Religious Studies
http://journals.cambridge.org/RES
Additional services for Religious

Studies:

Email alerts: Click here
Subscriptions: Click here
Commercial reprints: Click here
Terms of use : Click here

The cognitive science of religion: a modiﬁed theist
response
DAVID LEECH and AKU VISALA
Religious Studies / Volume 47 / Issue 03 / September 2011, pp 301  316
DOI: 10.1017/S0034412510000302, Published online: 12 July 2010

Link to this article: http://journals.cambridge.org/abstract_S0034412510000302
How to cite this article:
DAVID LEECH and AKU VISALA (2011). The cognitive science of religion: a modiﬁed theist
response. Religious Studies, 47, pp 301316 doi:10.1017/S0034412510000302
Request Permissions : Click here

Downloaded from http://journals.cambridge.org/RES, IP address: 205.225.146.106 on 24 Dec 2012

Religious Studies (2011) 47, 301–316
doi:10.1017/S0034412510000302

f Cambridge University Press 2010

The cognitive science of religion : a modiﬁed
theist response
DAVID LEECH
ICEA, University of Oxford, 64 Banbury Rd, Oxford OX2 6PN
e-mail : david.leech@cantab.net

AKU VISALA
ICEA, University of Oxford, 64 Banbury Rd, Oxford OX2 6PN
e-mail : aku.visala@anthro.ox.ac.uk

Abstract: Critics of religion have recently claimed that the natural explanation of
religious-belief formation oﬀered by the Cognitive Science of Religion (CSR) is
incompatible with theism. Defenders of theism have in turn responded to these
claims by arguing for the compatibility of the CSR account with theism. In this
paper we propose a modiﬁed defence of the compatibility of the CSR account with
theism which supplements extant theistic arguments by drawing out the
implications of certain points about the nature of CSR explanation which have so far
been left relatively unexploited. In developing this defence, we argue that extant
atheistic and theistic readings of the CSR can be understood as accepting certain
presuppositions, especially about the relative centrality of the CSR account in
explaining religious belief, which, we argue, would be detrimental to the theist case
were they actually intended, and which should be clearly rejected. We suggest that
the theist should argue explicitly from the nature of CSR explanation to its
compatibility with theism.

Critics of religion have recently claimed that the natural explanation of
religious-belief formation oﬀered by the Cognitive Science of Religion [hereafter
CSR] is incompatible with theism.1 Defenders of theism have in turn responded to
these claims by arguing for the compatibility of the CSR account with theism.2 In
this paper we argue for a modiﬁed theist strategy which incorporates certain
additional points, especially concerning the nature of CSR explanation.
In the ﬁrst section we outline relevant features of the CSR account of religiousbelief formation. The second section summarizes the arguments that have
been given for the incompatibility of the standard CSR account of religious-belief
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formation and theism, and classiﬁes these arguments and recent theist counterarguments into two types. In the third section we consider some potential rejoinders to which these counter-arguments might in turn be vulnerable if read a
certain way, and introduce a modiﬁed defence of the compatibility of CSR and
theism incorporating additional points concerning the explanatory scope of CSR.
The fourth section sums up our argument and includes some concluding
remarks.

The CSR account of religious belief

The CSR proposes the following basic account of the natural origins and
maintenance of religious beliefs and behaviours (let us call this the standard
model). Starting from the assumption that human cognitive architectures
are modular in structure and their modular components were selected for in
humans’ (Pleistocene) environment of evolutionary adaptedness (EEA), CSR
researchers suppose that minds contain a set of cognitive mechanisms that
collaborate to generate religious belief and behaviour cross-culturally as a byproduct of their normal functioning. (In other words, religious beliefs and behaviours are evolutionary spandrels, not adaptations.) Religious beliefs so produced
are regarded by their holders as being true and important. More speciﬁcally, religious beliefs are held to arise and persist for the following reasons :3
(1) They are counter-intuitive in ways that make them optimally suited
for recall and transmission.
Since religions are communal, in order for religious ideas to spread beyond
individuals to become believed by whole communities, they must have properties
that make them memorable and which make them transmit successfully from
one mind to another. The minimal counter-intuitiveness hypothesis states that
human minds are such that some ideas are more ‘ catching’ than others. In particular, human minds ﬁnd strange or counter-intuitive ideas very memorable and
interesting. But this hypothesis predicts that only certain sorts of counter-intuitive ideas will have high memorability and transmit well, namely those which
involve only a few rather than many violations of humans’ innate ‘ ontological
categories ’ (Pascal Boyer).
(2) They spring from cognitive mechanisms that generate beliefs about
agents and agency.
Religious beliefs arise in the ﬁrst place with the help of an intuitive cognitive
mechanism called a ‘hypersensitive agency detection device ’ (HADD). HADD is
based on the observation that humans tend to interpret ambiguous stimuli as
having been produced by agents, and that this perceptual bias would be adaptive,
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since it made humans more wary in their interactions with the environment and
therefore reduced the risk of unexpected encounters with predatory others.
HADD hypothesizes the existence of agency when it detects certain sorts of
stimuli in the environment. Overdetection of agency seems a reasonable strategy
for human minds because they are presumed to have evolved to maximize relevant information about their environments. But where no natural embodied
agents can be discerned, invisible minimally counter-intuitive supernatural
agents (1) become good candidates for explaining unusual events.
(3) They typically represent the religious entities as minded agents who,
because of their counter-intuitive character, stand to beneﬁt us in
our attempt to maintain stable relationships in large interacting
groups.
Since we also have a cognitive mechanism – sometimes called theory of mind
(ToM) – to attribute mindedness to agents and to explain behaviours by appeal to
hypothesized beliefs and desires, it is argued that events which trigger HADD are
likely to serve as occasions to form beliefs of this sort about those agents which
are thought to cause these unusual stimuli.
(4) They are also inference-rich and thus allow us to generate narratives
about them that enhance their memorability, make them attractive as
objects of ritual, and increase our aﬀective reaction towards them.
While none of these factors just on their own explain the cross-cultural salience
of religious beliefs, it is proposed that their combination adds up to a powerful
explanation of the origin and prevalence of the diverse religious beliefs in the
world and the ease with which they transmit across cultures.
Incompatibility arguments and counter-arguments

There are several incompatibility construals of the standard model. Those
who have made such construals have not generally made their precise arguments
for its incompatibility with theism explicit, but theists have sought to reconstruct
these.4 There seems to be basically two diﬀerent types of incompatibility arguments: (A) arguments from the availability of naturalistic explanations to the
redundancy of theistic explanations and (B) arguments to the unreliability of the
mechanisms that bring about theistic beliefs.
Natural versus theistic explanations (A)

The arguments of the ﬁrst type aim to show that theistic explanations of
religious beliefs are redundant, impossible, or unnecessary. The basic idea is that
from the existence of a non-theistic and naturalistic explanation of theistic belief
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we can infer that ‘ theistic explanations ’ of theistic beliefs are unnecessary. In
other words, naturalistic explanations of theistic belief can be used as evidence
for the non-existence of the target of theistic beliefs, that is, God.5
Theists have pointed out in reply that such arguments pit supernatural and
natural explanations against each other needlessly. For the theist there is no
reason to deny the possibility that God could use natural processes to execute His
will in the world and – as in our case – produce theistic belief.6 The most common
way of cashing out this view is to distinguish personal (or teleological) explanation
from natural (or physical) explanation.7 Personal explanations, in this view, refer
to intentional states of rational agents, and natural explanations to physical
causal processes, and these two modes of explanation are not mutually exclusive.
Since theistic explanation can be understood in terms of the former, it can be
argued that there is no contradiction in giving the same event two kinds of explanations, one supernatural and one natural.
Unreliability arguments (B)

Suppose the theist response to the type-A argument is satisfactory. This
does not yet secure the compatibility of the standard model and theism because
theistic beliefs may yet be irrational or unjustiﬁed because the ways in which they
come about are unreliable.8 We will call the diverse arguments of this kind ‘ unreliability arguments ’. The aim of these arguments is to show that regardless of
whether theism is true or not, the standard model shows that the theist is not
rational in believing in God since the mechanisms and pathways through which
our theistic beliefs come about are unreliable. In the literature, one can ﬁnd at
least the following arguments that all endorse this basic strategy :
(1) The argument from the fact that HADD and ToM were not
selected to produce theistic belief but arose as by-products to
the fact that HADD and ToM are unreliable sources of theistic
belief.
[The argument from spandrelism]
(2) The argument from the existence of a naturalistic explanation of
theistic belief to the lack of proper causal connection between theistic
belief and its targets.
[The argument from the lack of proper causal connection]
(3) The argument from the easiness of theistic belief to its
irrationality.
[The argument from naturalness of theism]
(4) The argument from the fact that HADD produces so many false beliefs
to the unreliability of HADD.
[The argument from false positives]
(5) The argument from the diversity of religious beliefs produced by
HADD and ToM to their unreliability.
[The argument from the diversity of religious belief]
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Consider CSR’s assumption that religious beliefs are by-products of psychological mechanisms that are selected by natural selection for other than religious
purposes. This claim seems to imply that, as religious beliefs are products of
mechanisms that are not selected to deal with religious information, they are
prima facie suspicious. The argument can be put as follows :9
(1) If a belief about God is a product of mechanisms of the human
mind that have not been selected to produce beliefs about
God (a by-product, spandrel), then beliefs about God are irrational.
(2) Natural selection has led to the emergence of cognitive mechanisms
(e.g. HADD and ToM) because they provide a survival advantage, not
because they produce beliefs about god.
(3) Therefore, beliefs about God are irrational.
Theists have put the following counter-argument : we have no reason to think
that beliefs that are evolutionary by-products, that is, products of mechanisms
that have been originally selected to produce beliefs about other things, are unreliable. We can see quite clearly what is wrong with this argument if we substitute the word ‘ God ’ in the argument with, e.g. ‘ quantum mechanics’ or
‘ calculus ’. What we see is that most of our beliefs, including beliefs about all sorts
of scientiﬁc things and everyday beliefs, are also ‘accidental ’ by-products of our
cognitive systems in exactly the same way as beliefs about God are : natural
selection did not favour individuals who were able to do quantum mechanics or
calculus. We are able to form beliefs about quantum mechanics and calculus – as
well as many other things – because our cognitive mechanisms, that originally
evolved to do something else, are ﬂexible enough to process diﬀerent inputs.10 We
cannot infer from the fact that a cognitive system has been naturally selected to
perform a certain function to the conclusion that the system in question is unreliable when it is performing some other function for which it was not selected.
According to the theist, the reason why the argument looks convincing is that it
plays with two diﬀerent meanings of the notions of ‘ by-product ’ and ‘evolutionary accident ’. Usually these notions are used to refer to traits that have not
been selected by natural selection, that is, traits that are not adaptations. But
what they are made to imply in the argument is that if a belief is a product of
mechanisms that are by-products of natural selection, the belief in question is
randomly generated, that is, it does not track the truth. But, it is argued, there is no
necessary connection between these two meanings. So, what the claim ‘ theistic
beliefs are evolutionary by-products or evolutionary accidents ’ comes down to is
that when producing theistic beliefs cognitive mechanisms operate outside the
domains in which they were selected to work in.
Type-2 arguments purport to show that in order for a belief that p be
justiﬁed (to be a proper candidate for being true), the belief that p must be
causally connected to the reality which it represents. So if religious beliefs
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are not caused by any actual state of aﬀairs in reality but by the cognitive
mechanisms themselves, then they do not seem to be proper candidates for being
true.11
One way of rebutting the argument is to argue that, although causal analyses of
knowledge and justiﬁcation are quite popular, some other theory of justiﬁcation
should be selected. Not every theory of justiﬁcation requires a causal connection
between the object of a belief and the belief itself. Secondly, even if theists grant
for the sake of the argument that a causal analysis should be accepted, they can
still claim that there is a proper causal connection between theistic belief and
God. The theist can claim that God has set up our cognitive systems in such a way
that they produce true beliefs about Him in certain environments. The causal
connection would be there, but it would be relatively indirect.12
Suppose the theist rejoinders to the above arguments are successful : there is
still the issue of the CSR claim that religious beliefs are easy to form and transmit
(type-3 arguments). The basic idea of such an argument is that we know now why
people ﬁnd theistic beliefs plausible : not because there is a God, but because of
our psychology. From this we can conclude that it is irrational to have theistic
beliefs.
In reply to this, the theist can grant that CSR results strongly support the idea
that human beings are in fact credulous recipients of theistic belief and that
human cognitive faculties are largely responsible for this fact. The theist, however, will want to claim that the plausibility of theistic belief cannot be used as
evidence for its irrationality. The theist can maintain that God does not have to be
the cause of people’s credulity for theistic belief to be rational. In other words,
there must be a mistake somewhere if we take the plausibility of theistic belief as
evidence for its irrationality. One possible response to this is to claim that the one
and only reason for the plausibility of theistic belief is the existence of unconscious cognitive mechanisms (HADD and ToM). If this were the case, then the
argument would look more reasonable. The theist, however, would counter this
claim by saying that it assumes an implausible view of human psychology : one
would need to show that conscious deliberations, other cognitive systems and
other causal factors would not come into play at all. In other words, one would be
committed to some sort of implausible ‘cognitive determinism ’ which does not
seem to be the case.13
A further type of unreliability argument (type-4) is based on the idea that
cognitive mechanisms – usually HADD – which, according to the standard view,
play a relatively large role in the generation of religious beliefs, are known
to be unreliable because in normal circumstances they produce largely false
beliefs. The amount of ‘ false positives ’, that is, the amount of false beliefs produced by HADD, is supposed to show that trusting the products of HADD is
irrational.14
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First of all, the theist could claim in response to this that HADD’s role in generating theistic belief is relatively small. Later in this article we suggest that this is
in fact a viable way to go, but for the time being, we will let the assumption stand
and proceed in the conﬁnes of the standard model. Second, the theist can argue
that there is no evidence that HADD is unreliable in all contexts or in a religious
context in particular. The theist response is, therefore, based on the idea that the
reliability of HADD is context-sensitive.
According to the standard story, HADD’s triggering is related to events such as
movement and noises in the bushes, creaking ﬂoorboards or such like, and most
of the time it turns out that agents have nothing to do with such events. But this
does not mean that HADD is always unreliable, since it also triggers when we hear
footsteps or someone whistling downstairs. In such cases we are right in our
attributing agency. As Murray points out, most of our belief-forming mechanisms
are like this anyway : they are reliable in one context and unreliable in others.15
This, the theist can argue, is enough to suspend judgement on whether HADD
produces mostly false beliefs. Furthermore, if the atheist wants to make the argument work against the theist, he would need to show that HADD is unreliable
in a religious context, and showing this is quite diﬃcult without ﬁrst assuming
that theism is false.
Finally, type-5 arguments argue from the diversity and incompatibility of
religious beliefs to the unreliability of the mechanisms that produce them. The
argument would go as follows :16
(1) Belief-producing mechanisms of a certain kind are not
reliable and we are irrational to hold their products
true if they constantly produce mutually incompatible and
diverse beliefs.
(2) Mechanisms that produce religious beliefs produce mutually
incompatible and diverse beliefs.
(3) Therefore, mechanisms that produce religious beliefs are unreliable
and we are irrational to hold their products true.
The theist can respond to the argument by rejecting premise (2) and arguing
that the diversity of religious beliefs (which is a fact) does not result from the
cognitive systems that uphold them. The mechanisms that the standard model
posits to explain religious belief (HADD, ToM) produce beliefs that are very nonspeciﬁc. HADD, for instance, can be operating reliably when it ascribes agency
when I hear whistling downstairs. It is the diﬀerences in background knowledge
that leads you to think that it is the spaghetti monster who is whistling and me
that it is my friend. So, the theist argues, diverse religious beliefs do not result
from the cognitive mechanisms speciﬁed by the standard model, but rather from
diﬀerent interpretations of the outputs of these mechanisms under diﬀerent
background conditions.
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Possible problems and a revised theistic defence

In the previous section, we extracted the basic structures of several arguments for the incompatibility of the standard model and theism and their theist
rejoinders and classiﬁed them into two basic types. In this section we suggest that
the existing theist defences might be read (or misread?) as vulnerable to certain
critical rejoinders on account of their apparent assumption of a set of missing
premises, themselves apparently assumed by the extant atheist arguments, and
that the explicit rejection of these premises makes the compatibility of the standard model with theism clearer.
We will ﬁrst list these premises and illustrate how extant theist compatibility
arguments might be thought to be vulnerable to critical rejoinders if they are read
as presupposing them. In a second section we will outline a modiﬁed theistic
reading built upon a clear rejection of these premises.
Some missing premises and ensuing diﬃculties

The missing premises can be divided into two types: (a) concerning the
nature and relevance of the standard model for explaining religious belief; and (b)
concerning what a theist can acceptably believe about the relationship between
God and heterodox or non-theist religious beliefs. Firstly, (1a) the standard model
might be assumed to oﬀer an explanation of content-speciﬁc religious beliefs,
and (2a) either exclusively or overwhelmingly account for the origin and persistence of particular religious beliefs. Secondly, (3b) the idea that God might at any
time make himself known inchoately to humans through non-theistic supernatural representations might be assumed (by atheists, or by certain theists) to be
unacceptable to the theist.
Consider, for example, possible critical responses to the following recent proposal according to which natural cognitive biases (as outlined in the standard
model) might be God’s way of making sure that belief in the supernatural becomes a human universal :17
(1) God wants humans to survive and reproduce.
(2) Therefore God orchestrates evolution in such a way that humans
would be equipped with a cognitive architecture as described in the
standard account that will be conducive to (1).
(3) God also wants supernaturalistic belief to be a human universal.
(4) God knows that (3) will be a natural consequence of (2) in humans’
environment of evolutionary adaptedness (EEA).
(5) Therefore, God also allows (2) to be a cause of (3).
In the case that both critics of religion and theists were presupposing
the abovementioned missing premises – or the former at least supposed
that theists must be presupposing them, where the latter have not stated their
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presuppositions – the critic might argue in the following way against this kind of
account.18
She might concede that it may not be irrational for the theist to persist in
their theistic beliefs if this scenario were the case (an omnipotent God could,
after all, arrange for religious beliefs to come about this way). However, she might
note that supernatural beliefs becoming a human universal in the abovementioned circumstances (4) is only probable, not inevitable on (2),19 if ‘ God
orchestrates evolution ’ in (2) is taken to imply a position on divine providence
which takes a modest view on the extent of God’s control over His creation
and assumes that He leaves a great deal to chance. If God orchestrates His
creation by setting up the initial conditions and physical laws but does not tinker
with creation (including the evolutionary process) thereafter, this seems to
allow for the possibility that God’s intentions for humanity, including that it
comes to know and believe in Him, may – even if highly improbably – fail to be
realized.
In this case, the critic will suppose that the theist must either qualify (3) to :
(3a) God also wants supernaturalistic belief probably to become a
human universal (but doesn’t determine it),
or concede that God must be guiding evolution in some stronger sense than
simply setting up the initial conditions, then letting living things evolve naturally,20 or insist on the epistemic distance between what humans know and what
God knows. (God’s knowledge of the initial conditions and physical/biological
laws may be superior to and more complete than ours in such a way that He
knows that (3) will follow from (2) by nomic necessity.) Since it seems natural
for the theist to assume that the God who creates humans, loves them, and
desires that they know and love Him, would guarantee (rather than merely render
likely) that humans did indeed come to form supernaturalistic beliefs, on this
scenario most theists would probably choose one of the latter options.
Secondly, the critic might object that on such a theist construal, God resembles
a deus deceptor. The argument could be stated as follows :
(1) God (exclusively) allows supernatural belief to become a human
universal as a purely natural by-product of human cognitive
architectures operating in their EEA.
(2) God is therefore never involved proximally in the formation of (any)
supernatural beliefs, but only as their ultimate cause.
(3) But humans (theists and religionists generally) are generally under the
impression that they are directly in relationship with a supernatural
agent or agents.
(4) Therefore God deceives them with respect to their belief that they are
in direct personal relationship with supernatural agency.
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(5) But this is inconsistent with the putative character of the God of
classical theism.
(6) Therefore the God of classical theism does not exist.
On the assumption of missing premises (1a) and (2a), it would appear to be the
case that while God, by allowing religious beliefs to become implanted in the
minds of humans, had not deceived them about the actual existence of supernatural agency, He had deceived them about their enjoying some sort of direct
(as opposed to ultimate) causal relationship with supernatural agency.
Further, on the assumption of missing premises (1a), (2a), and (3b), the critic of
religion might object that it is inconsistent for any theist both to claim that the
God of classical theism wishes all humans to be in relationship with Him, and
that He would have allowed the vast majority of humanity to entertain crucially
false supernatural beliefs.21 The argument can be stated as follows :
(1) God (exclusively) allows supernatural belief to become a human universal as a purely natural by-product of human cognitive architectures operating in their EEA.
(2) HADD (and ToM) produce a great variety of religious representations,
not all of which are theistic.
(3) Prior to the historical period – i.e. for 99 per cent of human
history – humans presumably had crucially false supernatural
representations from the perspective of theism, but God
did not provide them with revealed knowledge of Himself as a
corrective.
(4) God does not enter into relationship with humans entertaining false
supernatural representations, or humans in this condition cannot
enter into relationship with Him.
(5) Therefore the God of classical theism does not wish to be in
relationship with humans in general.
Theists can of course meet objections of these sorts in various ways. However,
if theists were, in fact, presupposing the abovementioned missing premises
(or did not point out that they are not presupposing them, if they weren’t), critics
could show that their options on issues of divine providence and the divine–
human relationship are compromised, by raising diﬃculties of the abovementioned sort. We are not suggesting that extant theist arguments are powerless
to respond to these potential diﬃculties, but rather than they do not have to in
the ﬁrst place if they make it clear that they reject these missing premises.
Rejecting the premises and the revised defence

If the abovementioned missing premises (1a), (2a), and (3b) are rejected,
the theist case for its compatibility with the standard model can be made more
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eﬃciently. The general strategy of theists hitherto in answering the unreliability
arguments could easily be read by a critic as having been to show that the causal
pathways and mechanisms (HADD, ToM) through which theistic beliefs come
about are not unreliable in a religious context or at least cannot be shown to be
unreliable without the a priori assumption that there is no God. However, in the
case that missing premises (1a) and (2a) are presumed to be accepted by both
parties, the critic of religion can suppose that the theist also subscribes to the idea
that CSR theories reveal most (or all) the mechanisms and causal pathways
through which theistic beliefs come about, i.e. that HADD and ToM are all there is
in terms of mechanisms of theistic belief. But we suggest that these premises can
and should be rejected.
Firstly, the theist is not obliged to accept (3b). The theist can muster internally
respectable reasons for rejecting it, whether by appeal to a doctrine of God’s
‘ cosmic covenant’ with humanity, or to a patristically inspired logos theology,
according to which earlier peoples had at least partial access to the divine logos,
which reading could be extended to prehistorical generations.22
The theist can therefore claim with internal plausibility that prehistorical
peoples prior to the historical revelations entertained religious beliefs which were
superﬁcially false but suﬃciently true in the sense of giving them at bottom
an inchoate sense of the true God, and this was what God intended. The
basic idea would be that just as in the case of the diversity of historical and
contemporary religious belief, the presumed massive diversity of prehistoric
religious belief would not undermine belief in God, but would rather suggest
how God was in relationship with prehistoric humanity (as well as those
portions of humanity which were not privy to special revelation) through
their underlying inchoate sense of Him. Working out the details of this theistic
construal, which might take the form of arguing that God intended humans
to progressively acquire a more accurate conception of Himself, would constitute a future task for theists, but not a challenge to the consistency of theism as
such.
Moving on to our more major point, we claim that (1a) and (2a) should be
clearly rejected because it is not, in fact, the case that the standard model gives us
a complete account of the existence and persistence of particular and contentspeciﬁc theistic beliefs. In other words, the content of particular theistic beliefs
comes far short of being determined by universal cognitive mechanisms since
there are far more mechanisms23 involved in particular belief formation than are
speciﬁed by the standard model. Even if it turns out that the cognitive mechanisms that the standard model posits are unreliable, the irrationality of theism
does not follow. In other words, if the standard model catches only some causal
pathways through which the theist’s beliefs come about, then it is perfectly
possible that the other pathways are rational. This is enough, we claim, to dismantle the unreliability arguments as they stand now.
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Our argument rests on the idea that the standard model gives answers only
to questions of a certain sort and not others. This fact, we claim, has not
been properly acknowledged in the extant discussions concerning the theological implications of CSR theories. To see this point, consider the following
example.
Suppose that John is a professing Christian and has particular and speciﬁc
beliefs about God’s nature and actions in his life. He has Christian parents, lives
in a Christian community, and has had little or no exposure to atheism or other
religions. We want to explain why John has the beliefs he has and why he behaves
religiously in his community. Would an explanation given in terms of the standard model answer our question ? It would appear not. There are a plethora of
causal factors that might be invoked to explain John’s theistic beliefs and we need
a way to pick out just those ones which give us an answer to our question.24 The
standard model would predict that since John is a human being and has a normal
human cognitive architecture he will probably have some sort of supernatural
beliefs. Therefore, the standard model gives us a reason to expect John to be
somehow religious rather than atheistic.
As we have seen, normal human cognitive architecture, which includes HADD,
ToM, and other cognitive mechanisms make John favourably disposed to religious belief in general. Having this cognitive architecture does not, however,
determine the speciﬁc content of John’s beliefs, nor his Christianity. It is true that
if John did not have a normal human cognitive architecture, he would not have
the beliefs that he has. However, various factors that are not included in the
standard model must account for the speciﬁc beliefs John has. In other words,
HADD, ToM, and other ordinary cognitive mechanisms seem to be the diﬀerence-making factors between John being in some way religious or his being in
some way atheist. They are not diﬀerence-making factors between John being a
Muslim or a Christian or between John being a Baptist or a Catholic.
It is helpful to make a distinction between ultimate and proximate explanations
regarding John’s situation. The answer given by the standard model would qualify
as an ultimate explanation of John’s religiosity. But if we are to explain John’s
beliefs in more detail, we need to bring in factors that are much more proximate,
i.e. non-universal. The facts that John has Christian parents and lives in a
Christian community would constitute an excellent explanation of John’s particular Christian beliefs, or the fact that John had an unusual, strong religious
experience two years ago. This experience would also be a good candidate for the
cause of John’s particular beliefs about God’s nature and actions. It is relatively
easy to come up with stories of this kind. The chief point, however, is that CSR
explanations based on the standard model have nothing to say about causal
factors of this kind, although appeal to these is required to explain the particularities of John’s case. When stated in this way the point seems obvious, but it has
not been made clear in discussions so far, and it is not trivial.25
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Consider the following questions :
(a) Why is it that people in general tend to have supernaturalistic
beliefs ?
[Ultimate]
(b) Why is it that this given individual has these beliefs about God’s nature, actions, etc. ?
[Proximate]
When answering ultimate questions like (a), most proximate causal factors,
such as individual experiences, histories, and the like, cannot be the diﬀerencemaking factors we are seeking. If the purpose is to explain why religious beliefs of
some sort are more or less human universals rather than particular to one culture
or individual, pan-human cognitive mechanisms seem good candidates for explaining such things. In answering question (a), therefore, HADD and ToM seem
to be possible explanatorily relevant causes. HADD and ToM create biases in the
acquisition and transmission of information.26
The reason why the ultimate nature of standard-model explanations is fatal to
the unreliability arguments is that the unreliability arguments are based on the
unreliability of the proximate mechanism, not the ultimate ones. CSR explanations of theistic belief deal with causal factors that make religious beliefs of
some sort or other become prevalent in human populations (this is because of
certain regularities in the operations of our belief-forming mechanisms), but
not with those which give rise to particular, content-speciﬁc beliefs. Therefore,
individual theists cannot be judged to be irrational in trusting their theistic beliefs
even if it were to be the case that the reliability of cognitive systems posited by the
standard model would be found wanting.27
We conclude, therefore, that premises (1a) and (2a) should be rejected, since
beyond being able to specify general constraints on the nature of religious concepts if they are likely to transmit successfully, CSR must seemingly remain agnostic about the speciﬁc causal histories of particular beliefs (historical or
contemporary). This is because CSR can only say that HADD and ToM are present
in individual minds; it cannot say that HADD and ToM are the sole causes of
individual theistic beliefs. It seems plausible to suppose that HADD and ToM play
a causally relevant role when we consider relatively large populations of individuals, but not when we consider the religious beliefs of speciﬁc individuals.
Furthermore, premise (3b) can plausibly be rejected by the theist, since she is not
required to accept it, and many fellow theists do not.
Conclusion

We have provided some reasons to think that there is something wrong
with missing premises (1a), (2a), and (3b). The theist is under no particular obligation to accept (3b), and therefore can remain unperturbed by the presumed
diversity of religious belief in prehistory. Moreover, if HADD and ToM are just one
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slice of the causal nexus which brings about theistic belief, and their causal inﬂuence with respect to religious belief can only be observed at the level of
populations, then it can hardly be claimed that they are causally responsible for
all or mostly all individual theistic belief. Therefore, even if it could be shown that
HADD and ToM are unreliable, the standard model would not be incompatible
with theism (presumably some of the theist defenders of the compatibility of CSR
with theism think this anyway, but they do not explicitly argue it). And, as the
theist responses show, we have some reasons to think that it is very diﬃcult to
show the unreliability of HADD and ToM (and other cognitive systems) in religious contexts without ﬁrst assuming that theism is not the case. If what is being
argued here is correct, then there seems to be no reason to think that the standard
model is incompatible with theism in any strong or interesting way.28
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