that mental

representations, which are internal and brain dependent, are more basic than

public representations, which are extemal to the individual and consist of

utterances and other material phenomena in the environment.T6 Mental

representations are more basic because, he claims, public representations derive

their semantic properties from the semantic properties of mental representations.

Public representations are no use to the individual unless she knows their

meaning. She has to athibute meaning to public representations, which she can

do only if she already knows the meaning of mental representations.TT By

adopting that position on the priority of mental representations Sperber is able to

avoid the ontological mystery that accompanies theories where meaning is said

to reside in the extemal environment The claim that mental representations are

semantically prior to public representations is controversial but Sperber occupies

a defensible position.

As far as Sperber is concemed all causes and effects are material and he ,rgues

that the materialist positions should be preferred on the grounds of parsimony

and intelligibiliry.TS That is, public representations have meaning only in virtue

of the meaning attributed to them by their producers and users so they are

connected to mental representations. Mental representations acquire meaning

through their connections to what they represent, which are partly physical

Sperber, Culture, p. 77
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Sperber, Culture, p.79
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interactions with the environment,T9ltis probably important to note that Sperber

regards representation as a three-place predicate. Representations represent

something for someone.8O Sperber also regards mental representations as

material phenomena in themselves so it is possible to have representations of

things that do not exist. One suggested criterion for materiality is that a

representation can be "materially realized. For example, cognitive psychologists

may try to show how a reasoning process could be materially implemented on a

computer."Sl Such a strongly materialist view is also controversial. I think,

however, that it yields such a fruitful theory of cultural transmission that it is

worth going along with Sperber. It may be the case that, as witlr modularity, a

less extreme thesis could also yield fruitful results, in which case a modified

materialist position should be adopted. It is beyond the scope of this project to

comment further on what that might consist of.

Public representations are similar, according to Sperber, because people draw on

similar bodies of linguistic and encyclopaedic knowledge.82 From that similarity

it is possible to make abstractions that refer to a single representation. It is

important to remember that such abstractions are not real and that it is not

actually the case that there is a single representation that people somehow share.

From a materialist point of view, then, there are only mental
representations, which are born, live and die within individual skulls,
and public representations which are plain material phenomena -
sound waves, light pattems and so forth - in the environment of
individuals. Take a particular representation - witches on
broomsticks - at an abstract level: what it corresponds to at a
concrete level is millions of mental representations and millions of
public representations the meanings of which (intrinsic meanings in
the case of mental representations, attributed meanings in the case of
public ones) are similar to that of the statement: 'Witches ride on
broomsticks.'83

79 Sperber, Culture, p.8O
80 Sperber, Culture, p.78
8l Sperber, Culture, p.8O
82 Sperber, Culture, p,8l
83 Sperber, Culture, p.8I
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As they are material objecs, both sorts of representations can be causes and

effects. Sperber thinks that no other causal explanation is needed to account for

culturalphenomena.84 The explanation of cultural representations is intended to

provide a more general explanation of the distribution of representations within

the human population. It does so by giving a materialist account of cultural

representations. Cultural representations are widely shared. (Sperber does not

intend to suggest that sharing means that people partake of one representation

but that there are many instances of the culhrral representations.) There is no

distinct difference between a cultural representation and an individual

representation; cultural representations are not special types of representation.

Given that cultural representations are collections of individual representations,

our explanation of cultural representations is also an explanation of the general

distribution of individual representations.8s

What the epidemiological theory recognizes is that representations occur in

families or strains analogous to strains of disease. Drawing further on the

analogy Sperber argues that we should not expect to find one sort of explanation

for cultural representations any more than there is one disease process. In the

case of families of representations the explanations will consist of psychological

and ecological factors in different mixtures.86 These factors are affected by the

distribution of representations so it appears that Sperber is describing something

Iike a feedback loop, which is quite possible given that representations can act as

causes as well as be effects. A feedback loop might occur if an ecological factor

such as writing, which allows the storage of cultural representations, also assists

in the generation of further cultural representations. So there might be a story

thatpeople know from reading it, or having it read to them, that in turn generates

Sperber, Culture, p. 87
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more story-telling within the same family of representations. Writing is one of

the principal influences on the cultural representations that are now available

since it has changed the human environment so markedly. Writing is a cultural

artefact that is now a source of other cultural representations. Other ecological

factors include recurring situations that make the representation useful while

psychological factors include the background knowledge that a person already

has that makes the representation relevant,8T Not all cultural representations of

stories would be spread the same way; they would not all belong to the same

fa'nily. Orally transmitted material is affected by different factors from those

affecting wriffen material. For oral story telling, memorability is an important

psychological factor. So it is not the case that one means of transmission covers

all cultural items even when they appear to be similar.

The ecological view of culture differs from the traditional social sciences'

organic view of culture in that the latter is a closed system. Moreover it is a

closed system with strong integration of items so that it leads to people talking

about culture as a single entity. Sperber's epidemiological view, dependent on

ecological factors, is an open system where representations are regarded as

being in equilibrium. They do not add up to a single integrated whole. Some

representations compete with each other for attention and others benefit each

other. Sperber's goal is to be able to explain which do what.88

It is immediately obvious that Sperber's theory allows us to review the way that

religion is defined and used in causal explanations of cultural transmission.

Meme theorists and others follow a standard social science line in regarding

religion as an organic whole within a broader category of 'culture.' Religion is

seen as a complete package. What is in the package is an integrated set of beliefs
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and practices that make up the religious dimension of people's cultural lives.

Sperber, on other hand, encourages the view that 'religion' is an abstraction at

most. It is a short-hand term for collections or strains of representations that

spread through populations. They may merge, diverge, compete, support or be

completely separate from each other and have different causes and effects.

Sperber creates the possibility for a powerful new theory of religion. I believe

that Boyer builds on Sperber's groundwork by proposing the theory of religion

that follows from it.

3.3.1 Types of Belief

Beliefs form a large part of collections of cultrural representations. Sperber

provides an account of nvo sorts of belief that involve different processes. His

account uses the terms 'intuitive belief' and 'reflective belief in an idiosyncratic

way. The first sort of beliefs that we have are intuitive beliefs. These are based

on perception and a limited amount of cognitive processing. They are the output

of a belief box (Sperber uses Schiffer's term) and an inferential device.89

Inference is necessary even at this basic level because humans have many

unrepresented beliefs that can be infened given the beliefs that are represented.

Intuitive beliefs do not require conscious reflection. For Sperber it is important

to note that the inferential process is an automatic one. In addition to innritive

beliefs we also have the ability to have beliefs about beliefs so Sperber also

thinks we have a meta-representational ability, which is examined below. We can

intelpret as well as describe beliefs. That is, we can consciously reflect on

beliefs.

A great many of our beliefs fall into the second caregory of belief, that is,

reflective belief. Reflective beliefs also belong in the belief box but they are not

directly related to perception. They are the beliefs we hold as a result of holding

Sperber, Culture, p.87
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intuitive beliefs.Intuitive beliefs belong to a fairly rigidly defined category. They

tend to be reliable, consistent - one function of the inferential device is to

generate consistent beliefs - and concrete. Reflective beliefs, on the other hand,

are much more diverse and difficult to define. They include theoretical beliefs.

What they have in common is that they are "embedded" in intuitive beliefs.

Intuitive beliefs pose no puzzle to understanding. They are fully transparent.

Reflective beliefs, on the other hand vary as to whether they are partly

understood, fully understood, partly understood now but able to be fully

understood or partly understood and never able to be fully understood.90 Some

reflective beliefs can become intuitive beliefs. That is, they can become beliefs

that are fully transparent, fully understood and connected to perception. The

example Sperber gives is of a child who only partly understands the information

that plants can be male or female but believes it because she has an intuitive

belief that her teacher can be trusted to tell the truth. Once she fully understands

about plants the belief may become an intuitive belief. In the meantime the

reflective belief holds the information. The range of reflective beliefs is such that

Given the variety of possible contextual validations for reflective
beliefs, commitment to these beliefs can vary widely, from loosely
held opinions to fundamental creeds, from mere hunches to
carefully thought-out convictions.9l

It is probably significant that Sperber uses the example about plants because it is

an example of a scientific belief. Scientific beliefs are reflective but to people

who learn science many reflective beliefs can function for them as intuitive

beliefs. Perhaps Sperber would have been better to keep the term 'intuitive

belief' solely for beliefs directly connected to perception with minimal cognition

as it is a little confusing to think of reflective beliefs changing to intuitive ones.

But I think it is reasonable to say that some reflective beliefs can come to be

more like intuitive beliefs for people who fully grasp them and their

90 Sperber, Culture, p. 89
91 Sperber, Culture, pp. 89-90
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implications. These beliefs about, for example, fundamental principles of

physics can be used automatically by scientists, without further thought. They

then form the basis for further reflection.

Religious beliefs provide examples of the sort of reflective beliefs that are almost

never fully understood and therefore almost never become intuitive beliefs.9z

Sperber gives the example of a child who believes that his mother tells the truth

and whose mother has told him that God is everywhere at once. This is the sort

of belief that actually becomes more mysterious as the child grows up. The more

he knows about other things the less he may understand how God can be

everywhere at once.93 If we regard religious beliefs as belonging to a different

category from beliefs about the world based on perception then Blackmore's

rather naive objections to religious memes can be more clearly seen to miss their

target. Her objections treat religious memes as if they were intuitive beliefs that

could be obviously true or false given the evidence of one's senses and minimal

cognitive processing. If, however, the relationship between religious beliefs and

the world is indirect we would not expect them to be transparent or as consistent

as we expect intuitive beliefs to be.

Blackmore could reply to that objection by pointing out that, according to

Sperber, science also consists of reflective beliefs and we do expect them to be

consistent. They are also deeply embedded in intuitive beliefs but should not be

mysterious. Indeed, that is one of the things that distinguishes scientific from

religious beliefs, according to Sperber. They are difficult to understand and most

people have to accept them on authority but the few people who do understand

them can understand them fully. They carry with them "an explicit account of

92
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rational grounds to hold them."94 Religious beliefs are generally held on

authority but theologians do not fully understand them in the way that physicists

understand relativity.gs Sperber maintains that scientific beliefs stay in the

reflective category because they remain open to scrutiny and revision. They are

not certain because they cannot be perceived or unconsciously inferred from

perception.96 That makes the category of reflective beliefs very large and is a

reminder of Sperber's point that what one knows about one set of reflective

beliefs does not help with other sorts. Science and religion are made up of

collections of reflective beliefs but we cannot assume that they are similar in any

other wav.

It may seem odd to say that reflective beliefs can be held on authority. The

confast,I think is with intuitive beliefs or beliefs that have become like intuitive

beliefs: these never need to be held on authority because the person has direct

access to the conditions that make the belief true. But that is not the case with

reflective beliefs because they are not directly connected to perception. Given the

provisional nature of many reflective beliefs it is reasonable to have provisional

grounds for holding them such as accepting them on the basis of reliable

authority. Of course, there are many cases in which it is not reasonable to hold

beliefs on authority and it is not always easy to distinguish sound authority from

dubious authority.

Reflective beliefs, those that are rational to hold on authority, vary widely across

cultures while intuitive beliefs vary hardly at all. The content of these reflective

beliefs is not only mysterious to outsiders but also, crucially, to those who hold

the beliefs.9T What Sperber says about the opacity of reflective beliefs seems

94 Sperber, Cutnre, p.9l
95 Sperber, Culture, p.91
96 Sperber, Culture, p.9!
97 Sperber, Culture, p.92
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well supported by anthropological evidence and it is a point that matters for this

project: that reflective beliefs may be obscure to their holders. That is, accounts

of religious beliefs - as examples of reflective beliefs - will inevitably be

incomplete. Attempts by non-realist theologians to provide clear, explicit

accounts of what religious belief actually amounts to are likely to fail. Religious

belief cannot be fully explicated.

One of the difficulties with Sperber's distinction between intr-ritive and reflective

beliefs is understanding the relationship between them. It works well for science

to say that the reflective beliefs can be only provisional while still being fully

understood but it would be problematic to hold that religious beliefs are

provisional and awaiting further explication. Does that mean that religious

beliefs are, in the end, unintelligible? It is not new to assert that religious beliefs

are unintelligible but perhaps Sperber is outlining here just how they fail to be

intelligible. Perhaps reflective beliefs should not be accepted on authority if the

beliefs themselves are not, in principle, fully understandable. I can reasonably

accept the theory of natural selection on trust because I know that there is a body

of literature in which the theory is fully set out and that there are people who can

understand everything about natural selection. At the heart of the theory there is

no mystery. There may be questions still to be answered about the scope of

natural selection but it is clear how these questions could be answered. When

the answers are found they will clearly be the answers to those questions. But

that is not the case even in principle for religious beliefs. One difficulty is that

everything is taken on trust by everybody. The other difficulty is that nowhere is

it clearly set out exactly what is being taken on trust because all religious beliefs

are open to an indefinite number of inteqpretations. As Sperber says, religious

beliefs become more mysterious the more people know rather than less.
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3.3.2 How Reflective Beliefs Spread

Sperber is more concerned with the way reflective beliefs spread than with their

content. There are two processes for the spread of beliefs and the more

important one is communication. Intuitive beliefs spread both by common

perceptual experiences and through communication but reflective beliefs spread

solely by communication; moreover, that communication is usually conscious.

Reflective beliefs are both consciously held and consciously spread.g8 The way

they spread depends on their content. The psychological and ecological factors

will vary. Psychological factors are more important than ecological ones in the

spread of myths, for example, and ecological factors are more important in the

spread of political beliefs such as "all men are born €Qual."99

Myths are interesting to anyone interested in religion. Sperber distinguishes a

myth from a tale by whether it is given credence. Myths may become stories that

are told but lose their status as myths because no one believes them any more. A

myth gains credence from authoriry.l0o Two conditions must be met for a myth

to spread: it must be memorable and athactive. That is, people must find it easy

to remember and tell accurately without written prompts and they must want to

lsll it.l01 It sounds question begging or tautologous to talk of the attractiveness

of myths but later in his account Sperber explains what makes some

representations attractive and others not. For now it is just important to note that

these two conditions are based primarily on cognitive features of individuals

although ecological factors are present as well; myfhs are told in contexts that

can change over time leading to changes in the myths. Sperber contrasts myths

with the political belief that all men are born equal. There the spread of belief

occurs in large part due to ecological factors. It has many contextual

98 Sperber, Culture, pp.94-95
99 Sperber, Culture, pp.95-96
roo Sperber, Culture, p.96
101 Sperber, Culrure, p.95
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implications and gains relevance from those. It depends less on being clearly

understood; people may understand the notion in different ways and still spread

it. It is not the sort of belief, however, that is automatically accepted as soon as it

is understood. (It might be a candidate for being a belief that cannot be fully

understood as it so difficult to understand what'equal' means and how persons

are equal.)

Mathematical beliefs, on the other hand, are the sort of beliefs that are accepted

as soon as they are understood. They pose cognitive difficulties that can be

overcome, at least by a few individuals, but they are robust.l02 lnlsps5tiogly,

Sperber regards the path of scientific beliefs as reasonably straightforward. The

scientists generate them and understand them. Beliefs are fully understood and

accepted by scientists. They then pass to lay people who accept them on trust

but very likely do not understand them well.l03 In that respect the way the same

reflective beliefs are held is different according to who is holding them. What is

more interesting, however, is the notable exception. The theory of evolution is

one of the most strongly confirmed theories in the scientific canon yet it is not

only widely misunderstood but outright rejected by large numbers of lay people.

Sperber does not discuss the matter but I think it might actually be interesting

from a theoretical perspective to ask why the theory of evolution is so strongly

resisted.

Several factors seem to me to be important here. One is that the theory of

evolution is hard to understand and to retain. Yet ttrat is a feature of most

scientific theories. Physics, for example, is so incomprehensible to the lay

person without mathematics that one might ask in what sense people have beliefs

about physics when they assent to bits of the theory of relativity. (Many people

loz Sperber, Culture, p.97
103 Sperber, Culture,p.97
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think it means that everything is relative, that there are no absolutes though I

have it on authority that absolutes have !o be posited if the theory is to work.)

Sperber is aware of that point. He says that most people do not know what

e=*"2 means. It remains mysterious to them though they can take it on trust

from the physicists. But the point about the theory of evolution is slightly

different. Evolutionary thinking violates expectations about the way the natural

world works. We have, according to Mithen and others, a naive natural world

module that stores information about natural phenomena including animals. We

tend to see the world in essentialist ways with natural kinds. Small children do

not expect one kind to change into another. Artefacts can change but not

animals. People have to struggle to think from an evolutionary perspective.

That cannot be the whole story though. Physics violates expectations as well.

Experiments have shown that what people 'naturally' think about motion, for

example, is not what actually happens. Sperber and Boyer both argue that one of

the things that makes a belief salient is that it violates expectations. But here lies

another way in which scientific theories are different from religious beliefs. The

crucial point about religious beliefs is that they violate some intuitive

expectations but otherwise conform to expectations.l04 Supematural deities who

can be everywhere at once violate the expectation that people and things occupy

a limited space but further inferences made about deities tend to be normal. That

is, they behave the way persons behave in many predictable respects. One of the

things that makes science so difficult is that it violates many or most modular

expectations. Modular expectations are those that are generated by the various

modules in the mind. Most of the time most expectations are met even though

human's naive biology and physics modules do not always generate

scientifically sound expectations about the world.

104 Sperber, Culture,p. f40
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It is also possible that there is not an interesting answer to the question of why

theories in physics are accepted on authority but evolution is often not. We may

simply have a historical quirk here that makes reflective religious beliefs too

inconsistent with reflective scientific beliefs to be tolerated. Reflective beliefs

have a less stringent requirement for consistency than intuitive beliefs but it is

not entirely absent. It also seems odd that it is evolutionary biology that is

singled out by fundamentalists for particular resistance when physics also

produces theories that conflict with the Bible but it seems that while close

attention is paid to whether evolution is taught, the problems physics poses for

fundamentalists pass largely unnoticed. However, it may also be the case that

physics does not challenge people's conception of themselves in the way that

evolutionary theory does. Evolutionary theory clashes head on with the religious,

possibly naturally occurring, view that humans are special, different in kind from

animals.

3.3.3 The Attractor Model

Sperber replaces the selectionist model favoured by meme theorists with an

attractor model. The attractor model provides a more accurate description of the

way cultural representations spread than do selectionist models with their

emphasis on replication. Attractor models are not, however, causal explanations.

Psychological and ecological factors explain the spread of cultural

representations while attractors describe their spread.l05 The underlying

assumption of athactor models is that humans construct their own

representations. They use all the information available to them but, where

selectionist models describe this process as copying and influence models

regard it as averaging the information received, the attractor model regards the

process as one of gsnstruggis1.106 Individuals usually do have similar

105 Sperber, Culture, p. ll2
106 Sperber, Culture,p.106
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representations to each other but they draw on their own affective and cognitive

factors to generate their representations. These representations tend to cluster

around an attractor which, according to Sperber is "statistical construct" that

shows the transformation probabilities.

To say that there is an attractor is just to say that, in a given space of
possibilities, transformation probabilities form a certain pattem: they
tend to be biased so as to favour transformations in the direction of
some specific point, and therefore cluster at and around that

Point'l0z

Many people find the same things psychologically athactive.lO8 Sperber

explains what makes a representation psychologically athactive further on in his

chapter about selection and attraction but at this stage it is possible to see some

of the advantages of an athactor model. It does not require that representations

be the same as their parents. They can be similar but not copies. It is possible

for representations to merge so that the resulting new representations are quite

distant from their parents. It also puts the causal process firmly back in the

mind: what causes representations to spread is facts about human psychology

and the environment humans inhabit.

There are countless examples of the way attraction works but Sperber's two

interesting ones are language and the spread of stories. Children acquire

language thanks to a domain specific competence. The way they do so is not to

copy other people's linguistic representations but to form their own using other

people's linguistic utterances as evidence for the formation of their own

grammatical competence. Most utterances are never repeated and children never

hear enough grammatically useful utterances to explain their own competence.

Sperber accepts Chomsky's argument for the underdetermination of grammar

and says that the best way of describing what children do is to say that they are

107 Sperber, Culture,p. I12
108 Sperber, Culture,p. 106
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those utterances that will help them form their own mental

A similar account can be given about the spread of stories like that of Little Red

Riding Hood. Some versions of this story spread better than others and Sperber

argues that one where the nanator forgets to have the grandmother rescued from

inside the wolf's stomach is likely to be corrected in further tellings. The version

that is most likely to spread is one that is attractive, easy to remember and

complete. Representations, then, are subject to transformation until they are in a

better 16.tn.110 The cultural context will have something to do wittr what counts

as better form and that may change over time as cultural representations are part

of the causal process, as we saw above. I am not sure that it is necessarily more

convincing to talk about attraction and better form than it is to talk about

replication. Both models account for the fact that the incomplete version of the

story is unlikely to have many descendants. Sperber is even quite happy to say

that the incomplete version does not have replicas though that should not be

taken to be full agreement with the meme theorists because he thinks even

faithfully rendered versions of the story are not, shictly speaking, replicas. But I

think that this could be a case of an ad hoc explanation for what actually does

occur or it is not obvious that we could use the attractor model to make

predictions where we do not already know the outcome. There are, as it happens,

versions of the Red Riding Hood story in which the grandmother is not rescued.

Folk stories are an interesting case of cultural representation. They occur in all

cultures so we could agree with Sperber that they appeal to some features of

universal human psychology; but could we have predicted the change ttrat

Grimms' stories have undergone in the cenruries since they were collected?

109 Sperber, Culture,p. 107
110 Sperber, Culture,p. 107f
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Thanks to Disney, the happy endings of stories no longer contain the original

nasty revenge taken by the goodies on the baddies. Very few versions of the

Snow White story retain the torture and death of the wicked stepmother that was

in the version collected by the Grimm brothers. Why is the gentler version more

attractive than the original version? It could be because of the shift in the

intended audience for the stories. Now they are children's stories and

completely happy endings are more attractive than ones that are to some extent

frightening. All we can say is that there appears to have been a change in the

psychological and ecological factors responsible for the spread of folk tales.

That seems to me to be no more satisfying than the story meme theorists tell

about the spread of memes.

One of the features of the attractor model that is more appealing than the

selectionist model is that it provides a way of describing transformations that

end up different from the parent representations but still in their vicinity. It

describes both transformation and resemblance. The model still allows for

replication but as a limiting case of zero transforn6lisn.lll What is more likely

to happen is that, given a number of parent representations, the offspring will

cluster around an attractor. They will be biased towards the attractor and occur

somewhere between the parents (of which there may be many for each cultural

representation) and the attractor. What the attractor does is indicate what needs

to be explained by showing how representations are distributed. Explanations

for the patterns of transformations actually found draw on psychological and

ecological factors in mixes as I showed above.

Psychological and ecological factors interact with each other at different levels:

the evolutionary level, social and cultural history, and individual affective and

l1l Sperber, Culture,p. 110
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cognitive states.lt2 Sperber is committed to the Massive Modularity Thesis of

the Mind, which provides the context for understanding what the psychological

factors are. The principles of modularity were outlined in Chapter Two (2.4).

We are responsive in certain ways to certain features of the environment and our

cultural representations emerge from those responses.ll3 Specifically, when

representations form distinct distributive pattems around an athactor, Sperber

thinks that the way the mind works is causally responsible for those patterns.

Modularity imposes cognitive constraints which are shown in the biases of

transformation probabilities. Some pattems are much more likely to occur than

others because of the way the mind works. To some extent Sperber has a

hostage to fortune in this respect. If the mind is not massively modular and is, as

Fodor suspects, largely domain general when it comes to cognition, then at least

some of the psychology underpinning Sperber's account of culture collapses.

Further on in this chapter I will examine Sperber's claims regarding modularity

but at this stage it is enough to be aware that modularity of the mind is part of

the foundation of Sperber's cultural theory.

Sperber criticizes standard social science theories that fail to recognize the

importance of evolutionary biology. The view of the mind that holds it to be

primarily a blank slate on which cultural world views are written is not

sustainable. Nor are the assumptions that culture is made up solely of socio-

cultural histories.ll4 Rather, evolution has built cognitive modules around

which many cultural representations occur. Sperber largely agrees with Tooby

and Cosmides. Sperber thinks that cognitive modules are cognitively efficient,

generating mechanisms for determining which of the multitude of phenomena

bombarding humans at any one time gets attention.lls There is a balance

llz Sperber, Culture, p. ll3
113 Sperber, Culture, p. L!3
ll4 Sperber, Cultare, p. 114

115 Sperber, Culture, p. ll4
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between the effort required to process information and the cognitive effect it has.

This balance determines relevancg.ll6 5tsr6er and Wilson wrote extensively

about relevance but Sperber repeats the essential point here: humans have

evolved to maximize relevance so that all representations, including public

representations tend towards the form in which they generate the most cognitive

effect for the least processing effo1.117

The (unconscious) quest for relevance is one of the sources of bias in

transformations. Less relevant representations tend to be transformed into more

relevant versions. Relevance operates at two levels: the individual's own

cognitive structure which has particular inputs from particular cultures and the

genetic level of universal human psychology.ll8 5p"t5er's explanation of

individuality depends on the cultural representations around in the environment

in which she is located. Individuals have cultural representations distributed

among them. The implication is that cultural diversity explains individual

psychology to a large extent. Sperber says that an individual's psychology is

"enriched and made more specific by cultural inputs."l19 I think Sperber also

needs to emphasize the part played by individual psychology in the cultural

representations likely to be acquired. Culture does not do all the work. To some

extent the cultural environment, which Sperber defines as a seiunless whole

between cultural representations and the physical environment, is created by the

individual. Preferences vary and it may be the case that the genetic contribution

to personality, for example, plays a part in how cultural representations are

distributed among individuals. Sperber, I am quite sure, would agree wittr that

116 Sperber, Culture,p. l14
Il7 Sperber, Culture, p. 114. See Dan Sperber, and Deirdre Wilson, Relevance:

Communication and Cognition (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986)
ll8 Sperber, Culture,p.ll4
119 Sperber, Culture,p. 115
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possibility and it is arguably implicit in his account. To some degree individuals

make their own environments.

That point about the individual's contribution to the cultural environment is

partly brought out by Sperber in his description of the changes in a person's

transmissions over the life-cycle. It is partly because the individual changes over

time that some practices stay relevant. They can be interpreted in different ways

according to the stage a person has reached 1n 1i1g.120 Sperber thinks this is the

case with many religious practices though Boyer is aware of what he calls the

"tedium based decay function" of repetition in religion. Boyer particularly

considers the constant repetition required to keep congregations doctrinally

orthodox.l2l Frequent changes in the way religious ritual is conducted or

injections of emotion are required to keep the practice salient. Fundamentally,

however, Boyer agrees with Sperber's account of culture even though details

might vary. It is possible that Boyer can get by with less than massive

modularity, which might prove to be an advantage for his theory over Sperber's.

Sperber thinks that cultural stability can be discerned for two reasons neither of

which depends on replication. Firstly, people tend to overestimale the similarity

of representations and secondly, most people tend to be atFacted in the same

directions most of the time.l22 The first point has some interesting implications

for religious beliefs. We assume that people giving assent to the same

propositions hold the same belief but it is highly likely that the inferences drawn

by one person will be different, subtly or radically, from those drawn by another

person. Reflective beliefs differ, so we should not write or talk about religion as

120 Sperber, Culture, p. 116

l2l Boyer, Explained, p.326
122 Sperber, Culture, p. 118
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if there is uniformity among religious mental representations or among the

interpretations of public productions of religious representations.

3.3.4 Modularity

Leaving aside religious representations in particular, for now, it is time to

examine more closely Sperber's dependence on cognitive modules for his

account of psychological and ecological factors. As mentioned above, in his

understanding of modularity Sperber has been strongly influenced by Tooby

and Cosmides so his version of modularity does not differ significantly from

that considered in Chapter 1vvs.123 Sperber has gone a lot further than Tooby

and Cosmides in generating a theory of culture that encompasses such difficult

areas as religion but he accepts their work as forming the basis of what it is

reasonable to assert about the cognitive modularity of the mind.

Positing cognitive modules as well as perceptual ones is the adventurous aspect

of Sperber's work. Fodor is happy with perceptual modules but has been

famously hostile to cognitive modules. Sperber thinks that Fodor's two

"common sense" arguments against cognitive modularity can be overcome so

that his technical objections need not be considered veqy closely. Fodor's

arguments are examined below. Sperber's confidence comes from his belief in

the robustness of Tooby and Cosmides' conclusions. There is, however, debate

about their soundness at more than one level. The literanre critical of the social

exchange experiments has been canvassed in Chapter Two (2.6.2). The social

exchange module is the one in which evolutionary psychologists have the most

confidence. If, the argument runs, there is a social exchange module there are

likely to be other cognitive modules the domains of which can be discovered

through further experimentation. If, on the other hand, the social exchange

723 Sperber, Culture,p. 124
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module is fragile there is not much evidence elsewhere to warrant the assertion

that the mind's composition includes a large number of cognitive modules.

Many abilities have been put forward as candidates for cognitive modules but in

each case the evidence can be interpreted in ways that undermine the claim for a

distinct module. For example, data from the study of autistic children has been

used to support the existence of a theory of mind *o6u1".124 Yet it is possible

that autistic children do not have the coherent set of deficits claimed by the

modularity theorists. It is possible to give domain general accounts of what is

wrong.lzs I think, however, that the evidence supports a modular deficit

3sseu11.126 The theory of mind module is quite important to Sperber as it is

something similar to that which makes meta-representation possible. Meta-

representational ability is at the heart of Sperber's theory because it is this that

enables humans to reflect on the beliefs that they hold. Humans can have mental

representations about mental representations.lzT The theory of mind module is

generally understood to provide the ability to hold beliefs about what another

person is thinking. We theorize that other people have minds and that they work

similarly to our own so that predictions about how they might react affectively or

cognitively are generally reliable. The conclusions drawn from the autism data

are that autistic children lack a theory of mind module and are socially

handicapped because they are not able to attribute emotional states or even

knowledge to other people. To overcome this disadvantage some high

functioning autistics leam to make conscious inferences about other people

based on what they have been taught, but do not intuitively rerognize, about

other people's mental and affective processes.

124 Simon Baron-Cohen, Mindblindness: an Essay on Autism and Theory o! Mind
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1995)

125 R.D. Gray, personal communication
126 Botterill and Camrthers, pp.95-103
127 Sperber, Culture, p. 146
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It is easy to see how a theory of mind module helps with meta-representation.

To be able to hold a religious belief, say, and then think about whether it is

reasonable to hold it or not is not so different from holding a belief about the

beliefs of another person. Sperber himself realizes that we are a long way from

being able to provide a technical account of how such a module works, how it is

related to brain states. He is vulnerable to the collapse of other modular

hypotheses but is confident that he can overcome the objections raised by Fodor

to the principle of cognitive modularity. His first aim is to defend the view that

thought processes might be modular and the second is to integrate a modular

theory of cognitive processes into his naturalistic theory sf sultu1s.128

Sperber begins by defining cognitive modules.

A cognitive module is a genetically specified computational device
in the mind/brain (henceforth: the mind) that works pretty much on
its own inputs pertaining to some specific cognitive domain and
provided by other parts of the nervous system (e.g. sensory

receptors or other modules.) 129

The first of the two "common sense" objections that Fodor has to cognitive

modularity in principle is that thought is integrated so there must be access to

more than one cognitive domain in order to achieve integration. This problem

occurs partly because Fodor treats the encapsulation criterion very strictly. That

is, modules are by definition informationally encapsulated. If thought processes

are also modular it is difficult to see how integration can be achieved from the

different inputs required to make up a single concept. Sperber agrees ttrat that

would be a problem if there were one conceptual domain for each perceptual

module. He is not suggesting that there is. He argues that there are inputs into

several conceptual domains with partial or full integration further up the

tZ$ Sperber, Culture,pp. ll9-120
129 Sperber, Culture, p.120
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cognitive line.130 What Sperber appears to suggest is that outputs from some

cognitive modules can be inputs to another. He also thinks that it is easy to

overestimate the extent to which integration occurs. Partial integration may be

enough. The principle of relevance applies here. What gets attention at any time

is the output that is most relevant. That will depend on a number of factors

including what was relevant just a moment ago. A continuous process of

selecting the most relevant outputs achieves integration of thought without

having to posit a domain general facility into which all the inputs are received

and processed. The problem with domain general cognition, as we saw in

Chapter Two (2.4.3), is that it would lead to combinatorial explosion. Sperber's

account of relevance guided attention avoids that problem.l31

The second common sense objection is that cultural diversity is so widespread

and so recent that there cannot be cognitive domains for each cultural

66rnn6.132 There is, however, no reason to assume that cognitive domains are

limited to a single use or that they cannot change their function like many other

evolved functions of organisms have over time. Sperber goes into these matters

in detail because in giving his naturalistic account of culture he also answers the

second objection quite conclusively. More will be said about that below.

The first objection does show the weak points in Sperber's theory. In replying

to it Sperber argues that we know enough about evolution and cognition to make

some assumptions about the characteristics of modules given that they are

evolved. He derives these, admittedly tentative, assumptions from the work of

Tooby and Cosmides but then goes further than either of them to support ttre

idea that the mind is massively modular. He accepts Fodor's characteization of

130 Sperber, Culture, p. 122
131 Sperber, Culture,p. 134
132 Sperber, Culnre, p. l2l
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modules and argues that the features of automaticity and speed make it hard to

see how demodularization could occur. Domain general abilities, he argues,

sacrifice automaticity and speed because of the quantity of inputs they have to

process.l33 Sacrificing either would make the organism slower and more likely

to react too late to dangers. Yet it is hard to go from here to a model of massive

modularity. The only evidence available suggests that there are some cognitive

domains, for example, naive physics and biology that seem to occur universally

among humans from infancy. Sperber addresses these problems again and they

are considered below.

If there are cognitive modules, these are the features that Sperber believes that

they have: they are inferential devices involving a range of different processes,

they vary in size from one concept to something as large as the theory of mind,

they have a range of connections to perceptual and motor control modules, they

occur in networks and some of them may need initializing.l3a 1t" last

characteristic is potentially very helpful for understanding the way the organism

is enmeshed in the environment. Sperber does not mean 'initialize' in the sense

that the term is used in Information Technology. He means that some cognitive

modules carmot work until they have had some data from the environment fed

into ttrem. \Mhat data are relevant, of course, is defined by ttre domain of the

module.

Sperber makes a distinction between the actual and the proper domain of the

module and for this distinction he is appreciative of the work of Millikan who

distinguished between the proper function of an adaptation and what it might

actually 6e.135 That enables one to describe the proper function or domain as

133 Sperber, Culture,p, 7?5
134 Sperber, Culture,pp. 128-130
135 Sperber, Culture,p, 134
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that which is historically related to the survival of the adapted feature in the

organism. This is important because one of the criticisms made of some

adaptationist accounts is that as a matter of fact, the feature described rarely

functions the way it is meant to. Millikan gives examples of the way some

danger detection functions can be described as the proper function of the device

in spite of the fact that most members of the species get eaten. It works often

enough as a danger detection device to be the reason why it is present in the

species.t36 Sperber uses Millikan's ideas to show how the actual domain of a

module can change from its proper domain. When talking about domains it is

important to distinguish between the actual domain, what it does now, and ttre

proper domain, what it evolved to do. We may know very little about some

proper domains because the conditions under which they evolved have vanished

but we can still define an actual domain.

The reason that proper and actual domains can be different is that concepts are

relational. That is, they occur in the context of a certain environment and if the

environment were different it is possible that the same module could realize a

different concept.l37 The intemal environment of the organism provides the

"mode of construal" through the connections modules have with other devices

in the mind and the conditions that determine their input. But to know the

domain of a module one needs to see the environment in which the modules

oPerats.l38

Sperber defines the actual domain of a conceptual module as

136 Ruth Ganett Millikan, 'In Defense of Proper Functions' in White Queen Psychologlt
And Other Essays for Alice (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993), pp. 13-29

137 Sperber, Culture, p.135
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all the information in the organism's environment that may (once
processed by perceptual modules, and possibly by other conceptual
modules) satisfy the module's input gsndi1isns.139

Its proper domain is "all the information that it is the module's biological

function to process."l4o Slological function is understood in the way Millikan

defined it. In the real world it is unlikely that an actual domain will neatly

exchange places with a proper domain. Most changes occur in small cognitive

shifts that result in a range of stimuli that trigger the domain. That is an

important point for Boyer whose account of religion shows that religious

representations normally involve the stimulation of a range of domains, which is

what gives them the familiar pattems found all over the world. They tend to

stimulate the same domains universally but never just one at a time.

Actual domains in humans turn into cultural domains because among the inputs

that trigger an actual domain there is likely to be a lot of cultural information, in

fact so much so that Sperber thinks that cultural domains are more important

than proper domains. Actual domains, in fact, are much larger than their original

proper domains. Also, as a matter of fact and due to the way cultural information

is distributed in the population, cultural inputs tend to be more salient than the

original stimuli of the proper 6etn6n.141 They compete successfully for

afiention, in part because many cultural beliefs violate modular expectations.

Though, as pointed out before, the ones that tend to succeed also meet many

more modular expectations than they violate. This is a point that Sperber takes

from Boyer with approvu1.l42

The spread of the religious memes that seemed so bizarre to Blackmore may be

explained by a more benign and ontologically less contentious process. They get

139 Sperber, Culture,p. 136
140 Sperber, Culture,p. 136
L4l Sperber, Culture,pp. 139-140
l4Z Sperber, Culture,p. 140
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attention and they stay in the pool of representations because not all of the

inferences made about them are counter-intuitive. Meme theorists tend to see

only the surface attention-getting formulation of the belief without realizing that

there is a depth of content to it that follows normal expectations. So for example

the belief that God is everywhere at once violates expectations in the sense that

no one can be in more than one place at a time but that is not the whole of the

belief. As will be shown in Chapter Four (4.2.D, the God who is everywhere at

once is also interpreted as an agent with all the properties agents have. To

suggest that the whole story is contained in the statement 'God is everywhere at

once' is misleading and incomplete.

Cultural representations are grounded in conceptual domains. The information

that triggers the domain is similar to the information that would trigger ttre

proper domain but is, in fact, entirely a cultural artefact. That is, people consfruct

and transmit conceptually rich contents that fit into the 6epn6.143 Sperber's

own example is music which may be related to the sound pattems that used to be

salient for our prevocal ancestors. Attention to these was associated wittr

pleasure and the satisfaction of expectations. Music, thus, is similarly associated

with pleasure and satisfied expectations rather than with pain and fear because it

triggers the domain where attention to sound patterns brought rewards.l#

Sperber is aware that his aecount of music is speculatiye but it is plausible.

Similarly we can see that many religious representations trigger domains to do

with persons and natura1 1q1n6s.145

Sperber goes further than suggesting that cultural domains supervene on proper

domains. He argues that cultural domains can become proper domains.

L43 Sperber, Cutnre, p. l4l
LM Sperber, Culnre, p. l4l
145 Boyer, Explained,passim
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Modules, firstly, are blind to whether the domain is proper or cultural and it is

clear that they may overlap. There is, so far, only one instance in which a cultural

domain has become a proper domain and that is language. Language, however it

began, is now an adaptation with its own proper 6smnin.146 However, whether

one accepts ttrat a cultural domain has become a proper domain in the case of

language depends on what one accepts about the origins of language. I think it is

unlikely that there will be other candidates for the shift from cultural to proper

domain. Certainly, I would not think religious representations fall into that

category. In Chapter Five (5,2) I will use an argument developed from

Millikan's account of proper functions to show why religious representations

are not a proper function of the mind.

Communication plays a central part in the development of the contents of the

meta-representation module which is where reflective belefs enter the mind and

where they are held, although they may be distributed to other modules. Cultural

representations spread by communication of both intentions and contents. There

are two orders of conceptual modules. The first-order conceptual modules

permit only that beliefs be held. They are related quite directly to perceptual

modules. Second order or meta-representational modules, as we have seen, allow

beliefs to be evaluated. that is we know that what we believe is a belief and can

work out whether it is plausible or not. The meta-representation module is

connected to first order modules, of course, but Sperber maintains that beliefs

about the same thing can be held in trvo modules at once. However, some beliefs

are available only in the meta-representational module. These are typical

reflective beliefs that remain to some extent mysterious to the holder. So we see

now how the earlier distinction between intuitive beliefs and reflective beliefs is

grounded in Sperber's modular theory.t+z Where and how the beliefs are held

146 Sperber, Culture, p. 145
147 Sperber, Culture,pp. 148-149
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explains further why we can hold counter-intuitive (or in Blackmore's terms

"bizarre") beliefs. Many reflective beliefs are not held at all in first order

modules where the content is connected directly to the perceptual modules,

providing always a 'reality check.' Sperber gives the example of someone

holding firmly a belief in the Holy Triniry but being aware of the counter-

intuitive nature of the belief that Father and Son are one.148

On the face of it, nothing that Sperber argues for requires that he posit massive

modularity. It is quite possible that there could be a mix of cognitive modules

and domain general cognitive abilities such as associative leaming. We could be

agnostic about the extent of modularity as long as the theory of culture to which

we subscribe conforms to the evidence of such modularity as there is. Fodor's

insistence on the absence of cognitive modularity seems dogmatic rather than

empirical but so does Sperber's move to the other extreme.

In a paper that he describes as a work in progress Sperber further defends the

Massive Modularity 16ssis.149In this paper he reiterates the questions to which

he seeks answers and responds to more recent objections made by Fodor.

Sperber's position is that domain specific dispositions are dependent on

modules rather than on domain general mechanisms. He is firstly interested in

the extent to which this is kue and then in the size of modules and then in how

much of the mind is modular.l50 He argues that although there is still much to

leam about the structure of the mind, Fodor's recent objections to the

modularity thesis in The Mind Doesn't Work That Wayl5l can be turned

around to support modularity rather than domain general theses.

148 Sperber, Culture,p. 150
149 Dan Sperber,In Defense of Massive Modularity at

http://www.dan.sperber.com/modularity/htm. Accessed 1 0 September 2002.
150 Sperber, Massive Modutarity, paragraph rwo.
151 Jerry Fodor, The Mind Doesn't Work That Way: The Scope and Limits of

Computational PsychologSt (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2000)
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Fodor seems to have difficulty accepting the validity of any evolutionary

explanation of the way the mind works, but would not hesitate to recognize

either the modularity of other biological mechanisms or evolutionary

explanations of their function. His agnosticism about the proper application of

evolutionary theory extends only to the mind. Sperber wants to know why, if

Fodor accepts that some modules exist and that evolutionary theory applies to

other organs of the body, it is considered so outrageous to suggest that aspects

of the mind other than perception could be modular or that they are susceptible

to evolutionary explanation. Just because some previous evolutionary

explanations have been very bad does not mean ttrat there are no true

evolutionary explanations for the structure of the tn1n6.152

Plausible modularity hypotheses about the mind are likely, Sperber argues, to be

closely connected with psychological adaptations because it is recognized in

biology that there are semi-autonomous organizational units within the organism

that are adaptive "building blocks." Here Sperber is quoting the biologist

Wagner and applying the same principle to the mind.153 3u1I think the problem

is that Sperber does not seriously consider the possibility that the adaptive

building blocks could be domain general mechanisms. He accepts very easily

the assumption that domain general mechanisms are unlikely to have evolved.

Sterelny and Griffiths, for example, do not see why domain general abilities

could not evolve so Sperber has more work to do than he thought. One's view

on the subject of domain general mechanisms versus domain specific modules

rather depends on the weight given to the problem of combinatorial explosion as

we saw in Chapter Two (2.4.3).

152 Sperber, Massive Modularity,paragraphs five and six.
153 Sperber, Massive Modularity, paragraph seven
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A second problem also involves interpretation. Sperber accepts Fodor's

encapsulation criterion for modules. That is, that they are informationally

encapsulated and cannot draw on information outside the module's own inputs.

Where they differ is in how informational encapsulation is interpreted. Fodor

gives as an example of an autonomous inferential device a Modus Ponens

device. All it could do would be to take as input any pairs of propositions in the

form of {P, [If P then Q]] ana its output would be restricted to the belief that Q.

Fodor argues that such a device would not be informationally encapsulated

because it applies only to the logical form and is indifferent to informational

content. To be encapsulated it must be restricted to certain types of

information,l5a 50.r5.r, on the other hand, regards the Modus Ponens device as

a clear example of an informationally encapsulated cognitive module because he

argues that logical form contributes to informational content. The content of

Modus Ponens is different from the content of other logical forms. Fodor seems

to be assuming that a module requires a databasel55 but Sperber says it need

not. If Sperber is right it is feasible to describe what appear to be general

reasoning devices as autonomous cognitive reflexes.156 3u1 that may be a

problem of definition. If modules are defined in such a way that they must have

a specified database then Sperber faces another difficulty. His earlier arguments,

examined above, suggest that the databases for modules can change.

The other objection that Fodor has is that human thought is context sensitive and

a mind that is entirely modular would not be able to produce context sensitive

thought without a higher function to bring all the inputs together and select the

appropriate outputs. This is another version of the integration problem. Sperber

154 Sperber, Massive Modulaity, paragraphs eleven and twelve.
155 Fodor, Mind, p. 63. He says that a module is restricted to

proprietary database. "That is, the system is "encapsulated" with
that is not in its database."

156 Sperber, Massive Modutaity,paragraphs twelve and thirteen

the information in its
respect to information
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refines his earlier response by putting up an "invisible hand" theory which

explains why thought appears to be well integrated and context sensitive. It goes

back to his account of relevance where different information is competing for

attention. The most salient pieces of information receive the inferential

processing resources.157 The process is continuous, of course, with

environments and other representations contributing to salience. And the more

sophisticated account relies on relevance rather than merely salience. This would

provide a solution to the problem of context sensitive thinking without having to

posit a cognitive process that is itself context sensitive.l5S The reason that

Sperber is confident enough to put it forward is that Fodor concedes that if the

Massive Modularity Thesis were true it would indeed solve the problems with

computational theories. Fodor's only objection to it is that it is not true. Sperber

hopes that by continually chipping away at Fodor's objections he can show that

the claim that the thesis is not true is too strong.It might be true and if it were it

would be a powerful tool for understanding mental processes.l59

3.4 Conclusion

It would appear that Sperber can give some good reasons for not rejecting the

Massive Modularity Thesis on the grounds that Fodor thinks it should be

rejected but I think it would be prudent not to commit oneself wholeheartedly to

the Massive Modularity Thesis. Ultimately it is not a philosophical or theoretical

question. The extent to which the mind is modular will be shown empirically. It

does seem reasonable to work on the assumption that some evidence points

towards some cognitive modularity. It may even be the case that Mithen has

delineated the cognitive modules found in humans even if his version of

integration is somewhat dubious. I think that neither Sperber nor Boyer need

157 Sperber, Massive Modutaitlt, paragraph eighteen
158 Sperber, Massive Modularity, paragraph nineteen
159 Sperber, Massive Modularity,paragraph rwenry
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massive modularity to support the theory of religion that seems most plausible

and to which I now turn. The attractor model would work whether the mind is

massively modular or merely modular to some degree. The psychological

factors explaining pattems of transfornations clustered around attractors depend

on there being some cognitive constraints but the model is flexible enough to

accommodate a range of conshaint from quite loose to quite tight ones. Sperber

need not fear that reducing his commitnent to massive modularity would

undermine the soundness of the attractor model. The problem that is potentially

serious, at least for this project, occurs if the modules that have been tentatively

identified as important ones for explaining religious representations turn out to

be without foundation.
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Chapter Four: An Evolutionary Theory of Religion

4.0 Introduction

Religious representations have three important characteristics that I think have

implications for the way theories of religion develop. Firstly, religious

representations are constructed rather than fansmitted. Secondly, they are

cognitively constrained and, thirdly, they. are, largely, opaque to their holders.

Religious beliefs are opaque because they are what Sperber calls reflective

beliefs. The cognitive mechanisms that generate religious beliefs are not

consciously accessible so, although the resulting beliefs are consciously held,

there is much cognitive work going on that the believer knows nothing about.

Even those beliefs that are explicitly transmitted require the active engagement of

the recipient's cognitive processes. Religious beliefs, unlike scientific beliefs,

can never be held as what Sperber calls intuitive beliefs. Intuitive beliefs are fully

explicit, are directly connected to perception and involve minimal specifically

cognitive processing. Scientists working with theories all the time at a high level

can hold at least some of their beliefs in a way that makes them very like intuitive

beliefs. There is, however, no sense in which religious beliefs become

intrinsically less mysterious the more one knows.

I think that Boyer's theory of religion, developed partly from Sperber's work,

though his terminology differs from Sperber's in small but important ways, is

the best evolutionary account of religion available. He explains exactly what

religious representations are and which representations are likely to succeed, that

is, spread and be maintained in a population. Although Boyer's work is

empirical, drawing on cognitive psychology and anthropology, it is of

considerable importance to the realist/non-realist debate about the status of

religious beliefs. Boyer's theory shows how religious beliefs should be

understood and that is quite different from the way they are currently

understood by realists and non-realists alike. At many points, particularly in
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Afier God, Cupitt bases part of his argument for a non-realist interpretation of

religious beliefs on anthropology and psychology. By applying Boyer's theory

I can show where Cupitt goes wrong and where the argument fails to the extent

that it depends on the assumptions he holds about anthropology and

psychology. Cupitt is not alone in his views. Hick shares the same dubious

anthropological heritage but goes in a different direction from Cupitt. After

setting out Boyer's theory, this chapter concludes with an analysis of Cupitt's

anthropology using insights from Boyer.

I do not intend merely to discredit Cupitt because I think that the fundamental

position he holds, that is theological non-realism, is correct. Once it is clear how

religious beliefs should be understood I can put forward an argument showing

why Cupitt is at least partly right. Boyer's work provides a powerful tool for

analysing religious representations and, therefore, provides the basis for

constructing arguments, presented in Chapter Five (5.2 - 5.3), for two positions

ttrat together stand in considerable tension. The first of these is that religious

representations should be given a non-realist interpretation. The second is that

non-realist theology will fail to preserve an authentically religious practice.

The elements of Boyer's theory I examine here are all important. They either

relate directly to points developed in Chapter Five or they provide particularly

illuminating examples of the way the theory works and assist readers in

understanding the radical change needed in order to understand religious

concepts correctly. The aim of this chapter is to interpret Boyer for philosophers

of religion and to put in place the concepts necessary for the critique of Cupitt's

anthropology and for the development of the arguments in Chapter Five. That

means expounding Boyer's theory in considerable detail. It is, however,

necessary to have such a detailed understanding of Boyer's because so much of

the argument in Chapter Five depends on it. The reader does need to know all
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that follows in this chapter and to appreciate as much as possible the reversals in

thinking that Boyer's theory requires.

In the following sections of this chapter I outline Boyer's criticisms of current

theories of religion - elements of which inform ttre work of philosophers of

religion - and set out Boyer's own theory. Finally I assess Cupitt's

anthropology in the light of Boyer's theory of religion.

4.1 Boyer's Analysis of Theories of Religion

The first part of Boyer's Religion Explained looks at standard accounts of

religion and why they are wrong. That is important groundwork, which I shall

spend some time on because these standard accounts of religion cunently

inform philosophy of religion and lead to mistakes. From there, Boyer builds

his theory, providing a sufficiently wide-ranging account to include all religious

phenomena. That sounds rather a sweeping claim but actually it is less

remarkable than it first appears. Boyer shows the way that religious phenomena

fall into recurring pattems so that what seem to be different representations

altogether turn out to be variations on a theme.

There are four types of religious theories in the anthropological and sociological

literature. Boyer argues that all of them are correct up to a point but that none of

them is entirely right. They all seek to provide the one true explanation of

religion, which is one of the reasons why none of them is satisfactory. There is

no single explanatory factor for the persistence of religious representations. It is

illuminating to see at what point these explanations fail.
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4.1.1 Religion as Explanation

The first to consider is that religion provides explanations for the way the world

is and for what happens to people in it. Theories falling into this category are

intellectualist. They work on the assumption that people seek general

explanations for phenomena. There are, however two difficulties with these

theories. The first is that not all cultures are interested in the questions that

religion is supposed to answer. Western cultures are much exercised by the

problem of evil, for example, but many other cultures are not. They are

concemed with particular questions such as 'why did that happen now to this

person' but not with 'why do these things happen at all?'l When people do ask

questions that have religious answers another point becomes clear: religious

explanations do not work the way other sorts of explanations do. [n fact,

religious explanations generate more things that need to be explained so ttrat

they obviously do not function in the way that satisfying non-religious

explanations do.2 Boyer argues that good explanations do two things: they use

the information available and orguize it to provide a satisfying view of what

happened. One of the things that makes it satisfactory is that it reduces

complexity. Religious explanations, on the other hand, increase complexity

because they seek to explain phenomena in terms of even more complicated

phenomena. Explanations appeal to supematural entities, for example, which in

themselves require a complex web of beliefs and generate more mysteries.3

Intellectualist theories assume that there is a general urge to explain things but

Boyer argues that with minds made up of specialized inference systems we

actually have an interest in specialized explanations. The explanations generated

I
?

3

Boyer, Explained, pp. 14-15

Boyer, Explained, p. 15

Boyer, Explained, pp. 16-17
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by the mind are spontaneous, as much of the inferring we do is unconscious,

and choosy, because we home in on particular features of the world.4 Religious

concepts do not have their own inference systems, so religious explanations tend

to be like other naturally occurring explanations. It pays to remember at this

point that in Westem cultures we tend to think of explanations as being

scientific. Science is a special case, as we saw in Chapter Three (3.3.1). The

content of scientific explanations is mostly made up of conscious inferences. It

is fair enough to call scientific thinking "unnatural" as Wolpert does.s

Religious explanations share with "everyday" explanations the features of

unconscious, automatic and fast inferences. They share also the fact that people

do not have conscious access to the processes by which explanations are

generated.6 To say that religion provides explanations of the world is true only

to a very limited degree.

4.1.2 Religion as Comfort

The second set of theories is based on the hypothesis that religion provides

comfort. There are two things for which humans seek solace: fear of mortality

and fear of.the world.T Humans know that they are going to die and tend to find

that prospect frightening. They also have to live in a dangerous world. Nature is

not normally benign as far as people iue concerned. It has predators, hostile

conspecifics and dangerous natural phenomena. Religion as comfort theories

posit religious ritual and beliefs as anxiety reducing responses to these dangers.

Anthropological evidence suggests, however, that the causal direction is not so

obvious. In many cases religious rituals increase anxiety and beliefs generate

fear. Conversely, where there are no religious rituals there also tends to be none

Boyer, Explained, pp. 18-19

Lewis Wolperl, The Unnaturalness ol Science (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1995)

Boyer, Explained,p.2L
Boyer, Explained, p.22
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of the anxiety religion is supposed to reduce.S It also seems that where rituals

are intended to reduce anxiety they do not work. There is much comforting talk

in Christianity but Boyer suggests that some of the titles of Kierkegaard's

works give an indication of the actual psychology of much Christianity. He

might have in mind Fear and Trembling, The Concept of Dread, or The

Siclorcss Unto Death. Boyer is probably right. Christianity has doctrines about

hell and damnation that are fear inducing. Every Christian is supposed to bear in

mind the possibility of falling from grace. It sometimes happens that people

become convinced that they are going to hell regardless of the teachings about

forgiveness and grace.

There are reassuring religions. Boyer describes new age mysticism as a religion.

It occurs only in cultures where the environment is safe. People in developed

countries generally are protected from danger and, in that environment, beliefs

about the inherent goodness of people, control over one's destiny and the

benignity of nature flourish. Really dangerous places have correspondingly

frightening religions.9

There is a deeper concem about religion as comfort theories than the empirical

correlations outlined above. Anxiety and stress are adaptations. They help

individuals survive so it is difficult to see how what Boyer calls religious

"delusions" about safety could get startd. It is also not clear that all cultures

have the suune concerns about mortality. It is a peculiarly Western concern to

speculate that life is pointless because we are going to die. Many cultures do not

have a general preoccupation with mortality. What they have, and what Boyer

Boyer, Explained,p.23

Boyer, Explained, p. 23

8

9
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expects them to have, given that fear programmes are specialized, are particular

anxieties.lo

4.1.3 Religion as Functional

A third kind of theory of religion explains it in terms of social functions. There

are three versions of this theory. These are that religion holds society together,

that religion perpetuates a particular social order and that religion underpins

moraliry.ll Again, there is some truth in all of these formulations. Religion and

morality are connected but it is not obvious that religion is the foundation of

morality. Religious beliefs and moral beliefs are not particularly highly

correlated. There are many shared moral beliefs in widely varying religious

frameworks.lz Later Boyer suggests that the causal relationship actually goes

the other way and it is our capaeity for morality that leads to some aspects of our

religious representations.

Functionalist accounts of religion put forward the claim that religion plays a

causal role either in holding society together or in supporting a particular social

order. The function of religion is to be social glue or to provide the framework

for the social order.l3 Functionalism explains the persistence of social

institutions and concepts by saying ttrat their role in, for example, social

cohesion, keeps the institution going. Traditional objections to functionalist

anthropology come in the form of counter-examples: institutions that persist

without readily identifiable functions. Other criticisms are that functionalist

explanations are ad hoc and that they overstate the extent to which societies are

"harmonious" wholes.l4 But Boyer is not entirely persuaded by objections to

10
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Boyer, Explained, pp. 24-25

Boyer, Explained, pp. 26-27

Boyer, Explained, p.28

Boyer, Explained, p,28
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functionalism in general even if particular functionalist accounts fail. He cites the

integral role of functionalist explanations in evolutionary biology. The principle

of reverse engineering, examined in Chapter Two (2.4), is a functionalist one.

The limitations on functionalist accounts of religion as a force for social

cohesion occur not because they are functionalist, but because they do not take

the step back that an evolutionary theorist would take to ask why humans would

want a coJresive society.ls The answer to that question depends on the nature of

the human mind. Humans are members of the most social species on the planet

and have a highly developed social mind.l6 Once one knows what the mind is

like it is possible to have some idea of what interest individuals have in social

order and what social orders are likely to recur. Religion, then, is not a causal

factor, but an end product of the cognitive processes that build the social mind.

Religion emerges from the social mind. A reduced functionalist account of

religion would have religion, possibly, as one of the cultural conditions that help

individual social minds develop normally. We are already familiar with the idea

that, to develop normally, children must have certain inputs such as language and

social interaction. Cultural inputs in the form of religious representations may

also contribute to development in that sense. [n the sense that religion is an

ultimate cause, however, defining what the mind is like, functionalist accounts

must be rejected.

In an evolutionary account of religion a functionalist explanation would be

directed at the way the mind is constructed and from which religion then

emerges. Traditional functionalist accounts of religion put religion in the part of

an ultimate cause of social order and it is that causal role that Boyer rejects. In

fact, his criticism of functionalism shows the radical reversal of the direction of

causation he employs with religion and associated features of human life:

15 Boyer,Explained,pp.28-30
16 Boyer, Explained, p. 3l
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religion is always parasitic on features of the mind that would work perfectly

well and independently of any religious content.

4.1.4 Religion as Illusion

The fourth and final set of theories that Boyer believes have something to

contribute are those that regard religion as an illusion. Again there are three

versions: religion is superstition, religious beliefs are irrefutable and it is easier

tobelievethantorefutereligiousbeliefs.lT I will focus on the first as it is most

relevant to my later criticisms of Cupitt. The idea behind the first version of tlre

theory is that people are gullible and will believe anything. Hence false beliefs

proliferate among the true beliefs. It should be evident by now that Boyer is

going to argue that not every possible false belief is likely to flourish. Only

certain sorts of belief flourish. People Iike tales of the supematural but only

some versions of them are salient. It needs to be explained why not just any

belief can become a religious belief or the subject of superstition. So the first

version of the theory that religion is an illusion fails because it is too general, not

because religious beliefs are not superstitions. Religious beliefs may well be

superstitions. However, they will be particular sorts of superstitions.

Credulity theories, such as religion as illusion theories, work with a model of the

mind that suggests that people open their minds and allow false beliefs in. They

drop their guard against inationalify for some reason and the result is that

religious beliefs flourish. Boyer thinks that that model of the mind is quite

wrong. There is no sense in which we banicade ourselves in from information.

Information constantly bombards the mind and a great part of it does not even

make it to the stage of being represented. Beliefs are continually formed from

some of that information. By looking at the nature of the mind we can see which

t7 Boyer, Explained,p.32
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concepts are likely to recur and why.l8 That raises another point: why are there

so few religious concepts? If we were generally credulous and gullible, there

would be a much wider range of religious representations. But what the

anthropological record shows is that the number of successful religious

representations is much smaller than the number of possible religious

representations. Many possible representations are unsuccessful.l9 Boyer '

discusses the matter of the reduction in religious concepts in terms of selection,

with replication as a limiting case. We saw how his account of selection worked

in Chapter Three (3.1.2).I disagree only with the selectionist explanation. The

fact of the matter remains, that religious representations are remarkably

consistent around the world.

One of the problems with all previous accounts of religion is that they posit a

single explanatory factor. Boyer argues that a complete theory of religion draws

on three features of the human mind: that it is composed of specialized inference

systems, that religious concepts involve emotions and that the type of religious

concepts that flourish depends on features of the social mind.20 [n the next

section,I examine Boyer's own theory of religion.

4.2Boyer's Theory of Religion

In the third chapter of Religion Explained Boyer makes it clear that he regards

the mind as massively modular but I think it is possible to describe the

generation of religious representations accurately with only some modularity;

Boyer does that in his second chapter. It is necessary, of course, that the mind is

modular in the specific ways that Boyer describes. For example, he needs

modules corresponding to various aspects of social thinking, a naive physics and

18 Boyer, Explained, p. 35
19 Boyer,Explained,pp.36-37
zo Boyer, Explained, p. 57
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biology, and templates corresponding to categories including animal, tool,

person, and natural kind. A contagion system that generates its own inferences is

important to religion and he is also committed to a theory of mind module.

Within these modules he assumes that there are finer ones still and assumes that

for every specialized skill there is a specialized inference system.zl It is,

however, arguable that the domains are broader than he suggests. In the end it

does not matter particularly for his pulposes the degree to which inference

systems are specialized. That there are specialized inference systems is a

defensible position. It is not necessary to know exactly how many there are or

whether the boundaries are exactly where Boyer hypothesizes.

There may also be a problem with Boyer's notion of a module because it would

appear that the modules listed here are not entirely informationally encapsulated.

Although the inferences generated by the contagion module, for example, are

very strong, they can be overridden by information from outside the module.

However, even some perceptual modules that appear to be unalterable reflexes

can be modified without us wishing to say that they are not informationally

encapsulated. For example, the eye blink reflex has to be modified by people

who wear contact lenses because the lens has to be placed directly in the middle

of the eye. Under most circumstances doing so triggers the blink reflex and it

takes some training to overcome this. So information encapsulation is still a

feature of both cognitive and perceptual modules but, with effort, the operation

of the module may be slightly modified.

4.2.1 Religious Concepts

Boyer's second chapter is important for its description of religious concepts.

We must bear in mind that where Boyer talks about ontological categories the

boundaries are to some degree flexible - items can change category when their

Boyer, Explained, ch. 3, passim
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function changes. We must also bear in mind that the description of the

concepts is underpinned by collections of inference systems. Boyer also claims

that concepts, religious or otherwise, are formed using templates that conespond

to ontological categories. The templates carry information about categories so

that only the new information needs to be processed. The inferences that apply

to one member of that category apply automatically to all new members of the

category.22

Boyer takes religious concepts to involve concepts of supematural agency. What

are supernatural concepts like? What people often say about them is that they

are strange. By strange they mean that the content of supernatural concepts is

surprising and outside actual experience. Boyer finds that answer to the question

unsatisfactory for a number of reasons. The first point is that people do claim to

have direct experience of ghosts, spirits and deities. The second is that not all

strange beliefs are starters as successful religious beliefs. Yg there is a core of

truth to be preserved in the usual view that religious beliefs are strange or

bizarre. Religious concepts do violate expectations but they do so in predictable

ways because religious concepts are acquired by the same process as we acquire

other concepts. We begin with ontological categories that carry with them

default inferences about members of the category. New information is processed

in the appropriate category, which is cued by the information accompanying the

concept. Boyer gives two imaginary examples: "zygoon", which people infer is

an animal because they are told that zygoons eat hyenas, and "thrickler", which

people infer is a tool because they are told that they are used by cabinet makers

to work wood.Z3 Different default inferences follow. Everything one knows

about artefacts will apply to thricklers, unless specifically instructed otherwise,

Boyer, Explained,p.48
Boyer, Explained, pp. 67-70
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but nothing one knows about animals will apply to them. Default inferences act

as constraints on the imagination.

Religious concepts are acquired in the same way as other concepts but with an

interesting additional feature. In some way they violate some ontological

expectations of the relevant ontological category while at the same time

preserving most of the other ontological expectations. The religious concept is

built by adding new information to the category plus a tag containing its special

feature. The special feature tag canies information that contradicts some of the

intormation in the ontological category.z4 These concepts are counter-intuitive

rather than surprising because if these representations occur commonly they can

scarcely come as a surprise.zs I think, however, that there does seem to be an

element of surprise that expectations have not been met. In habituation

experiments with infants that form part of the data for Boyer's theory, the

infants do display something that could reasonably be called surprise when

objects appear not to do what they should. They pay aftention to the screen on

which the images are appearing for longer than they do if the objects do what

they normally would. For example an object is placed behind a screen. Then a

second object is placed behind the screen, but when the screen is taken away

there is only one object. Quite young infants find it surprising if there is only

one object when they expect trvo.26 Later familiarity with religious

representations need not make them less surprising when they are initially

presented.

Two primary categories where violations occur are biology and mentation. In ttre

former there are many stories involving the metamorphosis of people into

24 Boyer, Explained, p.73
25 Boyer, Exptained, p.74
26 See Botterill and Camrthers, pp. 57-58 for a description of habituation experiments.
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animals. However, most inferences about people remain or the story would lose

all salience. Princes turned into frogs retain human minds. The latter category

involves the frequent attribution of mental states to inanimate objects or artefacts.

There are limitations to the powers of such artefacts consistent with the

limitations on real human minds. For example, petitioners must be close enough

to the statue that has the power to listen to requests and grant them for it to hear

them. Most default inferences still apply.z7

People pay attention to counter-intuitive beliefs as long as they are not too

counter-intuitive. Something is excessively counter-intuitive if there are several

violations of expectations. At that point, in Sperber's terms, the cognitive effort

required to process them is greater than the effect produced. Boyer says that the

fact that religious concepts retain all the default inferences except the specified

counter intuitive ones explains the fact that people generate detailed

representations from limited information. Most of what they know about a

religious concept is not transmitted to them.28 That suggests another

requirement of religious concepts: they must generate rich inferences if they are

to be successful. "Rich inferences" is a term that Boyer uses frequently. In one

sense it is an odd phrase because any representation can generate an indefinite

number of inferences. The idea of richness, though, refers not only to number

but also to usefulness or salience. To anticipate slightly, given a religious

concept of God as a person, the believer can bring in everything from the person

category as well as whatever special characteristics God may have. Because

representations of persons are highly salient the inferences generated will do a

lot of work and repay minimal cognitive effort with maximum effect. If, however,

the representation of God is more like that found in deism there is not much to

be done with it. Representations of non-persons who are more like machines are

Boyer, Explained, p.8l
Boyer, Explained, p,86
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less salient than those of persons. The inferences generated are not rich and are

unlikely to be drawn on to any great extent. Many inferences arise from only a

few templates. The following templates seem well supported by the evidence:

animal, person, tool, natural object, and plant.29 There are very few violations,

however, among the many possible violations that can also meet the condition of

preserving most expectations intact. That is why very similar religious concepts

recur round the world.3o

Boyer has cross-cultural experimental evidence to support the claim that

ontological violations are more salient than mere oddities. Oddities are also

surprising and many religious concepts involve oddities as well but these vary

widely from culture to culture and are more difficult to remember than

ontological violations, though they add something to the salience of a concept.

Boyer gives the example of a man who can walk through walls compared with a

man who has six fingers. The former is more easily remembered because

persons cannot walk through walls. Here we are describing a person who can do

something persons cannot normally do. The six fingered man is just an oddity

because although persons do not usually have six fingers it is possible to

imagine one with six fingers and all other expectations about persons are met.31

Recall experiments confirm that representations involving ontological category

violations are more readily remembered than those involving just oddities.

Some students of religion seem to think that the prevalence of religious

representations in one's environment affects one's ontological expectations.

However, that is not the case. Ontological categories are cross-culturally stable.

Counter-intuitive representations do not become intuitive.32 That finding fits

29 Boyer, Exptained, p.90
30 Boyer, Exptained,p.g0
31 Boyer, Explained, pp.92-95
32 Boyer, Explained,p.l00
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with Sperber's theory in which intuitive beliefs are connected directly to

perceptual inputs while reflective beliefs, such as religious representations, are

not directly related to perception. Boyer's ontological categories normally

generate intuitive beliefs. Religious representations are, crucially, counter-

intuitive and reflective because they are not connected to perception. They are,

however, generated by cognitive processes that are largely inaccessible. That

gives rise to the phenomenon noted by Boyer that the implicit content of a

religious representation differs from the explicit content that is consciously held.

Consider for example the Catholic practice of intercessory prayer to the saints.

Officially saints are there to ask God to do certain things for the believer such as

find lost things (St Anthony), or intervene in hopeless cases (St Jude). What

people actually do, however, is ask for the direct intervention of the saint in

whatever matter it is. St Anthony is said to have found the keys rather than to

have asked God to help find the keys. As will become clear later, monotheism

and its fine distinctions about the sorts of intervention each category of

supematural character can carry out are not details that concem the modules of

the mind that support religious beliefs. These fine distinctions - God can act but

saints can only ask God to act - have to be maintained consciously in explicit

theology. Without conscious effort, people will quite happily pray to the saints

for direct specific interventions.

People do not have access to much of their own important cognitive processing.

I think that that point is one to keep in mind when assessing attempts to provide

rationally consistent and coherent theology. Such theology is always susceptible

to subversion by cognitive processes. Sperber's category of reflective beliefs, we

must remember, does not necessarily have consistency as a high cognitive

priority.
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Many representations about the supematural do not become the content of

religious beliefs. Boyer talks about representations of Santa Claus but we could

also add to the list of non-serious representations such things as aliens, ghosts

and, in Western cultures, telepathy. Representations about these topics are

generated in the same way that religious representations are but they are not

religious because they are not serious. Serious concepts are those that are

socially important, become the subject of rituals and form part of the group

identity. Boyer adds that a religious representation does not have to meet all

three of these criteria but must meet some.33 In Western societies many people

do believe in ghosts and thoroughly enjoy stories of the paranormal because of

their beliefs. Ghosts, however, are not part of the religious repertoire. Very

occasionally, and to the acute discomfort of the clergy, ghosts or evil spirits

become the subject of a religious ritual when people believe they are possessed

but these instances are rare and anomalous. They only occasionally take on the

social importance required of religious representations. In some other cultures,

by contrast, interaction with the spirits of the ancestors is an identifying feature

of the local religion.

Before discussing in detail why we have representations of gods and spirits,

Boyer looks at the nature of the mind that generates religious representations.

The points to note from his chapter on psychology are that the workings of the

mind are largely invisible to us, that many of our concepts are inaccessible to a

significant degree and that there are often no good reasons for holding particular

beliefs. They are products of this impenetrable and very complicated

machinery.34

Boyer, Explained, p. 104

Boyer, Explained, pp. 107-108
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Inferences about concepts are generated automatically and are connected to

categorization. They are highly specialized and switch on and off. Like Sperber,

Boyer finds Millikan's work helpful and thinks we should regard concepts as

skills rather than descriptions.35 He accepts that modularity is massive. As an

example of an important, independent inference system he cites the contagion

mechanism. In the presence of polluting substances, for example a co{pse or

putrefying animal carcase, the following unique inferences occur: the danger is

invisible, danger lies in even limited contact, the danger cannot be diluted or

reduced. These inferences exert a powerful hold over people even when they are

consciously aware that the danger has been removed - they will not drink from a

glass that has held a disgusting substance, however briefly, even when they

know the glass has been disinfected.36 Like the blink reflex, this can be

overcome but it requires effort. People have to force themselves to drink from

the disinfected glass. But the contagion system is interesting for religion when it

is switched on in conjunction with another powerful cognitive ability: decoupled

cognition. Humans can run inference systems in the absence of the usual stimuli

because they can imagine and simulate situations. That feature of human ability

is connected to theory of mind and the fact that humans are voracious

consumers of information, particularly social information.

Decoupled cognition allows complex planning, which is a feature of human

adaptive behaviour. It emerges early in childhood when children begin to play

pretend games. They will run the event as if it were real, which is the forerunner

to an immense amount of later cognitive activity. Boyer argues that the capacity

for decoupled cognition explains why so much non-adaptive behaviour occurs.

He puts music and art into the category of non-adaptive behaviour that can occur

Boyer, Explained, p. l2l
Boyer, Explained, p. 136
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because we are capable of running the inference systems in decoupled mode.37

It is certainly a good thing to be able to provide a well grounded explanation of

non-adaptive behaviour but some of the examples are still the subject of

controversy. Boyer cites the use of red ochre in early art as an example of non-

adaptive behaviour, the ochre being chosen for aesthetic reasons. Power,

however, thinks that the use of red ochre is connected to sexual selection. It is

used to simulate blood, which is an indicator of fertility in adolescent girls. The

earliest rituals involve painting bodies with red ochre.38 That is, the use of red

ochre and its later aesthetic appeal has an adaptive explanation.

Whatever the correct explanation for individual behaviours is, the fact remains

that decoupled cognition opens up a range of possible behaviours well beyond

those related merely to survival. The contagion system is not restricted to

inferences conceming physical contaminants. It can be triggered by social

stimuli, which gives rise to the widespread phenomenon of particular people

being regarded as polluting. Any contact at all with people of low caste in India

is regarded by people of high caste as polluting, a phenomenon that Boyer

argues would be quite bizarre without an understanding of the way the contagion

system works and how decoupled cognition works.39

Religion also consists of the sort of cognitive "artefacts" that Boyer describes.

Religious representations are successful if they stimulate the inference systems

that originally evolved to meet the needs of the cognitive niche we occupy as

information hungry co-operators.40 What makes religion so important is that

the inference systems triggered are those associated with our most intense

37

38

39

40

Boyer, Explained, pp. 146-151

Camilla Power, "'Beauty Magic": the Origins of Art' in Robin
Knight, and Camilla Power, (eds.) The Evolution of Culture:
lziew (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1999)

Boyer, Explained, p. 152

Boyer, Explained, pp. 137-138

Dunbar, Christopher
an Interdisciplinary



176

emotions, important social interactions, morality and the structure of our social

groups.4l

According to Boyer religious concepts are supematural concepts that matter.A?

This raises the obvious question as to whether religious concepts must b
supematural. Proponents of naturalized accounts of religion, realist or non-

realist, would argue that religious concepts need not be restricted to the

supematural. Some would go further and argue that religious concepts need to

be rescued from the category of the supematural. Boyer's purely descriptive

account of religion draws on anthropological data from a range of cultures all of

which suggest that, as a matter of fact, the content of religion comes from

supematural categories. Buddhism, in its purest form, would surely count as a

religion without supematural content, but, as we saw above, it is not the pure

form of Buddhism that spreads most rapidly. Most forms of Buddhism have

content concerning what happens after death, and raise Buddha to the status of a

deity. Whatever Buddhists might say, the inferences that they seem to act on are

standard for religion. Similar attempts at austere forms of Christianity with the

supematural content reinterpreted as myth or simply denied altogether have had

little success. I argue that, given the minds humans have, naturalized accounts of

religious concepts are very unlikely to succeed. Success requires that the

representations spread and, for a number of reasons that will be investigated

further below, naturalized religious concepts are difficult to acquire and to

transmit. They are, therefore, less likely to spread than supematural concepts.

4.2.2 Lcquisition of Religious Concepts

Boyer argues that a number of steps are required in order to see how people

come to believe in supematural beings. Religion in most instances is practical

Boyer, Explained, p. 154

Boyer, Explained, p. 155
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rather than theoretical. Representations occur when they are needed. The sort of

representations usually entertained are those involving interactions with

supematural agents.43 These interactions are typically social exchange type

interactions. People engage in quite detailed rituals involving the giving of gifts

in return for favours from the gods or to appease them when they appear to be

causing misfortune. People tend to know precisely how to interact with the

agents and when. Not all misfortunes are attributable to the actions of

supernatural agents but some particularly salient events are. What people tend

not to know is the origins of the supematural agents and they are vague as to the

mechanisms by which agents cause misfortune.

Although Boyer does not give examples from Christianity very often, it is

possible to see similar features in Christianity. Boyer regards Christianity as

atypically theoretical; most religions do not have the same level of contemplation

of doctrine that Christianity has. But Christianity is also very practical. People

pray for health, for the success of their worldly projects and for the needs of the

world. Catholics ask the saints also to intercede for them though there is no

explanation of how such intercession works. They also tend to blame God when

things go wrong and such experiences may lead them to consider the problem of

evil. There lurks in Christianity an ancient belief in the potency of sacrifice, not

merely in the ritual of ttre Eucharist but in all acts of worship. Prayer is a

sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving. The role of sacrifice in religion is

examined by Burkert. It would appear that Christianity is continuous with the

ancient traditions though among the official religious concepts the idea of a

loving God demanding the sacrifice of lives is rejected. People are, however,

encouraged to sacrifice themselves in other ways to serve God. Even small

sacrifices, for example giving up sweets during Lent, are regarded as pleasing to

God and good for the relationship between the individual and her God.

Boyer, Explained, pp. 156-157
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The Christian God is a supernatural agent who happens to be omnipotent as well

as someone to interact with. That is, it is not necessary that a god be omnipotent.

The most powerful gods need not be relevant to day to day interactions if they

take no interest in people. Another feature of an interacting supematural agent is

.that, regardless of the powers it has, it acts in the way that persons would find

easiest to do themselves. Theoretically God can do anything but he is tikely to

be represented as doing things that people would also be able to do. Studies by

Barrett showed that Christians were most likely to expect God to act on people's

minds, to persuade them to do things, rather than to change physical or

biological processes.4 What that shows is that people represent supematural

agents as other social beings. Certainly, the God of the Bible is fully engaged in

the social life of the people: covenants fit in well with the notion of social

exchange. There is more to it than that, however. Barrett used the scenario of the

sinking of the Titanic in his experiments. The options people had to choose

from were that God would hold the ship up, endow the people with strength ro

withstand the icy water or put it into the mind of another captain to change

direction so he would rescue the people. They chose the last. Yet, there are many

scriptural counter-examples to this claim made by Boyer and Barrett. God is

represented as an agent with social concems but frequently alters the way the

world works. Often he does both: changing Pharaoh's mind several times about

whether to let the Children of Israel leave Egypt and then parting the Red Sea to

allow them to escape. A less well known example occurs in Genesis. kah, the

first wife of Jacob, is unloved. When Yahweh sees this he opens her womb. She

bears six sons while the loved second wife bears none. Yatrweh does not

persuade Jacob to love Leah as well as Rachel. He has powers that people do not

have and uses them but the reason he uses them is that he is fully engaged as a

social agent in the lives of his people. Perhaps, though, it is easier to make

Boyer, Explained, p. 16l



t79

someone fertile than to make them loved. Boyer is right, however, to emphasize

that, regardless of the possible things they can do, powerful supemarural agents

are usually represented as doing things that matter to people.

The pattern of social interaction suggests two characteristics of supernatural

agents: they are person-like and have minds.45 Boyer thinks that, because

animals also have minds of a sort, it is the general notion of agency on which

supernahrral concepts depend. He cites Guthrie with qualified approval,

particularly the idea that we are over-sensitive to agency and likely to posit

agency where there is not an agent. Given that most of the threats to our survival

have been agents - either hostile conspecifics or predatory animals with

rudimentary agency - it is plausible that our inference systems are set to detect

agents with a high rate of false positives. You may look silly leaping behind a

boulder when you mistake windblown tree branches for a predator ahead of you

on the path but you are dead if you think that predator up ahead is a fiee.

Guthrie's book, Faces in the Clouds,a6 addresses the fact that humans have a

strong tendency to anthropomorphize. Guthrie regards that tendency as the basis

of religion. It makes sense to regard the world as human-like. The athibution of

agency to supematural beings is an extension of the general tendency to see

agency in everything.We see faces in the clouds; we are biased towards seeing

human-like features all around us. According to Guthrie the process of

anthropomorphizing is one of visualizing agents. Boyer, however, argues that

what we do is see traces of agents. We see where they have been rather than

visualizing them directly. He agrees with Guthrie that we tend to jump to the

Boyer, Explained, pp. 161-163

Stewart Guthrie, Faces in the Clouds: a New
University Press, 1993)

45

46 Theory of Religion (Oxford: Oxford



180

conclusion that an agent is involved rather than use inanimate explanations that

are just as plausible.aT

The inference systems involved in the detection of agency may be those to do

with predator detection. Predators come in the form of animals and other

humans. Humans are also predators of animals so we have sophisticated prey

detection systems as well. The part played in religion by hunting and avoiding

being hunted is speculative but Burkert found many hunting metaphors in

religion.4S Boyer cites Burkert and also notes that many anthropologists have

found predatory animals and supernatural beings in the stories of a number of

cultures. I think that there are also traces of hunting and predation in the story of

Yahweh setting out to kill Moses. It is another instance in which sacrifice

appeases a god as Zipporah, Moses' wife, saves him by circumcizing her son.49

God is widely perceived as a predator. An accident with fully explained physical

causes may also be described in terms of God taking the deceased from the

family. Many death notices contain such attitudes.

The feature that distinguishes religious representations from other examples of

over-detection of agency is that religious representations are stable. Usually

false positives are abandoned quite quickly. Was that a person trying to get into

the house? No, it was a branch tapping against the window. Boyer argues that

the reason religious representations are retained is that they trigger other mental

systems and explain otherwise inexplicable experiences.S0 In the case of

religious concepts, over-detection is not accompanied by the correcting

inanimate explanation. Boyer gives the example of the Fang people explaining

Boyer, Explained, p. 165
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the disappearance of an animal in the forest by it being taken by the spirits. The

prior concepts exist to explain the experience but, presumably, it is just as

important that the animal does not later turn up somewhere. It helps too that

most people acquire these concepts without having the experiences that are

supposed to be connected to them. They hear about them from other people.

It is also important that the inference systems about people are constantly in use.

These work frequently in decoupled mode and children have early practice in

"what if" scenarios through the use of imaginary friends and stories about

other imaginary agents. These are not gods and spirits because children do not

share their imaginary friends with others nor do they really believe that they are

there. Children can distinguish imaginary agents from real ones, at least when

they are generating the representations of imaginary friends without help. The

representations constructed with outside help of "real" invisible agents differ

quite markedly. These are shared representations and the relationship between

people and the supematural agents is different.sl

The difference between religious representations and other representations

involving agents generated in decoupled mode is that religious representations

always involve the social mind and strategic information. Strategic information is

that which is relevant to ascertaining important social facts such as who is

trustworthy, who is a good mate, whether a piece of gossip is reliable news about

someone - and therefore useful for assessing that person's trustworthiness. We

use a large number of cues, verbal and non-verbal to acquire strategic

information about people.Sz Whether a piece of information is strategic or not

depends on whether it has social implications for the agent who has iL

Information is not intrinsically strategic. There are two other points that are

51 Boyer, Exptained,p.lTl
52 Boyer, Exptained,p. L73
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important about strategic information. The first is that we do our best all the time

to track what strategic information other people have. The second is that we

know access to strategic information is imperfect. "In social interaction we

presume that other people's access to strategic information is neither perfect nor

automatic."53

Gods and spirits are persons who differ in one crucial respect from other

persons: they have full access to strategic information. As it happens, the

Christian God is both all knowing and a full-access agent so he knows both

more and better than anyone. But in many cultures gods are not believed to be

wiser than others, but just to have full access to shategic information. The

factors that limit human access to information are not present in gods. They can

hear everything, read people's minds, go anywhere, and be everywhere at the

same time.54

The inferences about gods' access to strategic information are automatic. We do

not stop to work out what God knows but assume that he knows all he needs to

make sense of petitions requesting better health or better relationships. As Boyer

points out, when the assumptions behind the requests are spelt out they seem

trivial and obvious. They are only obvious, however, to an agent with a social

mind. Again we can see a divergence between theological understanding and

spontaneous inferences. Christians officially believe that God knows everything

about everything, always and everywhere. Yet, the practice of religion is confined

almost entirely to matters conceming social interaction and what matters is

God's possession of strategic information. The split between what is

consciously infened and what is spontaneously infened has implications for

any attempt to reform Christianity. Cupitt and others focus rather strongly on

53
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the theological understanding of God as if changing that will have a rickle down

effect on religious practice. It suggests that the doctrines held about God cause

religious behaviours. If Boyer is right, however, then altering the theological

understanding of God will have little impact on religious practice or the

spontaneous inferences people make about God. That is not to suggest that just

any bizarre or outlandish belief about God is acceptable either officially or

unofficially as long as it preserves God as a full-access agent. Official theology

does impose some constraints on what is in the pool of religious

representations. It is, however, likely that people will simply disregard those

characteristics of God that do not relate to strategic information. They are not

salient.

I think that it is possible that Boyer's account of religion, and Sperber's for that

matter, explain why the radical changes in theology that occurred as a result of

exploding knowledge of human origins, biblical studies and related disciplines

have had such a limited impact on ordinary religious beliefs. It is not necessary

to posit a conspiracy on the part of the hierarchy to suppress the knowledge as

some people are tempted to do. When it comes to integrating official and

spontaneous versions of religious concepts people face a daunting task because

the mind goes on unconsciously generating inferences from inputs regardless of

the conscious modifications people are making to their religious knowledge.

That is the case even for religious professionals, which explains some of their

own bewilderrnent about how to connect what they know to what they do.

Some forms of biblical theology are more readily compatible with

spontaneously generated religious concepts than others. These are versions that

donotrequire the reinterpretation of religious concepts such as 'God'. For the

most part, however, theology and related disciplines, especially evolutionary

biology and evolutionary anthropology, require constant, expticit alterations to
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the way people think about religious concepts. For example, spontaneous

inferences about God as a (male) person have to be replaced with an impersonal

abstraction with whom a relationship is either impossible or very indirect.

Memorable stories from the Bible are reinterpreted as myths, which is not in

itself difficult to do, but the historical truth in as far as it can be known is less

memorable,less salient. It is easy to lose track of arguments and developments

in theology. Even religious professionals, who are supposed to convey

developments in theology to the people, find it difficult to be consistent. The

structure of worship and ritual also provides few opportunities for theology to

be presented. These problems affect realists such as Hick as much as they do

non-realists such as Cupitt, but I think that they are particularly intractable for

non-realists because non-realist interpretations of religious representations are

never spontaneous.

The importance of agency is clear. Agents, however, are usually represented as

persons. Although it may not be strictly necessary for deities to be personal in

order for agency to work in religious representations, it is very common for

gods to be personal deities. Religious representations denuded of personal

deities may lose salience and be less likely to spread. People may regard them as

lacking religious content and, given the fact that most successful religious

representations do contain material about personal deities, there is clearly some

justification for this view.

Boyer emphasizes that inferences about the distribution of strategic information

are implicit They are not transmitted but reconstructed.S5 Religious

representations tend to recur because they are highly salient and get lots of

attention. They trigger a number of inference systems that can do something

wittr the information and generate rich inferences. The more inferences that can

Boyer, Explained, pp. 181-182
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be generated by a piece of information the more likely it is to be accepted as a

successful interpretation of events. Cultural concepts are built by the brain

because that is what its structure lends itself to. The criteria successful concepts

meet are that they easily meet expectations and generate many inferences. They

are not held because they are useful, rational or explanatory in the usual sense of

that word.56 Interpretations of events that invoke the social exchange inference

system are, for example, more likely to occur spontaneously and naturally than

interpretations involving purely mechanical causal processes. A person may

explain the fact she passed her driving test because she prayed to God for help

rather than because she practiced a great deal and mastered the technical skills.

The relevance criterion, using the term in the sense that Sperber uses it, also

explains why full-access agents dominate over other sorts of supematural

agents. There are also in the anthropological record "Divine Brutes" who have

the power to make things happen in the physical world but who know nothing

about what is going on. Beliefs in such things are rarely found in cultures

because they do not generate rich inferences. In fact, they generate very few

inferences so tend to lack relevance. At the other end of the spectrum are

"Aquinas Agents" who know everything. The Christian God is officially an

Aquinas Agent but Christians do not act as if he is. An Aquinas Agent generates

too many inferences. It is too costly to work out what they know and what

follows from what they know because nothing is salient. Full-access strategic

agents are the most common because the realm of knowledge is restricted to

strategic information in whieh much can be infened with little cognitive effort.57

Boyer uses two versions of a modern phenomenon to illustrate the difference

that belief in a full-access agent makes. Some people believe in aliens but these

56
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beliefs have very little effect on their lives. Aliens do not have access to their

strategic information and are not involved in social aspects of life in this world.

For some people however, there is a more complex story about aliens who come

to earth with the intention of providing information to humanity. They have

social interactions with people and in those cases people change their behaviour

and also care about what other people's representations of aliens are.

Representations of aliens are fully integrated into their social mind. Aliens are

represented as knowing what you do and caring what you do so your behaviour

changes as it would in the presence of other agents with strategic information.S8

4.2.3 Morality and Misfortune

Just knowing how easily religious representations are acquired does not explain

why they are so important to people. Boyer devotes a chapter to explaining why

religious entities matter to people. Again we find that our initial intuitions have

some partial truth to ttrem: gods matter because of their connection to morality

and misfortune; but the connections to morality and misfortune do not work the

way we would expect. It is Boyer's view that religion is parasitic on the way the

mind construets morality and the way it constructs explanations of misfortune.

Far from undeqpinning morality, religion depends on us already having moral

intuitions that make it easy for us to acquire religious representations.S9

Boyer's account of the relationship between morality and religion is a very good

illustration of the way his theory works in general.

There are three ways in which gods are represented as moral guides. The models

are not exclusive. Gods can be legislators who provide either lists of detailed

rules or collections of general principles; paragons who provide models to be

emulated; or interested parties who may or may not also be paragons or

Boyer, Explained, p. l9O
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legislators.60 Gods as interested parties is the dominant view. Boyer says that

they are represented as interested parties but he does not give any explanation as

to why they are interested. Christianity and Judaism, at least, represent God as

interested out of love, but these details are usually present only in literate

theologies.

The problem with representing gods merely as legislators is that, however

detailed the set of rules is, there will always be situations the rules do not cover

so people have to fill in the gaps. They also find it difficult to remember the

rules. Paragons on the other hand do not provide enough detail. In order to

know what you are supposed to emulate you must already have some moral

intuitions that can generalize from the particular situations the paragon

represents.

Morality has certain features that suggest there are mental modules involved.

Morality is not a matter of pure reasoning but a mixture of emotional and

rational responses. Emotional effects vary in intensity but they push behaviour

in one direction or another, sometimes so weakly that the person is not

conscious of the emotional content to the decision. Not all moral reasoning is

explicit and people may find it very difficult to explain their moral intuitions.

That is one indicator of a modular inference system at work.61 Another

indication is that moral intuitions develop early in childhood and are quite

sophisticated. By the age of four children can distinguish between morally based

prohibitions and conventional prohibitions, and between moral rules and

prudential rules.62 Moral evaluations are different from evaluations made in

other social interactions, which suggests that there is an independent system at

60 Boyer, Explained,pp. 195-196
6l Boyer, Explained,pp. 198-200
62 Boyer, Explained,p.204
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work. Information acquired as children grow up fine tunes their intuitions but

the basis on which evaluations are made is remarkably stable: children begin as

moral realists and remain moral realists. Where their moral realism leads to

ambiguity they are prepared to tolerate the ambiguity. What Boyer means by

moral realism is that judgements are held to apply universally and an action is

held to be intrinsically right or wrong or neutral. The other feature of moral

intuition is that it is the one aspect of social interaction where the other person's

point of view does not matter. That is, if an action is held to be wrong it is so

held regardless of what other people think.63

Boyer's account of morality may sound a little naive, especially to anyone who

has taught ethics to undergraduates. Frequently the response to any moral

problem is along the lines of "that's just their opinion" or "in another culture

that might not be wrong." On the face of it, children in Western cultures grow

up into moral relativists rather than moral realists. However, as Boyer pointed

out earlier, moral intuitions are frequently implicit and therefore inaccessible to

conscious reasoning. Morality works to some extent the way theology does.

What people say and what they spontaneously infer might be two quite different

things. We have no evidence to suggest that people behave as relativists when

they are in a situation that requires a moral judgement.

Boyer's underlying theory about how morality evolved centres on kin selection,

reciprocal altruism and cheat detection, which were examined in Chapter Two

(2.4 and following). He adds to his account of morality that the emotions play a

part in helping to present us as honest co-operators. Co-operation with others

tends to lead to greater benefits than can be accrued by individuals but there is

always a risk of defection where one individual takes ttre benefit leaving the

other partner to pay all the costs. Purely rational calculators would quite often

Boyer, Explained, pp. 204-205
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cheat and then everyone, including the cheat, would eventually be worse off.

Emotions that can override rational calculations help to keep us honest and

committed co-operators with a strong interest in seeing that other people remain

honest and commined co-operators. Features of our moral life reflect these

interests. We feel guilt if we defect and anger if someone cheats on us but there

are two other emotionally driven features of moral life that help to maintain

honesty. Firstly, even though punishment is costly to impose, we tend to be

willing to punish cheaters. Secondly, we feel outrage if cheaters go unpunished

even if we were not the victims. We also have emotional dispositions in addition

to guilt such as gratitude and pride that can ovenide rational calculations.64

Moralify is about disceming good co-operators. As such it is all about strategic

information.65

Like all strategic information, it is hard to acquire information about who is a

good co-operator. We depend on contextual cues that may be culturally quite

specific. That explains why moral rules tend to be strictly adhered to within

groups and frequently abandoned in dealings wittr people who are not group

members. Once we can see this tendency as a problem about discerning co-

operators then it is easy to reconcile the idea of a universally applicable morality

with the practice of immoral conduct towards strangers. When dealing with

other tribes or individual strangers there is a constant trade-off between the risks

of accepting or refusing co-operation.66 As people become more familiar wittr

other ways of doing things they are able to detect good co-operators among

members of other goups and establish social relationships with them.
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Boyer argues that in his aecount of morality, which is based on experimental

evidence, there are two facts that are important to the link befween morality and

religion: our intuitions tell us that acts are intrinsically right or wrong regardless

of the perspective of others and gods are interested parties.6T Gods are full-

access agents and moral intuitions are about strategic information so it is easy

for our minds to have representations about gods and morality. These

representations generate rich inferences. For example, that God cares about what

we do, disapproves of immoral action, rewards right action, or has an overriding

interest in justice. They also fill a gap, or appear to fill a gap in our mental life.

We are not usually conscious of the sources of the emotions connected to

actions with moral connotations. When people break moral rules (as opposed to

prudential or conventional rules) they tend to feel guilty. Emotion is a motivating

factor in keeping people honest as we saw above. To give a reason for the guilt,

however, it is easier to represent it as a result of God knowing what I did.

Because God is a full-access agent we also assume that he has moral

opinions.68 Religious representations are an additional Iayer of representations

built out of the social mind; in this case representing gods as moral beings like

ourselves. But it is crucial to remember that the inference systems work

independently of religion.

The other apparent function of religion is to explain misfortune. Here too Boyer

argues that we should reverse the causal mechanism. We normally regard

religion as providing causal explanations of misfortune. If, however, religion is

parasitic on social inference systems then what actually cornes first is the

interpretation of events as misfortunes that have agent causes. If the mind is

likely to generate inferences that give social explanations of misfortune and the

mind is also likely to have representations of gods as social agents, it is highly

67 Boyer, Explained, p.215
68 Boyer, Explained,p.2lS
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likely to generate inferences about gods who cause misfortunes.69 Religious

explanations of misfortune do not replace mechanical explanations. People

know that there are physical causes of accidents but these are regarded as

proximate explanations. Religious explanations answer the social question: why

did it happen to these people now?70 Again there are certain cross-cultural

features of people's reactions to misfortune. General principles do not provide

satisfactory explanations of particular events and people are interested in the

reasons why the gods brought about the disaster rather than how they did it. The

pattem suggests that people's responses to misfortune, including the questions

that they ask about it" are shaped by the social mind. Because we have social

minds we frame questions in social terms.Tl

It is not maladaptive or silly to reason socially about misfortune as a great deal

of misfortune occurs in social contexts. Agents frequently are the cause of other

agents' misfortune so it is efficient to interpret disasters as someone having

done something to bring it about. Combined with the abiliry to think in

decoupled mode, the social interpretation is likely to generate representations

about powerful agents. These are relevant because of the prior social

inteqpretation of harm.72 Gods can also be viewed as protectors but whether

they are represented as protectors or malevolent agents of misfortune the

religious representations attached to misfortune are parasitic on pre-existing

mental slstems.T3

If Boyer is correct about the parasitic nature of the relationship benreen religion

and morality, and religion and misfortune, then Cupitt's position may be

69 Boyer, Explained, p.223
70 Boyer, Explained, p.224
7l Boyer, Explained, p,226
72 Boyer, Explained, pp. 229-230
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weakened. Cupitt sees religion as primarily ethical and has argued in Solar

Ethics,74 among other works, that a properly religious understanding of the

. world requires a new ethic. The ethic seems to consist in living out the Gospel

impentives as radically as Jesus advocated in a constant process of kenosis.

Ethics, for Cupitt, are fundamentally religious. But critics have often said that

Cupitt's scheme makes religion redundant. Boyer's work indicates that the

connection between ethics and religion is accidental. Moral intuitions function

perfectly well in the absence of religious content. The religious content of

morality is a result of religious representations drawing on moral intuitions. If

Boyer is right then Cupitt's critics seem to be correct. It seems clear that

Cupitt's interpretation of 'religious' is somewhat wider than Boyer's but to the

extent that it encompasses ethics it may be too wide.

Cupitt could point out that ethics are different from moral intuitions, especially

those that are spontaneously produced by unconscious mental processes. What

he is advocating is a conscious, deliberate decision to act ethically in a way that

would challenge most people's ordinary interpretations of what is required.

There are no limits to Cupitt's solar ethics; he sees the loss of self as ttre

primary goal. Evolved moral intuitions, on the other hand, have the preservation

of self as the goal unless the sacrifice of self is required for the preservation of

one's genes. What Cupitt proposes, however, would be built on moral intuitions

and need not have any religious content at all. It is an accidental feature of his

ethics ttrat its exemplars have also been religious figures. His own argument is

that the religious systems that have developed around the figures of Jesus and

Buddha have obscured and distorted their message. Rather than saying that a

more purely religious interpretation is required, however, one should say that ttre

religious representations should be removed altogether and the purely secular

nature of ethics recognized. Ethics is not religion.

74 Don Cupitt, Solar Ethics (London: SCM Press, 1995)
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4.2.4 Religion and Death

Boyer goes on to examine the connection between religion and death. Here

some corrmon ground between Boyer and Cupitt is relevant. Both see the mind

as a narrative mind. Cupitt wrote What is a Story?75 to explain how important

nanative is to human thinking. Boyer also notes that humans are strongly biased

towards narratives.T6It is this ability to think in sequences, to plan and to do so

in decoupled mode that enables people to have ideas about what might happen.

In addition to all the life threatening situations people actually face, they are able

to imagine many more. That fact has led many anthropologists to assume that

there is a general fear of death and that religion acts as a comfort in the face of

fear of mortality. Boyer argues that we actually have specific anxieties rather

than general ones and that religion is connected to death more as a way for the

living to deal with the dead than for the living to deal with the prospect of their

own mortality. Religion is about death, we all know that, but not the way most

people think.77

Fear is adaptive. We have complex mental and emotional programmes to deal

with specific anxieties many of which are connected to the messy detail of death

rather than the abstract existential dread of death that has been the subject of

much Westem literature.Many cultures have a double funeral rite, for example,

that is analogous to rites of passage. About a year after the first funeral, where

the dead body is disposed of, there is a further rite that confirms the status of the

deceased as a member of the dead. It may involve further interaction with ttre

remains, which are by then safe to handle. What interests Boyer is that most

cultures have only vague or conflicting notions of what happens to the dead but

75 Don Cupitt, What is a Story? (London: SCM press, l99l)
76 Boyer, Exptained,p.233
77 Boyer, Exptained,p.236
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they have very detailed representations about the recently dead and what has to

be done about them. That leads Boyer to conclude that the rituals around death

are about consequences for the living. They are about corpses rather than

persons.T8

Expectations about corpses emerge early in childhood. While children may be

confused about what happens to people when they die they are clear about what

happens to animals and are especially attuned to what happens to prey. A dead

animal is not expected, for example, to move again.7g Several inference systems

are triggered by dead bodies, causing complex emotional reactions. There is the

contagion system and the person system, which is made up of an intuitive

psychology system and an animacy system. The former generates

representations about other people's representations and the latter is triggered

by puqposeful movement. These two systems make up a "Person File" system

that keeps track of interactions with individuals. All these systems work together

to produce coherent representations but they can be subject to disruption in trvo

ways: through specific neurological impairment which interferes with one ability

leaving the others intact or through contact with a dead body, especially the body

of someone known to the person.8o

In the presence of a dead body the contagion inference system switches on, the

animacy inference system swirches off, but the Person File inference system

remains on. The animacy module is no longer feeding input to the Person File

module but that module can continue to work on the basis of past interactions

that generate inferences. The contagion system urges quick and careful disposal

of the body, which is a source of danger. The Person File system continues to

Boyer, Explained, pp. 236-243

Boyer, Explained, p. 248

Boyer, Exp lained, pp. 249-25I

78

79

80



195

send messages about how to relate to the person who has died. Guilt and anger

are commonly found emotions when a person has died.8l Eventually the Person

File activity ceases, because the Person File module is concerned with living

persons. Then the second rite of a double funeral rite is likely to take place.

Boyer thinks that this second rite possibly marks the point at which rhe mind is

ready to accept the transition from living person to dead.

It is interesting to consider whether Catholicism has something like a double

funeral rite or at least a two stage transition process. A person is not expected to

go straight to heaven but first endures some time (a peculiar notion of time is

employed) in Purgatory. People are encouraged to pray for the dead so that they

will make the transition to sainthood - that is, get to heaven. The idea of

purgatory is theologically suspect and the Protestant reformation tried to stop

people praying for the dead on the grounds that there was no point. Intuitively

the Catholic ideas fit what people need to do, which is continue the relationship

with the dead person until the Person File stops activating. Attempts to purify

religion to its logical form are frequently defeated by people's inruitions.

The most salient representations about the dead are those that represent them as

prey. To some extent all dead bodies are represented as dead prey and Boyer

has some speculative ideas about the nature of grief and its connection to our

evolutionary past. Finding a dead conspecific, killed by some predator, was the

most violent shock for the survivors. Grief is an expression of loss and it may

also help fine-tune behaviour but whether he is right about the role of griel

Boyer has certainly highlighted an interesting feahrre of people's reaction to

death. Even when there is a full physical explanation for the person's death it is

not uncommon for people to put in the death notice something about God taking

the deceased. When a younger person has died, older relatives sometimes say

Boyer, Explained, p. 255
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"God should have taken me instead" suggesting an intuitive understanding of

death as the result of some predatory activity on the part of a supernatural deity.

In many cultures the dead are believed to have become supernatural agents. In

literate theologies intuitions about the status of the dead are used as building

blocks for doctrines conceming salvation, souls and human destiny.

4.2.5 Ritual

Rituals for the dead are universal but Boyer does not think it is obvious why

there are rituals at all. Boyer's criteria for ritual are that it is rule-govemed,

occurs in a special place with the actions performed in a special manner and in a

special order.82 There is no obvious connection between the ritual and the

outcome of the ritual, the effect that the ritual is supposed to have caused.

Indeed, far from being especially meaningful, rituals may lack meaning

compared with other social interactions. The perforrnance is what matters rather

than the reason for the performance. There are several factors that contribute to

the lack of meaning found in ritual: the use of archaic language is common and

it is often formulaic, which means that people do not have to think what they are

doing, just repeat what has always been done. That leads to wide variation in

people's interpretation of what is happening because their interpretations are

unconstrained by what is being said or done. The interpretations are not linked

to the action; they do not explain it. "Which is why people's exegesis of their

own rituals is often vague, circular, question-begging, mystery-ridden and highly

idiosyncratic."S3

There are implications in Boyer's account for modem liturgical practice which

seeks to convey more intelligibly what is happening in Christian rituals. Rituals

work whether people understand them or not. Indeed, typically they do not
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understand how they work - and this seems to remain the case even if attempts

are made to make a ritual more 'explicable' by, for example, using ordinary

rather than specialized ritual language. The efficacious parts of the ritual are not

transparent to the participants even when the meaning is clear. Why are people

now married, baptized or officially dead because the priest has said a few words,

sprinkled holy water or censed the casket? That question is a univenal one for

ritual and Boyer labels it the "social effects" problem. Ritual is perceived as

having social effects but the social effects frequently come about regardless of

whether there is a ritual. People form exclusive sexual relationships, babies are

born and people die regardless of whether there is a ritual to mark the event.

The other problems Boyer identifies are the urgency problem and the

supematural participation problem. The former concerns the fact that there often

is a sense of urgency around rituals: they must be performed or something

terrible will happen. The latter is about the fact that some important rituals

involve the invocation of supernatural agents but others, such as rites of passage,

may have no supematural involvement at all. Why are gods an optional add on

to ritual?84

A number of theorists have noted the similarity between ritual performances and

Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD). Ritual appears to activate the same

neural mechanisms as OCD with similar concerns. The majority of patients with

OCD are concemed with purity and pollution; that is, their compulsion may be

to wash their hands or to have an obsessive fear of infection. Ritual also is

frequently about purity and pollution coupled with a sense of danger. If the

ritual is not carried out conectly or promptly or frequently (depending on the

ritual involved) something bad will happen. OCD involves a disruption to

planning functions. Planning functions enable people to respond to actual and to

Boyer, Explained, p. 270
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possible situations by assigning them values, which are connected to emotions,

and deciding between them. Rituals where a safe place is created and

precautionary rules followed to avoid contagion produce the same sense of

danger averted as persons suffering from OCD find, however briefly, in the

performance of their repetitive behaviours. The danger need not be specified and

in most cases could not be specified, but it seems very real. The content of ritual

can be explained, at least in part, with reference to the mechanisms activated.8S

Another aspect of ritual that is found universally is that it is a form of social

exchange with the ancestors, gods or spirits. However, it is a strange form of

social exchange in which the participants are fully aware, for example, that ttre

sacrificed pig is not eaten by the ancestors but by the participants. They seek the

help of the ancestors and in exchange offer a pig which they then share with

each other. These rituals can be opportunities for rule govemed but

unconditional sharing. Everyone knows ttrat others will have a tum as well and

in that sense the ritual provides a concrete means of social exchange within the

group. Just as no one is quite sure how the ancestors benefit from the sacrifice,

no one is sure just what help the ancestors provide. The participants may be

asking for help with their crops but they have taken all the practical steps

required to ensure success.86 To some extent, then, it appears tlat supematural

beings supervene on rituals that have other purposes. Boyer's point about the

oddness of the social exchange involved will be developed in Chapter Five

(5.5.1) in a discussion of the ambivalence of religious representations.

The strangest aspect of rituals, or the most mysterious, is that they are deemed to

create social relations. In rites of initiation boys are removed from the women

and made to undergo ordeals that the women do not know about and that, more
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importantly, remain somewhat ambiguous to the participants themselves. These

rituals involve secrecy and also deception. The boys themselves are often

deceived in the course of the ordeals and are left to interpret what has happened

as best they can. The rituals operate as "relational gadgets" that allow coalitions

to be formed. The boys who are becoming men are actually becoming reliable

partners in a coalition that will operate in hunting and tribal warfare. Everyone

knows that boys become men anyway, but there is something different about the

relationships between the men who have endured the ordeals and those that have

not. They are not, however, able to explain quite how these relationships have

been built.87 Boyer's identification of coalitional thinking in religious ritual

plays an important part in the argument presented in Chapter Five (5.6.1).

Rituals often mark changes in co-operation on a less drastic level than those

involved in rites of initiation. When a couple enter an exclusive relationship wittr

at least one of the pulposes being to raise children, it is important that the whole

community changes its relationship with that couple at the same time. Ritual

does not actually create the relationship but it sends signals to people to expect

changes in the way the couple interact with the rest of the group. They are not

available to others for sex or having offspring and they can be expected to grve

preferential treatment to their own children.8S

Rituals fill a gap in our thinking processes. we are not aware of the way we

actually interact socially. The strategic thinking that occurs is an unconscious

process of calculation. We have conscious access to the results of the calculation

without being aware of any calculating having gone on. There are two things

going on: one is that emotion is produced as a strong motivator, we are aware of

the emotions associated with social interaction; the second is that the systems
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involved in strategic thinking are highly complex. Conscious, deliberate thought

processes are too slow and too simple to cope with the colossal number of

inputs that have to be processed in the course of even quite straightforward

social interactions. Evolutionarily we are best able to cope with small groups and

networks and we have a tendency to replicate those conditions in our social lives

because those are what we can cope with regardless of the size of the institutions

we are in.89

In addition to the naive biology and physics with which our minds are equipped

Boyer argues for a naive sociology. There is good experimental evidence for

some of the features of our sociological thinking such as the categorization of

groups on the basis of assumed natural differences, which are often vague;

habitual anthropomorphization and recognition of changes in social

relationships without an explanation for the changes. Because we lack concepts

for the underlying processes, social interaction has a magical character in the

sense explained in Chapter Three (3.t.21.v0

There is an explanatory gap in our social interactions that rituals appear to fill.

The ritual "gadgets" are highly salient and easily acquired. They appear to

create social effects and are frequently a good indicator of a person's likely level

of co-operation. Opting out of rituals that everyone else is participating in is a

good guide to the person's tendency to defect.9l

As much of our cognition is based on processes to which we do not have

conscious access there is a widespread sense of transcendence - meaning the

sense that something is occurring to cause an effect other than what appears to

89 Boyer, Explained, p. 287
90 Boyer, Explained, p. 287-290
9l Boyer, Explained,p.293
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be causing the effect - not just in rituals but in other aspects of our lives as well.

Gods are not a necessary part of ritual but they quite easily fill the "empty slot"

in causal processes due to the ease wittr which we infer agent causes for effects

such as misfortune. That does not make the causal process less obscure but

gods do provide an explanation of sorts, especially in social terms. Boyer argues

that gods are salient but unnecessary additions to ritual.92

There are rwo distinct types of rituals that create different social effects. The first

sort mark points in relationships where ttre whole group needs to change the

way it interacts with a person or a couple. Babies are officially recognized as

part of the community through baptism or naming ceremonies, couples are

married or a person is nominated as a shaman or priest, for example. In these

rituals gods are said to act on the persons bringing about a change in the person.

They are usually one-off rites, occurring only once in the lifetime of the people

concerned.93 The second sort of ritual is one where people have effects on gods

and these are the rituals that are frequently carried oul94

Among the first sort of rituals it is not uncommon to find non-religious

participants. They do not believe in God but recognize the importance of the

ritual. They may say for example that it is important that the community marks

the occasion or that society has an interest in it. These abstractions are closer,

Boyer a.rgues, to the religious mind than people think. That is because the non-

believer still thinks that it is the ritual that brings about the social effect. Paul and

Sandi are married because everyone has witnessed an exchange of promises.

They were not married before the ceremony even though they were recognized

unofficially as a couple. By replacing God with ttre community or society or
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some other abstraction non-religious participants still retain a hidden

explanatory force. Whatever explanation is given, if it requires the ritual itself to

create the social effect the explanation must be wrong because social effects are

actually brought about by social interaction govemed by strategic thinking.

Those mental processes are the ones that make the event salient.95 Rituals,

however seem natural. This is because.

Human minds are so constituted, wittr their special inference
systems for unseen danger, their weak social concepts and social
intuitions, and their notions of counter-intuitive agents, that these
very special performances become quite natural.96

Cupitt's early work on non-realism advocated the replacement of supernatural

agents in rituals with a fully naturalized account that would have the rituals as an

expression of "human values." "Human values" is clearly an abstraction even

though describing God as the sum of human values appears to give a description

of God. If Boyer is right then Cupitt's proposals stay very close to the religious

mindset. Rituals, in his account, produce some effect but how they do so

remains as mysterious with human values as the explanatory force as it does

with God as the explanatory force. The truly non-religious approach is to

abandon rituals altogether. Cupitt, then, has some scope for producing a

religiously authentic way of worship if we accept that rituals are not transparent

in any way and that secular abshactions are no more explanatory or transparent

than supematural agents. At least rituals with one-off effects on people could be

retained in Cupitt's version. People would still get rnaried, their children would

still be officially acknowledged by the community and the death of members of

the community would still be marked.

Boyer, Explained, p. 301

Boyer, Explained, p. 302
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The second type of ritual would probably be radically different and it is here that

Cupitt is most uncomfortable with continuing the practice of religion without the

supernatural connection. Celebrations of the Eucharist do not readily lend

themselves to humanist reinterpretations and in Reforming Chistianity9T Cupitt

withdraws his support from those who would carry on regardless of the change

in their beliefs. Rituals involving the celebration of human values would still be

just as opaque, open to multiple interpretations and obscure as to the causal

processes involved as religious rituals but there would be no possibility of

thinking that supematural beings were involved. Ritual does not inevitably

invoke deities.

4.2.6 Religion and Theology

Christianity, Cupitt's main interest, is one of a group of unusual religions

because it has particular doctrines, religious specialists and supporting

institutions. It is a literate religion with codified practices and sacred texts. There

is nothing necessary or inevitable about the development of Christianity. A

series of historical accidents has given the world Christianity in the form we

know it today.98 Because of the features of literate theologies such as found in

Christianity, Islam, Judaism and Hinduism, questions arise conceming the

establishment of doctrine, the exclusivity of the religion and the violence

associated with religion. People are inclined to think that the evils lie in the

nature of religion itself but Boyer thinks that what we know about the mind can

also tell us why problems occur. It is not a simple matter of tribalism as many

writers would have it.

Anthropologists have found that it is not easy to pin down religious affiliation

for a number of reasons. Firstly, there are many culfures who have religious

97 Don Cupitt, Reforming Christianity (Califomia: Polebridge Press, 2001)
98 Boyer, Explained,p. 305
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practices but do not understand the question "what is your religion?" Religion

is deeply embedded in their practices and has little doctrinal content to identify

as 'a religion'. In other cultures, however, there seem to be too many answers to

the question "what is your religion?" People practise syncretism, for example

in Java, without being in any way confused. They are merely reluctant to express

too strong a commitment to one religion over another because religions identify

political coalitions. Once people are known to be Muslim they lose the

opportunities for coalitions with members of other religions.99 So we can say

that, in some cases, membership of a religion is not co-extensive with

membership of a community.

Religious concepts are transformed into explicit doctrine only under certain

circumstances and they are always at risk of being subverted by the mental

processes of adherents to the doctrine. Christianity and Islam have, according to

Boyer, an almost unique form of religious specialism. Religious specialists in

Christianity and Islam do not have a special quality. Most religious specialists

are local people believed to have a special quality that others do not have. The

nature of the quality is ambiguous and it is not always reliably gauged but when

it is found the person with it engages in a limited form of division of labour:

supported by others he provides the religious services such as efficacious

rituals. There is usually some ambivalence about whether he is providing

services that benefit the community or using his talents to exploit it. It is like any

other co-operative arangemenfi cheating and defection are possible.1o0 Among

the literate, global religions, however, Boyer argues that specialists have no

special intemal quality but undergo a special haining and their competence is

guaranteed by the organization. Services are uniform and the structure of the

organization allows doctrine to develop.

99 Boyer, Explained, p.308
100 Boyer, Explained,p.3ll
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It would seem, however, that the way the majorify of Christians understand

vocation it does meet the criteria for religious specialists set out by Boyer: it is

intemal, difficult to detect and rituals are anindicator that the person has it. So I

am not convinced that Boyer captures the difference in the nature of religious

specialism quite accurately. Christian specialists are held to have a vocation

which is tested by the institution. Those believed to have it are accepted for the

special training and when clergy turn out to be disasters they may be held not to

have had a vocation after all. In some circumstances when clergy misconduct is

blatant the miscreants are defended by the Church because of the indelible mark

ordination has put on them.

Boyer's analysis is helpful, though, when he explains the work of religious

guilds. Complex states that had literacy allowed the rise of religious specialists

(guilds) who sought to have a monopoly on the provision of religious services.

Religious services operate like any other market. People pay for the services that

they want. But unlike the craft guilds, religious guilds are fragile and constantly

at risk of being undercut by local religionists who can provide the same services.

Anyone can perform rituals. All they need to do is persuade the local people ttrat

they are able to perform them effectively. Not everyone can, for example, make

shoes or other artefacts that require a period of training to master. One of the

ways of dealing with the fragiliry of religious guilds is for those guilds to seek

political influence. It is a strategy pursued by most literate religious specialists

but only a few are successful. These then appear to be supporting oppressive

regimes. That support is not necessarily connected to the policies of the regime,

merely to the fact that it has power.101

101 Boyer, Explained,p.3lT
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The other strategy available to religious guilds is branding. The idea of branding

is to show that the services the guild provides are distinct from those provided

by others (such as local healers or wise women), to ensure that the services are

similar throughout the guild, that they are easily recognizable and exclusiye to

the organiz6116n.l02 Branding affects the religious concepts offered by the

guilds. There is a strong emphasis on doctrine, teaching that the guild is the only

one with the truth and all the others are wrong. They also tend to reject hard to

control practices such as divination, intuition, personal inspiration and the notion

that there are "essential" persons who have particular access to the divine.

These may be recognized after the event when the guild is able to control the use

of the concepts arising from them, but are mistrusted at the time. Guilds

generally produce coherent doctrine, official interpretations of texts, positions

that can be deduced from what is atready taught and stabiliry 6f dsg1rins.l03

Guilds provide general questions and answers, theology that is often paradoxical

and difficult to understand, and solutions to the paradoxes that are mystical.

These features of literate theologies are largely ignored by the people and are

separate from the inference systems people automatically usg.104 Other changes

occur when a guild provides a global rather than local religion. Local

supematural beings are replaced by a single, cosmic being with whom people do

not know how to interact. The guilds then provide dochines explaining the

destiny of human souls that are also guides to how to interact with God. This is

the point at which salvific doctrines appear. Local religions tend not to have

concepts sf 5alvn1ien.l05

t02 Boyer, Explained,p. 317
103 Boyer, Explained,p. 319
104 Boyer, Explained, p.320
105 Boyer, Exptained, p.321
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We can see from history how successful some religious guilds have been but

success does not prevent distortions of doctrine or practices outside the

boundaries of the guild. People constantly add to concepts, recreate them and

modify them in various ways that are actually rather predictable. The concepts

people have always diverge from official teaching. As Boyer points out

This is in fact inevitable, because the official messages themselves
must be understood by people; which means that they must produce
inferences to make them coherent or relevant; which in tum implies
that their mental constructions must complete, often in divergent
ways, messages that are by nature fragmentary, in this as in other
domains of cultural constructions. I 06

The trend is always for people to make religious concepts more local and more

practical. To some extent religious guilds will accommodate this tendency. We

can see in the Catholic Church that saints' cults are often local. Not many of the

thousands of officially recognized saints are in the universal calendar; all local

Churches have feast days for saints that are not celebrated elsewhere. People are

not discouraged from engaging in social exchange relationships with patron or

local saints as long as saints are not treated as deities. Yet there is always tension

between local and official versions of the faith.

Boyer calls it the tragedy of the theologian that the work of literate religious

specialists is constantly undermined by the people's representations. (That is the

first version of the tragedy.) Weber was the first to document the phenomenon

of periodic outbursts of charismatic or emotional religious activity in otherwise

stable religious traditions. These outbursts invigorate the religious lives of the

people who have become bored with the constant repetition of doctrine and

orthodoxy. The outbursts tend to be focused on a charismatic individual and

involve dissent. Whitehouse distinguished between two modes of religious

106 Boyer, Explained,p.324
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transmission: the doctrinal and the imagistic. Imagistic transmission is Weber's

emotional religious activify and relies heavily on sensory 51imul31lsn.l07

Constant repetition is the only way to maintain doctrinal orthodoxy because

orthodoxy is not intuitive and people have to make an effort to retain the

representations, but constant repetition leads to the tedium based decay function

mentioned earlier. People get bored and over familiarity with the teaching

reduces the incentives to participate fully in religious activity. The appeal of

imagistic transmission is as obvious as its threat because imagistic transmission

involves personal revelations, trance and enthusiasm - all things that the guild

finds difficult to control. So imagistic transmission challenges both the stability

of the guild and its monopoly by encouraging dissident teaching by individuals

not recognized by the guild as religious specialists.l08 One persistent example

for the Catholic Church is the tendency for people to report apparitions of Mary.

None of these have ever been officially recognized in the sense that the faithful

have been required to believe that they occurred. They may, after a long process,

be accepted as authentic. One of the troubling aspects of Marian apparitions for

the guild is that they are accompanied by messages to the Church. These may be

prophecies of imminent apocalypse, visions of a pope being assassinated

(Fatima) or harmless instructions to pray the Rosary more faithfully but they are

not easily controlled or codified. So while the Church is always pleased to see

the increase in piety that these apparitions generate, it also worries about the

orthodoxy of the accompanying messages. Imagistic transmission cannot be left

uncontrolled.

Boyer thinks that the real tragedy of the theologian is that the very process that

guarantees orthodoxy also makes dissent likely. Theological correctness can be

tO7 Boyer, Explained,p.325
108 Boyer, Explained,p.326
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induced only through repetition, repetition leads to boredom, and boredom

increases the likelihood of emotionally charged outbursts that both reinvigorate

religious actMty and undermine doctrinal purity.toe Revisionist theology is as

susceptible as traditional theology to the tragedy unless it can build on the

representations people have rather than set up pure doctrine in opposition to

those representations.

4.2.7 Coalitions

The matter of religious violence is more complex. It appears a simple matter to

account for the tribal nature of religious affiliation, that is, members of one

group see themselves as sharing corrunon characteristics and see members of

other groups as being essentially different. Essentialist thinking plays a large

part in social interaction and naive biology. It appears early in childhood and is

resistant to change. But it is not, in Boyer's view, the cause of religious

identification. Rather, essentialist assumptions are driven by coalitional thinking.

When we have intuitions of someone as a reliable member of a coalition we also

begin to see them as being essentially the same as us in some respect. People

who are not regarded as potential members of a coalition are perceivd as being

essentially different.ll0 A potent example of such thinking is found in Catholic

teaching about women. Women cannot be priests and are not potential members

of the clerical coalition so clerical teaching on women is that they are essentially

different from men. If Boyer is correct that is the direction of the argument. It is

not the case that because women are essentiallv different that thev cannot be

priests.

One of the ways of supporting a coalition is to keep the opposition down. Boyer

thinks that religious or racial stereoqrping is a consequence of coalitional

109 Boyer, Explained,p.327
110 Boyer, Exptained, pp. 329-332
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strategies for maintaining the superior position of one's own coalition.

Religious and racial stereotyping is an inteqpretation of coalitional intuitisns.1l1

There is some historical evidence for Boyer's position in the way the Catholic

Church stereotyped and repressed the Jews. The Church did il on both religious

and racial grounds, fuelling the rise of anti-Semitism in Europe over the

nineteenth and twentieth centuries though stopping short of recommending

violence. The Jews were perceived as a threat to Christianity and loyalty to the

Church required a hard line against the Jews. Most popes perceived the

emancipation of Jews in several European states as a betrayal of the Church. It

was impossible to support civil rights forJews and be a loyal Qa1hslig.112

Coalitional intuitions,like other spontaneously generated inferences, are opaque

and sometimes clash with other more explicit beliefs such as moral standards.

They have a magical flavour in the sense of magic outlined u6ous.l13 People are

not aware of the fact that they are making coalitional judgements so attribute

them to other factors that are visible such as essential differences. But people's

commifrnent to coalitions varies. Some people opt into the coalition

wholeheartedly; others have a loose connection. The problem for other members

of the coalition is that people with only weak commitments may opt out at a

crucial moment thus increasing the risk of participation to others. A coalition is

meant to keep people tightly bonded when the going gets tough.

When applied to religion Boyer's analysis of coalitional thinking explains

features of fundamentalist violence. There are two sorts of religious violence:

ethnic-religious violence, which is susceptible to standard analysis of the nature

of warfare between groups, and fundamentalist violence, which is about

lll Boyer, Explained,p. 333
ll2 David L Kertzer The Popu Against the Jews: The Yatican's Role in rhe Rise of

Modern Anti-Semitism (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2001)
ll3 Boyer, Explained,p. 333
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competition and coalition. In modem life, people can defect from religious

groups without ses1.1l4 When defection is not costly it is likely because there is

always a cost to belonging to coalitions. Individuals may find benefits outside

the coalition that are attractive given the low cost of defection. It is a feature of

coalitions that they involve ordeals for members indicating the future heafinent

of defectors. Ordeals happen before coalitions meet testing conditions in real life

and, as well as weeding out the faint-hearted, they signal to others that defection

carries a higher cost than loyalty - even when loyalty puts a member in

jeoPardY.115

If we regard religious groups as coalitions some puzzling features of

fundamentalist violence become clear. The violence is usually directed at

members of the group rather than outsiders. (Unlike in ethnic-religious violence

where outsiders are the target.) Fundamentalists are interested in public

behaviour, public denunciation and punishment of violators and the target is

usually a local, modemized version of the same religion. The object of

fundamentalist violence is to raise the cost of defection and preserve the

hierarchy based 
"ou1i1ion. 

1 16

Boyer believes that religious violence is, therefore, not a special feature of

religion but a historical accident that can be explained strategically. It would be

inconect to regard religion as intrinsically a destructive force in the world,

though this view is commonly held. Boyer says

The mental systems engaged are present in all normal minds, but the
historical conditions are special, which is why there is nothing
inevitable about this process. Not all religious concepts are used to
create ethnic markers, not all ethnic markers are used as coalitional
signals, not all coalitions are faced with cheap defection and not all

174 Boyer, Explained,p.337
l15 Boyer, kptained,p. 338
l16 Boyer, Explained,p. 340
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members of such a threatened coalition react by hiking the price of
dsfsg1isn.1l7

The higher the price has to go, Boyer argues, the more obvious it is that popular

opinion is against the fundamentalists.

4.2.8 Religion and Science

In the final chapter of his book Boyer addresses the questions that cause the

most bewilderment. Why, in this scientific age, do people still hold religious

beliefs and why do some people not hold religious beliefs? Boyer is aware that

his answers to these questions are likely to disappoint those who think that the

importance of the question means that there is a dramatic answer. In fact the

answers follow from the material discussed and there is little to add except a

corrective to the way people usually view the questions.

Firstly, we have seen that the mind generates implicit intuitions from a range of

systems. Our explicit beliefs are often compatible with those intuitions though

there is no specific area in the mind that deals with explicit beliefs. ln many

cases general questions are not handled by the mind; only particular questions

are answere6.llS gt the time an explicit belief is formed the mind has already

found it salient and useful.

Religious beliefs are similarly "bottom up". A number of systems are

generating inferences that turn out to be rich and useful and therefore more

likely to be retained as successful representations. That view of the origins of

religious belief is in contrast to James' widely influential view that the religious

beliefs of ordinary people are degraded versions of the experientially derived

beliefs of the mystics. Boyer argues that James cannot be right because religious

ll7 Boyer, Explained,p. 340
118 Boyer, Explained,p. 353
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representations cannot spread unless there are cognitive capacities in place to

build them. The mystics might be extremely talented at building religious

concepts but they could not convey them to anyone else unless those people also

had the mental equipment to receive and transform 1h"6.119

Religion is not special. It uses mental capacities that were already there because

they had evolved for other 1urL..120 There is no religious domain or unique

feature of human psychology for the generation of religious representations.

Boyer opposes neuroscientific efforts to locate the source of religious

experience in the brain because their underlying assumption is that religious

belief is something special. The evidence from cognitive psychology is against

the neuroscientists' project.

Religion is practical. For most people most of the time, the general properties of

supernatural agents are not a primary concem. Religious concepts are

distributed among a number of systems that address particular concems:

intuitive psychology, moral intuitions, the social exchange mechanism and

Person File systems for example.lZt While these systems are busy regulating

particular interactions with the gods, people rarely stop to ponder conceptually

difficult theology, which is hard work to acquire and retain. So evert in literate

religions with a quantity of explicit doctrine, believers tend to act on their

spontaneous, inaccessible inferences. Boyer does not say so, having drawn a

distinction both between theology and what he describes as "intuitive"

inferenceslz? and, by implication, theologians and ordinary people, but I would

argue that theologians themselves are likely to be driven by their intuitive

119 Boyer, Explained, p.357
120 Boyer, Explained, p.358
121 Boyer, Explained, p.359
122 Boyerdoesnotusetheterm'intuitive'in Sperber's sense. Rather, he seeks to convey

the notion of spontaneous or automatic inferences generated by inaccessible cognitive
mechanisms. He and Sperber agree on the process but not on the terminology.
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inferences rather than theology unless they make a special effort. That is why it

is so easy for theologians to continue to participate in religious activity. It

remains natural to them because the acquisition of theology does not displace

the activity of the automatic inference systems.

Boyer says that the difference behveen believers and non-believers is whether

they have inferences about religious concepls or not but this cannot be exactly

right.lz3 Everyone with religious concepts generates inferences about them.

Not everyone who has religious concepts entertains them or generates further

inferences by endorsing religious concepts. Further inferences can be blocked

by the explicit conviction that religious beliefs are false, which suggests that

consciously held reflective beliefs, in Sperber's sense of the term, may affect the

salience or relevance of spontaneously generated inferences. However, Boyer

thinks that the process by which individuals cease to generate inferences or to

act on them remains mysterious because the best anyone can do is say whether

beliefs are likely or not within a population. Given the sort of minds that we

have, Boyer thinks that religious beliefs are likely to occur and recur.l24 General

questions about whether beliefs are true rarely occur, according to Boyer,

because they are too general for our mental systems. The cognitive mechanisms

deal only with particular 5"1ig1r.125 Boyer's argument is not entirely

convincing. Apart from the phenomenon of explicitly rejecting religious belief

because it is held to be false (atheism), there are the difficult questions children

ask. Children do seem to ask questions directly concemed with ruth and the

mechanics of religious belief. "Is there really a heaven?" for example and

"How do you get to heaven if your body stays in the box?" Answers to both

123 Boyer, Exptained,p.360
124 Boyer, Exptained, p.367
125 Boyer, Explained,p.36l
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these questions tend to be less than satisfactory. Perhaps it is more that children

learn that asking them is pointless rather than that the questions do not occur.

The point that Boyer makes about the conjectural nature of much belief seems

stronger. We operate on conjectures much of the time because they are low cost

and generate rich inferences. Religious belief is no different from other sorts of

belief in this regard and the reason that religious representations are retained is

that they work. Several interpretations of any event are available, distributed

through the different mental systems. The ones that generate the richest

inferences for the lowest cost are accepted and are highly sa11sn1.l26 Ths

salience of religious belief is not dependent on its truth. Here Boyer is referring

to Sperber's principle that we seek the maximum cognitive effect for the

minimum cognitive effort. Cognitive effects are not necessarily true, though as

will be shown in Chapter Five (5.2), cognitive processes functioning properly do

generate reliable, true representations of the world.

Boyer can also explain why people are likely to remain with the religious

affiliation of their parents even though there are many different religions to

choose from. Familiarity is a great asset for the generation of religious

representations. Constructing religious representations requires exposure to

repeated experiences in a wide range of contexts. The effort required to acquire

representations from unfamiliar religions and then construct a collection for

oneself is enormous.

One frequently asked question, in the West at least, is how people can have

religious beliefs when science can explain everything so much better. Boyer

thinks that the question is often framed incorrectly: treating religion as one thing

in opposition to science as another thing. But neither religion nor science are

126 Boyer, Explained,pp. 363-364
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abstract entities. They are collections of representations. In the West,

Christianity sought to offer statements of fact about the world, which all turned

out to be wrong.127 That left nvo possibilities for religious believers: to resist

scientific explanations or to redefine the scope of religion. Resisting scientific

explanations requires effort, though possibly not as much as Boyer suggests.

The way people redefine the scope of religion tends also to be unsatisfactory.

They say that religion is about the things that science can never explain such as

aesthetic judgements, the meaning of life and answering "ultimate"

Questions.128

We have seen Cupitt take the aesthetic route in his early work and in his later

work religion is regarded as primarily 'nspiritual", which is both vague and

remote from daily concerns. The other option, which some scientists take, is to

reduce religion to a set of wide metaphysical doctrines that are compatible with

science. Boyer does not think that that form of synthesis of religion and science

is a religion because it is not practical. I would expect him to have similar

concems about Cupitt's numerous efforts to modernize religion. They remove

the features of religion that make it salient. Religious concepts do cognitive work

at a very practical level in daily life. Replacement theories that have no particular

content, especially social content, are unlikely to succeed.

Religion is, however, a likely thing to happen. Religions are collections of

representations that operate out of pre-existing mental systems that work

automatically so that we can say that religious belief is natural. Science, on the

other hand, is a collection of ways of thinking about the world that produce

powerful results - knowledge about the world that can be used very effectively-

but that is in no way intuitive. Everything that we do in science is the result of

127 Boyer, Etplained, p.368
128 Boyer, Explained, p.369
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conscious cognitive deliberations. In that sense it is unnaturul.lZ9 Religious

representations spread far more easily than scientific ones. That makes me think

that it is not a particularly difficult matter to protect oneself from scientific

explanations of the world that compete with religious explanations, even though

the religious explanations are a special case of religious representation arising

from literate theologies. As Sperber argued, most people hold scientific beliefs

as reflective beliefs on the basis of authority. They pose no threat to religious

believers who can reject the authority and also avoid making the effort required

to hold scientific beliefs intuitively. What they might put effort into is acquiring

explicit religious explanations, such as creationism, that are compatible wittr their

religious inferences.

The fact that so few supematural concepts exist with many found recurring in

different parts of the world shows that the mind constrains concepts. Various

other features of our psychology also work to ensure that some concepts are

retained while others are likely to be lost. Boyer thinks in selectionist terms

saying that small variations in the extent of transmission of concepts can lead to

large differences in the concepts that are most often found in cultures. There is,

though, no single line of descent. Concepts vary depending on local conditions

though they are variants on similar 11t -6s.130

Similar minds generate similar representations. Whether this fact is understood

in selectionist terms or not we can see that religions only appear to be

conspiracies of ideas. We have forgotten the religious representations that did

not succeed and lost sight of the religious guilds that failed to make useful

political connections. Religion therefore appears to us to be a unified entity with

129 Boyer, Explained,p.370
130 Boyer, Explained,p. 377
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its own causal powers. We must resist that interpretation because now we can

see why it is wrong.

4.3 Cupitt's Anthropology

Looking at Cupitt's work through the lens of Boyer's analysis of religion, I am

now in a position to show where Cupitt's own analysis of the evolution of

religious belief goes wrong. The errors in his account are critical to the

formulation of non-realism because non-realism is defined partly as a rejection

of a realism that is grounded in a historical analysis of the evolution of religious

ideas. Cupitt's work is dichotomous. Non-realism has none of the features

found in earlier religion, which was almost exclusively realist except, Cupitt

claims, for the mystics who realized that realism was wrong. When it is clear

where Cupitt's account of the development of religion is wrong it also becomes

clearer why non-realism is not likely to succeed as an authentic expression of

religious belief. The rest of this chapter focuses on the most anthropological of

Cupitt's work.

ln Afier 6s4r3r Cupitt sets out his theory of how religious belief has evolved

over the millennia that religious beliefs have been recorded. He goes back to

anthropological studies and cites, among others, Mithen and Guthrie, but, for

many reasons, Cupitt's account is not satisfactory. There are three problem

areas. The first is that his sources tend to be classics rather than recent. But

much has happened in evolutionary anthropology to discredit old assumptions,

many of which Cupitt still relies on. The second difficulty is that Cupitt puts all

the weight on official theology when explaining alleged changes in religious

consciousness. Boyer shows that believers' religious representations are not

directly related to official theology. The third problem is ttrat Cupitt relies on a

view of human consciousness that has it as a very recent development and that

131 Don Cupitt, After God (New York: Basic Books, 1997)



zr9

makes the experience of the individual entirely subordinate to that of the group,

whether the group is a tribe or later complex state.

With these difficulties there is much in Cupitt's analysis of the development of

religious belief that must be rejected on empirical grounds. In as much as we

have evidence for the origins of religious belief it points to different conclusions

from those drawn by Cupitt. There are, however, interesting points at which we

could identify common ground between Cupitt and Boyer but these points of

agreement are fleeting and Cupitt's sustained position goes in a different

direction from Boyer's.

At the beginning of Afier God, Cupitt appears to reject non-realism. He says in

the preface that it proved too difficult for people to understand and he also now

thinks that it put too much weight on the self and not enough on the part played

by language in the construction of public or corrrmon life. We are just part of a

flux of signs and must be much "lighter" than his earlier work sugges1s6.l32 1

think, however, it is very misleading for cupitt to describe his position as

rejecting non-realism. Cupitt has not retumed to realism and, if anything, is more

convinced than ever that there is nothing real for religion to be about. His later

work is more communitarian and locates the action outside the individual but

only in so far as we depend on other individuals to have language; for Cupitt,

language still forms the world.

In the early chapters of After God cupitt gives his version of the history of

religion, beginning with totemic personifications of natural features of the world

that allowed people to "negotiate" their way through the world and ending with

the monotheistic complex nation-state in which there was one God whose

function it was to keep everyone in order. what he seems to do is equate

L32 Cupitt, After God, p. xii
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primitive forms of nation-states with primitive forms of religion. For example, he

thinks that very early beliefs were not anthropomorphic because ideas about

human personality and psychology were undeveloped. Early gods got their

personalities from animals - gods were metamorphose5.l33 This seems rather

unlikely for the simple reason that personification of animals is an extension of

attributing agency to humans. The evolution of social categories occurred very

early. As we have seen, there is some evidence for other primates having

rudimentary social minds; early modem humans certainly had them before the

appearance of written records and artefacts on which Cupitt relies. There is

evidence to suggest that human psychology has been very sophisticated for a lot

longer than Cupitt is prepared to concede.

Cupitt thinks that Mithen's version of modularity supports the view that

Palaeolithic hunters knew first about the universal rather than the particular. So

cave paintings are of kinds of animals rather than individual animals. It seems,

again, unlikely that Palaeolithic hunters had quite such an esoteric obsession

with essences. The cave art can be read as a record of hunting, in which case we

could argue that they knew about individuals rather than kinds. However, it is

more likely still, that, like us, they had templates for recognizing categories into

which individuals were slotted. Cupitt wants to retain Claude I-evi Strauss's

ideas about totems and clan divinities though these are now somewhat out of

date. Anthropology that posits a huge difference between the psychology of

humans then and humans now should be regarded as discredited. These

versions of anthropology allege that different ideas occurring at different times

change human psychology down the ages. cupitt is, of course, committed to the

view that human nature differs from culture to culture so it is not sulprising to

see the same assumption applied to epochs, with the same causes: language

makes the person and the world; concepts change the way the world is. That

133 Cupitt, After God, p.12
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makes the work of influential individuals central to alleged changes in religious

sensibilities. That top-down approach does not appear to be bome out by the

evidence available from either recent anthropology or psychology.

Cupitt's scheme has spirits for nomadic groups developing into gods for nation-

state societies. Cupitt picks up the term "modular" from Mithen but uses it

rather differently: the Palaeolithic man's thinking is modular which means,

according to Cupitt, that it gives him a looser and more plural world picture.

Mithen, however, would not want to describe a modular mind as capable of

generating a world-picture. It is only with cognitive fluidity that such unified

concepts are possible and there is no difference in the minds of the nomad and

the settled Neolithic farmer. However, Cupitt wishes to draw a distinction

between the minds of nomads and the minds of Neolithic farmers. According to

Cupitt the Neolithic farmer tries to control a part of the world and starts to build

a cosmological being for a god. This cosmological being is a god who controls

the world and people and provides order.l34 There are two things wrong with

Cupitt's account. Firstly, there was no clear transition from hunter to farmer.

The transition from hunting as the main source of food to farming as the main

source of food took millennia and until recently there were still significant

groups of humans who did some cultivation and some nomadic hunting and

gathering.l3s Secondly, the connection between a cosmological being and

farming is tenuous. Many farming cultures retained their pantheon of gods and

spirits.

Cupitt is correct up to a point to identify a connection between the emergence of

complex nation or city states and a grand system over which the city god

presides as king. Unfortunately, he sees the development of state based religions

134 Cupitt, After God, pp. 19-20
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as placing religion in a unique sphere of life. He does not think earlier religions

were really religions because they lacked distinction, centrality and authority.l:e

That is a mistake. As we have seen, religious representations are not

discontinuous in human history and it is not correct to regard the relationship

with gods in states as wholly different from the relationship with gods in smaller

communities. Cupitt would have it that it is the rise of the state that has gods take

the role of protector in exchange for worship, service and loyalty but we have

seen that all relationships with gods, spirits and ancestors involve some form of

social exchange regardless of the sort of political structure in which they occur.

There are many details in Cupitt's analysis that are wrong but the important

elrors come in the fourth chapter where Cupitt sets out his account of the rise of

modern religious ideas, based on work by Jacobsen which was published in

l976.He identifies different epochs in the development of Bronze Age religion.

His central clairns are that personal religion and individual self-hood emerge

around 1750 BC. Cupitt says

However, this type of religion is still rather Palaeolithic and archaic.
Rejoicing and lamenting, the worshiper seeks ritual identification
with the universal forces that are discerned at work in nature. One
merges oneself into the god - meaning that, in sex and in mouming,
we lose our separateness and pass over into the uniysrc41.l37

He adds that it is "good and consoling stuff" but it fails to capture the reality of

the new political realities in a city-state. Under the pressure of these new realities

gods become more human and are seen as rulers of the city state. There is a

market in religion as in everything else. We have a contract with God that he will

protect the polis in retum for loyal devotion. It is only in the second millennium

that the question of misfortune arjses. Up until then, because participation in the

contract was optional, people never thought to question whether gods actually

136 Cupitt, After God, p.24
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kept their side of the bargain. State theology begins to deal with individual

suffering.

But in the second millennium BC, and for the first time in human
experience, it was being realized that there was another level, that of
the individual, and at the individual level it too often looks as if
human life is ruled by pure amoral and unpredictable contingency -
in which case public assurances handed out by the great and the
good at the universal level are utterly worthless 1s u5.138

It is worth bearing in mind that during the period discussed there is no evidence

of changes to human psychology. It seems highly unlikely, given the emergence

of the modem mind millennia before the earliest evidence Cupitt is discussing,

that the notion of individual selfhood emerged so late. In fact, themes that Cupitt

ascribes to different epochs must have been evident at the same time. One reason

in support of this claim is that they are all themes co-existing in religious

representations today: cosmic beings offering protection, individual misfortune

suggesting that protection is not foolproof, and the idea that the self can be

merged into the cosmic being (a cenhal aim of mystical traditions) can all be

found in the literate religions. Other religions with more gods and spirits are just

as complex. If they are all present today, we should expect them to have been

present previously given ttrat we have similar minds to those of our ancestors.

Cupitt could reply that we have inherited all the concepts developed over

millennia while our early ancestors did not have the benefit of later

developments. We do have the benefit of all the earlier religious wisdom and the

changes it wrought on human psychology. For example, human subjectivity

exists as a result of the Bronze Age development of the personal relationship

with God. That relationship did not exist prior to the development of

questioning personalized gods. Both rich relationships with God and critical

thinking are, according to cupitt, consequences of changes in the religious

138 Cupitt, After God,p.30
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understanding occurring in the Bronze Age.139 Here again, though, it does not

seem plausible that such radical features of human psychology arose as a

consequence of cultural change. It seems more likely that Cupitt is putting too

much weight on textual sources that emphasize some aspects of religious

representations, particularly official theology, at the expense of others.

We know from Boyer's work that the concept of gods as agents is not

dependent on literate theologies, and indeed may emerge despite official

theology rejecting the notion of supernatural agents. Similarly, individuals have

always had a sense of individuality and noticed when misfortune occurred.

Agent explanations for misfortune are much older than the Bronze Age. There is

no historical point at which a personalized god emerges. Cosmic agents have a

history but they are special because they are global rather than local and have to

be reinterpreted as personal agents in order for people to interact with them.

One of the good points that Cupitt makes is that the God of the philosophers

and theologians should be kept distinct from the God of religion. He maintains

that the (imaginary) personal god with whom people interact is different from

the theological God.140 But what Cupitt wants to do is make the religious God

more of a spiritual idea than a person.

4.3.1 Philosophy and Religion

Cupitt's account of the relationship between philosophy and religion shows that

he identifies changes in official theology - or even unofficial theology - as the

moving force in changing religious representations. Theology for Cupitt is

explicit and religious beliefs are, by implication, transparent to their holders. He

does not draw a distinction between what people think (or what they are meant to

139 Cupitr, After God, pp. 32-33
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think) and what they do. He has no sense of religious beliefs being different

from what is explicitly stated and he rarely refers to their practical import.

Religion is, in his account, a special force in human life. So in the fifth chapter

of After God Cupitt outlines a history of religious thought that is entirely

dependent on explicit beliefs. He begins by talking about ethical monotheism,

which consists of three streams coming together: Jewish ethical thinking, Greek

philosophy and Roman 16*.141 Out of this mix came philosophical theism,

which was not strongly opposed until Nietzsche and Freud developed a

dissenting tradition. They introduced the idea that God is an imaginary character

who is not real. From them comes the move to the "death of God." Cupitt also

argues, however, that there is a continuous tradition of the idea of the universal

from Palaeolithic hunters guided by spirits to find an animal that matched the

idea of the animal through Plato's notion of 'Form' to Kantian concepts and

finally to Cupitt's 'word', which indicates the primacy of language in forming

the world. That history of the idea of the universal could be disputed on a

number of grounds but the important point is that, for Cupitt, it is ideas in

general that count. The antlropological record suggests, however, that religion is

primarily practical and ideas come a distant second to the representations to do

with practical interactions.

Heidegger, according to Cupitt, showed convincingly that the Greek influence on

making God realist was an intellectual and religious disaster.l4z But it is hard to

be convinced that philosophy has ever been that strong an influence on tlrc

religious beliefs of the majority of people. Even if the claims of Heidegger stand

up to scrutiny, it is most likely that religious beliefs would be held as realist

beliefs regardless of what the intellectuals were saying. That is just the way they

are generated. That is not to suggest that the realist/non-realist debate in

l4l Cupitt, After God, p.35
142 Cupitt, After God, p. 37
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philosophy of religion is irrelevant or pointless, merely that it needs to be re-

framed in the light of evidence from psychology and anthropology. The realist

nature of religious belief and its implications for non-realist theology will be

addressed in Chapter Five (5.3).

Similarly it is difficult to accept Cupitt's claim that the idea of God evolved to

serve a particular function: to enable us to share in the divine and thus escape

our "old, bad, timebound selves."l43 Rather, it is more plausible to view the rise

of the one Creator God of theism as a result of a series of historical accidents.

Some people interpret religious beliefs as functioning to enable believers to

escape from misery but it is too big a leap to go from that interpretation (one

among many) to the assumption that there is some causal link between an

alleged need to escape and the rise of an idea like God.

Part of Cupitt's claim that realist theology is Greek and has been disastrous

rests on the distinction he draws between Jewish and Greek thought. He thinks

that Jewish theology is far more questioning and allows far more diversity than

Greek influenced Christianity. He is also inclined to interpret Jewish Scripture

as putting forward a number of non-realist versions of God. That leads him to

draw the following conclusion:

...and my present conclusion is simply that realistic theism - in the
sense of belief that there really and literally does exist an infinite
and super-Real all-powerful Person out there to whom we must
above all else get closer - owes most of its strength to the way the
Glggkq originally set up the project of Western thought. The
biblical writers are happily far too diverse, poetic, and wayward to be
s€en as having any single view on the matter. And I shall argue...that
the way Jesus of Nazareth used the word God was emphatically
Jewish and not Greek - questioning, not philosophical.r44

Such crude distinctions entirely fail to convey the complexity of Jewish thought.

I shall not here attempt to justify that. It is worth remembering, however, that in

143 Cupitt, After God, p. 40
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his attempts to write for a popular audience Cupin is inclined to oversimplify

matters. Yet in his work for fellow academics he scarcely provides a more

nuanced account and it seems reasonable to attribute to him the views as they are

stated in the above quotation. Such compartmentalizing of different cultural

strands, however, is quite unacceptable. The Greek and Jewish writers to whom

Cupitt refers have a wide and overlapping range of views. It is also somewhat

idiosyncratic to regard Jesus as "questioning" God in any sense that would

suggest he doubted God's existence, power or love.

4.3.2 Development of Human Subjectivity

In the sixth chapter Cupitt makes further anthropological claims. He is interested

in the process by which humans developed subjectivity, which he regards as the

defining human characteristic. He thinks the process occurred in four steps.

There are points in his account that come tantalizingly close to what Mithen and

Boyer have argued; at each point, however, Cupitt's assumptions about ttre

causal primacy of ideas undermine his account.

For example, Cupitt claims that the first step of the process occurred when the

mind ceased to be "merely" modular. It was then capable of a unified world

uisw.145 The reference to Mithen is clear but Cupitt does not do anything with

the notion that the mind is still modular though with meta-representational

abilify. For the second step he describes a stage at which symbolic

communication becomes fully conscious and allows self-consciousness. Thal

anyway, is how I inteqpret what he says though his actual expression that

symbolic expression "gets to be complex enough to turn back on itself and to

comment upon itself"l46 i. open to a number of inteqpretations. For example,

what he is describing could be another consequence of the move to cognitive

145 Cupitt, After God, p. 42
146 Cupitt, After God, p. 42
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fluidity. But there is evidence from chimpanzees that they also have at least a

rudimentary sense of self, as I indicated in Chapter Two (2.7).If that is the case,

then Cupitt's reliance on language for generating cognitive abilities is further

undermined.

When we now tunt to the remaining fwo steps of Cupitt's account of the

process, it becomes clear from the evolutionary penpective I have already

outlined that Cupitt's views are highly dubious. Step three in Cupitt's account

of the process of the development of human subjectivity links the Bronze Age

with the rise of powerful, humanlike gods that allows human selfhood to develop

in the relationship with these gods. Schooled by Sperber and Boyer, we must

ask how representations of these gods can get started prior to humans having

concepts of selfhood. The cognitive capacities for generating representations of

selves must already exist if the concept of supematural agents who also have

selfhood is to be generated. Similarly for step four where, Cupitt claims that it is

the development of monotheism that permits people to have a co-equal

relationship with God in which he is "questioned, praised, reproached, argued

vri1l1."l47 Yet these social relationships must have characterized all religious

activity since the social mind is very ancient. It is also not obvious that the

relationship is one of co-equals though there is evidence throughout the Bible of

ambivalence about God. Ambivalence about supematural agents is important for

the understanding of non-realist theology that I propose in Chapter Five (5.5).

Cupitt thinks that step four sees the human project fully launchs6.148 we were

not fully human before the development of monotheism. Cupitt does not say

anything about those cultures that are sfill not monotheistic but he cannot

seriously be committed to the implication of his anthropology: that there are

I47 Cupitt, A,fter God, p. 42
148 Cupitt, After God, p. 42
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cultures now where people are not fully human. He cannot mean to imply that

his favourite religionists, Buddhists, are lacking full human capacity.

Cupitt has some interesting comments about the location of the supematural

world that fit well rvith Boyer and Guthrie. The supematural realm is always

somewhere else - on a sacred mountain, another but parallel world - but

everything we do is exposed to the sacred world. That is, Cupitt would probably

agree with Boyer's claim that gods are full-access agents. This awareness of the

supematural and its paradoxical claim to be both far away and right here is built

i1.149 However, Cupitt takes these features of religion in a different direction

from Boyer to construct a non-realist religious framework for the future. He

does acknowledge that the supernatural world of spirits was practical but that

practicality consists of a causal link betrveen religion and the ability to hunt and

survive. The Palaeolithic hunter reappears in Cupitt's sixth chapter as using

totemic spirits of game in order to be able to find his prey. A little reflection on

the fact that the ability to hunt precedes the development of religion indicates that

if there is a causal link it goes the other way: because hunting is of prime

importance it features in religious representations. Cupitt thinks that religion

imposes whatever discipline is required by the society and is highly prescriptive.

If we look at things the way Boyer suggests we would say the relationships go

in the other direction: the societies people live in help them construct their

religious representations.

Explicitly formulated ideas remain central to Cupitt's conception of religion and

he gives an account of how each stage of philosophy transforms religious

supernaturalism until the point we have reached today where we realize that

religious supernaturalism was really all about linguistic meaning. Religion is

about the use of words, with a strong emphasis on the need to keep meaning

149 cupitt, A,fter God, p. 43
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stable. Cupitt comes back always to the view that language forms the world and

that the connection between language and religion is deep.

On analysis, then, we find that religious supernaturalism comes
down to linguistic supernaturalism. (Linguistic supernaturalism is
the belief that the meanings of words - or of some key words - are
absolutes, immutable, fixed out-there and objective.) Now we see
why the study of divinity was the study of "scripture" (that is,
writings) or "sacred letters," and why there was so much learning
by heart of religious 1gx15.l5o

Clearly, if the above account is correct, it applies primarily to literate theologies,

which we have seen are special cases of religion, though cupitt does go on to

add that in haditional societies forms of words and meaning mattered a gl;eat

deal.It was important to be word-perfect in the societies where the spoken word

was the only source of information. It does not follow, though, that religion

recognizes that language has any special power of its own. I think that it is

arguably Cupitt's assumption that language has the power to create both us and

the world that we inhabit that makes his anthropology dubious.

If one believes that all the concepts we have and the way we see the world is

shaped by language then it is virtually impossible to take notice of the evidence

of pre-linguistic cognitive capacities. It is not possible for Cupitt to see religion

as a byproduct of mental processes that, in rudimentary form, exist prior to

language. So his account of the evolution of religion is not actually about

evolution of the mind or of language. It is about the development of intellectual

ideas that are deemed to be influential precisely because language has the

primary causal role in the way we perceive the world. If Cupitt had realized the

implications of the work of Mithen and, even, Guthrie, he would have been open

to the possibility that religious representations (or beliefs or concepts) are very

largely independent of explicitly developed ideas. If he had gone on to read

Boyer or Sperber he could have been open to the possibility of a quite different

150 Cupitt, After God, pp. 4Z-48
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relationship between philosophical or theological ideas and religious activity. I

will be developing in Chapter Five (5.5) an account of how that relationship

might be worked out.

4.3.3. Consequences of the Turn to Subjectivity

The rernainder of After God expounds the consequences of the tum to

subjectivity for religion. Given his idiosyncratic reading of the history of

philosophy and definition of realism, it is not surprising to find some otherwise

startling claims in the second half of the book. In the chapter on mysticism

Cupitt claims that realism alienates people from God and that the mystics

deconstructed both self and God. They were non-realis6.l51 That simply is not

a plausible interpretation of the mystical tradition - at least within Christianity.

And as it would seem from the context that Cupitt is mainly referring to the

Christian mystical tradition, here is a factual claim that is simply wrong. The

mystical tradition in Christianity is firmly grounded on the reality of God.

Mystics see God as beyond comprehension but real and they talk of their

experience of God in relational terms. God is the Other to whom they relate.

cupitt regards metaphysics as an illusion, a dangerous one, that has had the

pemicious influence of making people believe in real values, causality, God, and

a distinction between the material and spiritual worlds. The fault lies with Plato.

But Plato's philosophy is open to a number of interpretations that Cupitt does

not consider. It is not obvious that he has to be regarded as the supreme realist.

Even if he were all the things Cupitt says he was there is little evidence to

support Cupitt's parting remarks on the subject

As we leave Plato behind and the culfure becomes "post-
Philosophical" [Rorfy], God evaporates. The God of reilistic
philosophical theism, the metaphysical God, the super-Being out
there, was made possible by Plato, and dies with him. But the
process is not quite complete. There are still a few philosophical

151 Cupitr, After God, pp. 53-55
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platonists, and in everyday conversation we may still hear people
making the contrast befween the material world and a distinct
spiritual dimension.It remains possible (as Kant, Wittgenstein, and
Denida all suspect) that Plato's ghost will never be finally
exorcised, and people will always be tempted by the illusions of
metaphysics. In which case the battle between nonrealists and

realists over God will never sn6.152

Apart from the fact that Cupitt erroneously equates material/spiritual dualism

with realism, there are a number of 'questions Cupitt could consider here before

putting the blame on Plato. One is, leaving aside his Western model of religion,

how would he account for tribal versions of the notion of a supreme being,

found, for example, in some parts of Africa, when Plato clearly cannot have had

any influence on it? Most religious traditions do not have a history of

philosophical theism yet religious concepts recur that are familiar to Westem

religionists. Most Christians do not have a philosophical education and are

entirely unaware of what Plato might have said about theology. They also have,

as we have seen, a somewhat distant relationship with official theology.

Accepting that theology is strongly influenced by Greek philosophy does not

mean accepting that religious beliefs are strongly influenced by Greek

philosophy. There is also the point that the theology of Greek philosophers

would have been subject to the same effects from their naturally occurring

religious representations as theologians are now. Their minds also generated

religious representations the same way as ours do.

Philosophy, like science, consists of reflective beliefs that may be made fully

explicit (unlike religious beliefs which remain to some extent mysterious.) For

some people who have the requisite education philosophical beliefs may be held

explicitly rather than on authority, but for most people it would seem more

plausible to say that what philosophical beliefs they have are held on authority

and most people do not hold them at all. Philosophy has not spread in the way

152 Cupitt, After God, p.62
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that science has. For those people who hold them, philosophical beliefs may

come to influence religious beliefs as well but it is unlikely that the content of

religious beliefs is largely due to the content of philosophical beliefs. There

must be some other reason for people to continue generating representations that

distinguish between material and spiritual realms and that persistently generate

realist supematural concepts. It may well be true that the battle between realists

and non-realists will never end but that is not because of the lingering influence

of Plato.

Cupitt's causal scheme leads him to account for the persistence of supernatural

belief in the following way:

Supematural belief lingers because it has social prestige for
historical reasons, but it is now "fringe" as far as the serious
business of life is concerned.l53

Cupitt gives as an example of fringe supematural belief the belief in astrology

that many people claim to have. He argues that they do not really believe in it

because they do not hold the astrologers to account for inaccurate predictions.

Seriously held beliefs, on the other hand, are those that people can reject if they

are falsified.They are the ones that people will give up when they are shown not

to be true. When falsification fails to make people change their beliefs ttrat is

proof to Cupitt that the beliefs are fringe beliefs of no particular importance 0o

people.I would argue for almost the opposite conclusion.

There are a number of interesting psychological effects that are brought into

play when beliefs are formed. These are well documented in the social

psychology literature and Boyer lists a number of the more robust ones. He

argues that they have something to do with the maintenance of religious

153 Cupitt, After God,p.70
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representations though they are not sufficient to account for them. They do,

however, also apply more broadly to reflective beliefs.

The effects most relevant to Cupitt's example are confirmation bias and

cognitive dissonance reduction. The former effect comes into play by making us

tend to remember instances where our beliefs are confirmed and forget refuting

instances.ls4 So people with a belief in astrology or homeopathy or other

'alternative' health theories are likely to remember the times the prediction

appeared to be accurate or that the treatment appeared to work. The fact that both

astrology and homeopathy have been repeatedly discredited in tests is less likely

to be remembered or taken into account. That is also due to the second effect.

When beliefs conflict due to new experiences or new information, memories are

altered to accommodate the conflict and produce a coherenl u1gtv.l55 When new

information casts doubt on astrology or homeopathy believers might grve up

their beliefs; but they are more likely to make adjustments to accommodate the

new information. If other people around them are maintaining their beliefs the

consensus effect, where people adjust their beliefs to those of the people around

them, is also likely to apply. If people around you are telling you about accurate

predictions then distant refutations are unlikely to have an influence.

Boyer says that these minor irrationalities are going on continuously. Another

point to note is that the psychological effects tend to operate on reflective beliefs

that are not fully explicit. Cupitt's serious business of life is all conducted at an

explicit level; rejection of false beliefs requires conscious deliberation. Yet it is

clear from earlier discussion of Boyer and Sperber that much of what is cental

to our lives goes on implicit$. It is not correct to label as fringe the beliefs that

we are reluctant to let apparently contravening evidence refute.

154 Boyer, Explained, p. 346
155 Boyer, Explained, p.346



235

Cupitt is consistent in his dismissal of popular supernaturalism (for example,

new age theories) as fads; they are the product of a permissive intellectual era.

He thinks the permissive intellectual era is both a good thing and a new

thing.l56 We have seen, however, that popular supematuralism has always

existed and always diverged from theological correctness. It is not a product of

an alleged new epoch, as Cupitt defines it, in which we have discovered that

every idea has a history. Cupin not only regards historicism as a widespread

notion but also assumes that it leads to nihilism, also a good thing, and the

conclusion that there can be no fixed 1ru1h.157 That is, because if anything goes

and no theory is more true than any other, then anything in the way of

intellectual oddities can flourish. It is not, however, obvious that the fact that

theories have a history shows that theories cannot be true. Cupitt does hold that

extreme view, claiming, for example, that he expects all the content of

evolutionary theory to be overturned at some point in the future.

Not everything is to be abandoned in the era of non-realism. Cupitt argues that

some religious doctrines are true - a difficult position to maintain as a consistent

non-realist who does not have grounds for making truth claims. The Buddhist

denial of a metaphysical soul is true, as is the Abrahamic prohibition on the

worship s6 i6s1s.l58 The second is even more difficult for Cupitt to maintain

since the reason for the objection to idols is the belief in a monotheistic God.

Theology is lost but the three main forms of religious existence can be retained.

These invoke three methods for living: the Eye of God method, which involves

living as if under the eye of God, making assessments from "the standpoint of

eternity"; the Blissful Void method, which is effectively Buddhist meditation

156 Cupitt, After God, p.74
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and seeks nothingness; and the Solar Living method, which requires a kenotic

ethical commitmenl.ls9 ygSt one would adopt any of these ways of living or

why one should adopt any of these ways of living if God is interpreted in a non-

realist way is never made entirely clear by Cupitt.

Cupin does, however, present an argument for why we should all be naturalists

rather than supernaturalists. He begins by identifying naturalism with rationality.

He adds to that the claim that technology assumes naturalism: we have purely

mechanical explanations for the way technology works and would never rely on

the supematural realm for technological mx6s1s.160 Cupitt assumes there that

reliance on technology and naturalism excludes the possibility of

supernaturalism. We have examples from Boyer, however, that show that all

cultures can retain supematuralist concepts at the same time as they carry out

practical, technical steps. No culture omits the possible practical steps they can

take to bring about desired outcomes. Technology may be limited in many

cultures, which may give a misleading appearance of those cultures' exclusive

dependence on supematural agents; but a closer look at what people do belies

the judgement that naturalism and supernaturalism are mutually exclusive.

A further weakness in Cupitt's argument occurs when he maintains that

supematuralism means that anything goes. After describing the naturalist

assumption that supematural agents will not disrupt technical processes he says

In the personal realm too, the same considerations apply. Imagine
trying to write a play with half a dozen characters, one of whom has
supernatural powers and may do anything whatever, without notice.
It cannot be done: the play is unwritable. The whole framework of
expectations about people and their likely behaviour that we
ordinarily live by has broken down. Anything may happen; and the
result is chaos. We cannot calculate. We no longer know where we

are.l6t

159 Cupitt, After God, pp. 83-90
160 Cupiu, After God, pp.92-93
161 Cupitt, After God, p.93
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Indeed it would be chaos if supematural concepts functioned the way Cupitt

assumes that they do. But we have seen that religious concepts of the

supernatural are highly constrained. The supernatural agent in Cupitt's

hypothetical play would behave predictably according to the intuitive rules of

social interaction. People's framework of expectations for the supernatural

works in much the same way as it does for their expectations of the natural, witlr

the counter-intuitive elements outlined earlier. It is likely that only one or a few

expectations would be violated by any supernatural character that Cupitt cares to

think of.

Since it is obvious to Cupitt that supernaturalism is so bad - unworkable as well

as wrong - he wonders what it is for and concludes again that it regulates

linguistic meaning. In addition, though, he thinks it functions to maintain distinct

identities, of peoples and their worlds. He argues that this function is receding as

people become more aware of the fact that they do not really believe what they

claim to believe. Attempts to preserve traditional faiths are making the process of

the transformation of these faiths into something else occur much faster. People

believe but do not really 6s1ists.l62 I think, however, that this phenomenon of

belief accompanied by ambivalence or doubt is as old as religion and plays an

important part in the maintenance of religious belief. We have already come

across the ambivalence about religious belief and what Cupitt calls the

"bracketing off" of religious beliefs from other aspects of life. The importance

of these features of people's accommodation of their religious beliefs will be

examined further in Chapter Five (5.5.1).

4.4 Conclusion

In the meantime we can look rather coolly at Cupitt's increasingly frantic

preoccupation with the end of religion. He talks about the rapid decline of ttre

162 Cupitt, After God, p.94
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old religions and urges us to practise ethics using the three methods outlined

above. He thinks of religion now as a "toolkit" without metaphysics, creeds or

power centres, mistakenly thinking that these are harmful features of religion

responsible for the spread of supernaturalism. He also considers the possibility

that we might fail to recognize the new religion because we are still so full of the

old concepts. But he argues that waiting for the further "decay" of the

traditional faiths will be too late.

Unless something new is launched quickly, I fear that the process of
post-modemization will have gone so far, and will have become so

deshuctive, that it willbe 16s la1s.l63

I think it is possible to reassure Cupitt that the decline of the old religions has

been greatly exaggerated and that there are many options left open for the

renewal of religion. He probably would not approve of any of them but it would

seem from the quotation above that he is deeply ambivalent about the post-

modemisrn he has so enthusiastically embraced. Perhaps that is sufficient

waming for the rest of us not to take the same path.

163 Cupitt, After God, p. 128
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Chapter Five: An Evolutionary Argument for Non-Realism

5.0 Introduction

The whole point of using evolutionary psychology in this project is to try to

settle the realist/non-realist debate about religious beliefs. It is my view that,

because neither side of the debate uses evolutionary theory, neither properly

understands the nature of religious belief, nor the mechanisms by which it

spreads and is maintained in the population. Without that understanding, each

side is free to give its own account of what religious beliefs are and, of course,

their views on the matter do not coincide. This is one of the reasons why realists

and non-realists talk past each other so often. There is even disagreement within

the camps on the nature of religious belief, most notably between Cupitt and

Phillips among the non-realists, as we shall see. However, if there is no common

agreement on what religious belief is there can be no common agreement on

how it is to be interpreted. Thanks to Sperber and Boyer we do have a robust

account of the nature of religious beliefs and how they spread. In addition,

thanks to them, we are in a position to challenge some of the underlying

assumptions of both realists and non-realists.

Consider first the realist position. Although there are a number of versions of

theological realism there is a common underlying assumption, namely that God

is a mind-independent reality. Davis frames the assumption as an ontological

matter: x exists or does not exist independently of a person's beliefs about x.l

Insole frames the assumption in terms of truth claims saying that "truth is

independent of our beliefs about what is true, and of our cognitive activity."z

Whatever the nuances of subsequent arguments, the fundamental assumption is

the same and the difference between realists and non-realists is straightforward.

Stephen T. Davis, 'Against 'Anti-Realist Faith" in Joseph Runzo (d) Is God Real?
(London: Macmillan Press, 1993), p.56
christopher Insole, 'why Anti-Realism Breaks up Relationships', The Heythrop
Journal, 43,1, (January 20OZ), p. 22
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Non-realists make some form of the claim that reality is mind-dependent with

respect to the particular domain considered. In the case of religious non-realism

proponents hold that the claim that God exists is not to be interpreted as

referring to any mind-independent reality. I think it is easy to become bogged

down in the details of various arguments on each side and to forget that the point

at issue is whether religious beliefs are or are not about some aspect of mind-

independent reality. I intend to show in this chapter how the application of

evolutionary based arguments can resolve that fundamental issue.

In spite of Cupitt's decades long attack on realism, and Phillips' insistence ttrat

the realist position is incoherent, theological realism is quite robust. The many

weaknesses in non-realism mean that arguments against realism are never

entirely convincing. For example, Davis and Hebblethwaite independently claim

to demonstrate that Cupitt's global non-realism is self-stultifying (Davis) or

contradictory (Hebblethwaite) because Cupitt's claims that everything is relative

and that there are no universal values that are themselves absolute and

universal.3 So there is no compelling reason in Cupitt's work for a realist to

abandon realism in favour of Cupittian non-realism. In addition, realists have

what Hebblethwaite describes as a prima facie case for theological realism in the

argument for realism from religious experience. That argument has to be

overcome before theological realism can be ruled out. Boyer shows that

religious representations appear to their holders to be about the world or some

state of affairs in the world. Taken at face value this realist interpretation of

religious beliefs leads to the perfectly reasonable assumption that religious

experience is of some mind-independent divine reality and that it does provide

grounds for belief in God. At this point the non-realist needs to supply a

compelling argument against taking religious experience at face value, that is

Brian Hebblethwaite, 'A Critique of Don Cupitt's Christian Buddhism' in Joseph
Runzo (ed) Is God Real?
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against taking it to be about what it appears to be about, namely a mind-

independently real God. Until now that argument has not been forthcoming but

with an evolutionary account of religion and some help from Millikan, I intend

to provide it.

The reply thus provided to the argument for realism from religious experience

also serves the purpose of establishing the case for non-realism. Non-realism

comes in many forms but, as noted above, its underlying assumption is that

religious beliefs are not about a mind-independent aspect of reality. Not all non-

realists are as extreme as Cupitt whose non-realism extends to all conceivable

areas - though, of course, he cannot maintain a truly global non-realism

consistently. But theological non-realism requires only the claim that God is a

cultural product, a projection or a representation generated by the mind without

any reference to mind-independent reality.

The apparent evidence from religious experience is one of the things that have

made the case for non-realism difficult to establish. It seems obvious (and Boyer

explains why) that there is an Other about whom we have religious beliefs. A

further difficulty for non-realism is that a case can be made that the nature of

religious belief is relational so that if the relational object of religious belief is

removed, as it is by non-realists, then religious belief is incoherent. Religious

belief without a relational object is also religiously inadequate, as I will show.

However, Boyer shows how the relational aspect of religious representations

develops from those cognitive mechanisms that generate religious

representations. These mechanisms are dedicated to representing social

information and agency. Religious representations with relational objects are

highly likely to occur even if there is no actual object.
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By itself the fact that religious representations are products of the mind in the

sense that Boyer outlines is not sufficient to establish non-realism. AII

representations are mind-dependent in the sense that they are generated by

cognitive mechanisms. What makes the difference in deciding whether religious

representations are properly given a non-realist interpretation is being able to

distinguish between representations generated by the proper functioning of the

cognitive mechanisms and those generated by the same mechanisms but not in

accordance with their proper function. Using Millikan's work on proper

function, I shall argue that religious representations do not result from the

proper functioning of the cognitive mechanisms that produce them. If that is the

case then the realist assumption that religious beliefs are about the world is

undermined, or so I shall argue. The proper function of the cognitive

mechanisms that yield religious beliefs is to produce reliable representations that

map onto the world. When those cognitive mechanisms are operating other than

in accordance with ttreir proper function, as is the case when they produce

religious beliefs, there are no grounds for thinking that the representations

generated ever map onto the world at all. And, if these representations

systematically do not map onto the world, there are no grounds for interpreting

their meaning as involving reference to anything in the world. They are then

mind-dependent in a sense that is significant for the theological non-realist who

claims that the meaning of religious beliefs should not be understood as

involving reference to any aspect of mind-independent reality. In that sense the

non-realist can say that religious representations are mind-dependent - and only

mind-dependent. That, I argue, is the sense in which the non-realist claim that

religious beliefs are not about a mind-independent aspect of reality should be

understood.

However, showing that the non-realists are correct to say that the meaning of

religious beliefs should not be interpreted as involving reference to mind-
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independent reality does not show that they are right about the viability of a

revisionary theology. One of the realist objections to non-realist theology is that

it is not religiously adequate. Here the findings of evolutionary psychology

support the realist. The spontaneously generated religious representations

people have are automatically given a realist interpretation. I showed in Chapter

Four (4.2.2) that it is very difficult for explicit, conscious theology to override

representations generated intuitively but that is precisely what a viable non-realist

theology would require. Believers would have to be constantly correcting their

automatic realist interpretation of religious representations. Boyer has put

forward a very cogent case for the inevitable defeat of official theology and there

is every reason to think that non-realist versions of religious belief would be

susceptible to the same defeat. So people would either give up religion, having

had their spontaneous religious inferences undermined by their conscious

recognition of the truth of non-realism, or they would revert to some form of

realism because that is what comes 'naturally'.

The evolutionary account of religious belief applied to the realist/non-realist

debate thus throws up a predicament. Non-realism is right but religiously

inadequate; it would fail to preserve religious representations. Realism is wrong

but religiously adequate; it would (and does) preserve religious representations.

What should the theologian do? The answer depends on what one hopes to

achieve. The preservation of religious representations could be a worthwhile end

in itself in which case seeking to defend some form of realism could be

acceptable. I consider some possible versions of religious realism in the last part

of this chapter (5.5). On the other hand, it could be of primary importance that

the correct philosophical account of the nature of religious beliefs be held, in

which case non-realism should be pursued even if it does mean that only the

privileged few survive with both religious representations and integrity intact.
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In the following sections, I set out my evolutionary argument for religious non-

realism. The argument is fundamentally as follows. Religious representations

are not the result of the performance of the proper function of those cognitive

mechanisms that produce them. There are, then, no grounds for holding that the

meaning of religious beliefs involves reference to some aspect of mind-

independent reality. This is because only if representations are the result of the

performance of the proper function of the cognitive mechanisms concemed do

we have grounds for thinking that they could ever successfully refer to some

aspect of mind-independent reality. The production of religious beliefs is a

cutrent function of certain cognitive mechanisms but is not a proper function.

Given, then, that we have reason to think that religious beliefs systematically fail

to refer to mind-independent reality, it is no longer credible to understand their

meaning in a realist fashion, assuming, that is, that we do not take ttre

eliminativist route of denying that they should continue to be regarded as

meaningful at all. They are conectly given a non-realist interpretation. However,

also for good evolutionary reasons, the meaning of religious beliefs appear to

their holders as involving reference to some aspect of mind-independent reality;

and those beliefs are unlikely to spread if their meaning is consciously given a

non-realist interpretation.

Further sections of this Chapter engage directly wittr some of the main

conhibutors to the debate between realists and non-realists with respect to

theology. Cupitt has been the focus of the discussion up until now but there are

other versions of non-realism, most notably that of D.Z. Phillips that deserve

attention.4 In those sections I will make some evolutionary based criticisms of

these other attempts at resolving the realist/non-realist question with respect to

religion.

D.Z. Phillips, 'On Really Believing' in Joseph Runzo (ed),1s God Real?
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5.1 Theological Non-Realism

Religious realism is a thesis about the nature of religious utterances, claims and

beliefs and religious realists can claim to have evidence for their position in the

form of religious experience, which seems to be of a mind-independent Other. I

will not be quibbling about definitions of religious experience and am quite

happy to accept that of Hebblethwaite who is a realist and argues that the fact of

religious experience establishes a prima facie case for theological realism.S

Hebblethwaite defines religious experience as

[t]he widespread occurrence of a religious sense of encounter with a
spiritual reality behind and at the heart of things - ranging as it
does, from a sense of absolute dependence, through numinous
experience of various kinds, to a sense of standing in a gracious

personal relation to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.6

People from other faiths obviously have different specific content from

Hebblethwaite's. Coping with the problem of conflicting content of religious

experiences is, however, Hebblethwaite's concem rather than mine. The

argument I am putting forward applies regardless of the content of religious

experience. I am going to show that the most defensible view of religious

representations, including religious experience, is that they are not about mind-

independent events and, that being the case, it is not reasonable for realist theists

to assume that religious representations are caused by God. Far from assuming

that religious experience provides evidence of the presence of God it will be

clear that it is highly improbable that religious experience is experience of God.

The argument for realism from religious experience will be shown to be no

threat either to the atheist or to the non-realist.

Millikan makes an unlikely ally for an argument for a non-realist conclusion;

her work on proper function nevertheless provides the tools for showing that the

mind's generation of religious representations is not a proper function of

Hebblethwaite, Citique, p. 139

Hebblethwaite, Cri tique, p. 1 40

5

6
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cognitive modules. That is, it happens to be the case that some of the mind's

modules do now produce religious representations as well as representations

that they evolved to produce. It is reasonable to argue that performances of the

proper function of the cognitive mechanisms of the mind produce stable, reliable,

true representations of the world. The fact that they also produce religious

representations does not mean that those representations should be regarded as

having truth values even though they tend to be stable. The fact that the mind

functions in this way has no bearing on the proper functions of cognitive

mechanisms and does not establish a prima facie case for theological realism.

It would be possible to construct an evolutionary argument against the claim that

religious beliefs are about something mind-independently real in the world

without invoking Millikan's work but I do not think it would be entirely

convincing. For example, one could simply take Boyer's assessment of

religious representations as parasitic on activities of the social mind as a starting

point for an argument that if religious representations are merely parasitic then it

is unlikely that they are about anything in the world. Boyer seems happy enough

to regard the empirical evidence he has presented as almost conclusive in ttre

case against God. But that would produce an atheist position, which I do not

think is justified because it goes beyond the available evidence to make the claim

that God does not exist. Similarly one could invoke Gould's notion of an

exaptation to argue that the generation of religious representations is not part of

the function of the mind, assuming that the mind is an evolved organ wittr

adaptive functions. An exaptation is a trait that has a function but was not

produced by natural selection to solve an adaptive problem. However, there are

two problems with using Gould, both of which Millikan raises. The first is that

Gould is not convinced that the mind is an evolved organ. He thinks cognition in

general is an exaptation. He is partly convinced of that because he thinks of

cognition as made up of general-purpose mechanisms rather than domain
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specific modules. Millikan thinks that the mind is modular and that it is highly

unlikely that our cognitive competencies are mere accidents.

The second problem with Gould is that his definition of exaptation is so broad

that almost any function of any organism can be classified as an exaptation.

Millikan argues, on the other hand, that even if a trait did not evolve to do a

particular task it can still be regarded as an adaptation if it is being maintained by

natural selection to carry out the functions that it now does. Therefore, although

bird feathers evolved for insulation rather than to aid flight we may still conectly

describe bird feathers as adaptive for flight if they are maintained in the species

for that purpose. Gould, by contrast, would have to describe bird feathers as an

exaptation. Millikan allows a strictly evolutionary and, therefore, historical,

account of functions that takes into consideration the fact that natural selection is

a continuing process. Natural selection operates by constantly retaining or

discarding traits.

There have been various attempts to identify at least some adaptationist features

of religious practice or belief and the claims cannot be easily refuted by an

appeal to such a broad notion of exaptations as Gould's. It is easy to describe

adaptationist accounts of religion as 'Just So' stories, but that is an accusation

Gould levels at practically all ttre content of evolutionary psychology. A much

more refined explanation of the inconectness of adaptationist accounts of

religion is needed. That, I maintain, can be provided indirectly by applying some

of Millikan's work to the problem. At the end of this section it should be clear

that religious beliefs are mind-dependent in a very important sense, which gives

no basis for supposing that their meaning involves reference to any aspect of

mind-independent reality, or that they are adaptations to any feature of the

world.
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It seems obvious to a number of evolutionary theorists that the evolutionary

approach supports realist atheism, which holds that religious beliefs are

systematically false. I would like here to give my reasons for thinking that it

does not. The atheist claim comes in various forms: sometimes alleging that the

theist makes a simple mistake and sometimes claiming that theist beliefs are

deluded. Evolutionary theorists take it for granted that somehow, in ways that are

never made clear, evolutionary theory shows that religious beliefs fail to be true

and that they are not about any aspect of mind-independent reality. With that

much, I agree. However, evolutionary theory cannot show that religious beliefs

fail to be true because they are false. That is a step too far. My argument will

show that the evolutionary approach supports, rather, the view that religious

beliefs fail to be true because they are not truth-apt. That is, their meaning is to

be understood in a non-realist way. Scientists may prefer to adopt agnosticism

with respect to theist beliefs, which is a position justified in terms of

evolutionary theory, but I think that there is a ttreologically fruitful altemative,

also with an evolutionary pedigree, in the non-realist inteqpretation of religious

beliefs. On that interpretation religious beliefs would be held to have some

function other than an assertoric one and to be of value.

5.2 The Evolutionary Argument

Millikan's foundational concept is that of proper function. A proper function of

any member of a biological category is what it does or was designed to do as a

result of its selective history. A trait A is selected over trait B because it has

contributed to the survival and reproduction of members of a reproductively

established family that has it. There are two sorts of proper function, direct and

derived, and rwo sorts of reproductively established families, first order and

higher order. The details of the distinctions do not mafter here, as evolutionary

adaptations are primary examples of proper functions. So Millikan says
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A direct proper function is a function that an item has as a member
of a reproductively established family.T

Evolutionary adaptations are just one of the classes of biological categories that

Millikan considers but they are the only ones relevant to the current project. A

first order reproductively established family is formed by

Any set of entities having the same or similar reproductively
established characters derived by repetitive reproductions from the
same character of the same model or models.S

Clearly biological organisms and their adapted organs are members of

reproductively established families because they result from the process of gene

replication.

Proper functions operate in accordance with Normal explanations.

A Normal explanation is an explanation of how a particular
reproductively established family has historically performed a

particular proper fu nction.9

Millikan gives 'normal' a capital N to indicate to readers that 'Normal' does not

mean norrnal in the sense of 'average'. It is possible, even likely, for most

instances of the item that it will fail to carry out its proper function. For instance,

the average sperm does not fertilize an egg.l0 Normal explanations invoke

Normal conditions which are those conditions that have obtained historically

when the proper function is actually performed and which are required for the

proper function to be carried out.ll There are grades of Normal explanation

from most proximate to least proxirnate. The most proximate Normal

explanation contains the least detail; it provides the minimum conditions for

proper function while the least proximate Normal explanation has wider scope.

In Millikan's example of an account of the proper function of the heart only the

1

8

9

10

ll

Ruth Garrett Millikan, Language, Thought and Other Biological Categoies
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1984), p. 27

Millikan, LTOBC,p.23
Millikan, LTOBC, p. 33

Millikan, LTOBC, p. 34

Millikan, LTOBC, p.33
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least proximate Normal explanation could accommodate pace makers. Usually

we would not regard hearts pumping blood through the action of a pacemaker as

an example of the performance of the proper function of a heart.

In the case of adaptations in the evolutionary sense (Millikan has another sense

in which she also makes use of the term) Millikan's concepts of proper

function, Normal explanation and Normal conditions are straightforward. Using

them she is able to explain why Gould and Vrba's claim that cognition is an

exaptation is unlikely to be conect.

Millikan's criticism of Gould and Vrba's claim that cognition and perception

are exaptations rather than adaptations rests in part on their account of selection.

Gould and Vrba say that natural selection builds traits for their function.

Millikan thinks it is misleading to regard natural selection as building traits.

Traits already exist in the population. If the frequency of their occunence is

rising then the trait is being selected for. If the trait remains steady in the

population it is being maintained by selection. Similarly, if a trait is selected for

one function but maintained in the population for another, Millikan argues that it

is correct to say that it is selected for the function for which it is maintained.l2

Selection operates continuously, removing deleterious mutations and preserving

useful ones.

Tuming to brains, these will have normal human perception and
cognition as proper functions tf either these abilities were once
selected for or thev have for some time been activelv maintained in
the species.l3

A crucial point to note is that the maintenance criterion works only on those

functions that have been actively maintained. Current functions that are just

along for the ride are not proper functions even though they may be quite old.

Millikan, 'Propensities, Exaptations and Brains' in White Queen Psychologt and
Other Essays for Alice, p. 47

Millikan, as above, p. 47

t2

l3
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Current functions are not simply exaptations if other adapted structures have

utilized them. In that case current functions appear in Normal explanations of

the function of those structures and are proper functions. So, using Millikan's

examples, it is not a proper function of the nose to accommodate spectacles but

language is a proper function because other structures such as the vocal tract and

speech areas of the brain have language in their Normal explanations.l4 The

question for me is: are religious beliefs like spectacles or like language? I cannot

answer that question, however, without a clearer understanding of Millikan's

account of cognition.

Millikan's primary concem is to show that cognition is correctly seen as a

proper function of the brain. Given the three ways in which cunent functions

can be classified as proper functions, as outlined above, she is sure cognition

cannot miss. Since she also thinks that the mind is modular, or at least highly

specializedl5 it is possible for her to make some finer distinctions about the

classification of specialized cognitive functions.

One of Millikan's aims is to provide grounds for realism. When the cognitive

mechanisms of the mind are functioning properly they generate representations

that map onto the world. Beliefs and intentions are also proper function

categories and she argues that it is the evolutionary history of the species (and

individual) that provides the basis for meaningful categories of formation and

malformation, function and non-function, confused and empty ideas or false

beliefs. That is because proper function categories are defined "in the end by

reference to long-term and short-term evolutionary history, not present

constitution or disposition."l6 It is not what dispositions a thing actually has

14 Millikan, as above, p.49
15 Millikan, as above, p.49
16 Millikan, LToBC, p.93
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that count but what dispositions it ought to have. Millikan's theory is normative,

concerned with what beliefs and intentions are supposed to do.

It is reasonable to argue that, because the results of the performance of properly

functioning cognitive processes have survival value, they do map onto the world.

That is, the processes generate reliable, true beliefs. Plantinga has argued that it

would be possible for evolution to produce organisms whose beliefs were

largely false but still had survival value. He does this by replacing all referring

expressions with definite descriptions that are based on false presuppositions.

So the organism might have a belief about a tree but think that it is also a witch.

By adding presuppositions about witches to every referring expression

Plantinga can have beliefs that are false but still adaptive. They will not have any

detrimental effect on the organism possessing them. According to Fodor, there

are two problems with Plantinga's approach. The first is that it ignores the fact

that the organism still has true beliefs and that what it acts on are the true beliefs

rather than the false content about witches.lT If one puts 'witch' in front of

every referring expression one does get false beliefs but the content of the belief

that the organism acts on is the true part, the part excluding witches. Someone

who thinks that appletrees are witches may still have true beliefs about appletrees

- for example, that is a tree, it is over there, it is blooming (or not blooming), and

so on.18 What matters to Fodor is how one carves up the world.

It seems to me that Plantinga's strategy for arguing that false propositions could

have survival value relies on a bit of logical conjuring. He conjoins a true

proposition with a false proposition, generating an overall false proposition, and

then claims that it can have survival value. As far as I can see. he does not claim

Both the account of Plantinga's proposal and Fodor's objections to it are in Jerry
Fodor, 'Is Science Biologically Possible?' inln Critical Condition, ch. 16 Fodor refen
to an unpublished manuscript by Plantinga.

Fodor, as above, p. 193

l7

18
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that a false proposition conjoined with a false proposition, which also is false

overall, has survival value. Nor does he claim that a false proposition on its own

has survival value. If that is the case then his challenge to the claim that

representations of the world need to be largely true to aid survival and

reproduction is weak.

The second point about Plantinga's argument is that, regardless of whether it is

possible for evolution to produce organisms with mostly false but still adaptive

beliefs, evolution actually produced us. And we have good inductive evidence for

thinking that our actions are more likely to succeed in fulfilling our intentions

when the beliefs on which we act are true rather than false. Plantinga's argument

is directed against people like Fodor who wish to claim that science can, and

often does, discover truths about the world. Millikan's arguments show that our

beliefs are largely true when they are the result of the performance of proper

functions of our cognitive mechanisms.

There is, however, a further objection that could be raised against the claim that

representations accurately map onto the world (are true). That is that the most we

could claim is that they are true of the organism's perceived environment rather

than of actual states of affairs. I think that the evolutionary approach assumes,

with good reason, that there is a tight fit between the organism's perceived

environment and its actual environment. That is particularly the case if one

considers the concept of the developmentally relevant environment put forward

in Chapter Two (2.4.3). There may be cases where all the organism requires is

beliefs that are more or less true and there may be a degree of mismatch benveen

the phenomenal world of the organism and the actual world. I think, however,

that if evolutionary theory is correct, then if the phenomenal world of the

organism diverged significantly from the actual world the success of the

organism would be compromised.
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fue religious beliefs the result of the performance of proper functions of

cognition? Are they like spectacles or like language? It is clear that religious

beliefs fail the first two tests for proper function: they were not selected for and

they are not maintained in the population by selection. That much is

uncontroversial as no one claims that religious beliefs are adaptations. All the

cognitive processes that support religious representations were selected for other

purposes. Many of them are maintained still for those purposes since we have

always been and remain social animals. The cognitive mechanisms that generate

religious representations, as examined in Chapter Four (4.2.1 - 4.2.6), ue

predominantly concerned with social matters and agency. Religious beliefs also

fail to make it on the third test. There is no requirement at any level of Normal

explanation of the proper function of cognition to utilize religious beliefs. That

is, the evolutionary history of cognitive modules does not include reference to

religious beliefs. One of the current functions of cognition is to generate

religious representations but it is not a proper function.

If religious representations are not the result of the performance of the proper

function of cognitive mechanisms there is no reason to suppose that they map

onto the world in any way. Therefore, in an important sense, religious

representations are mind-dependent. They are generated by the mind without

any reference to extemal reality. With the addition of one more step I shall argue

that this finding supports the non-realist position. The meaning of religious

beliefs should not be understood as involving assertions about extemal, mind-

independent beings or states of affairs.

Someone could argue at this point that, although it is correct to say that

evolutionary psychology shows that religious beliefs are not the result of the

performance of the proper function of the cognitive modules of the mind, it
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could be the case that God intends the cognitive mechanisms to function as they

do. This is an appeal to the idea that that people have a religious sense, what

Plantinga calls the sensus divinitatis.rg The theist would argue that that is the

way God communicates himself to people. Religious beliefs would then have

proper functions because they come about in accordance with mechanisms

designed by God for that purpose. I think, however, that the diversity of

religious belief counts against the notion that there is some non-vacuous content

produced by thesensus divinitatis. There is a wide range of possible responses

to the stimuli supposed to generate theistic beliefs, including ones with no

theistic content at all. I explore the problem of diversity more fully below (5.4.3),

but if there is to be some content to beliefs produced by the sensus dtvinitatis

then it is difficult to know which of the widely disparate and conflicting versions

of that content, as expressed in religious beliefs, is the correct one. [f, on the

other hand, one attempts to reduce the content of those beliefs to the level at

which everyone would agree on it, they are rendered vacuous.

The theist might reply that the above objection is just an epistemological

problem; a problem of how one knows which beliefs accurately represent the

divine and which do not. It is not a decisive argument against theism. I agree. If

there were a decisive argument against theism then this thesis would support

realist atheism. I do think, however, that the problem of diversity goes to the

heart of the plausibility of theism, especially the claim that theism saves the idea

of religious beliefs as proper functions. Behind the assertion of the sensus

divinitatis is the assumption that God has set things up so that most people most

of the time are wrong and that no one is in a position to find out whether they

are right or wrong. Set against that is a plausible evolutionary approach

explaining how religious beliefs are generated and why they are diverse.

19 See Alvin Plantinga, Warranted Chistian Belief (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

2000), pp. 175-186
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Plantinga's appeal to thesen.sas divinitatis depends on adopting a theistic stance

in which an evolved mechanism for bringing about justified theistic beliefs is ttre

means God uses for generating humans' belief in his existence. If, however, one

adopts a neutral perspective in which evolutionary theory is required to establish

the likelihood of there being some mechanism by which theistic belief can be

justified then the case for religious beliefs.having proper functions seems so

implausible that I think it is safe to reject it. The proper interpretation of the

meaning of religious representations is, then, a non-realist one. This, then, is the

evolutionary argument. If the current function of a cognitive module is not its

proper function and if its proper function is to represent the mind-independently

real, then we cannot maintain that representations produced by that cognitive

module are to be understood as representing the mind-independently real on the

grounds that they are produced by a mechanism whose proper function it is to

represent the mind-independently real. That argument by itself is insufficient to

establish non-realism. A further premiss is required: that only if a representation

is produced by the operation of a properly functioning cognitive module whose

proper function is to represent the mind-independently real could it be

defensible to give it a realist interpretation. I shall be arguing that that further

premiss holds for religious belief even though it might not hold for some other

types of belief.

Once a non-realist interpretation of religious belief is accepted then one must

decide what counts as an acceptable religious belief or not, given that the range

of possible beliefs is far greater than the range of acceptable beliefs in any

tradition. Religious non-realism is not like versions of scientific non-realism that

establish the acceptability of theoretical beliefs by their success at predicting or

explaining phenomena. In fact there is something of a problem knowing quite

what the religious non-realist approach to establishing the acceptability or

otherwise of beliefs should be. What Cupitt and Phillips seem to have in mind
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is some form of the claim that if the belief in a mind-dependent God does some

work in the life of the believer that is unique to religious belief - that cannot be

done by any other sort of belief - then it is 'true' in some metaphorical sense.

It is an authentic religious belief. I think, however, that one of the weaknesses of

most current versions of religious non-realism is that they cannot give an

adequate account of what makes one belief acceptable and another not

acceptable; what makes one authentic and another inauthentic. One of the tasks

of non-realist theology is to provide an account of the function that religious

beliefs have as, perhaps, expressions of community values and apply that

account to the question of what contents of religious belief are acceptable.

It is worth pausing here to consider the scope of the evolutionary argument

against religious realism. Would a parallel argument, for example, apply also to

scientific theoretical beliefs leading to the conclusion that scientific realism is to

be rejected? The short answer to that is a qualified no. Millikan does not have

much to say directly on the subject of theoretical beliefs though her position has

some rather detailed implications for most of the current debates in philosophy,

including the one berrveen scientific realists and instrumentalists. However, what

is clear is that many of our theoretical beliefs are connected to observation

concepts, which are acquired independently of theories and in accordance with

Normal conditions. Those theoretical beliefs are unproblematic. As long as their

mapping functions can be determined then they fit into the realist programme.

Millikan has this to say about concept formation and theories

But when concepts of entities can be tested only along with theoies
about these entities, the process of concept formation is bound to be
far less efficient, as is aftested by the strenuous exercise that has
been required to develop concepts of various of the marginally
observable entities with which the most abstract of the sciences

deal.2o

20 Millikan, LTOBC, p. 309
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The way I interpret Millikan, in general terms, is that if theoretical beliefs are

formed in connection with concepts that are acquired in ways that fit wittr

Normal conditions and Normal explanations, they will have mapping functions.

The problem that remains, however, is that many scientific theoretical beliefs do

not seem to have a direct link to observation concepts. They are generated

through creative processes that, while ultimately derived from the function of

perceptual and cognitive mechanisms, do not seem to have mapping functions.

That does leave open the possibility that the evolutionary argument may support

some form of instrumentalism. I will not here claim to be able to close off that

possibility (since it is not obvious that accepting scientific instrumentalism

would be too high a price to pay if that did tum out to be a consequence of

generalizing my evolutionary argument for theological non-realism). I incline to

the view, however, that there is in fact no fully parallel argument against scientific

realism. For, there would be such an argument only if the premiss that 'only if a

representation is produced by the operation of a properly functioning cognitive

module whose proper function is to represent the mind-independently real could

it be defensible to give it a realist interpretation' holds also for scientific

theoretical beliefs. However, while that premiss is entirely plausible for religious

beliefs and similar 'naturally' occuning representations, it may not hold for

scientific theoretical beliefs that are not directly connected to observation

concepts. It may still be possible to find grounds for giving scientific theoretical

beliefs a realist interpretation. They work quite differently from religious beliefs.

Such grounds might begin from the point that to give an integrated account of

scientific theory, realism possibly works befter than instrumentalism. For

example, realism might provide a unifying heuristic device for integrating

theories that are otherwise heated as isolated and independent accounts of

unrelated phenomena.
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A further problem, or potential problem, for my position comes from the

difficulty of specifying the Normal conditions for any particular belief. What

connects a representation-producing mechanism to its content specific response

is the Normal condition for eliciting that response. However, as Davies points

out, there are usually several conditions that might count as the Normal

conditions for a particular response.2l If that is the case then Millikan's neat

mapping of representations to states of affairs in the world may not work so

tidily. In that case, the argument for distinguishing between proper and non-

proper functions may need modification.I think such modification is possible as

long as there are not indefinitely many Normal conditions for a particular

response. In principle, it is possible to specify a number of Normal conditions

for a response as long as that list is finite. And I am reasonably confident that a

case can be made to show that such lists are finite. Practical difficulties may

remain but these would not affect the theory. I say that because it is difficult to

see how natural selection could work if the number of Normal conditions for a

response was not limited.

The evolutionary argument is, then, at least defensible and it is likely to survive

criticism. There are, however, reasons for being cautious about accepting a fully

non-realist account of religion and the following section examines some of the

evolutionary limitations on the viability of theological non-realism.

5.3 Problems with the Conclusions of the Evolutionary Argument

There are other difficulties for religious non-realism. Religious representations

present themselves to their holders as real. They seem to be about agents

existing extemally to them and about the way the world is - at least to the extent

that it contains supernatural entities and that these entities have causal properties.

Paul Sheldon Davies, 'The Excesses of Teleosemantics' in Jillian Scott Mclntosh (ed)

Naturalism, Evolution and Intentionality (CalgsTy: University of Alberta Press, 2001),
pp.122-125

2l
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It takes a lot of work to begin to see religious representations from a non-realist

perspective. That is, non-realist interpretations of religious representations are

wholly conscious and explicit and work in opposition to the inferences

generated by inaccessible cognitive mechanisms. It is very difficult for people to

be consistently non-realist about their religious representations.

Because of the difficulty outlined in the previous paragraph, even if religious

beliefs are properly understood as non-realist, it does not follow that non-realist

theology is a genuine altemative in practice to realist theology. Applying the

insights of evolutionary psychology again highlights the weaknesses in non-

realist theology. In Chapter Four (4.2.6) I made a distinction, based on Boyer,

between what people believe based on the operation of spontaneous inference

systems and what they believe based on explicit theology. The connections

between the two are complex. In the first place, the content of explicit theology is

derived from commonly held religious representations even though it may

conflict at points with religious inferences. The content of religious

representations sets the boundaries of official theology, Most Christian theology

is about a full-access supernatural agent and could not be about a 'divine brute'

because people do not generate religious representations about divine brutes as

Boyer showed (4.2.2). But explicit theology is also govemed by consciously

applied rules of inference. Theologians seek to eliminate conhadictions,

paradoxes and inconsistencies in the implications drawn from religious tenets.

To some extent their efforts do feed back into the religious representations of

the believers: Christians have beliefs about one God, not many. To a large extent,

however, there is tension between the two. People's religious representations

diverge continually from official theological positions.

The second difficulty for theologians is that in smoothing out the bumps to

produce a coherent, orthodox and, they hope, Fue, theology its content loses
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salience. People find it difficult to remember what they are supposed to believe

and when it is difficult to remember it is harder to transmit. Theology is largely a

matter of transmission rather than recurrence because recurrent religious

representations are generated by the automatic inference systems. To some

extent, theology competes with recurrent representations. The other aspect of the

problem of transmission is that people are not passive receptors of transmitted

ideas. They actively construct - unconsciously, I must emphasize - the content

of their representations from transmitted content and what their minds do with

that content. Here lies the central problem for non-realist theology. What people

constructn even from transmitted content given a non-realist interpretation, are

realist representations.

Religious representations are regarded by their holders as really referring. That

is, when beliefs about God are transmitted they are interpreted as about a real

entity. They are deemed to be about something extemal to the believer. Non-

realist religious beliefs, as understood by the believers themselves, are not the

product of the automatic inference systems, which are designed to generate

inferences about the world rather than about the internal state of the organism. It

is only possible to develop non-realist theology by bypassing altogether the

implicit beliefs that are automatically taken to have real reference. If there is

reason to think those beliefs are not really truth-apt, then it might be argued that

non-realist theology should proceed with all possible encouragement. I think,

however, that it is evident that non-realist theology is failing to spread outside

small pockets of religious believers - a few academics and a few well-educated,

disillusioned former realists. The reason for that failure is two-fold. Firstly, non-

realist theology faces the same problem as all other theology does only in a

more extreme form: it does not generate salient representations. People cannot

remember it. When it is taught people forget it and, at the same time, are likely to

be generating competing implicit inferences that contradict it. The sense of the
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sacred is hard to overcome and, indeed, is arguably a serendipitous by-product

of evolved cognition that we should be trying to preserve. The other strong

feature of religious representations, the fact that they are about agents, is

similarly resistant to eradication. People keep constructing representations of a

personal deity in spite of good arguments against doing so. As I showed in

Chapter Four (4.2.2), it is easy and natural for people to represent a range of

experiences as being caused by another agent with similar social conserns to

themselves. God is a supreme full-access strategic agent.

The second part of the failure of non-realist theology is that, if it works, it is

likely to block religious inferences altogether. That is a serious difficulty

because the stated aim of non-realist theologians is to preserve a proper form of

religious expression. What happens, however, is that people who adopt non-

realism are virtually indistinguishable from atheists. The values they live by are

the same as those espoused by enlightened humanists. There is nothing that a

non-realist Christian need do or think that differs from the person without

religious beliefs who supports human rights organizations, gives regularly to

charity and makes some effort to help others.

5.4 The Debate Between Theological Realists and Non-Realists

At this point, it is clear that there are evolutionary based grounds for doubting

the religious adequacy of non-realist theology. It is unlikely to work because of

the way the mind is structured. However, the realists, quite independently, can

also put a strong case against the religious adequacy of non-realist theology. For

the purpose of illustrating this I have chosen to focus on the papers collected by

Joseph Runzo in 1993. These papers were the result of a conference that

brought together the most significant contributors to the realist/non-realist

debate in philosophy of religion. The most useful feature of the collection is ttrat

the contributors engaged directly with each other's arguments and attempted to
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overcome objections. There were tensions between members of the same party

as well as between opposing czunps, which mean, for example, that Phillips's

non-realism has to be treated quite separately from that of Cupitt. Cupitt accepts

the atheistic implications of his own position and urges Phillips to do the same.

Cupitt also maintains a cognitivist element in his approach while Phillips appears

to be non-cognitivist. Berween the parties more ground was conceded by the

realists, generally, than by the non-realists. In spite of the fact that I argue that a

non-realist interpretation of religious beliefs is correct, I think that the non-

realists participating in the conference should have conceded some points to the

realists. I examine some of those points in the following section.

5.4.1 Hebblethwaite

Hebblethwaite divides his criticisms of Cupitt's non-realism into three types. He

is concerned about the religious adequacy, the intellectual adequacy and the

ethical adequacy of Cupitt's position.zz Part of the criticism of the intellectual

adequacy of Cupitt's approach arises because Cupitt is not talking about

religion in general but the renewal of Christianity. For Hebblethwaite that is a

problem because, whatever may be the case with other world religions, at the

heart of the Judeo-Christian tradition is a relational experience of the divine

Other. It is precisely this relational aspect of experience of the divine that Cupitt

abandons. Notonly is there an Other, but that Other is very active. God is "an

all-surpassing personal and spiritual resource that creates, enables and sustains

[believers'] faith and spirituality."23 This Judeo-Christian deity is the source of

grace and Hebblethwaite does not think that Cupitt can adequately account for

the notion of grace, which can be for him only a "matter of the sheer

gratuitousness of the faith possibility."24 Hebblethwaite's point about grace is

Hebblethwaite, Citique, p. 137

Hebbf ethwaite, Citiq ue, p. 137

Hebblethwaite, Citique, p. L37

22

23

24
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exemplary. Cupitt has to remove all actions on the part of a deity that believers

think occur as a part of a relationship. He can replace them only with some

vague, impersonal sense of grace on the part of the believer. But the concept of

grace is embedded in the idea of a relationship between God and the believer.

God graciously relates to the believer. It is relational. There is no clearly

satisfactory substitute for a deity who is actively related to the believer.

Hebblethwaite's points about religious adequacy come close to the sort of

criticisms that a commentator informed by current best theory in evolutionary

psychology would make. Hebblethwaite's second point, for example, is that

Cupitt's non-realism could never sustain a Church. There might be a few

"heroic individuals" who live lives of extraordinary goodness but Cupitt's non-

realism is not a faith that could sustain people in real difficulties or lead people

to the sort of sanctity displayed by Mother Teresa or St Francis. Hebblethwaite

could add any number of names to that list, such as Maximilian Kolbe or Oscar

Romero whose sacrifice of their lives was motivated by their faith in a loving

God with whom they had a deep relationship. That relationship was the source

of the obligations they believed they had. Christianity, Hebblethwaite argues, is

based on the insight that only God can transform lives that way and that God

can transforrn any life. Christianity is not elitist, yet Cupitt's theological non-

realism would have to be because at best only a few could live the way he

advocates.

Hebblethwaite is quite right to regard the relational aspect of Christianity as

central. So many cognitive modules are dedicated to social problems because

relationships with others are vastly important. Relationships with others guide

emotions and actions. It is, therefore, not surprising that religious

representations are often socially based, nor is it surprising that they have power

over people similar to that found in relationships with other humans. Removing
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the sense of a relationship with a divine Other deprives a person of the

motivation for their deepest religious actions. I think, then, that Hebblethwaite is

right to question the religious adequacy of non-realism on those grounds. He

could, however, have taken the point a little further given Cupitt's emphasis on

kenosis. Kenosis is self-giving to the point of self-emptying - the exemplar is

Christ's salvific death. In the Christian tradition it has often involved a willing

acceptance of a death that could have been avoided, as, for example, in the case

of Maximilian Kolbe who died of starvation at the hands of the Nazis having

offered himself in the place of another man. Kolbe was able to make the gift

because of his belief in a God who cared for him and whose Son was a living,

sustaining presence in his own life. It is important to remember ttrat belief in

God does not have to be true in order to be transforming, but without that belief,

Kolbe probably could not have made his sacrifice with such grace, if he could

have made it at all. Kenotic giving, if it is not to be reduced to something quite

trivial, I suggest, requires belief in a deity who is actively related to the believer.

Cupitt frequently cites Buddhism as an example of religion that sustains faith

without a belief in God or in grace. However, Hebblethwaite argues that the

actual history of Buddhism tells a different story. The original austere form of

Buddhism that Cupitt finds so attractive was replaced in India with devotional

theism and in the Far East with what Hebblethwaite describes as a religion of

grace.zs He says that these facts suggest that the original form of Buddhism

was itself religiously inadequate. I think that Hebblethwaite is probably right and

that Boyer's anthropological work supports him. Religions without social (and,

therefore, relational) content tend to be replaced by religions that do have these

features. People find religions with social content more satisfying and they

occur very readily. That is, they generate rich inferences and they work

psychologically, in the sense outlined in Chapter Four (4.2.1).

Hebblethwaite, Critique, p. 139
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Hebblethwaite's second objection on the grounds of religious inadequacy

concerns worship. Worship is intentional and should be directed at a proper

object. Exactly what is the proper object of worship is open to debate but in

Cupitt's non-realism, although worship'continues, it has no intentional object.26

This is another task of non-realist theology: to specify the values that are being

honoured by rvorship and therefore to specify the proper object of worship.

Hebblethwaite argues that all the religious inadequacies of Cupitt's non-realism

are "summed up in the charge that it fails to do justice to religious

experience.'Z7 | think it is worth looking again at the matter of religious

experience because, even if the fact of religious experience cannot be used to

establish a case for theological realism, it is true that non-realism does not do

justice to religious experience. Or rather, Cupitt's non-realism does not do

justice to religious experience. I will be arguing below (5.4.2) that Phillips's

non-realism might actually do better in that respect. Cupitt, however, treats the

history of religious experience, at least in its mystical form, as if it is all a

pseudo-Buddhist encounter with Nothingness. The non-realist is in the position

of saying that whatever it is that you are experiencing it cannot be what it

appears to be and, moreover, the experience is irrelevant to the debate.

Hebblethwaite finds the dismissal of the argument from religious experience for

realism intellectually unsatisfying because the intellectual side of theology is

developed in conjunction with religious experience. Hebblethwaite maintains

that the God of the philosophers and the God of the Bible is the same God.

Philosophers study the rational aspects of faith while the Bible records the

people's experience of God. Theology without its foundation in religious

experience is incomplete. Similarly, religious experience without theological

Hebblethwaite, Citique, p. 139

Hebblethwaite, Citique, p. 140

26

27
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grounding is by itself inadequate because religious experience can always be

explained, or explained away, in non-theological ways. Hebblethwaite argues

that religious experience is persuasive of the truth of theological realism if it is

supported by rational argument or an appeal to revelation.28

Obviously Hebblethwaite and I disagree about the success of the argument from

religious experience for realism. I suspect that neither rational argument nor

appeals to revelation can actually advance the realist case, but these matters are

less to the point than the fact that in a religiously adequate framework, realist or

non-realist, religious experience has to count for something if only because it is

so widespread and does play a vital part in the life of believers. That is the case

even if religious experience is not a reliable guide to reality. Hebblethwaite is

also right to maintain that religious experience would have to have some quite

specific content in order to count. Boyer's work leads us to expect religious

experience to have specific content but for that content to vary culturally. The

distribution of cultural representations affects the content of religious experience

because individuals draw on the cultural representations available when

constructing their own representations.

Of course, specific content from one religious tradition tends to conflict wiilr

content from other religious traditions. That problem has led Hick to develop an

argument from religious experience that appeals only to the most general forms

of religious experience in order to support a realist case for an ultimate reality to

which all religious traditions, with their culturally specific content, point. I shall

not attempt a full critical examination of Hick's pluralism, but will take account

of those aspects of it that are important for attempts to save realism. Hick tends

to be attacked from both sides: the non-realists and realisB agree that Hick's

object of religious experience is so vague as to be hard to distinguish from no

Hebblethwaite, Critique, p. 140
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object at all.29 Cupitt thinks Hick has shifted over to a de facto non-realism

whatever his intentions were. Hebblethwaite goes further than Hick wittt the

argument for realism from religious experience and would like to boost the

appeal to religious experience with an appeal to special revelation and/or rational

argument. I think, however, that he cannot be right about such an appeal. Hick's

intention is, primarily, to provide a basis for religion in general with plural

versions of the content of that religion. Any appeal to special revelation, however,

automatically specifies a particular content, which excludes some versions of

religious experience from consideration because it conflicts with the 'revealed'

content. Revelation has to be of something to somebody and it is difficult to see

how the Real could reveal itself except through the medium of some defined

experience. A similar problem occurs when a rational argument is put forward

because it is an argument for something quite precise. A further difficulty with

revelation is that any experience taken to be revelatory is open to altemative

interpretations, a point readily conceded by Hick, as will be shown below

(s.4.3).

The problem for Hick lies with the generality of religious experience. He seeks

to explain what religious experience has in common cross-culturally and locates

the source of those commonalities in external reality. Boyer, however, directs us

to seek commonalities of religious experience in the mind. People everywhere

have similar minds and therefore they have similar experiences. It is false to

assume that all these similar experiences have their source in mind-independent

reality.

Hebblethwaite's own position shows how easy it is to underestimate the power

of evolutionary explanations. He recommends quite specifically a design

Hebblethwaite, Critique, p. l4l
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argument for the existence of God to account for the existence of persons in the

universe. He does not do so from ignorance of evolutionary theory as he does

appeal to evolutionary theory in his case against Cupitt's radical subjectivity.

Hebblethwaite says

Against this whole constructivist trend we need to argue that the data
of sense and the concepts of the understanding, far from
constituting a barrier or a screen preventing knowledge of reality,
are much more plausibly to be construed as the means of direct
access to the real, which products of evolution such as ourselves
have best developed precisely in order to enable accurate awareness

of the world of things and persons with which we have to do.30

There is everything to commend in Hebblethwaite's response to the line Cupitt

takes promoting subjectivity about everything, and for which he claims a

prestigious philosophical pedigree. However, Hebblethwaite develops his

opposition to subjectivity into an argument for accepting an increase in the scope

of objectivity. He wishes to argue that mind and value should be treated as

objective realities. Hebblethwaite does not mean individual minds, about which

the claim is uncontroversial, but a transcendent divine mind. He thinks that an

argument from design fills an alleged explanatory gap: it accounts for the fact

that the universe contains rational, moral beings. He says

For, while scientific explanations can plausibly be given for most
changes and developments within the given system of matter or
energy, operating in accordance with certain fundamental constants
and laws, no explanation whatsoever is provided, or could be
provided, by nahrral science for this matter or energy, with its
extraordinary capacities. How are we to account for its ability to
produce, through cosmic and biological evolution, rational, personal
beings, such as ourselves, beings endowed with freedom, openness
to the fuhrre, self-transcendence, the capacity to appreciate the values
of beauty, goodness and truttr, and moreover to recogrnze the claim
of the moral law' All these features cumulatively reinforce the case
for thinking that only a transcendent, creative intention, itself of
surpassing value, can explain the existence and nature of the

universe and what it has produced.3l

30 Hebblethwaite, Critique, p. 142
31 Hebblethwaite, Citique, p.143



270

I have quoted Hebblethwaite at length because I think his argument - or the

outline of his reason for putting forward a design argument - represents a fairly

corrunon but mistaken way of approaching religious matters.

The first point that will be obvious from my discussion in Chapter Four (4.2.2 -
4.2.3) is that Flebblethwaite is assuming some agent as a cause. That is,

evolution is not a mechanism that works by itself but is operated by an agent

with a creative intention. Evolution is the means by which the Creator produces

rational creatures who are responsive to the moral law. However, to posit agency

on the part of the universe is to think in accordance with a disposition that may

be natural to the human mind but is not rationally required. Hebblethwaite is

displaying what Boyer and Guthrie identified as a strong tendency to assume

that agency is involved somewhere in the process. Evolution, properly

understood, however, requires no agent at all and it is immensely powerful. Over

evolutionary time it is not surprising that rational beings with moral capacities

have emerged. It takes an effort to grasp just how powerful evolutionary

processes are and Hebblethwaite seems not to have that sense of their power.

Although Hebblethwaite is careful to avoid crude anthropomorphism by making

room for the transcendence and incomprehensibility of God, his argument from

design is still deeply anthropomorphic. The underlying assumption is that the

purpose of the universe is to produce not just creatures like us, but us. There are

no other rational, moral beings in the universe as far as we know. Working back

to the intention behind our creation he posits a creative agent who is also

endowed with rationality and morality, with a personal interest in his creation.

That personal interest is implied by Hebblethwaite's earlier comments on the

importance of a deity actively related to the believer. So, in effect, the design

argument, although a rational argument, is intended to show that it is likely that

that universe was created by a God who is recognizably a full-access strategic
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agent, the sort of God who is easily represented by human minds. That is, the

design argument is intended to provide rational explanation for the evidence

obtained from religious experience. As the evidence from religious experience

should be discounted, as I have argued drawing on the work of Boyer and

Millikan, rational arguments that just happen to support the existence of full-

access agents should also be treated with suspicion. And philosophical criticism

of these arguments suggest that that suspicion is independently well justified.

Hebblethwaite's argument, which is anyway on shaky ground, receives no

further support from his appeal to the Christian tradition against Cupitt's charge

that design arguments are "curiously weightless." All that the tradition shows is

that there is a long theological history of anributing agency to some cawal

feature of the universe. That is just what we would expect to find, if Boyer is

correct.

Hebblethwaite sums up the intellectual inadequacy of Cupitt's non-realism as

its total failure to account for the existence and nature of the world -
and in particular for the world's finely tuned capacity to evolve
rational persons, who find themselves inexorably claimed by the
moral law and drawn out of themselves by the lure of beauty and
love. It fails to account for humanity's religious sense the world
over. And it fails utterly to account for objectivity and truth.3z

He is right about these failures. Cupitt's non-realism does fail in all these ways.

However, Hebblethwaite is not right about the solution. It is not necessary to

posit a mind-independently real divine agent in order to account either for the

existence of human beings who love beauty and the moral law or for the

phenomena of religious experience. Both the existence of rational, moral beings

and the fact of religious experience can be explained naturalistically without

recourse to an argument from design or an argument for realism from religious

experience.

32 Hebblethwaite, Critique, p. 744
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5.4.2 Phillips

Realism may not be the only position that can account for religious experience.

Cupitt may find religious experience irrelevant but Cupitt's non-realism is not

the only available version. There is also the non-realism of D.Z. Phillips, much

as he dislikes being called a non-realist.

Phillips does not regard himself as a non-realist though his critics and

supporters alike put him in that category. The reason that he rejects the non-

realist label is that he thinks that both positions, realist and non-realist, are

unintelligible. According to Phillips non-realism is reductive and realism is

ultimately unintelligible because, he argues, it separates the object of belief from

its sense. Phillips holds that religious beliefs are ineducible, that is they are not

merely expressions of human values or attitudes. Some commentators are not

convinced that Phillips' own position avoids the problem of reductionism.

The basis of Phillips's argument is that the essence of a religious belief, as with

any other sort of beliel lies in its sense, which it gains from the method of

projection proper to it. What he means by this is that the meaning of a belief is

derived from its grammar and that the grammar of believing is not uniform

across types of belief. So the essence of belief in God differs from the essence

of belief in a theory or in trees. Each of them is properly only understood

through its method of projection. Beliefs about physical objects have their sense

from "acquaintance with physical objects, with descriptions of physical objects,

and with acquiring knowledge of new physical objects."33 It would be a

mistake, however, to treat all beliefs as if they are like beliefs in physical objects.

Of most interest here is what Phillips has to say about belief in God but it is

important to remember that religious beliefs are not a special case of belief.

Philfips, Believing, p. 102
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Phillips applies the same principles to religious belief as he applies to all other

sorts of belief: that the sense of the belief is only to be understood by its method

of projection. Methods of projection are procedures such as showing a likeness

when asserting that this is a photo of x or labelling when applying colour terrns.

Phillips's substantive claim is that realists divorce belief in God from its method

of projection by attempting to separate the object of belief (CoO) from its fruits

in active commitment and behaviour. Phillips argues that this move makes belief

in God unintelligible. Everything we mean by belief in God is found in the

nature of the commitments that believers have. Realists such as Trigg and

Penelhum, Phillips argues, hold that actions (commitments) are consequences of

belief. The belief - the mental state - is isolated from the commitments that

follow from it.34 Phillips presses the realists relentlessly: what does the belief

consist in if it is not understood by its fruits? What does it mean to believe in

God? According to Phillips, following Wittgenstein, believing is an action term.

To say 'I believe x' is to assert something, not to describe a mental state; beliefs

gain their sense from our practices. We understand the object of belief when we

can understand how that object is appropriate in the context of the relevant

picture. Phillips says that just as the meaning of colour terms is understood by

our common reactions to them, belief in God is understood by the practices

within which theist belief statements are made. Phillips argues that it would

make no sense, given the grammar of religious belief, to say that one believed in

God but was indifferent to God. Phillips claims that is, however, a possibility

open to the realists he criticizes who mistakenly believe that you can separate

propositional content from the actions that follow from accepting that the

propositional content of belief is true. For Phillips there is no stand-alone

propositional content to beliefs.

Phillips, Believing, p. 88
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I think that there is something rather appealing about Phillips's project while at

the same time it is immensely frustrating. If we take seriously Phillips's view

that the meaning of beliefs is understood through their internal relations, which

are how they rvork to produce the dispositions to act in the practice concemed,

then I think there is room for a rich account of religious experience. Religious

experience as direct experience of God would be understood, both in what it

meant and in its authenticity, by its fruits. Religious experience is only known as

experience of God by the particular context in which it occurs. For Phillips there

would be no doubt about the source of the experience, unlike for realists such

Penelhum who think that a state of serenity attributed to faith could actually have

many different sources. Phillips says

What if we do take proper account of the place believing in God has
a human life? Then we find the possibility of speaking of
Penelhum's example of serenity in a way far beyond the reaches of
realism. For example, if a believer is in a state of serenity, someone
may say of him that he is possessed by the spirit of God. God it is
said, is in the serenity. It might well be part of what Brother
Lawrence called 'the practice of the presence of God'. It is hard for
Penelhum and Trigg to take these claims seriously, because, for
them, anything called an affective state or attitude is merely a
consequence of a belief said to be logically independent of it. But
we ask again: what ls the belief? Do not religious believers speak of
God at work in men's thoughts and deeds, at work in what
Penelhum and Trigg call the fruits of belief? But if the essence of
belief is not to be found in its so-called fruits, how can God be said

to be present in them?35

Phillips's attack on realism fails in part because a realist need not have difficulty

accepting that a religious belief cannot have content that is logically independent

of the behaviour that constitutes putting it into practice. However, his insight into

the nature of religious belief is remarkably orthodox. Religious experience is

deemed to be authentic only through its fruits, that is in the dispositions to

behave in certain ways on the part of the recipient. In a document testifying to

the virhres of St Teresa of Avila, Ibanez gives criteria for distinguishing between

genuine religious experiences and "deceptions". These are changes in the way

Phillips, Believing, p. 99
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the recipient behaves and in how others are affected by his virtues. The person

who has received visions from God (rather than the devil) is disposed to think

less of himself compared with others, detach from the world, devote himself to

prayer, seek wise counsel about his experiences, bear tribulations well and edify

others.36 There are corresponding opposites for those who have been deceived

by the devil. In other words, the testing of the spirits all happens in the context

of the religious life and is expressed in the activity of the believer.

There is, too, something unsatisfying about attempts to pin down the

propositional content of religious belief. It is tempting to accept Phillips's

explanation for the difficulty: that it is difficult because it is an impossible task,

one based on misunderstanding the nature of religious belief. It may be the case

that attempts to specify the propositional content of religious beliefs are part of

the war between official theology, which is wholly explicit, and people's actual

representations, which are largely practical. Boyer and Phillips come very close

when they claim that religion is practical. But, of course, the apparent closeness

of Phillips's project to Boyer's is illusory. For Boyer the mental event is

primary while for Phillips any mental content to belief appears to be of little

significance.

Although Phillips himself repudiates the label, he is more closely aligned with

the non-realists than with anyone else because of his apparent lack of interest in

the truth or falsity of belief. The advantage of looking at religious beliefs the

way he does is that he does not need to change the traditional understanding of

the nature of God because God still plays the same part in a religious believer's

life that he always has. It is the part God plays in our lives ttrat gives us the

understanding of the meaning of belief in God. So long as the believer

P. Pedro Ibanez, 'Statement on the Spirit of Saint Teresa' in E. Allison Peers (ed ard
trans) The Complete Works of Saint Teresa of Jesus, Volume III (London: Sheed ilrd
Ward, 1957), pp. 319-326

36
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understands God in relationalterms and continues to pray and worship and live

out the moral commitments arising from that relationship then God is relational.

Cupitt might not see this conservative version of non-realism as having an

advantage over more radical versions but, as I shall argue later (5.6), it is not

clear that there is a link between non-realism and revisionary theism. Non-

realism does not, of itself, require or sustain revisionary theism and it is possible

that the revisions Cupitt would like to see are, for reasons to do with cognitive

constraints on the mind, psychologically difficult for believers.

There are, however, obvious drawbacks. As Hick points out, all that is necessary

for a belief to be true in Phillips's scheme is for the believer to believe it. That is

a slightly crude way of putting the point but it is an important issue. Hick is

prepared to accept that religious belief is largely dispositional but he cannot go

further and say that it is wholly dispositional. That is, religious belief is not

merely about "actions, emotions and practical dispositions."3T [t is also about

mind-independent reality, whether that reality can ever be known or not. Hick

attributes to Phillips a fairly standard interpretation of neo-Wittgensteinian

fideism when he says that Phillips "seems to assume that for a religious belief

to be true is for it to be believed."38 Phillips's emphasis on discerning the

meaning of religious belief through its method of projection without giving an

account of what it means for a belief to be true does lead to an apparent gap in

his account of belief. That gap is not unreasonably filled by his critics with the

assumption that, for Phillips, futh is relative to the form of life under

consideration. Another interpretation is that Phillips is, in some respects a non-

realist. Regarding religious beliefs he gives the impression that he does not think

they are truth-apt. It may be that Phillips thinks that the relationship between

John Hick, 'Believing and Having True Beliefs' in Joseph Runzo (ed), Is God Real? p.
115

Hick, Believing, p. ll5

37

38
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belief and dispositions to act are so close that the truth or falsity of belief is

evident from the full account of its meaning. At least one can work out what the

criteria for the truth or falsity of belief would be. However, Scott and Moore

argue that Phillips's case against realism fails, in part because "most forms of

behaviour are consistent with the believer's possessing a number of different

beliefs."39 The realist can build a plausible distinction between belief and the

fruits of belief because the relationship between belief and dispositions is not as

tight as Phillips maintains.

Scott and Moore object to Phillips's assertion that the grammar of the reality of

God is different from the reality of physical objects. The grammar of physical

objects, according to Phillips, is that physical objects can be pointed out or

presented (depicted). Since God cannot be pointed out or presented then Phillips

thinks the grammar of the reality of God is different from that of physical

objects and that realists are mistaken to assume that beliefs about God are

referential. However, Scott and Moore point out that not all physical objects can

be pointed to or depicted. Some are too small, exist for too short a time or are

too chaotic to be presented.4o Others, like sub-atomic particles, have a dubious

status as objects. Phillips could go non-realist about those or he could recognize

that there are categories of referential objects that are unlike standard physical

objects. He must then explain why the reality of God cannot be like that of the

reality of these non-standard objects.4l

The ground for concem about Phillips's position that I find most relevant to this

project is that Phillips's description of religious belief does not quite capture the

way believers understand their beliefs. It comes close, as I suggested earlier, to

39 Michael Scott and Andrew Moore, 'Can Theological Realism be Refuted?', Religious
Studies,33, 4 (December 1997), p.408

40 Scott and Moore, p. 417
4l Scott and Moore, p. 416
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some aspects of the way religious beliefs present themselves to believen but

there are crucial aspects in which believers diverge from Phillips's view of them.

One of the things that I think is important in any religiously adequate account of

religious belief is that religious believers can recognize themselves in the

account. In both Cupitt's and Phillips's accounts there is a systematic difference

between the way they describe religious belief and the way that believers

themselves understand what they are doing.

Neo-Wittgensteinians who support a dispositional account of belief tend to be

regarded as non-cognitivists. Whatever the mental states involved in belief might

be, the neo-Wittgensteinians seem not to be interested in them, giving the

impression that they think that beliefs are not representations. However, as

Boyer shows, what people actually do is have beliefs that seem to them to map

onto the world. In other words, religious beliefs are like beliefs in physical

objects and, more importantly,like beliefs about people. There is only one point

on which the believer described by Boyer and Phillips would agree: that the

degree of belief varies. Commitments differ. Someone who did nothing about

his or her religious beliefs would be held, in Boyer's terms, not to be generating

religious inferences. In Phillips's terms, the person would be said not to believe

in God.

Beliel however, is not merely about practical commitments. As Hick says,

people think that God is real.42 Or, of course, they think that he is not real. What

that means is that people take the belief that God exists in a realist sense. They

take it that there is a cognitive element to religious belief. There is something just

a little askew about the believer who has ardent commitments but whose

religious commitments are isolated from the rest of the person's life by the fact

that methods of projection differ for different sorts of beliefs. Religious beliefs

Hick, Believing, p. ll5
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are not related to other sorts of belief. It is arguable whether Phillips does hold

such an isolationist position but he does not make it easy to avoid an isolationist

interpretation. The point about their isolation applies to all sorts of belief

because in all categories of belief, according to Phillips, the method of projection

differs. That suggests that the different sorts of belief are quite isolated from

each other. Yet religious beliefs appear seamless with sther beliefs and Boyer

can give an account of that seamlessness. Religious beliefs occur easily and

predictably because they are generated by the same cognitive mechanisms that

generate other sorts of belief. So actually what we expect from religious beliefs

is that their sense will be very similar to that of other beliefs generated by the

same processes. Phillips does not suggest what mechanisms might support his

account of belief and that has to be regarded as a weakness in this era of

progress in cognitive psychology. On the whole, Boyer's account of religious

belief seems more plausible than the one usually attributed to Phillips and that

puts us back with the realists because only realism captures how religious

representations appear to the people who have them.

5.4.3 Hick

Hick's version of realism probably eomes closest to the ideal of accommodating

the view that religious experience involves encounter with something

independently real while making the minimum of insupportable metaphysical

claims, though, as we saw above, that in itself can be a problem. I want to talk

about Hick's work here before going on to put forward a proposal that

combines realist and non-realist elements. Hick is a realist and it is possible that

his critics overstate the vagueness of the Hick's religious object when they

suggest he is a de facto non-realist. Hick thinks that one has to be either a realist

or a non-realist and he is clear that he is in the realist camp. He also thinks that

philosophical discussion alone cannot settle ttre issue between realists and non-
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realists.43 I agree with Hick on that point. In this project, I have drawn on

empirical data as well as philosophical argument to make the case for religious

non-realism. Hick uses a broad notion of religious experience as the source of

his empirical data, which, combined with philosophical argument, yields a realist

position with respect to religion. I will be exploring the basis of Hick's realist

argument below but it is interesting and useful to consider what he has to say

about the debate between realists and non-realists itself.

Firstly, he says that the debate is distinct both from other contemporary

realist/non-realist debates and from the medieval debate between realists and

nominalists.aa (That debate was about the status of universals such as colour

terms. Nominalists denied that such terms refer to real, mind-independent

universals.) That also seems to me a good starting point and one that Cupitt

would have done well to bear in mind. Deciding to adopt global non-realism is a

crude and unsuccessful way of establishing theological non-realism.

Secondly, Hick distinguishes between naive and critical realism, arguing that the

distinction is important in religion as elsewhere because there is an interpretative

element in all awareness, including that of religious awareness. A critical realist

affirms the transcendent divine reality which the theistic religions
refer to as God; but is conscious that this reality is always thought
of and experienced by us in ways which are shaped and coloured by
human concepts and images. We see the Real always and only
through the spectacles of our religious categories; and these, as we
are acutely aware today, vary significantly from one culture to

another.45

It is good to distinguish critical realism from narve realism because very often

Cupitt attacks realism as if all theological realists are narVe realists who are

John Hick, Disputed Questions in TheologSt and the Philosophy of Religion (Nevt

Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), ch. 1. This chapter is a revised version of the
paper that appears in Joseph Runzo (ed), /s God Real?

Hick, as above, p.4
Hick, as above, p. 7

43

44

45
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unaware of the mediated elements of their beliefs. However, the culturalist

assumptions underlying Hick's position are obviously subject to the same

criticisms that Cupitt's culturalism received in Chapter Two (2.2 and 2.5.1) and

to the critical assessment of what cultural variation amounts to in Chapters Three

and Four. One should not accept the assumption that culture varies as a factor

independent of biological factors. It is important here to be cautious about the

role of culture because Hick uses the similarities found in cultural inteqpretations

of religious experience to argue for the underlying Real. As I have argued

consistently, similarities in cultural recurrences are best explained as having their

origin in the similarities of human minds. Differences in cultures have biological

explanations, as I showed in Chapter Two (2.5). It is just as dubious to argue for

realism with culturalist assumptions as it is to argue for non-realism witlr

culturalist assumptions. That is, there are no grounds for thinking that similar

cultural occurrences of religious experience are evidence of the Real.

In addition to having culturalist assumptions, Hick also assumes that mythic

interpretations of Biblical and other religious stories are critical realist positions.

However, I think that it is not the fact that stories are treated as myths that

determines whether that interpretation is realist or non-realist. Rather, it is what

they are deemed to be myths about that determine their status. For Hick, they are

properly understood as realist because they are about the Real. A non-realist

could, however, interpret Christian myths as being expressions of shared human

values or collective human experience. In that case we are still talking about

myths but giving them either a realist or a non-realist intelpretation. The

importance of that possibility will become clear below.

It is clear why Hick thinks that philosophical argument alone will not settle the

realist/non-realist debate when he sets out what he sees as ttre fundamental issue

between realists and non-realists. Realists, at least those in post-axial salvific
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religious traditions, those of the period after the Sixth Century BCE, claim that

the universe is such that human existence can ultimately be transformed. That is,

they claim that in spite of the suffering that most humans endure during their

lives they have a spiritual relationship with the transcendent Real and are

ultimately able to have a better existence, after death if necessary.

For the transcendent Real towards which the religions point is not
an entity or a person that might be directly observed or encountered
but that source or ground of everything, including the experienced
deities and absolutes, in virtue of which the universe is, from the
point of view of we human beings lsicl, ultimately benign or
gracious. And so - according to the great post-axial religions - to
live consciously in relation to that ultimate Reality in which is our
final good is not to nurture an empty hope or a sustaining illusion,
as the naturalistic thinkers believe, but is to be living in accordance

with realiry.46

Critical realists are, according to Hick, cosmic optimists. Non-realists, on the

other hand are inevitably confined to cosmic pessimism.

The non-realist faith starts from and retums to the naturalistic
conception that we are simply complex animals who live and die, the
circumstances of our lives happening to be fortunate for some and

unfortunate for others.47

However, Hick is not saying that because realism is cosmically optimistic it is

therefore correct. He is fully aware that optimism and pessimism are

consequences of adopting the realist or non-realist position respectively and

there must be other reasons for choosing. His reason for choosing realism is the

fact and content of religious experience, though the kind of religious experience

he has in mind does seem to be primarily ttre religious experience of people in

the great religious traditions. I think Hick's anthropology is as suspect as

Cupitt's and for many of the same reasons. The focus on post-axial salvific

religions Ieaves out of the account the large numbers of non-salvific religious

traditions tlrat should be included in Hick's broad category of religious

experience. For many people in the world, the anthropological record suggests

that religion is about the here and now. The spirits of the dead may be around

Hick, as above, p. 12

Hick, as above, p. l3

46

47
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but there is no suggestion that everything comes right for the dead. Religion is

about the living. The dead can be appeased or laid to rest by what the living do

for them now, not what some mysterious transcendent Real does for them.

Therefore,I am somewhat sceptical that Hick's account is sufficiently broad. A

broad account of religious experience that took account of experience outside

the great traditions would not necessarily point clearly to the transcendent Real.

Someone might argue that Hick could overcome the difficulty of the breadth of

religious experience by saying flrat his account is only to do with a specific

subset of religious traditions and that he wishes to be realist only with respect to

the proper object of experience in those traditions. Hick could then opt for non-

realism wittr respect to other traditions. I think that move is unsatisfactory

because Hick can give no grounds for saying that this particular subset of

religious traditions is referential while others are not. There is no clear way of

deciding that religious experience in one tradition is referential while another is

not.

At the end of the paper Hick wrote for Runzo's collection, he asked if ttrc

realism/non-realism debate was really an either/or matter. His answer was that it

is because, however complex the themes become,

in the end they will all fall on one or the other side of the distinction
between naturalistic and supra-naturalistic understandings of the

universe.4S

However unsatisfactory the terminology is for capturing the distinction, Hick

maintains that the issue between realists and non-realists turns on the way they

think the universe is structured. It seems possible, however, that a theology could

be both realist and naturalist in the sense that it rejects an ontological divide

between the natural and the supematural. If so, it is possible ttrat Hick is wrong

Hick, as above, p. 15
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about whether the two positions can blend; but now I want to examine in more

detail what Hick's position involves and show why it too fails the evolutionary

test.

The essential elements of Hick's position have been outlined above. At the heart

of the universe is a transcendent Real to whom people relate through the media

of culturally shaped representations. These may be in the form of personae of

the Real, for example, God, Yahweh, Allah, or Brahman, or impersonae such as

sunyata.49 The basis for claiming that the universe does consist of a spiritual

reality in addition to naturalistic phenomena is religious experience. Hick's

account of religious experience is broader than Hebblethwaite's as il

encompasses the experiences from all the great traditions and it includes

everything that counts as religious, not merely numinous experiences. It is, I

irgue, still susceptible to the same objection that I have applied to other

arguments from religious experience. As evidence for the Real, religious

experience will not survive the evolutionary argument. As I have argued, cunent

best theory in evolutionary psychology shows that it is entirely possible for

religious beliefs to arise without those beliefs having any reference to what is

mind-independently real,

Hick defines experience as

a modification of the content of consciousness. Such modifications
are 'intentional' or 'non-intentional' according as they do or do not
constitute apparent awareness of something extemal to one's own
consciousness.5o

Hick thinks that all intentional experience involves conceptual processing. It is

interpretative: "experiencing-as." Religious experience is intentional experience

that employs religious concepts. For Hick, religion is a family-resemblance

John Hick, An Interpretation of Religion: Human Responses to the Transcendent
(London: Macmillan, 1989), p. 173

Hick, as above, p. 153
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concept, so the classification of experience as religious or not religious is not

fixed. There are, Hick maintains, uncontroversial examples of two sorts of

religious experience. The first occurs when

things, events and processes in the world are experienced as having
a religious character or meaning in virtue of which they manifest to

us the presence of the transcendenl5l

The second is rnystical.

The information is received by a direct influence, analogous to
telepathy between fwo human minds, and then transformed into
visual or auditory terms.SZ

Hick is fully aware of the ambiguiry of both sorts of experience. In any given

case of either sort of experience, it may equally well be interpreted

naturalistically rather than religiously.

Hick's distance from the evolutionary camp is obvious from his belief that all

concepts are linguistic and culturally mediated. For example, he says

All awareness, whether of our more immediate or of our more
ultimate environment, is accordingly formed in terms of conceptual
systems embodied in the language of particular societies and
traditions. We therefore only experience the Real as its presence
affects our distinctively human modes of consciousness, varying as
these do in their apperceptive resources and habits from culture to

culture and individual to individual.53

Also, when outlining the critical realist position he says that there is an

important subjective contribution to orrr perceiving, so that the world
as we experience it is a distinctively human construction arising
from the impacts of a real environment upon our sense organs, but
conceptualized in consciousness and language in culturally
developed forms.54

To that claim I want to say yes and no. Yes, we perceive the world in distinctly

human ways, differently from other animals because we have different minds.

5l Hick, as above, p. 154
52 Hick, as above, p. 154
53 Hick, as above, p. 173
54 Hick, Disputed Questiorx, p. 4
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But no, the subjective contribution to perceiving is not significantly affected by

consciousness, language, or cultural development.

I think it is reasonable to say that Hick's culturalism, while prominent, is a

background feature of his theory and I do not think his argument for the role of

religious experience in establishing the case for realism would be strengthened if

the culturalist elements were removed. What the argument turns on is the status

of religious experience as such. How it is interpreted matters less than the fact

that there are grounds for disregarding it as having any mind-independently real

reference.

There are, however, some interesting points about religious experience that Hick

connects to his account of faith. These may be useful for building a realist case

that does not depend on religious experience. One of the points concems the

ambiguity of religious experience. A feature of an ambiguous experience is that

the interpretation of it is uncompelled.ss That is, a religious interpretation of an

event is not forced on a person by the nature of the event. If there is a tree in my

line of sight and my visual systems are functioning normally, I cannot do other

than see it as a tree. Even if I had not been taught the conect term for identifying

it,pace Cupitt,I would still see a tree. However, when presented with any event

that is open to a religious interpretation, the religious understanding of it is

neither obvious nor inevitable.56

Treating religious experience as an interpretation of ambiguous events gives

Hick a new perspective on the concept of faith. Faith, traditionally understood, is

a fundamental choice not merely to assent to a collection of propositions but

Hick, Interpretation, p, 156

Hick, as above, pp. 157-158

55

56
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also to open oneself to the divine presence.sT Hick retains the notion of faith as

a fundamental option, which he thinks occurs at a cognitive level and he

describes it as "uncompelled interpretative activity."S8 There are three elements

to Thomistic faith that Hick thinks have analogues in his account of faith as

inte{pretation. Propositional faith, which, according to Aquinas, means accepting

the divine mysteries that are beyond human knowledge, is analogous to an

inteqpretative response to "mysterious ambiguity" by which Hick means the

fact that the universe is open to both religious and non-religious interpretation.

Thomistic faith is voluntary; so is Hick's interpretative response. Thomistic faith

is firm and certain; Hick's account rests on the fact that religious experience

often creates an overwhelming certainty on the part of the person who has it.

Hick argues that propositional faith is not prior to everything else. Rather it rests

on a "distinctively religious mode of experiencing the world and one's life

within it."59

Religious experience has, according to Hick, a propositional element and part of

his project is to show how the elements of his theory - experience, propositional

content and culture - depend on each other. What I want to do is see whether

these elements can be pulled apart so that faith, as a fundamental choice, can be

used independently of the argument from religious experience to establish a

realist case because I think that is the only option left for religious realism.

5.5 Combining Realism and Non-Realism

It seems to me worth considering the possibility that faittr, as a choice to

interpret the universe religiously, need not have any empirical support. As long

as the choice is not made in the face of overwhelming evidence against it, there is

Hick, as above, p. 159

Hick, as above, p. 159

Hick, as above, p. 159
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no reason why a person should not interpret the universe religiously given that

the structure of the universe is ambiguous. That appears to contradict the

position I took against Hebblethwaite but it would in fact be contradictory only

if the decision to interpret the universe religiously required the support of

religious experience. The realist makes the faith decision by believing in and

acting on the claim that God does exist as an independent reality. If, however,

religious experience and other religious representations are given non-realist

interpretations they may be regarded as expressions of the decision to commit to

a set of values that are expressed through adherence to a certain mythic mind-

dependent reality. The decision, the exercise of faith, is fundamental and

everything else follows from it. Hick would approve of that position but Boyer

would probably argue that it put things round the wrong way because religious

representations come first and inteqpretation comes second. But leaving that

aside for now, it is possible that a case can be made for the combined version of

religious realism regarding the Real and non-realism at the level of

representations of God as a person.

The faith choice is not arbitrary or capricious if the universe is genuinely

ambiguous. It may be argued that either decision is legitimate.60 It may be

possible to provide a naturalist religious realist argument ttrat would undermine

Hick's contention that a position falls on one side of the line or the other: either

realist and supranaturalistic or non-realist and nahrralistic. That, however, is

outside the scope of this project. The mix of realism and non-realism that I rn

going to propose cannot meet one of Hick's requirements. That is certainty. For

Hick, although the universe is ambiguous and mysterious, religious experience

provides a level of certainty or confidence about the faith choice. That is,

religious experience tends to be of sueh a nature that it gives the believer a sense

60 See John Bishop, 'Faith as Doxastic Venture', Religious Studies,3S, 4 QOAZ), 471-
502
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of certainty about the faith choice. That is a psychological phenomenon that

does not detract from an intellectual recognition that faith cannot be certain. The

evolutionary argument excludes religious experience from consideration as

corroborating evidence for the truth of religious beliel so at neither the level of

the faith choice nor at the level of specific religious representations is there any

guarantee. However, as I will show below, the naturally occurring ambivalence

that people have conceming religious representations is a good thing.

Ambivalence has practical advantages and should be encouraged; so certainty in

matters of faith is not appropriate.

5.5.1 The Proposal

There are two components to the proposal that I am about to make about how to

combine elements of non-realism and realism. Firstly, there are the religious

representations that people have. On this proposal theologians would give these

a non-realist interpretation. Because of the problems rehearsed above, a non-

realist interpretation of religious beliefs is not likely to succeed in preserving

religious representations, so they cannot be treated in a straightforwardly non-

realist way. Boyer, however, points the way to a compromise position for

holders of religious representations (including theologians) ttrat would avoid

overstating the certainty with which believers should hold their beliefs but does

not require a whole-hearted non-realist interpretation either. Secondly, there is

the realist aspect. That is, the claim that, underlying the religious representations

properly given a non-realist inteqpretation is a deep feature of reality that is

religious but cannot be represented. The only way we have of expressing that

reality is through religious representations. One should be non-realist about

these representations but realist about the underlying feature of the universe that

cannot be represented.
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First, I will examine the non-realist element of this proposal. This element

consists of ordinary religious beliefs such as belief in a personal God or

resurrection or that Christ is present at all times in all places or even that one has

a guardian angel. All such beliefs should be given a non-realist inte{pretation, on

my account, and all of them share another feature. That is, people can doubt

them or feel ambivalent towards them. They are not always sure of their status.

One problem with Hick's realism as I mentioned above is that it overstates the

certainty with which religious beliefs should be held. This relates to one aspect

of the tension between official theology and people's actual religious

representations, which is that official theology leaves little room for doubt and

questioning. Ya people do not usually hold their beliefs with the degree of

certainty required by the official position. Ambivalence is a documented feature

of people's response to religious representations and, as I said above, it plays an

important part in the way people should regard the content of their religious

representations. The ancestors are real but it is the live individuals who eat the

pigs 'given' to the ancestors. Religious representations can always be adjusted

to accommodate facts about the world. There is room for inconsistency and

ambiguity due to the nature of religious belief. Phillips would say that the

appearance of ambivalence arises from a mistaken notion of the nature of

religious belief. In the vain search for an object of belief separate from the

practices of religious activity it is hardly surprising if the supposed object of

belief throws up some anomalies. I think, however, that there is a similar

ambivalence if we look at religious activity as the basis of religious belief.

Belief in God, according to Phillips, is shown by the way the believers live their

lives. The practices they engage in should show, then, some consistency and to

some extent they do. However, consider the Catholic practice of prayer before

the Blessed Sacrament. People pray in front of a kbemacle containing
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consecrated hosts. This practice shows that they believe in the special presence

of God - God is everywhere but also especially in that box. An attitude of

reverence is appropriate and is often displayed. Yet as one non-Catholic said " l f

you really believe that God is there, how can you ever bring yourself to leave?"

Practical considerations are obviously a limiting factor in the case of devotion

but one need only attend Mass to note instances in which the practices of the

believers show some inconsistency with what is allegedly happening at the time.

People, no doubt due in part to over familiarity with the ritual, behave casually

during the consecration, some chatting to each other, others leaving before the

end of the service or even lighting a cigarette in the lobby immediately following

Communion. These behaviours are hardly consistent with the dispositions

Phillips would assume show that the people believe that God is uniquely present

on the altar. Yet if people do show the ardent devotion concomitant with their

belief there seems to be something wrong with that as well.

The child of a friend of Elizabeth Anscombe's asked her, on her return from

Communion, if God was in her. When she said he was the child immediately

prostrated himself in front of her. When Anscombe told this story to a

theologian he was very uncomfortable with the child's response.6l Anscombe

assumed that the theologian was losing his faith and he did later leave the

Church; his discomfort does seem very natural, however. Yet, the child's

response was perfectly in keeping as an expression of awe in the presence of

God. Phillips would not be able to object to the child's action but he would have

to account for the ambivalence expressed by others about it. Ambivalence may

occur because people make mistakes about the real content of a religious belief.

The child in Anscombe's case was mistaken about what it means to say that

God is really present in the Eucharist. That such mistakes could easily be made

G.E.M. Anscombe, 'On Transubstantiation' in Ethics, Religion and Politics:
Collected Philosophical Papers Yolume 111 (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, l98l), p.
108

61
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is a view supported by evolutionary psychology. Atran argues that religious

beliefs are quasi-propositions. That is, they may be expressed in propositional

form but people cannot complete reference because religious beliefs open such

wide possibilities for inference.62 That is, the supematural aspects of religious

beliefs support an unlimited number of possible inferences. In order to complete

reference the cognitive constraints outlined in Chapter Four (4.2) operate to limit

inference to some "commonsense" propositions. Most inferences about

supernatural agents are like inferences about natural agents. In official, explicit

theology, however, there are few constraints on what inferences are drawn from

quasi-propositions such as "God is omnipotent, omniscient and omnipresent."

lnferences drawn from that are "idiosyncratic."63 Ambivalence is a useful

response to the idiosyncratic inferences people make that are in conflict with

implicit beliefs.

Ambivalence has many forms. It may be expressed as doubt about the

propositional content of religious beliefs, or come about as a result of registering

inconsistencies in reflective beliefs without seeking to remove the

inconsistencies by deleting one of the conflicting beliefs. It may also be

expressed behaviourally or dispositionally in the lack of whole-hearted

commitment to religious activily. There is a cut off point to religious practice that

may not be entirely explained by practical requirements. Historically

ambivalence has been regarded as a bad thing. Church leaders comment

disapprovingly on people's Iack of commifrnent, scepticism, and questioning

attitudes to practice and doctrine. Both non-realists and Church leaders tend to

look back on an age in which piety was uniform, commitment wholehearted and

doctrine accepted unquestioningly. Cupitt thinks we have now moved beyond

Scott Atran, In Gods lVe Trust: the Evolutionary Landscape of Religion (Oxfond:

Oxford University Press, 2002), p.94

Atran, p. 9463
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the possibility of having such attitudes and cardinals lament the development of

'a la carte' Catholics. Neither the realists nor the non-realists appear to realize

that it has always been like this. Theologians have always been looking back on

the age of faith without fully grasping that it never existed. Somehow

Christianity keeps going although there are people in every generation

proclaiming that it is on its last legs and although its adherents exhibit

conflicting attitudes to all its content.

If it is the case that ambivalence is a feature of religious belief then perhaps it

should be accommodated rather than condemned. In fact, I am arguing that

ambivalence makes a positive contribution to my current proposal to integrate

realism and non-realism. Ambivalence keeps in check the tendency to overstate

the certainty with which religious beliefs can be held. It also keeps people from

making rash commitments that are ultimately harmful. Consider, for example,

that all Christians at least nominally hold the belief that God can heal the sick.

One of the religious inferences that are remarkably resistant to evidence to the

contrary is that prayer for the sick is efficacious. If you ask God, and it is God's

will then God will heal you (or the sick person for whom prayers are offered.)

These beliefs arise from the social exchange mechanism and the intuitions ttrat

misfortune has an agent cause. Their existence is not surprising. What is

surprising, unless one takes ambivalence into accounL is how rarely people rely

only on prayer for healing. Most Christians, most of the time, pray and take ttre

medication. They take all practical steps to get better. Not only that, when people

do refuse medical treatment on the grounds that it shows a lack of faith in God,

other Christians tend to disapprove. They might express their disapproval in ttre

form of a claim that the person relying on healing is putting God to the test or

they might simply be sceptical - God rarely does seem to heal people,

independently of other help.
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Ambivalence is useful because it introduces caution and scepticism into the way

people regard specific religious representations. I have shown that there is no

reason to think from the way in which they are psychologically produced that

religious representations have real reference to any mind-independent reality. If

the correct non-realist interpretation of religious representations is that they are

expressions of a decision to commit to human values expressed through

religious myths and that decision cannot be made with certainty then

ambivalence about religious representations serves the purpose of highlighting

the difficulty in pinning down the real content of belief. It also reflects the

uncertaintv in which a faith decision must be made.

That brings us to the second part of my proposal to mix realist and non-realist

elements: the realist aspect of it. Religious representations that people have are

the only way they have of responding to what Hick calls the Real, which refers

to the ultimate nature of the universe and is expressed in the idea that there is a

God who bears no resemblance to the full-access agent of people's

representations. The evolutionary argument could stretch to support that view.

Given the minds that we have, there are constraints on the way we can represent

states of affairs. Even if there were a God (or the Real), he or she would be so

utterly transcendent and incomprehensible that we would not be able to represent

him or her (it) in any other way but those that are available to the social mind.

Even to resort to assigning a gender to God is to concede the limitations of the

mind. While we would say that our religious representations are properly grven

a non-realist interpretation because they do not map onto the world, another way

of looking at them is to say that they are in some way true because they express

the commitment to a feature of reality that is religious. That is, they may be fue

of the mythic mind-dependent real which expresses awareness of the

transcendently Real. Such a position may overcome the difficulty for cognitivist

non-realists in assigning truth conditions to beliefs that should be given a non-
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realist interpretation: the beliefs are mythical expressions of religious truth that

cannot be expressed any other way.

When theologians encourage ambivalence about religious representations they

should also seek to preserve them because they are the only means people have

of responding to this deep religious feature of reality about which we can know

nothing directly and the only means of expressing their faith choice. Evolved

cognitive capacities deal directly rvith the world. They are not well equipped to

cope with concepts that can only be acquired along with theories, as I showed

above. Religious reality may be considered similar to scientific theoretical

entities in some respects. Religious reality can be modelled in a way that is

analogous to scientific modelling of features of the universe. The model is not a

literal representation of how the world is but one can still be a realist about that

which is modelled, however imperfectly.

The difficulty with this proposed form of realism lies in the requirement that the

realist part of the scheme could possibly be true. What grounds could we have

for thinking that there is a deep feature of the universe that is religious other than

religious experience? Arguably there are none, though if there were, my

argument would not apply.I may not have succeeded in purging my proposal of

any appeal to religious experience as evidence of the Real. A disguised appeal to

religious experience may still be required.I want to look again at the motivation

for putting forward a realist position, even one that is apparently not susceptible

to the evolutionary argument against religious realism. The first problem is that

if the evolutionary argument is correct, then none of the content of our religious

representations, however general, can be brought into play as grounds for the

realist position. The evidence of our minds in the form of religious experience is

inadmissible because we have no grounds for thinking that religious experience

is of a mind-independent reality. But Hick requires religious experience to be
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evidence for the possibility that there is more than one way to interpret the

universe. The universe is only ambiguous if there is a possibility based on some

evidence (rather than merely a logical possibility) that naturalistic explanations

of it are not the only ones available. If religious experience cannot be taken to be

an encounter with a mind-independent reality then there is no reason for

thinking that the universe might be benign and purposeful. Naturalistic

explanations of the universe would suffice. The universe would not be

presenting ambiguously. If religious experience is admissible then the faith

choice - to opt for an inteqpretation of the universe that it is benign and

puqposeful - is an acceptable response to ambiguity. [f, however, the content of

religious experience should be given a non-realist interpretation then there are no

grounds for thinking that the universe is inherently ambiguous. There is no

choice to be made about how to inteqpret the universe; the faith choice is then

only about the values to which one adheres.

I think that focusing on the motivation for positing a deity, however that deity is

defined, is revealing. The reason for claiming that there is a religious reality that

might be called God, or the Real, is connected directly to the sense that people

have that there is a deity. The motivation for positing a God at all remains the

fact of religious experience, even if the content of religious representations and

the fact that we have them are excluded from the rational support for the claim

that there is a God. In that case the evolutionary argument does not support even

the mixed version of theological realism with its minimal realist commifinent.

That is because the underlying reason for adopting the realist position at all is

founded on precisely the material that the evolutionary argument shows should

be given a non-realist interpretation. That is to say, accepting theological non-

realism has no implications for whether one should be a non-realist with respect

to anything else but it does require accepting that, theologically, non-realism
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goes all the way down. That is because even a claim that there is an Ultimate

Reality rests on the fact of religious experience.

I am, however, quite willing to concede that the argument above applies only to

realist positions that depend to any extent on religious experience. If there were

some other way of establishing a realist case then I concede that it would not be

affected by the evolutionary argument. Obviously it is possible to give religious

beliefs a realist interpretation, but my contention is that such an interpretation is,

on the grounds usually given, unjustified. Even if the assumption that the

universe presents itself to people ambiguously can rest on something other than

the foundation of religious experience, I think that the combined realist/non-

realist position fails on two other grounds. The first is the one I mentioned

earlier, that Boyer's work does not support the order of events suggested here.

Here the faith choice comes first. Then religious representations and religious

experience are interpreted as an expression of the faith decision. However, the

faith decision is meant to be voluntary and what Boyer has shown is that

religious representations occur involuntarily and without conscious

interpretation. They occur prior to and independently of an interpretative

decision. The way religious representations are automatically interpreted cannot

be described as a cognitive choice on the part of the person. Hick actually has

the order right when he puts the faith choice second as a response to religious

experience. If I follow the order in which the cognitive processes actually occur,

then I must reject a non-realist interpretation that has religious representations as

an expression of the faith decision.

It could be argued that the faith choice occurs at point beyond ttre initial

cognitive responses of the mind. The decision would be whether to interpret

religious representations as if they are true, and live and act as if they were [ue,

or to live as if they were not true. In the latter case a consistently naturalistic



298

approach to the world might undermine the tendency of the mind to continue

generating religious representations, at least to sorne extent. I think that is a

position that Boyer would accept because it does not require an opinion on

whether religious beliefs are actually tme or not, only what one is going to do

about them. Indeed, if it could be sustained, it would be a sound approach for ttre

theological non-realist to adopt. However, it would not satisfy Hick whose

religious commitments are based on a genuine ambiguity as to how to interpret

the universe and whose primary concem is whether religious representations are

true to the extent that they provide cognitive access to the Real.

The second problem is arguably less important. It is that in suggesting that

uncertainty is a feature of religious belief from beginning to end and that the

faith choice is as uncertain as the specific content of religious representations I

am giving a radically different account of religious belief from that experienced

by religious believers. I have criticized other commentators for failing to capture

how religious belief actually works for believers and have fallen into the same

trap myself. The only reason for considering this difference of interpretation to

be a minor failing is that it may be the case that religious believers are

systematically in error about the way religious beliefs work. That may well be

the case when religious believers do not realize that their beliefs are mind-

dependent but, when it is a matter of saying what the psychology of religious

belief is, certainty about the religious approach is a prominent feature of the

religious landscape. Ambivalence about specific content does not go down as far

as the fundamental religious orientation people have.

Having rejected the combined view the only position that I can reasonably

support from my own argument is one that will fail. However philosophically

robust theological non-realism is, once the evolutionary argument is taken into

account, it is psychologically too difficult to be spread or maintained in the
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population. Realism comes naturally; non-realism requires an unachievably

large cognitive effort. This is the case even for non-realists who may well

succeed in having non-realist intelpretations of representations of God, the

Incamation and the Trinity, but who fail to sustain non-realism when they

consider fundamental questions about the nature of the universe - such as

whether it is benign or pulposeful. Some non-realists still regard the universe as

benign and purposeful without being aware that they are slipping back into

realism. That is, realism creeps back in at some level because the cognitive effort

is constantly directed toward producing implicit, realist representations. Putative

non-realists in this position are not saying that they are projecting human values

onto the universe but are saying that the universe is, inherently, benign and

purposeful. That is a religious view of the world somewhat similar to Hick's

ownview.

5.6 Realist Theology or Non-Realist Theology?

On the face of it, it seems that if non-realism is correct then non-realist theology

should be supported against realist theology even if the project will ultimately

fail. Moreover it should be a wholly non-realist theology since, as I showed

above, there are no grounds for holding to theological realism. That is, I do not

think that a mix of realism and non-realism works.It is not obvious, though, that

simply shifting to a non-realist interpretation of religious beliefs solves all the

problems with realist theology even if it is correct. There are serious ethical

problems to be considered when advocating a particular religious practice. Non-

realism, both Cupitt's and Phillips's, seems on the surface to be very radical

beeause it changes utterly the basis on which religious belief is held. It is

Cupitt's intention, at least, for non-realism to be reformative. However, shifting

from realism to non-realism does not, by itself, change anything else. The

content of people's religious beliefs may stay the same, though with some

impoverishment as outlined earlier. Most importantly, the symbols and the
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practices may stay the same. Non-realism seeks to reinterpret symbols but not to

reject them. All Cupitt and Phillips do is give different grounds for adopting

those symbols and practices. To be fair, Cupitt has suggested some reform of

practice but it is rather half-hearted and, crucially, none of the proposed reforms

follows automatically from the change to a non-realist interpretation of religious

beliefs. Reform tums out to be a separate issue that may be, in fact, more easily

motivated by revisionary realist theology than non-realist theology because it

would not require the extensive cognitive effort that non-realist theology

requires.

Any authentic reform of religious beliefs and practices, to the extent that it is

psychologically possible to reform at all, must have some link to the Christian

tradition if it is to be accepted as a legitimate development of Christianity. If,

however, that tradition is ethically unacceptable then reformers should not be

seeking to preserve it. The non-realist position is, in my view, wrong in two

ways. The reform it requires psychologically is too demanding because it is

almost irnpossible to hold one's religious representations in a non-realist wa5

but at the same time the versions of non-realism currently available are not

ethically demanding enough because they retain too much of the tradition that

has been, for example, so inimical to women. The shift from realism to non-

realism achieves nothing ethically by itself even though Cupitt himself does want

to change things.

5.6.1 A Feminist Objection

Feminist criticism and analysis of Christianity shows one very strong example

of an ethical problem for reformers. Most non-realists and some realists see the

need to overcome the problems associated with the exclusion of women over the

millennia but Daphne Hampson argues that pahiarchy and hostility to women

are intrinsic to Christianity and mere reformation cannot overcome the problem.
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She advocates abandoning Christianity altogether because it has been and

continues to be so harmful to women. The feminist critique of Christianity goes

very much deeper than radical Christians (or liberal Christians) are prepared to

acknowledge. In fact, Hampson thinks, the conservative Christians who abhor

feminism are much nearer the mark in recognizing just what a threat it poses to

the continuation of the Christian tradition..64

Some of Hampson's objections to Christianity fall wide of the mark because her

method of analysis comes from the Freudian tradition and, as will become clear

from her argument, lacks the insights provided by evolutionary anthropology.

So, for example, her claim that Christianity causes patriarchy (however precisely

patriarchy is defined) need not be accepted since we know that all over the world,

regardless of the religious tradition, women are kept subordinate to men.

Christianity is parasitic on patriarchy because patriarchy is a dominant political

practice. Successful religions, as Boyer points out, attach themselves to political

power. Evidence from the earliest Christian sources suggest that women were

breaking free of the subordinate role imposed on them by Judaism but that

process of liberation could not continue once Christianity sought success, status

and political power.

Hampson has also noticed that male and female approaches to religion seem

rather different. When she presented a paper at a Sea of Faith conference she

found women receptive to her talk of spirituality and religious experience while

the men tended to be annoyed by it. From her own experience of leaving the

Church she found that women moved quite easily into 'spirituality' wittr small

groups supporting each other in the development of the extra dimension to their

lives while men hardly ever took that path. While one might object to appeals to

Daphne Hampson, 'On Being a Non-Christian 'Realist" in Colin Crowder (ed), God
and RealiQt: Essa_ys on Chistian Non-Realism (London: Mowbray, 1997), pp. 85-99
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woolly concepts such as spirituality, Hampson's comments about men staying

with the institution to "fight their corner" do point to an interesting feature of

coalitions that Boyer noted.

Coalitions within cultures occur, most notably among men. Initiation rites are

largely concemed with turning yorulg boys into reliable members of hunting and

fighting coalitions. Female rites of passage signal the onset of fertility and have

a different purpose though women also build coalitions. Hampson sympathized

with men in the Church who had strong commitments - including important

practical bonds such as their livelihood - to the institution that they served and

realized that it was more difficult for clergy to leave than for women (and

presumably lay men). She could see why they were upset at the resurgence of

evangelical and conservative movements within the Church and did not want to

abandon their own modem faith. They wanted, instead, to reform the

organization. If the clergy are seen as forming a coalition within Christianity in

much the same way that male tribe members form coalitions that exclude

women, their reaction makes sense. One can see a recognizable pattem in the

way Christianity defines women as 'other'.

Coalitions are built in part by defining, excluding and denigrating non-members.

In almost the whole of Christian history the important people within the Church

have been the clergy, and they have been an exclusively male group. Male

experience is normative, according to Hampson, and not even Cupitt has freed

himself from the mindset that defines woman as 'other.' Cupitt talks about the

need to bring in the feminine side of human experience and assumes that it is

radically different from the masculine. His support for the ordination of women

is partly based on the good that the feminine way of looking at things would do

the Church. Hampson, of course, does think that the women have different

perspectives on religion than men but even she chokes on the notion that women
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are needed for their'otherness.'For those who see women's ordination as

primarily a matter of justice, Cupitt's attitude is exasperating and offensive.

Once the clerical group is seen as a coalition a number of puzzling matters

become clear. The clerical coalition is usually hierarchical and, even in

denominations that have what might be described as independent federations of

clergy, there is a clear power structure. lndividual clergy may be regarded by

members of the laity as representatives of the power structure in the Church but,

in fact, individuals have limited and conditional power to exercise. They are, like

all members of coalitions, very vulnerable to ill treatment if they are perceived in

any way as likely to defect from the coalition. One of the quickest ways to eam a

reputation as an untrustworthy member of the group is to question the practices,

beliefs or structures of the institution. There are many subtle and not so subtle

tests of trustworthiness in every denomination. These may vary over time but

they always exist. No Catholic priest with an instinct for self-preservation will

admit to doubts about the teaching on contraception under the current rule, and

the Anglican Communion is on the brink of dissolution because Anglicans in

developing countries (with some support in other regions) are fighting to

establish a belief in Biblical inerrancy as a mark of orthodoxy. Similarly, a

conservative approach to the question of ordaining openly gay men is also

developing into a coalitional marker.

Reform is, then, at Ieast partly a matter of breaking down coalitions within ttre

institution. Once these coalitions are identified it is not suqprising to find that

much of the content of religious activiry is, unconsciously, directed at supporting

enhenched coalitions. The male clergy have written the texts used in worship,

drawing on male dominated Scriptures in which woman was clearly defined as

other and in which women's experience of the divine was suppressed. The

nolmative relations in Christianity are between Father and Son. Hampson points
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tothe way women are portrayed as veiled and submissive, usually gazingup at

the crucified Christ. She is repelled by the savage imagery of an executed man

and wonders how anyone can think that radical worship is possible in the old

buildings with their stained glass representations of submissive women and

tortured Christs, and, more importantly, with the continued use of texts that keep

women in their subordinate role. All the symbols that a mere shift to non-realism

would permit to be kept are designed to disempower women. While one might

not go so far as Hampson, it is reasonable to argue that the definition of woman

as other, the exclusion of women and the denigration of women are central

aspects of Christianity. It is conceivable that a programme of reform to

overcome the ethical objections Hampson raises could be developed, though it

seems more likely to originate with radical realists who do not face the same

psychological difficulties as non-realists. However it was motivated, reform on

the scale ethically required would involve colossal psychological adjustment as

well as considerable practical and structural changes.

5.6.2 Honesty and Ethics

One way of overcoming the psychological difficulty of being a practising non-

realist is to retain realist language for practical purposes. That would involve

some sort of psychological accommodation so that the philosophical

conclusions supporting non-realism do not interfere with the superficial use of

realist language. Such accommodations are not unique to theological non-

realists. All radical theologians can find themselves needing to accept

compromises that require some compartmentalization. However, such

accommodations raise the problem of intellectual dishonesty. Radical theology

can be accused of dishonesty because the way theologians understand religious

beliefs is radically different from the way non-theologians understand religious

beliefs. The difference, however, is hidden by the fact that both parties use the

same language for their beliefs. On this view theological non-realism is just one
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way of succumbing to intellectual dishonesty. Radical realism can be another

way of falling into the same trap. That leads to two possibly immoral

consequences: that one deceives oneself and that one deceives other people as to

what one's beliefs are.

The problem of intellectual dishonesty occurs when beliefs are radically

reinterpreted but expressed in traditional theological language. McKenna argues

that all liberal and revisionist theology is liable to be dishonest because the

language used does not indicate to the lay person that the beliefs held have been

so radically reinterpreted that they are, in fact, discontinuous with the tradition.65

McKenna thinks that the impetus for radical reinterpretation is that religious

beliefs have become incredible to the theologians holding them, a

psychologically disturbing occurrence as well as one that poses problems for

continuing to do theology. Official reactions to statements that religious beliefs

are incredible tend not to be favourable so the theologian has to disguise the

extent to which her beliefs are no longer orthodox.

McKenna's analysis of how beliefs become incredible does not, of course, take

into account the anthropological evidence that it is in the nature of religious

representations for them to be somewhat incredible. He thinks that there has

been a decline in people's ability to hold traditional religious beliefs since the

nineteenth century when the work of German biblical scholars and the work of

Darwin undermined the assumptions behind orthodoxy. In fact, Boyer's work

indicates that incredulity is a long-standing accompaniment to religious

representations. There may be, however, a sense in which theologians are more

vulnerable to having religious inferences blocked than ordinary lay people

because a theological education exposes religious beliefs to a systematic critical

J.H. McKenna, 'Honesty in Theology?' , The Heythrop Journal, 42, l, (January 2001),

50-65
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process that they have not previously received. Lay people are less likely to be

exposed to such a rigorous deconstnrction of religious beliefs as theologians

are, though all believers will have doubts and discomfort about some of their

religious representations as a matter of course. With the widespread availability

of popular theology, however, more lay people are consciously exposed to the

incredulity inducing aspects of theology. However, as we saw in Chapter Four

(4.2.1) and as examined above, attempts to remove the bits that are difficult to

believe are likely to fail because of the salience of the incredible aspects of

religious representations.

Non-realist theology is particularly susceptible to the charge of intellectual

dishonesty because it requires the reinterpretation of every aspect of religious

life without changing the language at all. Cupitt and other non-realist theologians

wish to retain practically all the symbols of Christianity while at the same time

changing their sense profoundly. As shown above, non-realist theology would

fail even if it were quite open about what it does - thus avoiding the charge of

dishonesty - because people would construct their religious representations from

the salient material, forgetting or overlooking the crucial non-realist caveats. The

effect would be the same as if the enterprise were dishonest as there would be a

serious mismatch between what non-realist theologians were attempting to

communicate and what people actually inferred.

5.7 Conclusion

There are, then, psychological difficulties in being a non-realist or in advocating

that non-realist theology should be adopted. These, in addition to the ethical

obstacles to being merely non-realist with regard to traditional Christian

symbols and practices suggest that it is reasonable to be pessimistic about the

prospects for theological non-realism as a genuine alternative to realism.

However, that does not mean that realism should be endorsed. The evolutionary
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argument shows that there are no grounds for supporting theological realism

and, I have argued, that it supports theological non-realism instead. Indeed, the

competing positions that the evolutionary argument might support do not

include theological realism at all. Most evolutionary thinkers assume that

evolutionary approaches support realist atheism, the view that religious beliefs

are systematically false. I have shown that that requires going a step beyond

what is justified by the evolutionary argument. The scientifically correct position

to take is to be agnostic but that is a theological dead end. Agnosticism leads

inevitably to a de facto atheism as agnostics live as if religious beliefs are not

true. I think, also, that agnosticism does not do justice to the importance of

religious beliefs in human life. Theological non-realism seems the best way of

taking religious beliefs seriously but without taking unjustified steps in the

direction of atheism or realist theism.

I have also shown that there are almost insurmountable difficulties with non-

realism. The evolutionary argument that explains why non-realism provides the

correct interpretation of religious beliefs also shows that, psychologically, non-

realism is not a feasible alternative to realism. It cannot spread or be maintained

easily because the mind is set to generate religious representations that are

automatically given a realist inteqpretation. In competition with the spontaneous

realist interpretations, which are themselves unconsciously generated, conscious

and explicit inteqpretations of religious representations are likely to fail. Too

much cognitive effort is required to achieve the effect.

One of the reasons why the debate between theological realists and non-realists

has been followed by an audience outside the academy is that it is linked to the

drive for the reform of Christian structures and practice. As I have shown,

however, there are difficulties with that link. There is nothing about the shift

from a realist to a non-realist interpretation of religious belief that generates
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reform. Non-realism as such is merely a reinterpretation of the traditional

symbols and practices of Christianity, Reform has to follow from the

recognition that there is something profoundly wrong with those symbols and

practices. It may well be the case that reform itself, on the scale that is needed,

requires too great a psychological adjustment to be feasible given that the current

structures and practices grew out of naturally occurring religious representations

with some theological refinement. Radical realists would find themselves in

similar difficulty to that of non-realists if they tried to institute radical reform.

Non-realists who tried consistently to reinterpret symbols and practices

consciously, without adding the complication of attempted reform, would soon

find themselves in difficulties due to the competing implicit beliefs that have a

realist interpretation. They could possibly avoid those problems by accepting

realist interpretations superficially while keeping in reserve their philosophical

conclusions so that they did not impinge on ordinary practice. That solution to

the psychological problem is ethically dubious because it involves a measure of

self-deception and, more importantly, the deception of others. It is intellectually

dishonest to retain and use theological language in a way that will almost

inevitably mislead others about the way one holds religious beliefs.

Radical realists are able to avoid the psychological difficulty involved in

consciously reinterpreting religious representations to some extent. Their

interpretations are, however, Iikely to be rather more sophisticated than those

arising from what is automatically generated by the mind so they are not entirely

clear of that problem. Radical realism is, though, not an altemative to ordinary

realism because it still faces the objection from the evolutionary argument there

are no grounds for thinking that religious beliefs are about anything mind-

independently real. All forms of theological realism require some basis in mind-
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independent reality and I have argued that the evolutionary argument removes

the basis on which theological realism proceeds.
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6.0 Conclusion

In this thesis I have tried to give a new direction to the debate between

theological realists and non-realists by applying the insights of evolutionary

psychology to the problem of how religious beliefs should be interpreted.

Evolutionary psychology is a new programme within psychology wittt

interdisciplinary links to biological sciences, anthropology and cognitive

psychology. It is a programme that I would have expected to appeal to Don

Cupitt, the most committed of the contemporary theological non-realists, but this

has tumed out not to be the case.

Cupitt, who has done more than any other writer in the last two decades to

stimulate debate between theological realists and non-realists, is a biological

naturalist. He could see that the fact that humans are evolved beings had a

profound effect on most facets of human life, including religious belief.

However, Cupitt is also a culturalist who believes in the malleability of human

nature. I have shown in Chapters One and Two of this thesis why culturalism

and biological naturalism are incompatible and explained why, in light of

evolutionary psychology, culturalism should be rejected in favour of biological

naturalism. Biological naturalism requires commifrnent to a universal human

nature and treats culture as a biological category rather than an independent

causal factor in the shaping of human nature. Culn-rralist theories, on the other

hand, treat culture as an independent force that may be analogous to that of

nahral selection in the production of human beliefs and practices but which is

responsible for wide diversity between groups. Culturalists tend to think that

there are deep differences between groups of people even to the point of

perceiving the world differently and having different rationaliry. Cupitt bases his

culturalism on conceptual differences between languages though there are other

versions of culturalism. To the extent that they require the assumption that
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human nature is indefinitely malleable they are all incompatible with the results

of the experimental programme within evolutionary psychology.

The central question for this thesis is whether evolutionary psychology can shed

light on whether religious beliefs should be given a realist or a non-realist

interpretation. In order to answer that question it is necessary to have a good

grasp of the state of the field in evolutionary psychology as it applies to religion.

That is because evolutionary based theories of religion require a different way of

thinking about religion than the familiar theories of religion from pre-

evolutionary psychology days. In Chapters Three and Four I set out in detail the

groundwork for applying evolutionary psychology to the problem of theological

realism and non-realism. Chapter Three builds on the work of Tooby and

Cosmides, the most important of the evolutionary psychology pioneers

discussed in Chapter Two. Sperber's epidemiological theory of the spread of

cultural items is driven by the understanding of culture he derives from the work

of Tooby and Cosmides. He argues that the mind plays an active role in the

construction of cultural representations. Representations are not merely

transmitted from one person to another. They are produced, rather, by a process

of construction from minimal content to a complete item that is similar to other

people's representations because people have similar minds. The primary

process of cultural transmission is not copying through imitation. In that view

Sperber is at odds with other theorists who think that cultural units are primarily

spread by copying.

Sperber's opponents are the Meme theorists who put forward a theory of

cultural transmission that is analogous to the spread of genes through natural

selection; in particular, it is analogous to the Selfish Gene theory of Dawkins.

There are many things wrong with Meme theory as I have shown in Chapter

Three. It is particularly weak when it comes to explaining the spread and
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maintenance of religious beliefs. The altematives set out by Sperber and Boyer

make use of the theory that the mind is modulat, massively so in Sperber's view,

and that cultural recurrence is a crucial factor in the spread of cultural

representations. Recurrence is the result of similar minds working independently

on cultural material. Sperber did some rvork on religion but it is Boyer who has

done most to develop the theory of religion based on evolutionary psychology.

I examined Boyer's account in detail in Chapter Four.

Boyer shows how the counter-intuitive aspects of religious belief enable ttre

spread of religious beliefs because they are salient. Crucially, however, the

counter-intuitive element of any religious belief provides only a small part of tlre

belief. Most of the inferences the mind makes about religious representations

are not counter-intuitive. Examples abound. The Judeo-Christian God, counter-

intuitively, is everywhere at the same time. In most other respects he is another

agent, albeit one with unlimited access to the believer's strategic thinking. The

mind works automatically to generate religious representations that are salient

and that also require minimal cognitive effort for maximum cognitive effect.

Boyer's most important insight is that religious representations are parasitic on

cognitive modules that evolved to solve adaptive problems regarding agents and

sfrategic matters in social contexts. That means that religious beliefs do not have

an evolutionary history of their own but are byproducts of the functioning of

modules for agency, ontology and morality, arnong others. That view requires a

reversal of the way people usually think about religion. Instead of seeking the

origins of morality or social cohesiveness in religion, one has to see religion as a

result of having modules dedicated to morality and maintaining social

relationships. Instead of seeing religion as an explanation of misfortune one has

to realize that it is the module driven tendency to regard agents as causes of

misfortune that leads to religious beliefs about supernatural agents with causal
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powers. Religion fragments into collections of representations rather than a

unitarv whole with functions.

With Boyer's analysis of religious belief in place, I was able to show exactly

what is wrong with the anthropological aspects of Cupitt's work. These points

are important because so much of what he wants to say about how religion

ought to be understood depends on his view of how religion has functioned

historically within human societies. I have shown that his view of the historical

development of religion is wrong because it fails to take into account that over

the entire historical period he considered, humans had similar minds. No

evolution of the mind has taken place. That means it is highly unlikely that

religions changed over that time in the way he suggests. That also suggests that

contemporary religious representations are unlikely to be radically different

from those of our ancestors because our minds are so similar to theirs. Cupitt is

not alone in his anthropology. In Chapter Five I noted that Hick's anthropology

is similarly flawed though it takes him to realism rather than to non-realism.

It is not enough to establish theological non-realism to show that religious belief

is likely to be parasitic on cognitive modules that evolved for other tasks. In

order to show that the correct interpretation of religious beliefs is a non-realist

one I had to rule out the possibility that the evolutionary approach supported

realist atheism, the view that religious beliefs are systematically false, or

agnosticism. In Chapter Five I argued for three conclusions. To block realism I

argued that the evolutionary argument shows that religious beliefs do not result

from cognitive modules operating in accordance with their proper functions.

That is, they do not map onto the world. The perspective of evolutionary

psychology provides no grounds for thinking that religious beliefs refer to any

aspect of mind-independent reality. However, the central claim of theological

realism is that God is mind-independently real. I have argued in this thesis ttrat
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all the grounds for putting forward the realist claim rest in some way or another

on the fact of religious experience. The evolutionary argument shows that none

of these claims based on religious experience is sound.

The modules giving rise to religious representations explain why they are so

similar cross-culturally (in spite of superficial differences) and why they recur

without being transmitted. In fact, most of the content of religious

representations is not transmitted from person to person but constructed by the

individual from the bare content that is transmitted and the modular activity of

the mind that supplies the rest. There is no need to posit any mind-independent

aspect of reality as the source of religious experience. Indeed, the diversity of

religious experience, for all its recunent features, militates against there being a

referential object for it. Diversity, however, can be explained by evolutionary

psychology. Religious representations vary because of local conditions and the

distribution of cultural representations among different populations. These

factors are influenced by historical contingencies and practical matters such as

what material is available to the individual from which to construct her own

representations.

To block realist atheism or agnosticism I also argued against taking evolutionary

approaches as support for realist atheism because all that the evolutionary

approach can show is that there are no grounds for thinking that there is a God.

It is not possible to go from there to the positive claim that there is no God.

Similarly, while it may be correct to be agnostic with respect to God when

working on scientific problems, that view turns into a de facto atheism in

practical life. The enorrnous importance of religious beliefs to human life should

not be overlooked. Agnosticism fails to give proper acknowledgement to the part

religious beliefs play in human life whether they are true or false or, as I have
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argued, not truth-apt. Theological non-realism is the correct position to adopt if

one takes seriously the conclusions of evolutionary psychology.

There is, however, a problem with theological non-realism. Evolutionary

psychology shows that people's spontaneous religious representations are

automatically given a realist interpretation. That is, they are taken to be referring

to some aspect of mind-independent reality. The non-realist interpretation has to

be conscious and explicit which means that it is likely to fail. Implicit beliefs are

constantly generated by the modules of the mind working efficiently to produce

the best effect with the least effort. Non-realist interpretations generated

explicitly are cognitively laborious and likely to be defeated. They are less

salient than implicit beliefs and therefore considerably less likely to spread. Even

dedicated non-realists are likely to slip back into realism at points because the

automatic construction of representations takes realist form. For those reasons I

have argued that the evolutionary argument shows that theological non-realism is

not a genuine alternative in practice to theological realism.

I have shown, however, that applying an evolutionary approach to the content of

theological realism leaves it bereft of options for establishing grounds for

accepting it. I have argued that no realist altemative as yet in the literature can

overcome the evolutionary based objections. It is possible that some form of

synthesis between realism and non-realism could be generated that would

overcome the difficulties plaguing both views. I have explored only one possible

mixture of the two and concluded that it did not work because the realist aspect

of it still depended on accepting that religious experience counts for something

in establishing the foundations of realism. If that problem could be overcome

there may be some way of blending what is right about non-realism with what is

right (or, at least, natural) about realism. Realism has sustained religious practice

for the entire period of history that humans have had religious beliefs. I expect
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that it will continue to do so but I do not accept that realism is conect with

respect to religious beliefs.

6.1 Hostages to Fortune

There are several places in this thesis where I have made a bet on what view is

likely to turn out to be right. The first of these bets is that evolutionary

psychology will turn out to be a sound programme generating reliable and

accurate results. I think that this is one of my safer bets because the programme

is supported by good experiments and is integrated into evolutionary biology.

That said, there are difficulties with some over-enthusiastic claims for

widespread adaptationism and some over-confident extrapolations from

experimental evidence. Fundamentally, however,I think there will be a version of

evolutionary psychology that is both sound and supportive of the position I have

taken in this thesis.

A related issue concerns the Massive Modularity Thesis. Here again, I will be

very surprised if the evidence for some degree of modularity of the mind is

overtumed. I do not share Fodor's pessimism about discovering the nature of

the mind. Some degree of modularity of the mind can be supported by

neuroscientific evidence independently of the argument that natural selection

would choose modular mechanisms rather than general purpose ones. However,

the risk that I run is that the mind might not be as modular as Boyer needs it o

be or that the specific modules might exist but be different from the ones on

which Boyer relies. Again, I have to put my trust in the experimental evidence

supporting rnodular accounts while being aware that it is not yet conclusive.

In Chapter Five, the most vulnerable point is that I have bet that Millikan can

distinguish befween Normal and non-Normal conditions. It may turn out that

Davies is right and that Millikan cannot specify Normal conditions for proper
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functions with the exactitude that is required for her argument for realism about

perceptual beliefs and my argument for the non-realist interpretation of religious

beliefs. If there is a range of Normal conditions for any proper function then the

content of a belief cannot be specified as a response to a particular

representation-producing mechanism. However, I think that the damage done by

that problem can be limited if the range of Normal conditions for'any proper

function is finite. If it turns out that there are an unlimited number of Normal

conditions for any one proper function then the problem is, indeed, a serious

one.

I hope that Millikan is right but I believe that the evolutionary approach, with or

without Millikan, leads either to the conclusion that atheism is likely to be right

or that a non-realist interpretation of religious beliefs is required. Many

evolutionary theorists seem to think that they have shown that religious beliefs

are false. However, they have done no such thing. I think that evolutionary

theorists go well beyond what they are justified in concluding when they take the

view that evolutionary theory supports realist atheism.

6.2 Final Remarks

The point to settling the debate between theological realists and non-realists has

always been related to the issue of reform of institutional structures and

practices, particularly Christian ones. I have shown that, by itself, the move to

non-realism does not have any reformative implications. It merely reinteqprets

existing symbols and practices. I used Hampson's feminist analysis of the

problems with Christianity to show some of the ethical problems facing non-

realists. If non-realism itself could overcome the problem of psychological

unfeasibility, which I very much doubt that it can, a number of serious ethical

problems would remain that are connected to the problem of psychological

feasibility. The current structures and practices are not as artificial as they
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appear. They are based on the way implicit religious representations work. In

spite of the tension between explicit theology and implicit beliefs, the institutions

do support the practices that come intuitively to people. They could not have

survived oiherwise. They are, however, ethically problematic. To overcome those

problems would require suci an extensive psychological adjustment on the part

of believers that I suspect it would fail. It may also be so radical that it would not

be an authentic version of Christian tradition. The risk of discontinuity with the

Christian tradition is one that all radical theologians face whether they are

realists or non-realists. That leads to the problem of in0ellectual dishonesty. If

theological non-realists retain the language and practices of realism, which is

their only chance of overcoming the feasibility problem, then they are highly

likely to deceive others about the beliefs that they hold. There may even be an

element of self-deception in such a strategy.

For all the reasons given abovg I do not think that theological non-realism is a

genuine altemative in practice to theological realism, in spite of being the correct

interpretation of religious beliefs. Further research into combining elements of

realism and non-realism may yet prove fruitful but such proposals face

formidable hurdles.
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