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Abstract 

Over the past decade or so there has been an exponential growth in research in the 

Cognitive Science of Religion (CSR). Yet despite this, there continues to be a lack of 

understanding, and sometimes blatant misunderstanding, about what characterizes the 

field. This state of affairs is due, in part, to the reluctance of those within the field to 

commit to a precise definition. CSR is broad in scope. It is also a relatively young 

academic approach to the study of religion and consequentially, is ever-expanding and 

often in a state of flux. Scholars have often characterized CSR by what it is not rather 

than what it is. In this paper, I argue that at heart of CSR is a theory that human cognition 

is necessary (but not sufficient) to explain the persistence and prevalence of human ideas 

and behaviors deemed “religious”. It is thus distinguished from its often atheoretical 

academic counterparts in the study of religion by the attempt to explain, rather than 

describe, religion and because of the centrality of the role of the human mind in this 

explanation. The fruitfulness of this approach is demonstrated by what it has explained 

since its inception.  
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1. Introduction: What this paper is (and is not) 

The cognitive science of religion (CSR) is a relatively new approach to the study of 

religion and in recent years has been gaining scholarly momentum. This growth is 

showcased by the large number of academic publications: such as edited volumes, journal 

editions, and individual articles; panels in conferences (like this one)
1
; the creation and 

growth in membership of specialized journals and scholarly associations (such as the 

Cognitive Science of Religion group at the American Academy of Religion and the 

International Association for the Cognitive Science of Religion); the growing number of 

institutes and programs dedicated to such research and the increased allocation of funding 

to CSR projects. As Harvey Whitehouse exclaimed in his opening address during a 

transnational videoconference sponsored by the American Academy of Religion “these 

are exciting times for the scientific study of religion” (Whitehouse 2009).  

The enthusiasm of scholars within CSR, however, is not always paralleled by 

those outside it. As with any “new kid on the block”, the theories and methods of CSR 

are often met with bewilderment, skepticism, and sometimes outright antagonism from 

those who study religion or have vested interest in the epistemic status of religious belief. 

The target audience of this paper is not those who are outright dismissive of the field 

(they are unlikely to be convinced by what I have to say anyway), but rather, those who 

are relatively new to the approach and open to engaging in methodological and 

theoretical pluralism. Further, this paper will not entail a comprehensive overview of 

CSR (these exist elsewhere, see for example Barrett 2011; Pyysiäinen 2001). Rather, the 

aim of this paper is twofold. First, to outline what—in 2015— minimally constitutes CSR 

(what it is) and second, to discuss how and why common misunderstandings of CSR still 

exist (what it is not).  

I am grateful for the opportunity to present this approach to the wider religious 

studies community. My current appointment, as the first Cognitive Science of Religion 

                                                 
1
 An earlier version of this paper was presented at the annual meeting of the North American Association 

for the Study of Religion, November 2015, Atlanta. It was written during release time awarded by The 

College of Humanities at California State University, Northridge. Thanks to Justin Barrett, Joseph Bulbulia, 

Mitch Hodge, Ted Slingerland, Jason Slone, and James Van Slyke for commenting on earlier drafts. 



 3 

Professor in a Religious Studies Department in the United States
2
, has given me practice 

in articulating to others outside the area what, precisely, CSR entails; especially my 

undergraduate students who ask me (usually with gaping mouths) to define what exactly 

is CSR? Their confusion is understandable. First, the term “Cognitive Science of 

Religion” is vague at best and convoluted at worst. I realized this when students showed 

up to my class expecting to learn only about the history of the alleged conflict between 

science and religion (they had overlooked the “cognitive” part). As a result, I re-named 

the class “Cognitive Approaches to the Study of Religion”, but even then the phrase 

remained ambiguous. After all, you would be hard-pressed to find a discipline that does 

not deal, in some way, with how humans think. Furthermore, scholars have been dealing 

with the mind in religion, broadly speaking, for centuries—so it becomes less clear how 

CSR is different from other disciplines, such as the psychology of religion. Thus, CSR 

can seem like an umbrella term under which almost any discipline or theory can fall, 

rather than a distinct approach.  

These misnomers are compounded by a general lack of willingness from those 

within CSR to commit to a concise or precise definition. Rather, a common strategy to 

communicate what it entails is to point to particular projects, especially: sensitivity 

toward detecting human-like beings in the environment (see Guthrie 1980; 1993); MCI 

theory of religious transmission (e.g., Barrett and Nyhof 2001; Boyer 1994; Boyer and 

Ramble 2001); and discrepancies between theological correctness—the official 

theological doctrine of a given tradition—and theological incorrectness—deviations from 

official religious dogma which often emerge during real-time cognitive processing 

(Barrett 1998; Barrett and Keil 1996; Slone 2004). These examples showcase the scope 

and breadth of research and key ideas but may contribute to the sense that CSR is 

piecemeal and lacks core theoretical commitments.  

The reluctance of scholars to define the field is understandable in light of the fact 

that CSR is a relatively new approach to the study of religion. Correspondingly, it is 

expanding and in a state of flux. Theories and research are open to revision in light of 

new evidence. Prominent examples include: the extent to which theories concerning 

                                                 
2
 This is to the best of my knowledge. Although other Religious Studies Professors are active in CSR 

research, my position was advertised (in 2012) explicitly as a tenure-track position for a specialist in CSR. 
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transmission biases such as HADD (i.e., the cognitive system deemed responsible for 

detecting human-like beings in the environment, e.g., Atran 2002; Boyer 2013a), or MCI 

theory, explain belief in supernatural agents (e.g., Barrett 2008; De Cruz and De Smedt 

2010; Gervais and Henrich 2010; Purzycki and Willard, 2015); the relationship between 

theological correctness and folk concepts of religion (e.g., De Cruz 2014) and the 

cognitive mechanisms and structure of common representations of the afterlife and 

supernatural agents (Bering 2002; Bloom 2009a; Cohen et al. 2011; Hodge 2008; 2011; 

Richert and Harris 2006). Indeed, one of the most vigorous debates in CSR is being 

currently taking place. This concerns the theory, proposed by Norenzayan and colleagues, 

about the relationship between the cultural prevalence of moralizing gods and the 

transition to large-scale societies (e.g., Baumard and Boyer 2013a; McKay and 

Whitehouse 2014; Norenzayan et al. 2014; Watts et al. 2015). 

Further, there are disagreements within the field over the exact details of ideas 

and theories, especially: the evolutionary origins of religious ideas and behaviors (e.g., 

Bering 2006; Bloom 2009b; Bulbulia 2008; Sosis 2009; Wilson 2010); including the 

mechanisms of cultural change (e.g., Henrich and McElreath 2003; Richardson and Boyd 

2008); and even models of cognition involved in religious thought (Barrett 2004; 

Baumard and Boyer 2013b; McCauley 2011; Oviedo 2015). These disagreements 

strengthen rather than diminish the approach, as the burden of proof is upon scholars to 

defend and provide evidence for their theory among alternatives.  Likewise, the 

continuous revision of theories is not a weakness, but rather, the hallmark of a true 

scientific approach to the study of religion. As Barrett (2011: 232) put it, reassessment 

places emphasis on “empirical fortification and/or falsification of claims” in CSR. 

 

 

2. What is CSR? 

Although there is no singular period in time to which we can point and say that 

CSR came to be, it is fair to say that until around the 1990s there was no such thing as a 

cognitive science of religion as it has come to be known today. While a cognitive 

approach to the study of religion was foreshadowed by Sperber in as early as 1975, and 

proposed by Guthrie in 1980, it was not until 2000 that the approach was well enough 
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established for the term “cognitive science of religion” to be used (Barrett 2000; Lawson 

2000). CSR thus emerged gradually in the 1990s as an amalgamation of multiple works 

that were happening at around the same time and largely independent from one another. 

The most notable of these included: Rethinking Religion: Connecting Cognition and 

Culture (Lawson and McCauley 1990); Faces in the Clouds: A new Theory of Religion 

(Guthrie 1993); Inside the cult (Whitehouse 1995); Explaining Culture (Sperber 1996); 

and The Naturalness of Religious Ideas (Boyer 1994). Despite the diversity in topics, 

these works were unified by a general dissatisfaction with the current assumptions and 

explanations of how cultural concepts (especially concerning religion) were acquired and 

transmitted in a culture. Broadly speaking, the basic problem was that previous research 

tended to be centered on principles of cultural relativism
3
. In particular, while few would 

seriously deny that we acquire religion from culture, models at the time examined the 

environmental inputs (culture) and largely ignored how the mind processed those inputs 

into (religious) outputs. Further, existing models privileged religious diversity over cross-

cultural patterns, thus exaggerating the differences between religions (and thereby 

justifying “area studies” approach to religious studies). Given that there are discernible 

patterns of religiosity across cultures and eras, and given the problem that Chomsky 

dubbed the “poverty of the stimulus,” (Chomsky 1980) scholars in CSR sought to 

integrate work in cognitive science with work being done in the cultural study of religion. 

Most importantly, they advocated a scientific approach to study the phenomena. 

Five general areas of discontent in particular were expressed in these works, and 

have since been elaborated upon by subsequent scholarship. Even though there is no 

single explanation for a religious phenomenon that is CSR, the acceptance of five key 

ideas minimally constitutes the field.  

 

Commitment 1: There is no single entity that constitutes religion but there are discernible 

patterns of thought and behavior that can be called “religion” 

One basic claim that CSR scholars subscribe to is a commitment to the idea that 

there is no singular naturally occurring phenomenon that constitutes religion. That is to 

                                                 
3
 Whitehouse’s work (1995) was not an explicit treatment of current approaches to the study of religion but 

showcased the potential of findings from cognitive psychology to enhance explanation in traditional 

ethnography.  
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say, there is no single coherent category of thoughts and behaviors around the world that 

scholars can point to and say that this demarks religion (e.g., see Atran 2002; Boyer 

2013b). Rather, the term religion is a convenient, general-purpose label that enables 

scholars to understand particular systems of thought and patterns of behavior. This idea is 

not unique to CSR and has been expressed throughout the history of religious studies, 

often in more radical forms (e.g., see Lindeman and Svedholm 2012; Smith 2004; Taylor 

1998). CSR scholars accept that what we coin as religious is a useful starting point 

because it appears to characterize a cluster of recurring features, what they take issue 

with is the idea that this can be captured by a single principle.  

While this perspective is not unique to a cognitive approach to religion, it 

demarks the field from other so-called big theories in the study of religion that sought to 

explain religion more-or-less as a single or coherent entity (most notably Durkheim 1959; 

Freud 1930; Marx 1976; Tylor 1871). From the perspective of the cognitive sciences, 

what constitutes religious systems is an assortment of recurring psychological 

predispositions and behaviors, expressed in a myriad of ways with differential 

environmental inputs. Correspondingly, we can expect these panhuman tendencies to 

express themselves in other cultural domains; such as sport, art, music, and so on. In this 

respect, although these psychologically meaningful units may join together in ways to 

form distinctive religious systems, the units that constitute religion are not, in themselves, 

unique to it, because they are present in other cultural domains. Going against the grain 

of some historical figures in the study of religion (e.g., Elaide 1996), according to CSR, 

religion is not sui generis. Nor do all religious systems represent a unique cluster of 

phenomena. This point may seem obvious, but it is often overlooked in modern research 

agendas. As Slingerland and Bulbulia (2011: 3) put it “much of the scholarly study of 

religion has been largely a project of documenting religious diversity” which can be 

seemingly endless, without any yardstick upon which to measure how these systems are 

similar, or even, different when compared to others. By contrast, scholars in CSR take 

some similarities, such as the representation of non-visible agents, as their starting point. 

As it turns out, when we survey the flora and fauna of beliefs and practices deemed 

“religious” across the world there are a number of recurring features.  
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More importantly, these theoretical tenets inform the methodological bedrock and 

theoretical foundations of the approach. If there is no single thing deemed religion then 

CSR scholars do not waste their time trying to capture or explain it as such. Conversely, 

if what constitutes religious systems is the assortment of various psychological 

propensities—reassembled in culturally contingent ways—then the aim of CSR is to 

identify both the psychological predispositions and cultural environments that give rise to 

them.  

 

Commitment 2: Religion can be explained scientifically 

Early pioneers of the newly emerging cognitive science of religion sought to put 

an end to the penchant of religious studies scholars, who, like other humanistic 

disciplines, engaged in seemingly endless interpretative thick descriptions which were 

vague, lacked explanatory power and, therefore, were unable to be empirically assessed 

among competing interpretations (Lawson and McCauley 1990; Slone and Mort 2004; 

Sperber 1996). Further, as these early proponents of a cognitive approach argued, 

interpretation usually requires explanation, and scholars were already proposing 

explanations of religion, often using outdated models of human cognition or a “black 

box” theory of human psychology that lacked discussion of underlying psychological 

mechanisms. Consider, for instance, Marshall Salins and Gananath Obeyesekere’s 

explanation of Hawaiian rituals performed in response to the arrival of Captain Cook in 

1779 (see for a discussion of this, Cohen, Lanman, Whitehouse & McCauley, 2008), or 

Gananath Obeyesekere’s explanation of the prevalence of reincarnation beliefs as wish 

fulfillment that kin would return to the human world (see White in press a for a 

discussion of this). The aim of the new cognitive approach to the study of religion, 

therefore, was not simply to produce a better interpretation of religion but to explain it by 

applying contemporary theories of how the mind works and using scientific methods to 

test these ideas (Lawson and McCauley 1990).  

One question that naturally follows from this characterization of the field is what, 

exactly, does CSR purport to explain? To date, CSR has focused on explaining two broad 

aspects of religion in particular, and I refer to these as the two ‘P’s for convenience. First, 

CSR focuses on the question of why particular kinds of ideas (and corresponding 
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behaviors) persist in relatively stable forms throughout history and across different 

cultural environments when there may be many versions of the idea that can be 

constructed (see Sperber 1996). The second question of interest is why some ideas are 

especially prevalent over others within and across traditions. As it turns out, despite the 

potential for diversity in religious ideas across cultures, some concepts—such as 

representations of supernatural agents— are remarkably stable. As Boyer (2003:119) put 

it, there is a “limited catalogue of the supernatural”. The goal of CSR is to explain this 

limited repertoire by appealing to what is known about how humans tend to think.  

Of course, it would be naïve to suggest that CSR has succeeded in explaining 

these three aspects of religion, and in some respects we have only scratched the surface of 

the vast repertoire of such phenomena. Even as an objective, however, these aims demark 

CSR as a discipline that is distinct from others, especially the psychology of religion, 

which tends to focus more on individual differences in acquiring and representing 

religious concepts than accounting for cross-cultural patterns; and the sociology of 

religion, which tends to focus more on how social dynamics shape religious ideas and 

behaviors than specifying the interaction between the environment and cognitive 

mechanisms to account for such variation (see Barrett 2011).  

CSR is distinctive in its broad interdisciplinarity and diversity of methodologies. 

To address questions about the distribution and stability of religious concepts, CSR 

scholars often collaborate with—or leverage upon existing research by— other 

specialists, especially: anthropologists, historians, psychologists, philosophers, 

sociologists and religionists. Additionally, CSR researchers use methods that are 

appropriate to the research question at hand. Some methods are more commonly used 

because they are most appropriate to the types of questions CSR scholars tend to ask 

concerning the persistence and prevalence of so-called “religious” ideas and behaviors. 

Some popular research designs include comparative research with children and adults and 

large-scale cross-cultural and historical surveys.  

CSR researchers have relied upon—and conducted—research with children and 

adults, both within and across cultures, to understand early cognitive biases that facilitate 

or constrain the acquisition of religious ideas. Cultures are often selected for comparison 

on the basis of prior ethnographic fieldwork and because they differ meaningfully from 
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the western sample (e.g., Astuti and Harris 2006; Cohen 2007; Emmons and Kelemen 

2014; Malley 2004; White in press b; Whitehouse 1995).  From this research, we now 

have a better understanding of how and why children reason about—and respond to—

phenomena that are staples of religion, such as: gods and supernatural agents (e.g., 

Barrett and Richert 2003; 2005; Knight 2008; Piazza et al. 2011), the design and origin of 

the natural world (e.g. Evans 2001; Kelemen 2004) and life before, or after death (e.g., 

Astuti and Harris 2006; Bering and Bjorklund 2004; Bering et al. 2005; Emmons and 

Kelemen 2014; Richert and Harris 2006).   

Research has also demonstrated how adults represent and respond to a variety of 

religious concepts, including: the transmission of religious ideas (Boyer and Ramble 

2001); gods and supernatural agents (Barrett 1998; Bering 2002; McKay et al. 2011; 

Purzycki 2013), supernatural causes of illness (e.g., Legare and Gelman 2008; Legare et 

al. 2012), the origins of the natural world, and a creator diety (Järnefelt et al. 2015); 

prayer (Barrett 2001), teleological reasoning about life events (Heywood and Bering 

2014); continued existence in the afterlife (e.g., Astuti 2007; Bering 2006); 

representations of the self and others during spirit possession (e.g., Cohen 2007; Cohen 

and Barrett 2008); continued personal identity in reincarnation (e.g., White 2015; in press 

a,b; White et al. 2015) and ritualized actions (e.g., Atran 2002; Cohen et al. 2014; Fischer 

et al. 2014; Watson-Jones et al. 2015 in press; Xygalatas et al. 2011).  

CSR scholars may also draw upon existing archaeological, historical, 

ethnographic data and large scale social surveys to test goodness-of-fit with their theories 

(e.g., see Baumard and Boyer 2013a; Norenzayan 2013; Norenzayan and Shariff 2008; 

Purzycki 2013). Others conduct secondary analyses of existing ethnographic and 

historical databases, such as the Standard Cross-Cultural Sample (SCCS) and the Human 

Relations Area Files (HRAF), (see Slingerland in press for an overview of survey 

research). Such databases enable analyses of aspects across cultures and throughout time, 

while controlling for effects of historical contact between societies (i.e., Galton’s 

problem). These databases enable scholars to formally test probabilistic models of aspects 

of religious ideas and behaviors, such as physical contact with the corpse by kin during 

ritual preparation for disposal (White et al. in press) or the co-occurrence of ritual 

dynamics and particular socio-political arrangements (Atkinson and Whitehouse 2011), 
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and the representation of high gods (Johnson 2005). Analyses of large data sets is likely 

to flourish in CSR research agendas, due to the emergence of new databases specifically 

tailored for questions concerning cognition, the environment and religion, such as the 

Historical Database of Sociocultural Evolution (Turchin et at. 2012) and the Database of 

Religious History (DRH), which is collecting data directly from historians and other 

specialists (see Slingerland in press)
4
.  

Although methodologically diverse, CSR researchers are bound together by a 

commitment to a scientific approach to the study of religion. Thus, CSR scholars 

formulate testable hypotheses about religious ideas and behaviors and make predictions 

about the past, present or future state of affairs. Such predictions are subject to 

verification or revision based on the principles of testability and goodness-of-fit of 

existing data. Scholars do not merely pay lip service to such principles but have actively 

endorsed them. For example, scholars will often propose a general theory to explain some 

aspect of religion and then invite critique from an array of specialists in multiple 

disciplines (e.g., on topics such as rituals: Boyer and Liénard 2006; Schjoedt et al. 2013; 

Gods: Norenzayan et al. 2014; and the afterlife: Bering 2006). Perhaps the best example 

of this commitment is Harvey Whitehouse’s theory of ritual dynamics (Whitehouse 2000; 

2004). Whitehouse openly invited scholars from multiple disciplines to critique his theory 

in order to improve it. For instance, he sought out religious historians to apply his theory 

to prehistorical, Graeco-Roman, and Christian religions to test the goodness-of-fit 

(Whitehouse and Martin 2004), and has since modified his theory in light of existing 

evidence (Whitehouse and McCauley 2005). Like others in CSR, he also teamed with 

experimental psychologists and other specialists to formulate his theory into empirically 

testable ways and to test it against competing alternatives (e.g., Atkinson and Whitehouse 

2011; Barrett 2005; Barrett and Lawson 2001; Cohen and Barrett 2008; Richert et al. 

2005).  

 

                                                 
4
 These methods are not meant to be exhaustive. Others include neuroscience (e.g., Andersen et al. 2014), 

computer modeling (see Whitehouse et al. 2012, and the Institute for the Bio-Cultural Study of Religion’s 

“Simulating Religion Project”); textual analyses (see Slingerland 2013); and the philosophical, 

historical/archaeological and/or theological treatment of CSR theories (e.g., De Cruz and De Smedt 2010; 

Geertz and Jensen, 2014; Hodge 2011; Nichols 2007; Nicholson 2014; Pyysiäinen 2001; Schloss and 

Murray 2011; Whitehouse and Martin, 2004).  
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Commitment 3: To explain religion, we must first fractionate and reduce it into 

meaningfully constituent parts 

CSR scholars would happily admit that they, like all scientists, are in the business 

of reduction (see McCauley 2000)
5
. CSR takes a bottom-up approach, first fractionating 

religion into cross-culturally recurrent forms of ideas and practices, such as concepts of 

non-visible agents as punitive deities, continued consciousness in the afterlife, and 

ritualized behavior (e.g., see Boyer 2003). Conversely, by fractioning religious systems 

into empirically tractable units of analyses, rather than trying to top-down define and then 

explain religion as a whole, CSR scholars believe they have a better chance of eventually 

reconstructing, and explaining, these religious systems in their entirety; namely, as 

distinct socio-cultural packages of ideas and practices (see Boyer 2003; McKay and 

Whitehouse 2014). Although this approach has led some to the impression that CSR is 

narrow in scope (see Cohen et al., 2008), this represents a misunderstanding of the field, 

since it is also characterized by general theories of aspects of religion, such as the 

relationship between ritual dynamics and socio-political arrangements (e.g., Whitehouse 

2004), and the rise of large-scale prosocial religions and moralizing gods (Norenzayan 

2013). 

To successfully explain religion, therefore, involves two things: the first draws on 

what is known in the cognitive and evolutionary sciences about panhuman cognition; that 

is, how humans attend to, process and remember information, to explain why these 

patterns persist (e.g., content biases). The second draws on specialist understanding of 

particular socio-cultural environments in which these ideas and behaviors operate, to 

explain how these predisposed patterns of thinking and behaving manifest themselves in 

particular contexts (e.g., context biases, see Gervais and Henrich 2010; Henrich and 

McElreath, 2003). These are complementary because one cannot say much about how 

                                                 
5
 To date, CSR has focused most on explaining common representations of, and responses to, supernatural 

agents. The focus to date is likely a product of two factors. First is the influence of scholars such as Guthrie 

(1980).  Second is the ubiquity and accessibility of the phenomena and the comparative ease with which 

scholars can investigate these phenomena. This focus may be interpreted as a Tylorian minimalist view of 

religion as supernatural agents but it does not adequately characterize the field, since CSR researchers have 

addressed other phenomena. Indeed, some have studied phenomena that may be considered outside of what 

mainstream scholars would classify as religion, such as atheism (Lanman 2012) and magic (Sørensen 

2007).  



 12 

ideas tend to be similar if one does not understand the ways in which these ideas and 

behaviors are modified (i.e., the extent to which they vary).  

 

Commitment 4: Religious ideas and practices are actively processed by the human mind 

The most significant of all commitments, and what most distinguishes CSR from 

other approaches to the study of religion is the active role attributed to human cognition 

in the formation and transmission of religious ideas. What unifies the diversity of the 

various research projects in CSR is the basic idea that the mind is not a blank slate, 

sponge or a Xerox machine, but that we actively filter and shape information (including 

religious ideas) in the world around us. Due to biases in the content of religious ideas, 

some ideas are encoded, stored and recalled better than others. This theory has been 

characterized as the epidemiology of representations, presented by Sperber (1996), and 

its implications are simple: to account for the persistence and prevalence of religious 

ideas, one must take account of panhuman cognitive predispositions. Such dispositions 

comprise corresponding intuitions that emerge in all human beings with minimal 

instruction, even though their expression may be modified by cultural input (McCauley 

2011).   

CSR is sometimes accused of neglecting the role of the socio-cultural 

environment and historical factors in affecting the forms and transmission of religious 

ideas, but this is inaccurate (see Cohen et al., 2008). As Trigg and Barrett put it (2014: 4), 

the cognitive science of religion “draws upon the cognitive sciences to explain how pan-

cultural features of human minds, interacting with their natural and social environments, 

inform and constrain religious thought and action”. It was, from the beginning, cognition 

and culture – never cognition not culture. The historic and culturally situated character of 

religion is, correspondingly, emphasized even by early works in the area, such as those 

by Whitehouse (1995) and Guthrie (1993). More importantly, scholars have continued to 

demonstrate a deep commitment to understanding how these biases manifest themselves 

in particular socio-cultural contexts, often by drawing on their specialist knowledge and 

spending years in the field (e.g., Cohen, 2007; Whitehouse, 1995; Whitehouse & Martin, 

2004; Xygalatas, 2014).  
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Yet, from its inception, CSR was a reaction against strong social constructionist 

accounts of religion and—in marketing language—the “unique selling point” of the 

approach was, thus, cognition.  The impression that the field has neglected historic and 

cultural pressures may therefore be due, in part to a contrast effect between the emphasis 

placed on socio-cultural factors by works of CSR scholars and other accounts of religion 

that focus more-or-less exclusively on the role of culture. In addition, there has also been 

a tendency from those within the field to promote the approach by emphasizing the 

cognitive component, and perhaps even a bias from those who first encounter it to 

remember the novel features—which tend to be the cognitive aspects. A related 

consideration is pragmatic. In academic discourse, it is often easier to give examples of 

what CSR can deliver by appealing to broad cognitive theories than to discuss how these 

biases are shaped by historic and cultural particulars.  

 

Commitment 5: Religion is cognitively natural 

The final claim is that religion is cognitively natural. This entails two things. First is the 

commitment to methodological naturalism, which is the basic idea, shared broadly in 

religious studies, that the “human side” of religious ideas and experiences can be studied 

in naturalistic terms. CSR scholars are interested in understanding how and why humans 

respond to ideas that are deemed religious, rather than to decipher the ontological status 

of those ideas, which is clearly outside of the scope of CSR research both 

methodologically (how would we test it?) and theoretically (why would we test it?). 

Second, if the cognitive resources that psychologically underpin religious concepts are 

not distinct from those that underpin their non-religious counterparts, then there is no 

need to posit a special domain that is religious cognition. Regardless of metaphysical 

claims, and attempting to bracket their personal epistemic commitments about the status 

of religion, CSR scholars claim that religion is cognitively natural. Given what we know 

about the persuasiveness of particular forms of thought which underpin much of religion 

in different contexts, religious ideas are part and parcel of our normally developing 

cognition and rapidly spread when introduced in social environments; much like music, 

art, or language, religion is natural.  
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A related question concerns the source of this naturalness.  One response, already 

highlighted, is to point to the early emergence of ideas as indication of cognitive 

naturalness. That is to say, given minimal instruction, humans are predisposed to 

represent the world in certain ways that are showcased by how people tend to think about 

concepts that we associate with religion, even though they can be tuned by cultural 

environments (McCauley 2011). One account could simply point to these intuitions and 

predispositions as criteria of what makes certain features of religious representations and 

behaviors natural. Another response goes further by locating the source of these intuitions 

to early emerging predispositions to evolved domain-specific systems. Thus the systems 

themselves, which are a product of human evolution, are responsible for these early 

emerging biases. The latter is of course an evolutionary account of religion. Even though 

there is an ongoing debate about the origin, function and exact role of evolution in 

religious ideas and behaviors (especially whether it enhanced survival and the unit of 

selection, e.g., see Bering 2006; Bloom 2009b; Bulbulia 2008; Henrich and McElreath 

2003; Richardson and Boyd 2008; Sosis 2009; Wilson 2010), all evolutionary accounts 

attempt to get at the ultimate causality behind the origins and persistence of religious 

ideas. Most assume that evolutionary sciences are, or should be, essential to a cognitive 

explanation of religious phenomena (see Wilson 2008) while others, (most notably 

Barrett 2011) have argued the case that it is distinct and complementary, often referring 

to “cognitive and evolutionary approaches to the study of religion” to capture both (e.g., 

see Trigg and Barrett 2014; Watts and Turner 2014). As I have briefly alluded to here, 

although it is possible to propose a cognitive explanation of religion that does not draw 

upon an understanding of evolutionary processes, engagement with the evolutionary 

sciences offers a broad theoretical framework for organizing facts about panhuman 

tendencies, greatly enriches the explanatory potential of CSR and clearly demarks it from 

other approaches.  

The idea that religion is natural often causes controversy for those outside the 

field. This ‘naturalness-of-religion’ thesis (coined by Barrett 2000) has provoked 

controversy from both sides of the religion debate. On the one hand, some argue that we 

are essentially “explaining religion away”, with the associated claim that a natural 

explanation for religion makes the existence of anything supernatural superfluous (e.g., 
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see Barrett 2007b; Leech and Visala 2011 for an overview). On the other hand, some 

have interpreted the idea that religion is natural as meaning that religion is true (for 

further treatment on this issue see De Cruz and Smedt 2015; Jong 2012; Trigg and Barrett 

2014). As Boyer (2008: 1038) put it “some people of faith fear that an understanding of 

the processes underlying belief could undermine it. Others worry that what is shown to be 

part of our evolutionary heritage will be interpreted as good, true, necessary or 

inevitable.”  

To date, most researchers have responded by not engaging in debates about the 

philosophical or theological implications of their findings in lieu of getting on with the 

science, but this has created the unfortunate effect of leaving some suspicious of deep 

seated commitments and religious agendas, especially when research is funded by donors 

who have been traditionally sympathetic to religious concerns (e.g., see Leech and Aku 

Visala 2011; Martin and Wiebe 2012). While I cannot testify to the research agenda of 

every CSR scholar, I hold faith in the scientific process. Namely, if the methodological 

hallmarks that designate good scientific research (e.g., design validity, probabilistic 

testing, replication etc.) are employed in all sciences, then they should be used to 

decipher poor, from strong, scientific research in CSR. Regardless of personal 

commitments, methodologically sound research is good research.  

 

3. Conclusion  

Although relatively new and developing, CSR is underpinned by a commitment to 

five tenets, that: there is no single entity that constitutes religion; religion can be 

explained scientifically; to explain religion we must fractionate and reduce it into 

meaningfully constituent parts; religious ideas and practices are actively processed by the 

human mind; and religion is cognitively natural. At the core, CSR is a theory about the 

spread and prevalence of religious phenomena and the active role that human cognition, 

in addition to the socio-cultural environment, plays in this process. The ultimate goal of 

CSR is to identify, and then explain, how and why some ideas and practices that are 

labeled religious are cross-culturally recurrent, and how they are modified by cultural 

input.  
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One of the hallmarks of the new cognitive approach to religion is that it is 

interdisciplinary and scholars engage in, and encourage, methodological pluralism. As a 

scientific approach to religion, CSR scholars have been keen to refine compelling ideas 

that stem from both the humanities and social sciences into scientifically tractable 

theories and then test them. This inclusivity offers scholars of religion everywhere an 

opportunity to refine existing ideas in the spirit of the pursuit of knowledge. Yet rather 

than beating down the doors of CSR researchers, mainstream religious studies scholars 

have watched the field grow from a distance, often with skepticism for what we can 

show, sometimes with scornful disdain for any scientific approach to the study of 

religion. Yet as Lawson (2000: 47) put it “A cognitive approach to…religion is capable 

of arousing intense suspicion…the standard assumption in the social sciences and the 

humanities has been that only social and cultural methods can explain social and cultural 

facts. Of course the possibility of a cognitive science of religion depends upon showing 

that cognitive explanations of socio-cultural facts are not only possible but have already 

happened [emphasis added]”.  

Although CSR scholars do not claim to have explained religion (provocative book 

titles aside), in the past fifteen years or so, the field has made tremendous progress in 

understanding the cognitive basis of religious ideas and behaviors.  Armed with an 

empirical tool kit and cutting edge theories on how the mind works, CSR researchers will 

continue to attempt to explain the stability and diversity of religious ideas and behaviors 

across the world, throughout history, and even predict the future religious landscape. 
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