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1. Introduction

The last fifteen years or so has seen the development of a fascinating new area of cognitive science: the cognitive science of religion (CSR).  Scientists in this field aim to explain various religious human activities by appeal to basic cognitive structures that all humans possess.  Although humans exhibit rather diverse religious activities, the fact that nearly all human cultures engage in widespread religious activity of some kind or another cries out for explanation.  CSR answers the cry.  Part of what makes CSR so interesting and potentially powerful is that it does not take religion to be a metaphysically basic aspect of human nature.  In addition, by hypothesizing that religious activity can be explained by more basic human cognitive structures, CSR is able to develop testable hypotheses about why people engage in religious activities.  Furthermore, a few of these hypotheses have been confirmed. 


There are lots of reasons to find CSR interesting, as the previous paragraph shows, but I don’t think the reasons I’ve so far described get to the heart of why people find CSR so interesting.  After all, many projects are as theoretically and explanatorily interesting as CSR, but few other such projects have received the same public press as CSR.  I suggest that the main reason people find CSR interesting is that the findings of CSR seem – on the face of it, to many people – to directly impact whether religious beliefs are rational.  Scientists working in the field have usually been careful to not address this issue in their scientific writings, but it has come up in more popular writings.  For example, Paul Bloom, a prominent researcher in CSR, wrote the following in “Is God an Accident?” a popular-level account of CSR in The Atlantic Monthly:


Religious authorities and scholars are often motivated to explore and reach out to science 
… They do this in part to make their world view more palatable to others, and in part 
because they are legitimately concerned about any clash with scientific findings. … If 
people got their religious ideas from ecclesiastical authorities, these efforts might lead 
religion away from the supernatural.  Scientific views would spread through religious 
communities.  Supernatural beliefs would gradually disappear as the theologically correct 
version of a religion gradually became consistent with the secular world view.

Bloom goes on to say that this would never happen because people’s religious beliefs and activities in fact are not solely guided by ecclesiastical authorities, but “are accidental by-products of our mental systems,” and are “part of human nature.”  However, the clear implication is that our mental systems lead us astray about religion, notwithstanding the illicit slip from “might” to “would.”


Despite general public interest in the consequences of CSR for the rationality of religious belief, philosophers have yet to substantially engage this issue in print.  In this paper, I aim to begin to do just that.  As we have already seen, there have been suggestions, both in conversation and in print, that CSR renders religious belief irrational.  But, there have also been suggestions in conversation and print that CSR is consistent with reasonable religious belief and, perhaps, may support religious belief.
  In this paper I will restrict myself to considering arguments that use the findings of CSR to argue that religious belief is unjustified.  I think there are interesting attempts to use the findings of CSR to argue that religious belief is justified, but for reasons of space I will save that issue for another paper.


In §2 I will briefly present the main findings of CSR that potentially bear on the justification of religious belief.  There are two main competing theories, one of which has received more detailed empirical study.  In addition to presenting these two main theories, I will also suggest a way of combining the two theories, thus giving us three main competing theories.  In §3 I will present an argument that uses these theories to argue that religious beliefs are unjustified.  This argument captures, I think, what seems most challenging about CSR for religious belief.  Although this argument is formidable, in §4 I argue that it fails.  In §5 I conclude that CSR does not threaten the rationality of religious belief.

2. Three CSR Theories

There are two general classes of CSR theories: those that regard religious actively as adaptively advantageous (so, religious activity is selected for), and those that regard religious activity as the byproduct of other features that are adaptively advantageous.  Such byproducts are often called spandrels, named after the V-shaped structure that forms between two rounded arches.  


Now, these two kinds of theories are not mutually exclusive, although many seem to assume that they are (indeed, the existence of this assumption is confirmed by the fact that theorists write as if one has to choose between the two).  Whether a feature is adaptively advantageous is one matter and whether it is a byproduct of other adaptively advantageous features is another.  In principle, a feature could both be a byproduct of adaptively advantageous features and be itself adaptively advantageous.  I will shortly present a theory of this sort.


But, first, let us present the main theories in the two general classes mentioned above.
  David Sloan Wilson presents the most developed theory on which religious features are adaptively advantageous.
  Wilson argues that religious activities and beliefs are adaptively advantageous on the group level.  That is, groups that engage in religious activities and hold religious beliefs are more likely to survive and reproduce, and thus religious activities and beliefs are selected for.  Religious groups are more likely to survive and reproduce because religious commitments and activities make a group more cohesive, more likely to cooperate, and make it more likely that the group will contain individuals that will sacrifice for the good of the group, amongst other advantages.


The most prominent by-product theory has been developed through the efforts of several researchers, including most notably Scott Atran, Justin Barrett, Paul Bloom, and Pascal Boyer.  Barrett gives a nice overview of the theory in his 2004 book, Why Would Anyone Believe in God?  According to this theory, a constellation of cognitive features combine to explain why humans are highly disposed to accept and promulgate religious beliefs and activities.  Humans possess what Barrett calls a hypersensitive agency detection device – HADD (2004, p. 32ff).  In virtue of HADD, “people seem to have a strong bias to interpret ambiguous evidence as caused by or being an agent” (2004, p. 31).  Such a bias is evolutionarily adaptive because “if you bet that something is an agent and it isn’t, not much is lost.  But if you bet that something is not an agent and it turns out to be one, you could be lunch” (2004, p. 31).  


So, we are prone to see agency all around us, on some occasions when there in fact is no agent present, such as when we hear a bump in the night that is in fact due to a falling object.  Now, of course, HADD doesn’t all by itself explain why people believe in gods, ghosts, angels, ancestor spirits, and the like (following Barrett, I will henceforth call all of these things, ‘gods’) because often enough we can tell when HADD has delivered a false positive.  We take a closer look and find no agents, we look downstairs and find a fallen picture that we remember had been hanging precariously.  But, sometimes, we are not able to verify the deliverances of HADD, and sometimes even if we do – as perhaps with the fallen picture – the inclination to suspect the unseen actions of an agent still lingers.  After all, why did that picture just happen to fall right now?  Occasions such as these prime us to believe in unseen agents.  Now, again, this doesn’t by itself explain belief in gods.  But, other aspects of our cognitive architecture dispose us to find gods to be plausible explanations for various events; these cognitive elements together with HADD’s unchecked suspicions dispose humans to believe in gods.


One important element in our cognitive architecture that disposes us to find gods to be plausible explanations for various occurrences is the fact that god concepts are “minimally counterintuitive.”  Cognitive science has discovered that all humans possess certain common cognitive tools, by which people identify animals, artifacts, and describe certain general features of animals, living things, minds, and artifacts.
  A concept is intuitive when it fits perfectly with the categories provided by these cognitive tools.  A concept is minimally counterintuitive when it violates the expectations of one of these tools.  So, for example, the concept of a tree that loses branches in the wind is intuitive, but the concept of a tree that talks is minimally counterintuitive because our living thing descriptors do not project the ability to verbally communicate to plants.  Concepts that violate the expectations of our cognitive tools in multiple ways are more counterintuitive.  An example would be the concept of a rock that talks, can hear everything in a 10-mile vicinity, is invisible, and can instantaneously transport itself.  Minimally counterintuitive concepts – which include god concepts – have the dual advantage of being memorable and, in virtue of their strange properties, being able to explain a variety of abnormal occurrences that HADD chalks up to agency.  More counterintuitive concepts are too odd to easily remember and reason with, so they are less likely to be used to explain strange phenomena.


Researchers have found evidence for the existence of two more cognitive features that help to explain the attractiveness of god concepts.  First, mind-body dualism is not counterintuitive to our cognitive tools because our mind contains two distinct tools, one that describes minds, and one that describes living material things.  Second, the properties of omniscience and omnipotence that are characteristic of the Judeo-Christian god aren’t counterintuitive either because young children are disposed to regard persons in general as omnipotent and omniscient and they have to learn that people aside from god are more limited in their powers and knowledge.  So, the concept of a disembodied mind that is all-powerful and all-knowing isn’t counterintuitive to our cognitive tools.


Let’s put the theory together.  In virtue of the minimal-counterintuitiveness of god concepts, humans are disposed to talk and think about them, and they are simple enough to reason with while different enough to be useful for explaining strange phenomena.  The typical human will have experienced numerous odd events that HADD attributes to agency.  HADD desires an explanation for these events and god concepts are memorable enough and have enough explanatory power to make them a very attractive explanation for these events.  Hence, our belief in gods.


The main advantage of the by-product theory over Wilson’s group selection theory is that the by-product theory can explain why religious beliefs are the cohesive-producing cultural beliefs that have become widespread.  Henig quotes Atran as arguing that, 


“the adaptationists [which includes Wilson] cannot in principle distinguish Marxism from 
monotheism, ideology from religious belief … they cannot explain why people can be 
more steadfast in their commitment to admittedly counterfactual and counterintuitive 
beliefs – that Mary is both a mother and a virgin, and God is sentient but bodiless – than 
to the most politically, economically, or scientifically persuasive account of the way 
things are or should be” (Henig 2007).

But, Wilson’s theory seems to have the advantage of being able to explain why, once religious beliefs are on the market, so to speak, they dominate the market and become central, organizing aspects of communities.  The fact that the by-product theory and Wilson’s adaptationist theory each have their advantages, together with the fact that, as I argued earlier, by-product and adaptationist theories aren’t mutually exclusive, suggests that we should consider a third, perhaps even more explanatorily powerful theory: the conjunction of the by-product and adaptationist theories.  The by-product theory is best seen as a theory of the origin of religious beliefs, namely as a by-product of the operation of our other cognitive processes in normal environments.  It also explains why religious beliefs are widespread, and to some degree why they are persistent.  Wilson’s theory is best seen as a theory of why religious beliefs become more central to communal life – and thus also further explains their persistence – and why particular communities accept the specific religious beliefs that they do.  The conjunction of these two theories thus not only creates no apparent conflict, but instead seems to produce a wider-ranging, more explanatorily powerful, theory.


Before we move on to the final section of the paper, I want to point out an assumption that I will make from here on out.  The CSR literature not only presents these three theories, but also provides experimental evidence for them.  Now, they can’t all be true.  So, the evidence can’t favor them all.  I have argued that the third, combined, theory possesses advantages over the other two theories considered alone and that the other two theories are not mutually exclusive.  It follows that whatever evidence supports one of those theories will also support theory three.  But, it also follows that if one of the first two theories faces devastating problems, then theory three will inherit those problems.  I will not here argue about which of these three is the better-confirmed theory, all things considered.  I will merely assume that there is moderately good evidence for at least one of them.   

3. An argument that the three theories show that religious beliefs are not justified

Now on to the main question: do these three theories provide any reason for thinking that religious beliefs are not justified?  Well, the three theories propose that religious beliefs are formed and sustained by certain processes and those processes seem to not be entirely reliable at getting the truth.  HADD is hypersensitive after all, so it is likely to get false positives, especially in the kinds of situations that might contribute to producing one’s religious beliefs.  This, then suggests the following argument schema:


P1: If theory T is true, then religious beliefs are produced and sustained by process P.


P2: Process P is unreliable and does not make use of good evidence.


P3: If the process by which a belief is formed and sustained is unreliable and does not 
make use of good evidence, then that belief is unjustified.


----------------------------


C:  If theory T is true, then religious beliefs are unjustified.

Since we have three different CSR theories, this argument schema gives us three different arguments that religious belief is unjustified.  Now, of course, to conclude that religious belief is unjustified from a claim with the form of C, we would need another premise stating that T is true.  As I said above, I will not attempt here to decide which of these three theories is true.  But, we may not need to give such an argument in order to conclude that religious belief is unjustified.  If it turns out that the above argument schema succeeds for each of the three theories, then as long as one of the three theories is supported by the scientific evidence (as the evidence in fact suggests), the conclusion that religious belief is unjustified will follow.  However, if only some but not all of these arguments succeed, then in this paper, regarding these arguments at least, we will have to conclude that we need more evidence about the theories in order to know whether religious beliefs are shown to be unjustified by CSR.


It is clear that the argument schema, as it currently stands, fails for each of the three theories.  The argument fails for the by-product theory and the combined theory because the basic process used to form religious beliefs – HADD – is not generally speaking unreliable.  It gets it right most of the time because most of the time we use it in circumstances where there clearly are agents.  One might respond by questioning whether HADD really gets it right even in ordinary circumstances, perhaps by pushing the problem of other minds.  However, then, P2, and C, are purchased at the expense of a general skepticism about other minds, which seems too costly.  In addition, such an argument simply wouldn’t be dialectically effective.  Most people will not be convinced that we don’t know that other humans have minds, and so any argument that depends on such a premise will simply not be persuasive.  Thus, we want to see if we can find an argument that these theories show that religious belief is unjustified that does not rely on any other intuitively implausible and widely-rejected versions of skepticism.


The argument fails on Wilson’s theory because the general process P in question seems to simply be the process of group selection.  But, it is hard to see why we should think that group selection would produce beliefs that are mostly false.  It might produce some beliefs in a group that were false, but why think it would produce beliefs that are mostly false?


This general problem with the schema, however, is easily fixed.  Instead of arguing that the general process is unreliable, we can instead argue that the process, when used to form religious beliefs, is unreliable.  Here, then is how the schema looks after making this change:


P1: If theory T is true, then religious beliefs are produced and sustained by process P.


P2*: Process P is unreliable and does not make use of good evidence when it is used to 
form and sustain religious beliefs.


P3*: If the process by which a belief is formed and sustained is unreliable/does not make 
use of good evidence in the kind of circumstances in which it is formed and sustained, 
then that belief is unjustified.


----------------------------


C:  If theory T is true, then religious beliefs are unjustified.

Does this schema produce good arguments on each of the three theories?  Well, P1 is true for each theory just in virtue of what the theory says.  P3* looks fine.  It is designed to be attractive to both externalists and internalists about justification.  So, the crucial premise for each instance of the schema is P2*.


Let’s first consider the by-product theory.  We must first describe the process P that produces and sustains religious beliefs.  According to the by-product theory, the relevant process is PBP=explaining HADD positives by use of a minimally counterintuitive god concept.  What are the output beliefs of this process?  There seem to be two possibilities.  HADD, using a minimally counterintuitive god concept that has become plausible to the agent, can produce two kinds of beliefs: B1) god
 did this, and B2) god exists.  The former might arise when just considering one strange event, the latter might arise once HADD operates on a host of strange events stored in memory.  It seems fairly clear that PBP would not be reliable at producing beliefs of type B1.  Again, HADD is oversensitive, so it is likely to register many unlikely or not well-understood events that have no agential cause as caused by god.  It is also likely that it will register strange events that are due to normal, but undetected, agents as being caused by god.


However, it is much harder to argue that PBP is not reliable at producing B2-type beliefs.  For, even if B1-type beliefs are not reliably produced by PBP, some sort of god may exist and cause at least some of the strange events that the agent experiences.  It might seem, then, that we don’t have a good argument for P2* regarding this process, because in order to show that this process is unreliable we would, it seems, need to show that it yields false beliefs about whether God exists.  But, we couldn’t judge that issue using CSR; we would have to go back and evaluate all the standard arguments for and against the existence of God and other religious entities.  But, then, the results of CSR wouldn’t pose any special threat to the reasonability of religious belief.  A threat would only be posed if we already had independent evidence against God and other religious entities.  In response to an argument that is related to the argument schema I have been developing in this section, Justin Barrett makes the same point:


“To be able to call genuinely religious beliefs “illusions” we need to be able to 
demonstrate that they too, upon further examination, are in error.  However, this task is 
not aided by the evolutionary or cognitive sciences of religion.  To determine that a 
theistic belief amounts to an “illusion” requires a metaphysical commitment.  To call 
theism “cognitive illusion” is a premise and not a conclusion of this argument” (Barrett 
2007b).


Although this point seems to present a problem for attempts to argue that PBP is unreliable, I don’t think it presents a genuine problem.  There are two reasons why we can still argue that PBP is unreliable for B2-type beliefs.  First, even if some sort of god causes some of the strange events people experience, in order for PBP to be reliable it would have to reliably produce the correct belief about which god actually causes these strange events.  Since lots of gods are possible candidates in virtue of their concepts being minimally counterintuitive, and many gods are in fact appealed to by different people, the process by which a particular god is selected seems to not be especially reliable.  Even if what I have just argued is correct, however, it would not show that PBP is unreliable for the output belief that some god exists.  This rather general religious belief would thus far escape criticism.  However, my second argument will show that even this belief is unreliably formed.


Here is my second argument that we can still argue that PBP is unreliable for B2-type beliefs: on the by-product theory, if there were no gods, there would still be strange events that HADD would chalk up to the activity of gods.  So, whether or not gods exist, on the by-product theory, using PBP, we would believe in gods.  A process with this feature is not reliable.  Such a process is simply insensitive to the existence of gods.  As Alston points out, “reliability is not a matter of actual track record but rather is a ‘propensity’ or ‘dispositional’ notion,” and “the applicability of a dispositional term depends on whether the appropriate manifestations would result from the satisfaction of the relevant antecedent conditions in a suitable range of cases” (Alston 1995).  Surely the range of cases that matter includes cases where everything in the environment is held constant except the existence of the thing purportedly detected (and whatever causally results from this change).  For example, for perception to be reliable, it must be the case that when a certain physical object is not present in normal circumstances, for the most part, one will not believe that the object is present (setting aside other sources of knowledge, for the moment).  Contrary to perception, if the target belief of PBP – i.e. some god exists – were false because no gods exist, one would still believe that a god exists.  


Traditional forms of monotheism that take God not only to be the creator of the universe, but also to necessarily exist, pose an interesting challenge to this argument.  On such views, the proposition,


 (NG1) if God did not exist, there would still be strange events that HADD would chalk 
up to the activity of gods,

has a necessarily false antecedent, and, on the standard model, counterfactuals with necessarily false antecedents are trivially true.  But, then, the proposition,


(NG2) if God did not exist, there would not be strange events that HADD would chalk up 
to the activity of gods,

would also be trivially true, and so my above argument would fail, as that argument requires that NG1 be true while NG2 is false.


However, several philosophers have argued against the standard treatment of counterfactuals with impossible antecedents – so called ‘counterpossibles.’
  Philosophy often involves deciding whether to accept or reject a necessary proposition (i.e. a proposition that, if true, is necessarily true and if false, is necessarily false), and arguments are given for and against accepting it that rely on drawing out the consequences of each position.  For example, most think that the correct moral principle is necessary.  But, in arguing for and against various moral theories, we look at what actions would be right if each of the theories were true; we do this for each of the theories even though we full well believe that all of them but one are necessarily false.  The same thing happens in metaphysics regarding material constitution, the nature of time, and causation, in epistemology regarding the nature of knowledge and justification, and in philosophy of religion regarding God’s attributes (to take just a few examples).  If our practices in these areas are legitimate – and it certainly seems that they are – then counterpossibles are not trivially true, and so the challenge posed to my argument by the notion of a necessary God fails.


So, I have argued that P2* is true for PBP.  Is P2* also true for the religious belief-forming and sustaining process at the heart of Wilson’s adaptationist theory, PA?  The answer would seem to be yes, for very similar reasons as with PBP.  Whether or not any gods existed, there would still be group-selection pressures favoring those who accept some form of religion, and so people would still believe in gods.  Thus, the group selection process is not a reliable process for helping a population to get to the religious truth.  Since the combined theory is simply equivalent to the conjunction of the by-product theory and Wilson’s theory, it follows from the combined theory that religious beliefs are not introduced by a reliable belief-forming process (because HADD plays that role), and they are not sustained or winnowed by a reliable belief-forming process (because group adaptation is the process that plays that role for the combined theory).  Since no stage in the belief forming and sustaining process is reliable on this theory, P2* is also true for the combined theory.  


So, a strong case can be made in support of each premise in the revised argument schema presented in this section for each of our three theories.  Thus, (C) – if theory T is true, then religious beliefs are unjustified – is true for each of our three theories.  Since the empirical evidence supports at least one of these theories, it follows that religious beliefs are unjustified.


However, as strong as this case seems to be, I believe there is a flaw in the argument.  In the following section I identify the flaw.

4. A chink in the armor – Looking more deeply into the religious belief-forming and sustaining process



I will begin this section by considering what I think is a failed attempt to argue that the findings of CSR do not show religious belief to be unjustified.  Seeing how this argument fails will reveal an important insight that helps us to see how my argument in §3 fails.  


It is tempting to argue as follows that the three CSR theories do not show religious belief to be unjustified: the theories tell us the genesis of religious beliefs, and the genesis of a belief is irrelevant to its justification.  After all, some scientific theories have odd origins (the idea for the shape of benzene is said to have originated in a hallucination), but that doesn’t at all imply that the theories are unjustified.  This argument fails for several reasons.  First, all three theories concern not just the genesis of religious beliefs, but the reasons they are continually held.
  If a scientific theory were still held on the grounds that a hallucination presented the idea, that theory would be unjustified.  Plainly the reasons a belief is currently held are relevant to its justification.  Second, suppose a belief is produced by an unreliable process that uses poor evidence
, but later on the believer continues to hold the belief in virtue of memory even though he does not remember what originally produced the belief.  The fact that the genesis of the belief is an unreliable process that makes use of poor evidence renders the belief unjustified when it is first held.
  So, the genesis of a belief can matter for its justification, contra the argument in question.  In addition, later on, when the agent continues to hold the belief because of memory, but does not remember his original grounds for the belief, he arguably is justified (despite the original belief being unjustified) either because memory is generally reliable or because memorial experience provides evidence.
  However, if he were to find out that his belief was produced by an unreliable process without good evidence (say, he finds the event recorded in his diary) and he has no other reasons for holding the belief, then his belief would cease to be justified.  So, yet again, the genesis of a belief can matter for whether the belief is justified.  


Now, of course, the genesis of the belief doesn’t always matter for its justificatory status.  Suppose I come to believe a certain proposition because of a dream or what an oracle says, but I then later come to have good evidence for the claim.  At the later time I am propositionally justified in believing the proposition in question (on an internalist story, because I have good evidence, and on a simple externalist story, because my belief would be reliably formed if it were based on the evidence).  If I believe the proposition at the later time because of the evidence, I am then also doxastically justified because my belief is based on the good reasons that I have.
  One can be propositionally justified in believing a proposition without being doxastically justified in believing the proposition.  This happens when one has good reasons for believing the proposition but one does not base one’s belief on those good reasons.


The observations made in the previous paragraph provide the tools for undermining the argument in §3.  The distinction between propositional and doxastic justification demonstrates an important limitation of the argument in §3.  At best, that argument can show that we are not doxastically justified in holding our religious beliefs; it is simply unable to show that we are not propositionally justified in holding our religious beliefs.  The argument in §3 draws on information presented by the CSR theories about how people’s religious beliefs are formed and sustained.  Even if it can be shown (as the argument in §3 attempts to show) that the processes by which religious beliefs are actually formed and sustained are unreliable, it does not follow that we lack evidence that in fact supports some religious beliefs (although it would follow that if we had such evidence we don’t base our belief on it).  No matter how messed-up was the process that we used to form a belief, it simply does not follow that we don’t have other reasons that we could have rationally based our belief on.


So, the argument in §3 cannot establish that we are not propositionally justified in holding religious beliefs.  Nevertheless, the argument would still have a powerful skeptical result if it could establish that our religious beliefs are not doxastically justified.  For, it would follow that we should suspend judgment about our religious beliefs and look for better reasons to believe.  I think, however, that the argument fails to establish even this.  The main reason why is that the argument in §3 describes the belief-forming processes that people use to form religious beliefs in an unrealistically general way.


Consider the kinds of reasons people cite in favor of their religious beliefs.  Let’s take Christianity to get a concrete example.  People believe because: they think the Bible is reliable, they think they have witnessed, or know others who claim to have witnessed certain miracles, certain prayers get answered, their life has been changed for the better since believing, the world seems so carefully designed, they’ve had or know of others who claim to have had religious experience of various kinds, and it is hard to explain all the evidence we have about early Christianity if Jesus wasn’t raised from the dead.  Of course, I am not claiming that all Christians believe for these reasons.  Some may believe simply because their parents have told them and encouraged them to believe.  But, these reasons are offered by many average people over the course of conversation.  Believers in other kinds of religions have their own reasons that tend to get put forward as well.


These kinds of reasons plainly play a role in the belief forming and sustaining processes that believers actually use.  Indeed, these kinds of reasons play an important role in the belief forming and sustaining processes that are described by the three CSR theories.  HADD certainly disposes us to look for agents, even when there aren’t agents, and it is appealing to explain various strange events by appeal to gods in virtue of the minimal-counterintuitiveness of god concepts.  But, why do believers choose the particular god concept that they do?  No doubt, in part, because of the above kinds of reasons.  As Barrett writes, “the degree of HADD’s sensitivity varies, depending on personal and immediate contexts.  By personal contexts, I refer to individual histories and dispositions” (2004: 39).  One’s individual history certainly can include an awareness of such evidence and one’s dispositions can include a disposition to rely on such evidence.  Social pressure and testimony of elders no doubt plays a role as well, but even when these kinds of factors are dominant, people normally accept the testimony of elders because they think the elders have good reasons.  And the good reasons the elders cite include reasons like those mentioned in the previous paragraph.  


These kinds of reasons play a role in Wilson’s theory as well.  They can help to explain the cohesiveness of the community, and how the community upholds its religious identity in the face of intellectual challenges from other religious and nonreligious communities.


What the three theories show is that if we lacked the kinds of reasons described above that people often give in support of religious beliefs, it is likely that we would still have some sort of religious beliefs.  But, this fact is insufficient for establishing that peoples’ religious beliefs are unjustified.  To do that, one would have to show that the processes they actually use, which make use of the kinds of reasons described above, are unreliable.  But, that can be done only by doing what philosophers do: by assessing the relevant arguments.  CSR thus doesn’t, by itself, give any reason for thinking that religious beliefs are not doxastically justified.  That conclusion can only be obtained by first assessing the reasons people give.  Furthermore, let’s suppose that a thorough assessment of those reasons shows that they do not support religious beliefs.  Well, then, religious belief will have been shown to be unjustified and the findings of CSR about how people actually form their religious beliefs will be superfluous.  So, the findings of CSR don’t by themselves show religious belief to be unjustified and once we have assessed the reasons that people actually give for their religious beliefs, the findings of CSR won’t affect that assessment in any way.


Now, one might object to my argument as follows.  Don’t the findings of CSR describe not only how our religious beliefs are formed and sustained, but also the process that underlies an assessment of the force of the reasons people offer for their religious beliefs?  And if so, that process will be very likely biased towards accepting such religious arguments even if the arguments are not in fact good (this is because if HADD (together with the rest of the story) or group selection will dispose us to accept the existence of gods, then they will also dispose us to accept arguments for the existence of gods).  Thus, the findings of CSR show that our religious belief forming, sustaining, and religious argument evaluating processes are all unreliable.


This is a challenging objection; however, I don’t think it succeeds.  The crucial premise:


(CP) If HADD (together with the rest of the story) will dispose us to accept the existence 
of gods, then it will also dispose us to accept arguments for the existence of gods,

is not sufficiently motivated.  As Barrett points out, we can easily cancel a HADD-based judgment that a specific agent A caused event e by taking a closer look at e.  If we find evidence that some other agent accounts for e, HADD no longer disposes us to think that A caused e.  The initial HADD-based judgment that A caused e does not necessarily infect our ability to investigate other evidence about whether A caused e.  Now, since there will always be events that HADD disposes us to attribute to agency and since gods are such an attractive candidate for explaining such events, perhaps we will still be disposed in general to believe in some kind of god or another.  Will that disposition affect our ability to assess arguments about the existence of various gods?  Not necessarily.  We might be perfectly well able to see the problems with supposing certain gods to explain what we see, just as we may well be able to see the virtues that certain religious explanations possess.  The disposition to believe in gods might well be exhibited simply as a disposition to believe that some kind of god explains everything even after we have properly assessed the reasons for specific gods and found them wanting.  In addition, our ability to assess evidence for a proposition is a more general ability that is employed across a wide range of propositions.  Our general evidence-evaluating skills, in virtue of their being supported and developed by our evaluation of other propositions, may thus to some degree counteract a bias in favor of religions explanations.  It is hard to say whether, all things considered, the bias would still be present and substantial.  For these two reasons, the crucial premise of this objection, CP, is unjustified and so the objection fails.

5. Conclusion

I have presented and criticized an argument that the three main theories in CSR show that religious belief is unjustified.  The main problem with the argument is that the belief-forming and sustaining process of many believers makes use of various standard reasons offered in support of religious beliefs, and so it cannot be argued that the belief-forming process is unreliable – even given the CSR theories’ descriptions of the belief-forming and sustaining process – without previously arguing that these standards reasons are not good reasons.


We obviously cannot conclude with certainty that CSR poses no challenge to the rationality of religious belief.  There could be other, more plausible, arguments that make use of the findings of CSR to challenge the rationality of religious belief.  Justin Barrett (2007b) has considered a couple of other arguments and found them wanting.  However, the fact that standard religious arguments play a role in people’s belief-forming and sustaining processes makes it hard to see how such an argument could go.  It is also worth pointing out that in principle future CSR findings could generate problems for the rationality of religious belief.  However, such findings would have to be significantly different from those cited in the three theories in order to avoid the problem I have described.  So, not only does the argument I presented in §3 fail, but I tentatively conclude that CSR poses so far no challenge to the rationality of religious belief.
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� Bloom 2005, italics are mine.


� For suggestions in print that CSR is consistent with the rationality of religious belief, see Barrett 2004, 2007a, 2007b, and Ruse 2007. 


� For instance, there is an argument that shows up in popular-level Christian apologetics.  Something like the argument shows up in Augustine and Aquinas, but C.S. Lewis gives the most explicit formulation: “Creatures are not born with desires unless satisfaction for these desires exists.  A baby feels hunger; well, there is such a thing as food.  A duckling wants to swim; well, there is such a thing as water.  Men feel sexual desire; well, there is such a thing as sex.  If I find myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probably explanation is that I was made for another world” (Lewis 1960).  CSR seems highly relevant to the potential success of this argument given its ability to explain our religious dispositions.  This argument of Lewis’s has received very little treatment amongst professional philosophers.  To my knowledge, there is only one professional philosophical publication that has dealt with this argument: Haldane 2006.


� See Barrett 2007a, Ruse 2007, Bloom 2005, and Henig 2007 for some other useful summaries of the two theories.


� See Wilson 2002.  Further support for his theory is given in Wilson 2005.


� See Barrett 2004, chapter 1 for a brief summary of these cognitive tools.


� Barrett describes a few other factors that play a role in reinforcing religious beliefs, including the way our mental tools encourage belief in life after death, the role that gods play in social and moral interactions, and the way that religious actions and ceremonies reinforce religious belief.  See chapters 4 and 5 of his 2004 for a discussion of these factors.


� To be fair, I should note that, in a short passage (2004, p. 65), Barrett seems to recognize that adaptationist theories can supplement, rather than compete, with by-product theories.


� I include talk of reliability and evidence so that this argument will apply to both internalists and externalists about justification.  However, I could run the argument by simply arguing that P is unreliable and yet still have it effective for internalists.  This is because internalists grant that if we have evidence that the process that formed and sustained my belief that p is unreliable, then my belief that p is defeated.  I discuss this point further in Thurow (under review), as does Bergmann 2005.


� The word ‘god’ is here used in Barrett’s looser sense, as describe on the top of p. 5.  It is so used whenever ‘god’ is lower-case.


� See, e.g. Zagzebski 1990 and Nolan 1997.


� Wilson’s theory considered alone only concerns why it is currently held, not why it arose in the first place.


� I include both so that I can run the argument for both internalists and externalists about justification.


� Given the way I have set up the case, both internalists and externalists will agree about this.


� See Conee and Feldman 2001 and Feldman 1988 for a defense of this view.  For a critique, see Meeker 2004.  It is worth noting that if I am wrong, and later on when he doesn’t remember why he holds the belief he still is not justified because of the way that the belief was formed, then the argument in question still fails.  It would fail because then the genesis of a belief would matter for justification later on even if we forgot about how the belief originated.  So, my claim that the argument fails doesn’t depend on whether my way of treating situations where you forget the original grounds for your belief is correct.


� Feldman and Conee 1985 call “propositional justification,” “justification” simpliciter, and “doxastic justification,” he calls “well-foundedness.”  Goldman (1976) calls the former, “ex ante” justification and the latter, “ex post” justification.


� Again, “reasons that we could have rationally based our belief on” can be given either an externalist or an internalist gloss.  On (one kind of) an externalist gloss, these reasons would amount to mental states such that, if we based our belief on them, then the process of inferring our belief form those states would be reliable.
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