Assignment: Critically evaluate how the Cognitive Science of Religion (CSR) has contributed to the field of Religious Studies, up to and including the present.

Religious Studies is a multidisciplinary field, with the content and implications of religious beliefs and practices being analysed through numerous different lenses and methodologies. One of these disciplines is the cognitive science of religion (henceforth CSR) which attempts to explain religious impulses only in relation to the human brain and/or mind (Barrett, 2011). There is a rich history of scholars exploring the relationship between the mind, the brain, and religion, which has culminated in modern developments in many areas, such as the cognitive neuroscience of religion, experiential studies of rituals, and evolutionary explanations of religion (McCauley, 2020). Despite these contributions, I posit that the framework of CSR ultimately limits the potential future growth of research within the field of religious studies, as it makes logically baseless claims about the truthfulness of religious beliefs. I will show that this is not just a critique of specific CSR scholars but is rather a systemic issue stemming from the illogical sentiment of ‘scientific superiority’ that this discipline was founded on.
 
Cognitive Science and Religion
Within everyday speech, we use the terms ‘mind’ and ‘brain’ interchangeably. For example, saying “what’s going on in your brain?” and “what’s going on in your mind?” are both valid ways of enquiring as to what someone is thinking about. However, philosophically speaking, these two are distinct notions. The brain is the name of a physical organ, whereas the mind is characterised as the collection of one’s mental properties, consciousness, and subjective sense of self-awareness (Fischbach, 1992). The difference between the two can be simply put in the following way: You could cut open a person’s head and see, touch, and study their brain, but (currently) there is no way for you to have firsthand experience of what it’s like to be in their mind.
Cognitive science is the interdisciplinary study of the nature of the mind and its relationship to the brain (Thagard, 2023). Scholars of cognitive science study the nature of the mind through the employment of philosophical, psychological, linguistic, anthropological, neuroscientific, and even computer scientific methodologies. These disparate methodologies are all used to explore the implications of the central hypothesis of cognitive science, which is that thoughts are best understood in terms of representational structures in the mind and the computational procedures that operate on those structures. This leads cognitive scientists to broadly accept that the mind operates like a computer, processing data through algorithms. However, whilst operating in a similar way to a computer, there are notable differences. For example, the parallel processing that the human mind exhibits contrasts with traditional serial computing (A Pastur-Romay et al, 2017).  A contemporary line of enquiry within cognitive science is the integration of neuroscience with psychology, which is known as cognitive neuroscience (Thagard, 2023). This has been driven by advancements in brain-imaging tools and a better understanding of neural networks and, is employed in an attempt to truly understand how the human mind functions and processes information. An example of such research is that of María del Rosario Rueda Cuerva, who employs the above methodology to present a theory of attention development in early childhood (Cuerva, 2024)
CSR, as its name suggests, applies the concepts of cognitive science towards understanding religion. At the core of CSR is the notion that religious beliefs and practices are human beliefs and practices, and as such, are no different from a cognitive perspective from any other thoughts and practices held by human beings (McCauley, 2020). Because of this belief, CSR contends that we can analyse and indeed explain the origins of such beliefs and practices through study of the human mind. Put another way, a scholar of CSR would hold that we could analyse a person’s beliefs on the existence of God through the same mechanisms that we could analyse their knowledge of the English language, or their belief that the sun will rise each morning.  
Justin L. Barrett, psychologist and notable CSR scholar, contends that there are four main tenets that frame the CSR approach (Barrett, 2011). The first of these is the rejection of cultural relativism, insofar as rejecting the idea that human minds are ‘blank slates’ that are only influenced by their surrounding cultures when forming opinions, thoughts, values, and behaviours. According to Barrett, CSR contends that there is a biological element of being Homo sapiens that, at the very least, predisposes humans to natural cognitive biases that transcend cultural barriers.
Following this, the second tenet of CSR is the belief that at least some important foundations of human cognition are extra-cultural. Examples of this that Barrett gives includes the work of Meltzoff and Moore showing that infants imitate and show preferential attention to human faces (Meltzoff & Moore, 1983), and Spelke and Kinzler’s work detailing how infants are able to distinguish between inanimate objects and ‘agents’ with motivations and goals (Spelke & Kinzler, 2007). These key cognitive systems are considered to be extra-cultural because they have been shown to appear in very young infants of various origins; thus, researchers argue that they must not be reliant upon cultural context to develop. Barrett refers to these innate cognitive systems as ‘mental tools’ (Barrett, 2004).
This leads directly to the third tenet, which is the belief that it is these mental tools that typify, and indeed constrain, religious beliefs and expression within the human mind. Because CSR contends that religious impulses originate from and proliferate due to the human mind’s mental tools, and at least some mental tools are held to be pre-cultural and biologically hardwired, it can therefore be held that CSR maintains that human beings are biologically predisposed to religious impulses.
The final tenet of CSR is the focus on studying religious thoughts and behaviours that are held across a community of individuals, as opposed to studying the ideas or experiences of a single individual. Barrett contends that the goal of CSR is to ‘explain religion’ by exploring how certain mental tools, working in certain environments, lead to noticeable patterns of religious thought and expression throughout populations. It is important to note that, because of this emphasis on patterns of religious thought and impulses, individual religious experiences are not considered as relevant to CSR research. This approach draws upon the work of the social and cognitive scientist Dan Sperber, particularly their theory of cultural epidemiology (Sperber, 1996).
These four tenets, therefore, give us a comprehensive picture of the principles that unite researchers under the field of CSR. The next section of this paper will look towards how CSR developed as a discipline, before diving into contemporary theories and assessing their merit as contributions towards the general field of religious studies.
 
The History of CSR 
While CSR (as it is formally recognised now) is a fairly new academic discipline, the exploration of the relationship between religion and the human brain and mind is not a uniquely modern endeavour. Within the Atharva Veda, the fourth of the Vedic religious texts, we can see that scholars were considering the nature of the mind and its connection with the divine over 3000 years ago (Singh, 2015). In this text, the mind is said to be the sixth sense, that is made active in us by the Supreme Being, and is viewed as the source of both the sorrow and joy experienced by humans (Rao, 2002). Not only does this show an early scholarly interest into the nature of the mind, but it also clearly shows an exploration into the link between the human mind and religion. 
These ideas are expanded upon in the Upanishads, the late and post-Vedic texts, with these texts also showing that the relationship between the mind and the physical body was also being explored. The Katha-Upanishad employs the analogy of a chariot to describe the interrelationship between the mind and the body, with the body being the chariot and the mind being the reins (Katha-Upanishad, 3:3-4). The Upanishads also make reference to parietal bones of the skull and the structures held inside the head (which we now know as the brain) when discussing how one may chant to become one with the Brahman (Newberg, 2018), which shows an early theory on how religious practices affect both a person's mind and physical brain. It is undeniable that this shows the foundation of CSR to come from very ancient thought indeed.
Philosophers and theologians continued to grapple with the concept of the mind and its relationship to the divine throughout the centuries. One of the most famous figures in this regard is French mathematician and philosopher René Descartes, who is best known for his proclamation “cogito, ergo sum” which translates as ‘I think, therefore, I am (Descartes, 1637). Descartes regarded this ‘first precept’ as the foundation of his metaphysics, through which he developed his argument for the existence of God (Hatfield, 2024). This was a pivotal moment in both the philosophy of religion and the philosophy of the mind, as this marked the start of considering religion in terms of the mind, rather than the norm of considering the nature of the mind in terms of religion.
The Enlightenment era of the 17th and 18th centuries led to a more scientific approach to the study of religion. This era is defined by its namesake philosophical system of ‘Enlightenment thinking’, which emphasised the importance of reason, empirical evidence and the scientific method, arguing that the exclusive employment of these would lead to the improvement of humanity (Bristow, 2023). Scholars of the Enlightenment era critiqued focus on ‘irrational’ or ‘supernatural’ aspects of religion that could not be quantified through empirical evidence, and instead sought to ‘purify’ religion into its ‘rational’ or ‘natural’ form. The work of philosopher Immanuel Kant exemplifies this ideal; Kant critiqued traditional proofs for God’s existence and instead sought to establish a rational basis for faith, deeming any beliefs that rely upon ‘supernatural’ evidence as senseless (Pasternack & Fugate, 2022). This sentiment comes directly from Kant’s theory of the human mind, in which he asserted that the human mind has access to ultimate reality and understanding by virtue of it being the only way to perceive and experience the external world (Brook & Wuerth, 2023). As seen with Descartes previously, Kant’s philosophy of religion was built upon the foundations of his view of the nature of the mind. However, Kant’s focus on the importance of empirical evidence showcases the shift towards the scientific method that came out of the Enlightenment era scholarship.
By the 19th century, studying religion using the scientific method was becoming more academically organised, and this emerging field was described by German Philologist and University of Oxford scholar Friedrich Max Müller as ‘Religionwissenshaft’, or the ‘science of religion’ (Müller, 1873).This was the academic beginning of what we now refer to as the field of religious studies. Moving into the late twentieth century, CSR was born out of the desire to further “science-up” (Barrett, 2011) the study of religion, by quantifying religious impulses solely through analysis of the human mind and brain. In February of 1996, Western Michigan University held a conference titled “Cognition, Culture, and Religion” which is held as the event that marks the official genesis of CSR (Barrett, 2011). This conference was chaired by the co-founder of the North American Association for the Study of Religion, Ernest Thomas Lawson (Martin & Wiebe, 2004), and was attended by notable scholars such as Justin Barrett (a psychologist), Pascal Boyer (an anthropologist), Brian Malley (a religion scholar), Robert McCauley (a philosopher), and Harvey Whitehouse (an anthropologist). All of these scholars subsequently wrote pivotal literature on the development of CSR: Barrett published a work arguing that the belief in God is an almost inevitable result of the way human minds function (Barrett, 2004), Boyer wrote on the possible evolutionary origins of religious thoughts (Boyer, 2001), Malley conducted an anthropological study into evangelical biblicism (Malley, 2004), McCauley collaborated with Lawson to produce a hypothesis linking rituals to functions of the mind (McCauley & Lawson, 2002) which was later tested and expanded upon by Malley and Barrett (Malley & Barrett, 2003), and Whitehouse wrote on the interconnected relationship between the styles of religious transmission, systems of memory, and patterns of political association that he observed within four Melanesian religious traditions (Whitehouse, 2000). It was Barrett that officially named the field the “Cognitive Science of Religion (CSR)” in his work exploring the “natural foundations” of religion in the year 2000 (Barrett, 2000). It was these initial contributions that helped to launch the field of CSR into academia and paved the way for the contemporary developments by cognitive scientists of religion.



Contemporary Developments in CSR
One of the richest areas of contemporary CSR research is in relation to evolutionary explanations of religious thoughts and impulses. This avenue of research attempts to use evolutionary theories to explain certain religious features. These explanations can be categorised as either “ultimate”, which concern the broad processes that affect entire species or cultures over extended periods of time, or “proximate”, which concern immediate causes and mechanisms, including mental tools, that operate in the short term to produce religious thought or impulses (McCauley, 2020). In short, the proximate explanations set forward the mental tools that cause religiosity, and the ultimate explanations say why we developed them.
A notable proximate evolutionary theory in CSR is Justin Barrett’s “hyperactive agency detection device” (Henceforth HADD) (Barrett, 2000). According to Barrett, this mental tool causes our minds to constantly scan for other humans and non-human agents as a way of protecting ourselves from predators. This tool is ‘hyperactive’ in the sense that it over-attributes agency to non-human objects, as it is much safer to assume the shadow across the cave entrance is a predator rather than the sun moving through the trees. Therefore, Barrett argues that it is this mental tool that causes humans to believe in supernatural agents, such as God.
Despite first being described by Barrett a quarter of a century ago, scholars continue to research and debate the nature or existence of the HADD within the human mind (Maij, van Schie, & van Elk, 2019), and its implications on the origin of religion (Modern, 2016). As such, proximate evolutionary explanations of religion, such as Barrett’s HADD, can be argued to be thought-provoking contributions to academic discourse within religious studies.
Even where scholars come to a consensus on proximate evolutionary theories within CSR, there are still competing schools of thought on the ultimate level. Adaptationalists, for example, hold that religiosity is a direct byproduct of natural selection (Bulbulia, 2004). They would argue that the mental tools that cause religiosity would also have historically provided individuals with a higher likelihood of surviving, mating, and producing offspring, thus passing on these traits. In the case of HADD, an individual who assigned agency to all objects would likely be paranoid of their intentions, and a vigilant enough person to keep their guard up against predators would likely outcompete more naïve individuals who did not ascribe motives to non-human entities. This would allow this mental tool to be passed through the generations and ultimately explain why humans believe in God. In comparison, cultural selectionists would argue that the mental tools that facilitate religiosity also fostered cooperation amongst members to benefit groups, and therefore the individuals themselves on average (McCauley, 2020). In the case of HADD, a cultural selectionist would argue that being vigilant would benefit a group of people by allowing them to have affective watchers, leading the group as a whole to feel safer. And thus, the HADD mental tool would have been praised and encouraged within the culture of that group, allowing it to be passed down through generations. Therefore, we can see that evolutionary research in CSR provides a multitude of perspectives on the origin of religious impulses.
 
In line with current trends seen in the general field of cognitive, CSR has also shown an increased interest in the combination of psychological and neuroscientific methodologies and research and findings, due to the sentiment that advancements in brain imaging technologies may provide new insights into cognitive processes related to religion (McCauley, 2020). An example of this can be seen through the work of CSR researchers at the University of Aarhus, who have produced multiple brain studies to corroborate theories on the effect of prayer on the mind and brain (Schoedt et al., 2008, 2009 & 2011).  The Aarhus researchers have focused their studies on observing the areas of the brain that are activated by both secular and practicing Christian groups during different types of prayer, in order to understand the relationship between prayer, belief, and the brain. Research such as this, however, has been limited due in part to the funding available to pay for such cutting-edge technology. However, we are seeing an increase in the number of such research projects at institutions around the world, pointing to this technology becoming more and more accessible to CSR researchers (McCauley, 2020). As such, contemporary CSR researchers are increasingly utilising cognitive neuroscientific findings to refine their hypotheses and are beginning to directly conduct such experiments themselves more and more.
 
As previously stated within Barrett’s four tenets, individual religious experiences fall outside of the purview of CSR. However, this does not exclude CSR scholars from exploring the relationship between how groups of individuals report their experiences of certain religious rituals and the physical changes that happen within their bodies.
One such study is that of Dimitris Xygalatas and their colleagues, who interviewed and undertook physiological tests on people participating in a fire-walk in San Pedro Manrique, Spain (Xygalatas, et al., 2013)  The fire-walkers recalled being comparatively the calmest during their seven-meter-long walk over hot coals, as opposed to at other points throughout the festival. However, the heart rate data that was gathered by the researchers pointed towards the opposite and showed that they were experiencing the strongest physiological response as they took part in the fire-walk. The conflict between the subjective reports and the physiological data was of interest to researchers, as it points towards a more complex relationship between how rituals affect the mind versus how they affect the body. From this, Xygalatas and their colleagues concluded that this study corroborates two CSR hypotheses. The first of these, the cognitive resource depletion hypothesis, posits that high-arousal rituals can overload cognitive processes, which then impairs the subject’s memory of their experience (Schjoedt, et al., 2013). The second is the suppression hypothesis, which suggests that social expectations to restrain emotions during intense rituals can compromise memory consolidation, leading to an impaired memory of the experience (Xygalatas, et al., 2013). Both of these hypotheses would provide an explanation as to why the fire-walkers recalled their mental state being far calmer than the physiological readings suggested, and pose interesting implications for the differences in how the mind and the body experience religion. Thus, this study backs up prior CSR hypotheses as valuable to the wider academic study of religion.

Criticisms of CSR
As we have seen, CSR has made a significant number of contributions to the field of religious studies. However, the question remains as to the overall value of these contributions. CSR, as a framework for studying religion, can be critiqued as a reductive, biased, and incomplete methodology. In trying to further “science-up” the study of religion, CSR scholars follow in the footsteps of Kant and other Enlightenment thinkers by dismissing the supernatural and unquantifiable elements of religious experience. However, by ignoring crucial elements of religion simply because they don’t fit into their methodology, scholars of CSR are not studying the full picture. Thus, the contributions of CSR can be said to be superficial at best and, at worst, are not valuable to the wider academic pursuit of studying religion. This is also known as the protectionist argument (McCauley, 2020).
Proponents of CSR reject the notion that it was created by a “conspiracy of scientists” meaning to take over religious studies, but rather that was an inevitable development of the empirical study of religion (Barrett, 2011).  It is not logical to argue that the scientific method is not appropriate for contributing to religious studies, because we have previously seen that the whole field of religious studies was founded on this methodology. Furthermore, philosopher Robert McCauley argues that even if the protectionist argument goes uncontested, the insights that CSR can provide are still valuable enough to the religious studies community, as they can be considered alongside the work of other disciplines within the field to create a fuller picture (McCauley, 2020). Thus, CSR can still be regarded as valuably contributing to the field of religious studies.
However, whilst it can be the case that CSR produces some theories that provide valuable insight into the overall study of religion, significant problems arise when these theories make comments on the truth or falsehood of different religious beliefs. Scientific realism, or the belief that the scientific method can produce absolute knowledge of reality, has been heavily criticised by philosophers of science. This can be most easily exemplified by Bertrand Russell’s story of the chicken:
 
“The man who has fed the chicken every day throughout its life at last wrings its neck instead, showing that more refined views as to the uniformity of nature would have been useful to the chicken.” (Russell, 1912)
 
In Russell’s example, the chicken used their empirical experience (that of being fed every day) to form a logical conclusion about the nature of the world (that it is true that they will always be fed by the farmer). Despite having countless days of observations, the chicken’s experiences were not justification enough for knowing that they would be fed by the farmer daily for eternity, as this was not the case. This shows that the scientific method cannot produce evidence towards the absolute truth or falsehood of statements on the nature of reality, and that any system that uses empirical evidence as the basis to presuppose the truth or falsehood of features of reality is logically flawed.
The framework of CSR itself can be seen to presuppose the truth/ falsehood of religious beliefs through its base claim that religious thoughts are human in origin. This presupposes that religious notions, such as God, are mental or abstract entities, as belief in these concepts stems only from byproducts of cognitive processes. Due to this, it also contends that these thoughts and beliefs would not exist without the human mind’s existence. In order to undertake CSR, then, one must reject any belief that religious thoughts have a supernatural origin, thus passing judgement on the truth or falsehood of a religious belief. Indulging in this logical fallacy limits the value that CSR could be contributing to the wider field of religious studies, as it limits the avenues of research to only explore a worldview that isn’t even logically justified. As such, CSR limits the value of its contributions to the field of religious studies by way of employing a logically flawed methodology.
 
Conclusion 
To conclude, it is undeniable that research into the relationship between the mind, the brain, and religion can be valuable contributions to the field of religious studies. However, the framework of CSR limits the potential future growth of discussion on this topic. The belief that the study of religion needed to be “scienced-up” in the first place denotes a sentiment of superiority of the natural sciences over other research methodologies. This sentiment, as we have seen, is not logically grounded. This is not to say that the contributions of CSR thus far need to be thrown away. Instead, these theories deserve to be understood, shared, and critiqued by religious studies scholars on the basis of adding to the conversation about religion, not trying to explain it away.
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