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Abstract

This paper looks at the claims of philosophy lecturer Georges Rey’s meta-atheism, and the body of literature in evolutionary psychology that could support his case, critiquing both as unable to comprehensively explain all religious experience and expression.  A number of evolutionary psychology authors are drawn on, with a primarily focus on Joseph Bulbilia’s summary of commitment signaling theory in Religiosity as mental time travel: cognitive adaptations for religious behavior.  The paper shows that, while the growing body of evolutionary psychology literature complements the meta-atheist claims of Ray, it may not be as comprehensive as Rey might like.  It explores the nature and prevalence of religious Machiavellianism, the diversity of motivation in religious behaviour, stages of faith development, and the phenomenon of altruism.  The commitment signaling models of encapsulation and self-deception are thus critiqued.  The paper concludes that religion cannot be explained as a uniform phenomenon where the study of one religious person can adequately explain the motivations of another.  The prevalent yet diverse nature of religious manifestation might instead prefer a theory of meta-theism, or at least meta-agnosticism, as more realistic in a world where peoples’ secondary school science and psychology education is as proficient as Rey hopes.
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Seven years ago philosophy lecturer Georges Rey, frustrated by the apparent irrationality of popular Christian ontology, conceived a theory of meta-atheism by which he could understand all educated theists as merely self-deceived atheists.  Unimpressed by the arguments for God he’d encountered, he concluded that no-one who had graduated from High School could possibly truly believe in the existence of God.  Four years later Rey published an expanded Meta-atheism: Religious Avowal as Self-Deception (2005), which details why Rey thinks arguments for God just don’t stack up, and why theism can only be the result of complex psychological self-deceiving processes.

Rey’s work, while controversial, is compatible with much of what has been produced in the discipline of evolutionary psychology, with regards to religion.  A number of such works deal directly with the idea that religion emerged as a pro-social commitment-signalling tool which indicated one’s commitment to the group, upon which the person and the group as a whole depended for survival.  These ideas are grounded in and built on works by Guthrie (1994), Boyer (1994), Barrett & Nyhof (2001), Bulbulia (2004), Sosis (2005), Johnson & Bering (2006), Irons (2007) and Norenzayan (2008).  In Religiosity as mental time travel: cognitive adaptations for religious behavior (2008), Joseph Bulbulia provides an overview of this evolutionary theory of religion, drawing from many of these previous works and providing a comprehensive overview of the topic.

In this essay I will draw primarily from Bulbulia, with reference to other authors, to show how evolutionary psychology can be employed to support Rey’s case for meta-atheism.  However I will also provide critiques of both the meta-atheist stance of Rey and the evolutionary explanations of Bulbulia et al.  I will evaluate whether or not there is a case for a rigorous and scrupulous scientific meta-atheism that leaves, as Rey seems to imply, no room for reasonable doubt.  I will draw on the work of authors such as Justin L. Barrett & Deborah Kelemen (Cognitive psychology), James W. Fowler (Developmental psychology), Gordon Allport & Daniel Batson (Social psychology),  Pitirim Sorokin (Sociology) & Miroslav Volf (Theology) to highlight the wide varieties and deep diversity of experience and expression commonly grouped together as “Religion.”  In doing so I will expose the overgeneralising nature of Rey’s arguments, and the limits of evolutionary theory, in explaining the breadth of religious practice and experience.

Looking beyond the right-wing authoritarianism typical in much of the Evolutionary Psychology literature, this essay reaches more widely to the field of social psychology, to Allport’s distinction between extrinsic & intrinsic religion, and Batson’s supplementary category of “quest” religion. From the field of developmental psychology it employs Fowler’s “stages of faith” theory to illustrate the way in which these alternative modes of faith may be developed. Sociologist Pitirim Sorokin’s theories on love and altruism are explored for their epistemological merits, and the theology of Miroslav Volf as an example of religious altruism which clearly transcends the explanations of evolution and commitment-signaling theory.

I conclude that the growing body of literature in the field of Evolutionary Psychology does provide some powerful explanations for the existence of religion as a result of evolutionary principles and processes. Explanations for things like the irrationality of religion, the emphasis on fear and punishment, and the superficiality of trust and morality, are indeed very poignant. But while these common aspects of religious expression can be largely explained by evolutionary theory, it seems there is a great deal of religious experience and expression which defies such categories.  This diversity will require serious attention if the commitment signaling theory is to be employed as a uniform explanation of religious phenomena.
Religion as self-deception
Rey’s theory of meta-atheism
In Meta-atheism: Religious Avowal as Self-Deception (2005), Georges Rey sets out his case that religion is little more than a form of self-deception, and that;

“Despite appearances, many Western adults who’ve been exposed to standard science and sincerely claim to believe in God are self-deceived; at some level they believe the claim is false.”
Rey’s article is written with the aim of trying to show that everybody realizes at some level that belief in God isn’t sensible, but continue to be religious via a process of self-deceit which safely protects their daily lives from the absurd implications of religious belief.  Rey’s aim is chiefly to show the weaknesses of Christian ontological arguments, and to provide reasons why he thinks religion looks like self-deception.  He doesn’t provide much theory as to why people would deceive themselves so, but refers to Marx & Freud regarding “wishful thinking and rehearsal of childhood,” or influences such as “loyalty to one’s family or other social groups, powerful commitments and identifications, or simple resistance to changing significant public stances” (p3).
One of his most crucial arguments is made with reference to Quine’s (1969) “naturalized epistemology.”  This theory of naturalized epistemology holds that (Rey, p11):
“the ordinary practice of justification consists in strengthening evidential relations among the vast network of interlocking beliefs we have about the world: beliefs based on memory are confirmed by the evidence of sight, sound, feel and the testimony of others, which in turn receive confirmation from that of still others, and so forth.”

“…this confirmation increases minute by minute, as ever new, usually utterly trivial testimony or sensory evidence further confirms standing beliefs: what people say to me today usually (although not always) jibes with what I believe they and many others said yesterday, as well as with what I observe and remember myself, and so gives me further reason to maintain most of my old beliefs.”

He notes that in, the debate about God, more practical beliefs are shared by theist and atheist alike while “the circle of religious beliefs is viciously small.”
Rey then proceeds to show why he thinks it makes more sense to interpret religion as a form of self-deception.  On top of what he calls the “obviousness” of the above considerations, Rey firstly addresses the “patent sophistry” of religious arguments – i.e. “if any of the reasonings presented in any other context, their advocates would readily recognize them as sophistical.”  He then explores the way that “otherwise delusional claims” are incorporated into and accepted within religious traditions, such as eating ash for breakfast in emulation of a saint, eucharist imagery, “hippies” forsaking worldly goods to wander and proselytize among the poor, or even modern examples of child sacrifice.  Rey then looks at the nonsensical reliance on static and unrevised texts for epistemological authority, the “detail-resistant” nature of doctrinal claims, the similarity of religion to fiction in this regard, the symbolic importance of religious stories (rather than historical), peculiarly selective perspectives (i.e. focusing on case-supporting aspects of a phenomenon while blindly overlooking case-disrupting aspects), appeals to “mystery” and “faith,” and reactions and behaviour which betray religious beliefs and accord more to “common sense.” 
Bulbulia’s theory of encapsulation
Rey’s argument for the self-deceptive nature of religion fits closely with a major theory from the field of evolutionary psychology – Joseph Bulbulia’s theory of “religious decoupling.”  In Religiosity as mental time travel: cognitive adaptations for religious behaviour (2008), Bulbulia notes that religious people prosper and succeed, materially, politically and reproductively, often at a better rate than the non-religious.  He observes that this is something of a puzzle, given the way that religious beliefs seem so at odds with practical living, and given that many of the neurological features of religious belief and behaviour bear a strong resemblance to schizophrenia.  He proceeds to explain why religion has flourished through human history, both in terms of its contribution to human cooperation, and in terms of how the human brain manages the potentially disruptive nature of religious cognition.  To do so he looks at four constraints to religious cooperation that have been successfully resolved by homo sapiens, thereby giving religious believers and communities some of their distinct cognitive capacities.
Bulbulia firstly describes the way in which religion effectively internalizes group norms by developing subconscious emotional responses that are tied to norm-compliance.  Echoing Johnson & Bering (2005), Bulbulia highlights the importance of a punitive God concept to inducing effectively internalized cooperative behaviour.  Then, by explaining the social nature of emotions, he shows how religion and emotion developed together to produce persons whose religious convictions and cooperative capacities were communicated synonymously, via hard-to-fake cognitive processes and behavioural exhibits.  This development of hard-to-fake emotions addressed the signaling constraint which would have otherwise hamstrung religious persons from distinguishing between authentic religious cooperators and Machiavellian defectors.
Bulbulia then discusses what he calls the encapsulation constraint – that is, the need to protect the practical cognitive framework for daily action from the potentially disruptive logical consequences of counterintuitive religious thought.  Religious beliefs are accepted, believed in and expressed sincerely, with conviction, but are yet isolated from the “practical domain” of human life and thus kept safe.

Bulbulia suggests that the brain employs similar cognitive mechanisms to those it uses to store fiction, the content of which is clearly set apart as far as the practical domain is concerned, while being allowed to affect the social and moral domains.  The only difference being that, unlike fiction, religious ideas need to be held as true in order for a person to be able to authentically express those beliefs in community.  Bulbulia calls this the self-deception constraint, and suggests that because religious beliefs are stored as self-referential, they may have cognitive repercussions for the way a person perceives themselves their religious beliefs, without affecting the practical domain.

Finally, Bulbulia notes that religious beliefs are expressed socially and cooperatively, and thus require integration in the brain’s social cognitive domain.  Furthermore, because religion acts to facilitate group norms and morality, it needs to be generally norm-supporting, and norms need to be resistant to religious influence.  Bulbulia calls this the integration constraint, and shows how it is evident in the circular logic of religious texts which promote a particular belief because it is a good belief, or in the examples of religious agents who breach moral codes without altering them or inviting imitation.  
There is indeed a remarkable consistency between Rey’s argument for religion as a form of self-deception and Bulbulia’s model of religious decoupling as a cognitive aid to commitment-signaling.  If true, however, the ideas have significant implications.
Religion and evolution

Fluid emotions

Before entering a discussion of  these theories of self-deception and encapsulation, it is necessary to firstly stress some problems with the more foundational parts of Bulbulia’s theory of emotions as costly signaling devices.

While emotions may effectively internalize group norms, evolutionary strategies which do this too strongly will prove to be problematic where groups begin to cooperate at a multicultural level in order to bring about strategic benefits.  Indeed, it is not merely one’s propensity to react emotionally that successfully indicates their membership of a group, but also what one reacts to, and the extent to which one reacts.  It would seem evolutionary fitness also depends on the extent to which culturally fluid group norms are adopted emotionally, and group emotions are internalized, through the course of childhood or adult development.  Religious affections, like romantic affections, are often seen as dispositions which are cultivated over a lifetime, and valued for that reason.  The idea of moral or emotional virtues being genetic seems at odds with the degree to which human volition is so often upheld in most religious and cultural traditions.

Further, to tie emotions so closely to the development of cooperative and religious consciousness, and give emotions chronological priority on the basis of observations of feeding chickens and a few sports fans, seems to be something of a stretch.  The majority of sports fans may indeed reserve emotional expression for moments of shared consciousness, however the fact is that many people do smile to themselves, laugh to themselves, and even exhort or scold themselves.  Expressions of emotion are not always dependent on a social audience, so for the theory of emotions and religion as signaling devices to stand, then the one who smiles or laughs to themselves must be seen as at least mildly schizophrenic, although not necessarily maladaptive.

Nice guys sometimes come last

One of the difficulties with Bulbulia’s theory is the way that it seems to necessitate a view that nice guys, who express emotions with authenticity and integrity, don’t actually come last but instead flourish, while those less emotionally integrated are left behind.  However, if evolution does select for such emotional integrity, then why is society composed of so many examples of Machiavellian actors?

In his analysis of emotional signaling as crucial to human cooperation, Bulbulia says (p13);

“…though some emotions may be dampened, it remains difficult to generate imposture emotional expressions without feeling. And again, even suppressed emotions “leak” secondary, detectable signals that give away the lie. Emotional expressions…typically give reliable evidence of the perceptions and motivations of their bearers.”

One may idealise that this is how emotions seem to be meant to work, and that if they worked this way consistently, the progress of such emotional integrity would inevitably give rise to a more cooperative society.  However the social world in which human beings have participated since time immemorial has always been marked by the continued presence of Machiavellian actors, who powerfully fake and evoke emotional signals (i.e. theatre actors, magicians, advertisers, hypocritical religious and/or political leaders) without being detected by their communities.  Often this is the case in ethnic and religious communities with long histories; i.e. Judaism – Pharisees addressed by Jesus; Roman Catholicism – clergy who promoted indulgences; Contemporary religion – people who admit to an extrinsic religious disposition (that is, adopting religion for its social benefits).

The varieties of religious actors

Furthermore, it would seem that for centuries human societies have consisted of a wide range of divergently motivated actors, whether god-fearing, Machiavellian, or simply innately and intuitively moral and emotional, or innately and consciously selfish.  It would appear that many people through history have possessed a morality not consciously motivated by religion, or by the punitive nature of religion.  Perhaps these are the same people who smile to themselves and laugh to themselves.

One could postulate a variety of innatist, god-fearing and Machiavellian actors, with different levels of fitness success.  For example, an intelligent Machiavallian who is skilled in mimicking cooperative signals to secure individual advantage (religious actors whose behaviour indicates concern for political advantage, i.e. corrupt medieval popes) would surely have advantage over a god-fearing plebian lacking the intelligence to detect the mimicry of the Machiavallian, or merely the power or confidence to expose him.  Yet the innatist with a strong cognitive capacity to both express and detect emotional pro-social motivations (i.e. shame, empathy, guilt) would quickly detect the superficiality of the Machievallian.  But if an innatist lacks the capacity to integrate their motivations and behaviour with a current religious model, they too might find themselves confused, frustrated and unable to gain trust and fitness advantage, particularly if faced with a religious society marked by cognitively immature god-fearers in subjection to cognitively sophisticated Machiavellians!
Furthermore, with the potential diversity of religious and emotional dispositions among human populations, towards innatism, religion or Machiavellianism, or a mixture of these, each dispositional field could produce something of a social psychological niche within which individuals with these properties find group solidarity.  Within these niches individuals are able to align with similar spirits, whose motives they better understand, whose behaviour is therefore more predictable, and whose character is therefore more apparently trustworthy.  This range of social niches may account for the existence of such various forms of religious or irreligious stances and groups – i.e. moral atheism (“pure” innatism, i.e. Julian Huxley); morally & cognitively consistent religion (deeply reflexive innatist religion, i.e. Dietrich Boenhoffer); unconsciously morally deficient religion (“purely” cognitive religion, i.e. Johnny Cash); consciously morally inconsistent religion (Machiavellian religion, i.e. Jim & Tammy Faye Bakker); antagonistic & immoral atheism (Machievallian atheism, i.e. Ayn Rand).  Although each niche has different fitness propensities with regards to cooperation, cross-kin alliance forming may help individuals with these propensities to secure better fitness advantage, albeit admittedly in tension with other alliances or groups competing for resources.  Thus, the fitness issue is not necessarily the ability to successfully cooperate across the breadth of society, but also the ability to form predictable and trustworthy associations with others who share the same psychological dispositions and are thus easier to predict and understand.

Notwithstanding the potential diversity in motivation and form of actors across society, similar diversity has been apparent within religious groups for millennia.  Aristotle’s reflections on love, followed in turn by, Jesus, St Paul, Al Hallaj and numerous other religious expositors (Sorokin, 1954a, pp17, 24-28), talk of a pervasive motivation that works from the inside (unconscious) out to transform human action into truly altruistic behaviour.  Such love is typically contrasted against “religious” behaviour which seems to communicate morality and virtue but is instead employed as a tool of self-interested prestige-building and exclusionary tactics.  This love is not motivated by punishment at all, as shown in the great prayer of Paul in Romans 9:3-4; “For I could wish that I myself were cursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, those of my own race, the people of Israel,” or the notion of “disinterested benevolence” of Samuel Hopkins’ (1721-1803) New Divinity school, which separated punishment from ethics so far that one would worship God even if damned to Hell (Hopkins, c1790).

While such examples may seem radically unrealistic and contrived, the work of Justin L. Barrett (2004) has shown that more often than not beliefs and dispositions are intuited subconsciously, and later made sense of consciously.  Religious belief in the love and grace of God, and the implications of those beliefs for behaviour, seems to be sourced in primary motivations of gratitude, love and “omni-benevolence” rather than fear of punishment – “perfect love casts out fear” (1 John 4:18).   Admittedly, the notion that the fear of God is the beginning of wisdom pervades the Abrahamic traditions.  Indeed, the very concept of grace as an expression of love seems only to be able to made sensible, or at least to be heightened, by an accompanying comprehension of a judging and punishing God.  But while the fear of a punishing god may become a pivot for religious belief, it does not hold that this fear of punishment serves as the continuing primary motivator in the life of a religious person, or the only original driver behind religion’s powerful cognitive appeal.
The implications of the work of Barrett for theories of altruism are profound, and will be explored.  But firstly we turn to development psychologist James H. Fowler, whose “stages of faith” theory serves to inform and illustrate the emergence of less punitive, more altruistic, forms of religious behaviour over the course of human development.

Religion and developmental psychology

Fowler’s “Stages of Faith”

In Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human Development and the Quest for Meaning (1995), Fowler shows how religious people, though typically beginning within a punitive, black-and-white, group-particular framework, will often develop a very different spirituality as they go on.  Fowler identifies six “stages of faith”; The Innocent (Intuitive-Projective); The Literalist (Mythical-Literal); The Loyalist (Synthetic-Conventional); The Critic (Individuative-Reflective); The Seer (Conjunctive); and The Saint (Universalising).

The Innocent is the early childhood experience of faith in which imaginings and inherited faith traditions seamlessly blend together with little concern to distinguish between what is real and what only seems that way.  The Literalist, in early childhood development, typically emerges around the age of six.  Stories and narratives become very important for the child, or adult (Peck, 1993, suggests 20 percent of adults could be said to be equilibrated at this stage of faith), for understanding the nature of God.  Religious groups characterized by such members will adhere to a very literalist interpretation of scripture, and will be marked by strict rules and authoritative teaching, with God viewed as a stern and just, but loving, parent.

The Loyalist finds his or her or chief concern in the expectations and judgments of significant others, and ground their religious identity more broadly within their community of faith, allowing their beliefs to imbibe a deep sense of service and commitment to their “tribe.”  Though they hold their beliefs deeply, those beliefs are not examined critically, and the Loyalist would typically be unable to tell how they know something is true without reference to some external authority (scripture, pastor).  Because of the tribal nature of the commitment, conflict tends to be shelved where community bonds are threatened, and doctrine can take a back seat.  This is the most common stage of faith among adults, and tends to produce strong and sustainable well-defined religious communities.

The Critic is the first truly religiously self-conscious stage, where the individual develops a “new sense of self that will take responsibility for its own actions, beliefs and values” (Jamieson, 2002, p116), no longer dependent of a community or an authority for their own identity, and concerned instead with personal integrity and authenticity.  “The Critic” finds the hierarchical and fundamentalist nature of “Literalist” and “Loyalist” communities too stifling, and instead of despising conflict begins to even relish it.  Such persons are more attracted to groups with a more level playing-field, where intellectual stimulation, discussion and debate are prioritized over normalizing conventions.

The Seer possesses the same scrutiny and concern for authenticity as the critic, but perhaps more deeply as he or she moves beyond the individualistic skepticism towards a more constructive and conjunctive interdependency.  The Seer applies the same level of criticism and scrutiny to himself, discovering his own cognitive limits, and, paradoxically, his own unconscious complexity.  “The Seer” moves beyond the dualism of the Literalist, Loyalist and Critic, observing a fluidity between “self” and “other,” and a willingness to embrace and construct clear ideals while at the same time working with the imperfect and even the apposite in that process.  This stage is marked by a “genuine openness to religious communities other than ones’ own,” and even to the truths and traditions offered by those communities, although with a similarly critical eye and a concern for integrity and authenticity in their beliefs.  Rather than employing belief to express commitment to a particular group, like the Loyalist, the Seer instead recognises “that the line between the righteous and the sinners goes through the heart of each of us and our communities, rather than between us and around them.”  Yet the Seer will often hold to very orthodox doctrines, but in a way that is rigorously scrutinized and not necessarily irrational, and in a way that “shapes and connects with all aspects of their lives” (Jamieson, p119).  This movement from “Critic” to “Seer” is generally the result of learning “by having our noses rubbed in our own finitude” as Fowler puts it, and often occurs when one is confronted with death.

The last of the six stages, The Saint, is a rare breed indeed.  Fowler describes the transition to saint as a “decentrising” process, where one effectively removes the self from the centre or focus of the individual’s life.  Jamieson describes it as “a move beyond the usual human obsessions with survival, security and significance coupled with a continued widening of the circle of ‘those who count’.”  This transition is also accompanied by “the complete acceptance of the ultimate authority of God in all aspects of life.”  Fowler’s research found that only 1.6 percent of those interviewed who were aged 61 and over were at this faith stage, and none below 61 years of age.

Stages of faith & group identity

What Fowler’s theory shows is that different religious actors and groups can be motivated in very different ways.  Literalists and Loyalists are motivated primarily by the intuitive or more conscious acceptance of existing relational authorities and social structures, happily accept irrational or circular belief systems, and are more preoccupied with reputation, reward and punishment.  Such communities fit nicely into the model described by Bulbulia, Johnson & Bering, Sosis & Irons.  However, many religious people, and even groups, possess religious dispositions which are more egoistic at one extreme (Critic), or universalizing at the other (Seer, Saint).  Such persons and groups do not use religion to bolster and extend the cooperative capacity of particular groups at the expense of others, but their stance instead typically employs a wide and open pan-human embrace that extends even beyond boundaries that by their own standards would be marked “sinful,” “intolerable” or “heretical”.

Such attitudes and religiously motivated behaviours are evident in the work of religionists like theologian Miroslav Volf, whose Exclusion and Embrace (1996) is widely respected in the fields of both theology and international relations.  Volf provides an exposition of canonical Christian teaching as prescribing an open, embracing and gracious view of the other as central to the Christian faith, contrasting this against the way Orthodox and Catholic traditions are too often employed to inspire conflict in his homeland, The Balkans.  Acts of Christian missionaries and communities who risked life and fortune to take the gospel to far-off and unrelated people groups fall into a similar category, and such examples are of course prolific throughout Christian tradition (i.e. William Carey) and also evident in a number of religious traditions.  To explain such commitment without some concept of altruism, in the absence of any clear benefits to themselves, their kin or their people, would seem a farcical enterprise.  While such endeavours may have inevitably afforded adaptational advantages to well-educated missionaries in relatively uncivilised societies, using this fact to ascribe “survival, security and significance” as their key evolutionary drivers and motivations would seem something of an anachronism.  It would surely be unlikely they possessed an intuitive or unconscious understanding of the evolutionary advantages of missionary enterprise.

Much of historical religious thought and behaviour has been employed to promote pan-human cooperation which would seem to transcend evolutionary explanations based on inter-group competition.  Figures such as Jesus Christ, St Paul, Mohammed & Baha'u'Allah clearly attempted to lift religious thinking from group-particular dynamics to a pan-human understanding of God’s activity in the world.  To do so they propagated doctrines and teachings which embraced both the value of all human creatures and the historical prophetic traditions of a range of religious groups of the time.  They were “ecumenical” in concern, and the same can be said of the “ecumenical movement” of the 20th century, and institutions like the World Council of Churches which sought to redefine orthodoxy with a wider reach.

The interfaith movement of the late 20th and early 21st century is a similar example, often employing strategies that seek to emphasise doctrines, beliefs and practices common to all religions, and encouraging people to learn from and respect each others traditions.  Even the speech of America’s first black President was notable for the way he used religious language to encourage unity across all people groups and religious groups in the multicultural patchwork quilt that is the USA.  This reflected a growing movement in “third way” politics to embrace religious language in discourse, but require its expression in terms that are “universally accessable” and “amenable to reason” (Obama, 2006), espoused not only by Obama but also Tony Blair (who works with Volf) (2008) and Jurgen Habermas (2006).
Admittedly, these examples of pan-human religious endeavour, commitment and belief could be explained in evolutionary terms.  In the global village that is life in the 21st century, where the risks of inter-group competition include the potential for nuclear and biological warfare in which no-one is guaranteed survival, it has become apparent consciously, unconsciously and intuitively, to most educated and participating members of the global village, that survival and inter-group competition do not necessarily go hand-in-hand, but rather survival and inter-group cooperation.  Or, rather, adherence to one human mega-group which discourages inter-group conflict, and allows diversity in its cultural and philosophical expressions as well as accepting the use of appropriately bounded and respected religious expression, may be the priority for a human race that values survival and genetic propagation.

However, this pan-human employment of religious beliefs also seems closely tied to a restorative view of justice which focuses less on volition and punishment, and more on the structural reasons for a person’s wrongs than on their own culpability, and more on ways to address the criminal’s socio-economic needs than on ascribing punishment.  This shows that religion is working in a very different way to that described by Johnson & Bering (2006).  And if it can work this way in a pan-human global village that is human society in 21st century, then who is to say that this hasn’t been the case in similar small-world situations in the past.  Religion as an advantageous tool for justice and punishment, giving competitive advantage to one group over another, only works where groups assume competition is more advantageous than coexistence.  Yet evidence of “pacifist” people groups with long histories of pacifism abound in the anthropological record, and these people are not without religious beliefs.

Alternative theories of altruism

In any case, altruism, or more specifically, pro-socialism, need not require a punitive framework for its emergence and sustained existence in human history.  Bulbulia like Johnson & Bering, seems to follow the assumption that because altruism is such a marked feature of human society it must make some contribution towards fitness.  However it does not follow that just because something is common it has been selected for by evolution.  Authors such as Guthrie, Boyer, Barrett and Kelemen show that in order to think about religion we employ cognitive mechanisms which actually have a more natural and evolutionarily salient function, but which due to the nature of minimally counterintuitive information and the way we conceive agency, are distinctively memorable and thus spread regardless of their fitness merit.  Perhaps altruism, or “strong reciprocity,” has similar origins, in social or identity psychology, or merely as an overprotection or optimistic attitude towards other social actors.

In Why would anyone believe in God, Barrett (2004) talks about the tendency of the infantile human mind to overproject all manner of optimal agent capacities – infallibility, omniscience, omnipresence, and even omni-benevolence.  As a result children tend to act altruistically towards strangers, because their default assumption is towards cooperation.  Such a default assumption is necessary given the importance of a child’s bond with its first human contacts to its survival.  Yet, this assumed benevolence in inevitably unlearned where the nature of the human social world beyond the home is marked by a default towards aggressively competitive behaviour.

Those who tend to act altruistically may merely be those who have had little reason to view strangers as typically and dangerously anti-social.  Thus the question is not one of selfish behaviour versus selfless behaviour, but one of pessimism versus optimism, with the default human attitude being towards cooperation and altruism.  Such a default would be vital not merely for infants, but perhaps also for an emerging organism with few potential partners in the evolutionary race for survival and reproduction.
It is important to note that while I have used the words benevolent and altruistic here, these are perhaps not appropriate words to describe what is merely pro-social behaviour in infants and optimistic adults.  Altruism requires motives which are entirely selfless, whereas an optimistically pro-social agent is not necessarily acting out of altruism, but out of ambiguity in terms of their understanding of the costs and benefits of the intentions of other actors.  Indeed, if such pro-socialism is merely the residue of cognitive processes linked to dependence and trust, then such pro-social behaviour is in fact addressing the security and identity concerns of the actor.

However, given such a theory of pro-sociality, it would seem unfounded to make statements like “Selfish behaviour is evolutionarily ancient” (Johnson & Bering, p226), in contrast to pros-social behaviour.  If all children begin with a default assumption towards cooperation, then it would seem selfish behaviour is something that is learnt as a result of a growing consciousness of one’s own power, or at least grows alongside this default pro-sociality.  When Johnson & Bering make the statement “selfish behaviours might have paid off in the simpler social life of our prehistoric ancestors,” it would seem imprudent to imply that pro-sociality doesn’t share just as ancient origins given the nature and length of infant dependency.  In a world not marked by inter-group competition but rather cooperation, perhaps an individual would move straight from the “Innocent” stage to the “Seer” stage.

Integrating religion

Scientists and theologians
To come back to Bulbulia and Rey’s theory of religion as a self-deceiving signaling device, it is worth noting that whether or not a person is consciously or unconsciously faking religious signals is difficult to know.  As alluded to in my discussion on Machiavellianism, unconscious self-deceit is not the only explanation for inconsistent or hypocritical behaviour – there are plenty of figures throughout history who have explicitly signaled religious belief against their own conviction, for the sake of political power.  Bulbulia and Rey may be too morally generous in concluding such figures are self-deceived unconsciously.  After all, the line between conscious and unconscious, or intuitive, thought, is surely not that black and white.  Just as the Seer recognises that “the line between the righteous and the sinners goes through the heart of each of us and our communities,” perhaps the evolutionary psychologist needs to ponder the role of self-deceit in religion in similar terms.  Perhaps moral failures are simply that – moral failures – rather than indicators of encapsulation and self-deceit.  Perhaps they merely indicate that optimism and pessimism, selfish behaviour and pro-social behaviour, are no more than necessary cognitive optimums to guide human judgment and decision-making.
Rey (2005) suggests that, in the case of scientists, it would be difficult for a person with a typical western secondary school science education to continue to self-consciously confess religious belief.  Should the evolutionarily adaptive human being unconsciously resolves the integration constraint for social advantage by employing self-deceit, then those who profess to integrating their religious cognitive domain with their practical domain (i.e. “reconciling religion and science”) must inevitably find themselves evolutionarily maladaptive, while religious persons who resist such intellectual integrity are afforded significant reproductive advantage.  To put it in terms of Fowler’s model of faith development – the Literalists and Loyalists, though apparently cognitively “immature,” will out-survive and out-propagate Critics, Seers and Saints, because their handle on the practical domain will be protected from the absurdities of religious belief.  

Similarly, in Why People Believe (What Others See As) Crazy Ideas (2007), William Irons employs commitment signaling theory to explain the apparent irrationality of religion, in that committing to a group-particular phenomenon that is irrational displays a very strong sense of commitment to the group.  Yet Irons notes that “modern scientists, who are committed to understanding all phenomena including human behavior and beliefs in completely natural terms, may have trouble with such social signals.”  What Irons means is that the need to adopt religious beliefs for social advantage, by employing mechanisms of encapsulation and self-deceit, appears to the modern naturalistic scientist a moral problem, given their commitment to science as the arbiter of truth.  In the Western philosophical tradition, which modern science stems from, the idea that we can justify both metaphysical truths and metaphysical falsities as ontological beliefs seems to run against the moral and aesthetic ideal of living “in tune with” nature, and faithfully representing our environment to others.

In the same way, modern theologians, indeed theologians across the millennia, would have difficulty with this idea, but also with the idea that religious beliefs could or should be somehow separated from practical beliefs.  The encapsulation and self-deceit constraints would seem irrelevant to many theologians who hold that religious beliefs can be entirely consistent with observations of the natural world and principles which guide practical action.  The idea of integration – that is allowing religious belief to affect and transform every aspect of human thought and action – is common to most religious traditions – even St. Augustine (354 – 430) taught that where science contradicts the account of the scriptures we must not hold too tightly to tradition at the expense of reason (Noll, 1994, p203). 
Karma & Heaven: the evolutionary consequences

Bulbulia gives just two examples of encapsulation in religious agents, where the logical consequences of particular beliefs are not employed by religious actors due to their maladaptive consequences.  The examples he uses are the doctrines of Karma, and of Heaven.  However in both cases Bulbulia’s critique lacks a sophistication equal to the doctrines under study, in a similar manner to Rey’s critiques in “Meta-atheism.”

Bulbulia’s critique of Karma fails to appreciate the sophistication of karmic thought, and the way in which it is applied and explained in the life of a Hindu believer.  Bulbulia asserts that an actor who truly believes in karma would see no point to punishing our enemies, will therefore “have lots of delighted enemies, and it will also be short for this world” (p27).  While Western ideas and practices of the doctrine of karma may exhibit some of the tendencies Bubluia affords in his critique, this is probably because the doctrine is learned and passed on in highly transient and evolutionarily novel and maladaptive settings (i.e. urban communities).  A Hindu student bound by embedded social relations to a Hindu community, would perhaps see themselves as part of the great cycle of karmic reward and punishment, both subjectively and objectively.  They can be assured karma will bring retribution to their aggressor, and such a belief will inevitably relieve existential anxiety.  However this does not mean that, should the exercise be low in cost and high in immediate reward, they will refrain from taking that karmic role upon themselves.  Furthermore, given their existential relief in knowing karma will ensure justice is done, they will be less likely to take the role upon themselves in risky situations, and thus more likely to attain evolutionary advantage than the actor whose existential anxiety demands he resolve the issue today “for tomorrow we die!” 
Similarly, Bulbulia’s assertion that the idea that “a perfect life of bliss after this one where all the faithful will go,” a doctrine of Heaven, or Paradise, necessitates the logical conclusion to “give up caring very deeply about what happens in this life,” fails to consider the wider philosophical and theological systems within which such a belief is typically found.  While doctrines of the afterlife are common to religion, most religions also teach that our behaviour and role in this life has a significant effect on the nature of our afterlife (i.e. Heaven vs. Hell, karmic reward vs. punishment).  Even religions which guarantee a person eternal life simply by association (i.e. Roman Catholicism, Judaism, Hyper-Calvinism) tend to portray an afterlife arena which still consists of rewards and punishments (i.e. purgatory, Heavenly “seating” (Matt 20:23)).

Theology & counterintuitive concepts

While Bulbulia may argue that such theologizing is merely a signal of commitment to a group, given that theological knowledge is hard to learn, this seems to contradict the theory of counterintuitive concept theory of Boyer (1994) and Barrett (2004).  Barrett proposes that religion is memorable because it is minimally counterintuitive.  Mahoney (2007), on the other hand, notes that theology is typically more counterintuitive as it adds attributes like omniscience, omnipresence and benevolence to the supernatural agent.  Holding that an agent is immaterial is minimally counterintuitive as just one attribute of agency is violated (materiality), but to hold that the agent is both immaterial and infallible creates two violations (materiality & fallibility).  Yet the observations of Barrett (2004) and Kelemen (2005) suggest that ideas of these superhuman aspects commonly attributed to god are not necessarily counterintuitive.  Rather, they are typically ascribed by infants even to parents until they develop the ability to observe their mental states and come to a rude awakening.  So, if theology is actually no more costly than science or any “secular” form of philosophical analysis, it surely follows that it is no more a signal of group commitment than science is a signal to secular groups.

Furthermore, it would seem that a type of “folk theology” develops out of these childhood blueprints for God, into a workable set of premises that are integrated and re-evaluated with experience over time (Barrett, 2004).  Barrett proposes that, rather than encapsulating theology and isolating religion from the practical domain, people typically adhere outwardly to a particular set of doctrines, often irrationally to signal commitment, while being more selective with those doctrines they employ in the practical domain.  Some doctrines are indeed more practical than others (i.e. accepting God’s sovereignty in answering prayers for healing or deliverance, rather than expecting deliverance every time), but their theological implications are often more difficult to accept (i.e. therefore God seems inhumanly arbitrary).  And so while some people continue to irrationally uphold doctrines that are inconsistent with the practical domain, it does tend to be in cases where a more rational understanding of God would in fact be counterintuitive to what is expected of human agency.  Yet this may have more to do with cultural norms and expectations of what human character and deeds should look like (i.e. if someone can help me they should) or wishful thinking (life should be as comfortable and beneficial to me as possible), rather than a more timeless and metaphysically accurate interpretation of what is acceptably human, or what humans should be owed by their creator.

Barrett’s theory of folk theology is particularly interesting in the way it relates to Rey’s use of Quine’s “naturalized epistemology”.  Barrett’s model of intuitive knowledge and folk theology bears strong resemblance to the cognitive processes described by Quine, and thus seems to dispel Rey’s concern about the irrationality of all religious thought.
Pan-human theology

What makes theology interesting is when its logical implications result in a system of morality that transcends group competition, and propagates an ethic of inclusion and hospitality towards all human groups.  The existence of such ideas at the heart of the Abrahamic traditions (Volf, 1996; Sorokin, 1954a), and the application of these ideas by various religionists have emerged in groups whose religious cognition is rigorously integrated with both their practical and social cognition.  Such theological commitment should suggest an exclusively strong commitment to their group, yet often their social ethic towards other non-group members suggests otherwise.  How could an ethic of inclusion and hospitality emerge within a tradition so rigorously integrative, if Bulbulia’s theory of commitment-signaling in a context of inter-group competition is to be accepted?

Creative altruism

An alternative theory of altruism emerged from the work of sociologist Pitirim Sorokin (1889 – 1968) in the 1950s.  The founding chairman of Harvard’s Department of Sociology, Sorokin wrote in the Russian philosophical tradition of integralism rather than the empiricism and reductionist positivism which dominated sociology at the time and continues to exert influence today.  Following the publishing of his significant Social and Cultural Dynamics (1937), Sorokin recognised the problem of increasing conflict in the early-mid 20th century world, anticipating World War II, and linking it to the Western obsession with instrumental knowledge.  He argued that sociologists spend too much time studying destructive social behaviors, and that if we wish to improve the human condition we should learn how to make people more humane, compassionate and giving.  

In this vein Sorokin established the Harvard Center for Creative Altruism, and in 1954 published The Ways and Power of Love and its accompaniment Forms and Techniques of Altruistic and Spiritual Growth.  Rather than pointing to the punitive nature of relation as an explanation for cooperation, Sorokin instead looked at the effects of religious practices such as prayer and yoga, and dynamics in friendship and compassion.

Extrinsic/intrinsic/quest

Also working with Sorokin at the Harvard Center for Creative Altruism was Harvard Professor of Psychology Gordon W. Allport (Sorokin, 1954b).  Allport himself developed some important work in the psychology of religion, particularly his distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic religious orientations (1950).  Extrinsically-motivated actors value religion for its worldly/practical benefits (i.e. access to mates, means of social mobility), while intrinsically-motivated actors are instead motivated by the affective power of the religion itself.  Bulbulia actually employs Allport’s distinction in his article, with his observation that intrinsically-motivated actors are likely to interpret phenomena as divinely-induced due to hypersensitive anthropomorphic cognitive mechanisms.

Allport’s model was developed further by Daniel Batson (1991a) who added the category of “quest” to the extrsinsic/intrinsic model, suggesting that while intrinsically-motivated actors value religion for the certainty and affective propensity of its aesthetic and moral properties, “quest” actors instead value the mystery and the journeying associated with the acquisition of religious “truth”.  There is a clear symmetry between Fowler’s stages of faith theory, and Allport & Batson’s extrinsic/intrinsic/quest model.

Batson is particularly notable for his involvement with the Good Samaritan experiment discussed by Norenzayan (2008, p59), often referred to in evolutionary studies on altruism.  The study was meant to show the dependence of altruistic and moral behaviour more on available time, and on whether the behaviour is observed, than on any intrinsic motivation.  Batson himself does not consider the experiment a persuasive argument against the phenomenon of altruism (1991b).  Indeed, the biblical story alluded to by the experiment was addressed to a society full of “Pharisees” who, like the theology lecturers in the experiment, were respected in society as prestigious religious individuals, but were exposed by Jesus as these university lecturers were exposed by Batson & Darley (1973).  But this did not hold that all religious persons were such hypocrites, and in the case of Jesus he held out hope for his followers that they might be more authentically loving.
Yet for the commitment signaling theory of religion to hold true, these alternative ways of interpreting religious motivation must be seen as secondary to extrinsic motivations.  Extrinsic motivations must be seen as either the “true” unconscious motivations in the minds of intrinsic and quest actors, or otherwise intrinsic/quest actors must be seen as something of a maladaptive cognitive byproduct of cognitive processes otherwise formed by evolutionary processes for the sake of biological fitness.

Religion and reductionism

In Evolutionary Perspectives on Religion (2008), Boyer and Bergstrom discuss the reductionist nature of evolutionary psychology, in that the discipline “attempts to show that a number of variables account for a significant part of the variance in the cultural phenomena at hand.”  They state that while historical literature in evolutionary theory had been applied in an ex post facto manner, current evolutionary modeling typically makes its analysis in terms that lead to nontrivial predictions that can then be tested against the evidence.  But while Bulbulia’s theory of costly signaling has some internal coherence, it would seem optimistic to think that it has been rigorously tested against the evidence.  Indeed, unless one finds a way to travel back in time to apply behavioural studies to primitive populations, or discovers records that authenticate the mental states of those early populations, it would seem that evidence is hard to come by.

Bulbulia himself attempts a very minimalist explanation of his reductionalist/physicalist framework for studying religion;

“I assume supernatural beings play no causal role in the explanation for why religious agents commit and react to them. This assumption follows from methodological naturalism. While I will not defend this stance here, I observe that methodological naturalism is consistent with non-scientific forms of discussing and understanding religion. It is probably consistent with being religious – though I leave this discussion for theologians.”
In contrast, Sorokin (1954a) rejects the reductionist approach to studying religion and altruism, and instead adopts what he describes as an integralist model, open to considering what he calls “supraconscious” forces in human cognition.  Sorokin cooperated with a large number of theorists in conducting extensive studies of altruism, its strong connection with religion, and the techniques and practices within those religious traditions which give rise to altruism.  If the driving force in religious altruism is understood to be the fear of punishment, then this should be evident from the studies of the Harvard Centre.  An analysis of the work of Sorokin and other authors in the field of Creative Altruism would surely be in order if this theory of costly signaling is to be properly tested against the evidence.

Although Bulbulia describes his theory of commitment signaling as “probably consistent with being religious,” this would seem dependent on how one was willing to take their religion.  If religion is merely considered as a useful tool “richly adapted for human flourishing,” then any pragmatist with an eye for a better future will adopt religious beliefs – though not for the sake of the beliefs themselves, but what those beliefs offer socially.  But a person looking for something more than pragmatism, looking instead for a philosophically objective yet transcendent stand to hang their hat on, Bulbulia’s theory seems to discount religious beliefs from having any role to play in such an exercise in metaphysics.  And so the motivation of the philosopher to act for truth in their interpretation and propagation of religion is disarmed, and with it much of the conviction that inspires their beliefs in the first place.

As discussed, both theology and science can act as signals of commitment to a wider group.  Yet both also have intrinsic merits in their own right.  Bulbulia himself refers to the role of aesthetic emotions in the searching strategies of religious agents (p18), and these aesthetic emotions find satisfaction through both the scientific study of the natural realm, and the theological, psychological and historiographical study of the supernatural realm.  In a 21st century global village where survival depends on a pan-human approach to commitment signaling, it would seem that a pan-human approach to aesthetics, epistemology and ontology would be similarly important.  It would seem that a commitment to a paradigm more akin to Sorokin’s integralism than Bulbilia’s reductionism would better reflect the realities of human consciousness, and also better signal commitment to a congested human race.

Conclusion

How such a positive, cooperative and creative altruism emerges within the human mind is still most certainly a mystery.  Has a cognitive propensity for pan-human cooperation evolved over the last two to three millennia?  An evolution which began with the emergence of an Abraham tradition with a simple hospitality ethic, and extended to an ecumenical movement in the form of Christianity and to a lesser extent Islam, and more latterly to a 21st-century post-secular pluralism.  A pluralism that is hospitable to both the secular and the religious, as the latter regains ground lost during the evolutionarily novel and intensely positivistic movements in 20th century science, industrialism, militarism and urbanization (Barrett, 2004, pp107-118).  Or do papers like Rey’s and Bulbulia’s exhibit something of a lag in this process of evolution?  A positivistic hangover which hopes to generalize with a simplification at the expense of some mysterious exceptions.
I would contend that Bulbulia’s thesis, like many of the other theorists in the field (Johnson & Bering, Irons, Sosis), almost certainly explains the nature of most religious phenomena that has existed since time immemorial.  Indeed, even preachers of religion have long grieved over how difficult it is to escape the deep dark pulse that is human self-interest.  Despite a rigorous system of religious law, sacrifices and communal codes, the cry of the Hebrew prophet was “No-one is righteous, not one!” (Romans 3:10).  He brought messages from a God who despised the religious ceremonies and ordinances of their nation, so long as the widow and the orphan suffered and the powerless were oppressed.  The renowned Victorian Baptist preacher Charles Spurgeon (1834 – 1892) complained that, even in all of our good deeds, we so often selfishly and sinfully do things for the sake of honour and prestige (1860).  Yet there exist amongst us those seers and saints – that 1 percent of persons over 61 years of age – those who speak of spiritual transformations and experience of a love so marvelous its origins cannot be perceived as other but divine.  Even writers like Barrett, Sorokin and Volf, who, though they speak of others, share a sense of conviction, and a background in conflict and hardship, which indicate this love is something felt even within them, though their humility constrains them to admit it.

Perhaps the most difficult thing in the psychological analysis of human cooperation is the human tendency to project our own experiences onto others, and to be unwilling to accept the reality of experience vitally different to our own.  Perhaps altruism, or pro-socialism, is effectively a social optimism, ingrained cognitively and retained either through innocence or through something more majestic.  Perhaps selfish behaviour is not always central to human flourishing, depending on one’s social context.  Perhaps a continued skepticism towards altruism is rooted more in conflict-ridden social contexts for psychological development, or even in something more tragic.

In Theology and Psychology (2001), Fraser Watts asserts that “there need be no incompatibility between evolutionary theory and Christianity, provided that neither is espoused in a naïve and simplistic form.”  He observes the similarity between the doctrines of self-interested evolution and of original sin.  While evolutionists can explain self-interested behaviour away with a “survival of the fittest” theory of evolution, the existence of any form of altruism seems to pose a mysterious and potentially threatening problem for this theory, despite models such as Barrett’s which can include cognitively innate pro-social behaviour.  Perhaps the evolutionist preoccupation with selfish behaviour says more about a priority of projecting self-interest onto all human actors, rather than any priority towards a pan-human scientific accuracy.  The proliferation of material that seeks to understand all human behaviour as self-interested vs. the relatively narrow field of literature promoting altruism may say a lot about the tragic breadth and depth of self-interestedness across the human race.  However it does not show that such self-interest exhausts all human behaviour.  Just because something is true for the many does not mean it is true for all – particularly, it would seem, when it comes to human nature and religious phenomena.

The Narrow Path
The founder of the Christian religion, Jesus of Nazareth, once made this famous statement (Matt 7:13);

"Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it.” 
Jesus, like the Hebrew prophets before him, spent much of his ministry lambasting what counted as religion in his day, delivering a strong critique to the Pharisees of the Judaic tradition, and pointing instead to the urgency of love.  He began a tradition of reflection and discipline in altruistic behaviour, a movement which radically improved human cooperation and flourishing for centuries to come.  He and his followers did not exhibit the typical emotional and religious indicators that would favour survival within the existing group structures at the time.  Instead they prophetically anticipated a supra-human group structure that, at its best, would properly transcend inter-group competition and with it the fear of punishment, the irrationality of theology, the superficiality of trust and morality, and other such exclusionary and “evolutionary” features of religion.  In doing this Jesus seems to have made the common prophetic distinction between hypocritical, self-deceptive, encapsulated religion (which conforms to Bulbulia’s model of religion), and authentically integrative religion.

This distinction is similar to that made between “extrinsic” religion and “intrinsic” and “quest” types of religion.  Andrew Robertson observed in his study on bigotry that this irrational, group-centric, xenophobic tendency so common to religion could be isolated as associated with “right wing authoritarian” religion (Bulbulia, 2009).  This right wing authoritarian religion seems to fall within Allport & Batson’s category of intrinsic religion, and Fowler’s categories of “Literalist” and “Loyalist” religion.  Bulbulia’s costly signaling theory may indeed explain these extrinsic, “right wing authoritarian,” “Literalist” and “Loyalist” expressions of religion, which are in fact the most common form of religion in human history.  Such “religion” could be said to be existing in a state of nature, according to principles either of self-interested evolutionary tendencies or of original sin.  However, to explain the altruistic tendencies of intrinsic and quest members of the religious spectrum – the seers and the saints – as something of a cognitive quirk of evolutionary maladaption would seem too simplistic and prescriptive.  I would contend that an altruism inherent from infantile cognition, or perhaps sustained by forces more supraconscious, could be an explanation just as viable.
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