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Continue to work out your
salvation with fear and trembling.

Defence of subjectivity against the power
of institutions and university-certified
2
experts
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Galileo Galilei –

no stranger to paradox

Holy scripture cannot err and the decrees therein contained are absolutely true and
inviolable. I should have only added that, though Scripture cannot err, its expounders and
interpreters are liable to err in many ways; when they would base themselves always on
the literal meaning of the words. For in this wise not only many contradictions would be
apparent, but even grave heresies and blasphemies, since then it would be necessary to
give God hands and feet and eyes, and human bodily emotions such as anger, regret,
hatred, and sometimes forgetfulness of things past, and ignorance of the future.
Galileo Galilei, letter to Benedetto Castelli, 21 December 1613, in Dava Sobel (2000), Galileo's Daughter

Galileo was denounced as
a heretic in 1633 by the
Inquisition for his theory,
published in The Dialogue
Concerning the Two Chief
World Systems, that the
sun was the centre of the
universe
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Le doute n'est pas une
condition agréable,
mais la certitude est
absurde.
Doubt is not a pleasant condition, but
certainty is absurd.
Voltaire, in a letter to Frederick II of
Prussia (6 April 1767).
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What can be said at all
can be said clearly, and
what we cannot talk about
we must pass over in
silence.
(Ludwig Wittgenstein, 1921, p. 3)

Freud did not wish to remain silent…
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Human nature

Evolution

Wishful thinking

WHERE TO START??!!!?

Humour – is religion a joke?

Fanciful metaphors

Tortured logic
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Who is God?
 “A perfect being, in a state of stasis, untouched

by change and imperfection” (Aristotle 384 – 322 BC)
 “One who cannot be greater” (Anselm, 11 century)
 “[The western] God… [encompasses the
characteristics] of a creator and sustainer of
the universe…, [who is] unlimited with regard
to knowledge (omniscience), power
(omnipotence), extension (omnipresence), and
moral perfection”(IEP, 2103)
 “The deification of an esoteric, mystical or
philosophical entity”
th
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What is religion?
 “…passionate

communal displays
of costly
commitments (e.g.,
sacrifices) to
counterintuitive
worlds governed by
supernatural agents”
(Atran, 2005)
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Why religion?
What functions does it serve?
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Paradoxical functions of religion
 Intellectual function
 To create meaning in an arbitrary world while
occluding mental activity
 Affective function
 To relieve anxiety yet terrorise simultaneously
Cruelty and intolerance to those who do not belong to it are natural to
every religion (Freud, 1921).


To enable us to bear our existential anxiety and
death by fostering its denial

 Intrapsychic function
 To recover the lost security of the father
 Substitute for or displace sexual gratification
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Paradoxical functions of religion
 Socioeconomic function
 Binds society i.e. keeps the moral and social order
but rents societies apart (e.g., Sunni and Shi’ite
Muslims)
 It privileges the elite but is the “opiate of the
masses”
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Communalities across religions
 In all cultures and religions, people believe that

conscious souls live on after bodies die.
 Souls occupy the unseen realm of “spirit”, where the
purposes and truths pertaining to all existence are
known.
 We respond to fragmentary information under
conditions of uncertainty that result in supernatural
interpretations that fill in knowledge gaps – similar to
the development of superstitions.

13

Communalities across all religions
 Counterfactual belief in supernatural-agent

concepts (gods, demons) is culturally universal
 Some supernatural-agent concepts are inherently
better candidates for cultural selection than
others
 Supernatural agent concepts trigger evolved
cognitive agency-detection schema, e.g., Are you
predator, protector or prey?
 Religions validate belief in supernatural agents
that are logically and factually inscrutable (Atran,
2005)
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Communalities across all religions
 Public expressions of commitment including goods,

harvests, and animal and human sacrifice
 Ritualized “communion” e.g., congregations, cults,
outpourings of conversion, praise, speaking in
tongues, external displays of membership
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If we remove the counterfactual, super-natural agent concepts,
the basic human needs from which they arose can make sense
when expressed as psychological theory:

Heinz Kohut



need to be viewed with joy
and approval (i.e., being chosen;
Mirror transference)

 empathic mode of



observation

need to have a powerful
other from whom the child
may derive a sense of calm
and infallibility (denial of death;
Idealizing transference)



need to have others who are
like the child, with whom the
child can identify and find a
place in which s/he feels at
home, like the others there
(i.e., congregation) (Twin transference)16
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For I do not seek to
understand in order to believe,
but I believe in order to
understand. For I believe this:
unless I believe, I will not
understand.
St Anselm of Canterbury

Paradox, n’est-ce pas?

Soren Kierkegaard
…true faith can be motivated only by “a
gigantic passion” to commit to the
“absurd.”
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Committing the absurd in
the name of religion

A lifetime of celibacy for priests and nuns
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Committing the absurd in the name of religion

Building gigantic structures that
no-one can live in
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Committing the absurd in the name of religion

Sacrificing sheep (Hebrews), camels (Bedouin), cows (Nuer
of Sudan), chickens (Highland Maya), pigs (Melanesian
tribes, Ancient Greeks), or buffaloes (South Indian tribes).
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Committing the
absurd in the
name of religion

The gruesome tale of Abraham and Isaac

Slaying one's own children:
Infanticide was practised in
Phoenicia, Carthage, in Mayan,
Inca and Hawaiian cultures, and
in contemporary Western
satanic cults and Afro-Brazilian
Vodoo cults
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Religion and Cognition
 Religious ideas formed in the same way as

other concepts
 Same cognitive processes





concept formation
presence of implicit ontological concepts
mental and metaphorical representation
intentional attribution

 Neurological support
 Cognitive definition of religion
= shared system of beliefs and actions concerning superhuman agency
22
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Conceptualizing religion
 “Religion is developed, communicated and

regulated by natural human perception and
cognition” (Barrett, 2000, p. 29) in much the same
way as other human conceptual systems
 Analogy of language
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Belief in the “supernatural”
 The

pervasiveness of beliefs in the
supernatural is of immense interest from a
cognitive science perspective, because


the object of study of supernatural entities
cannot be observed, demonstrated by
experimentation or proven by inference



such beliefs are acquired through “testimony”,
persuasion, and other forms of cultural
transmission, such as story-telling, modelling,
imitation, inculcation, indoctrination, and
religious art and music.
24
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Superstition
 Same origin as beliefs in the supernatural
 Superstition is the magical belief in a causal

relationship between an action, object, or
ritual and an unrelated outcome.
 Superstitious behaviour includes wearing a

lucky jersey, using good luck charms,
throwing salt over your shoulder, knocking on
wood, and reading your horoscope.
 = MAGICAL THINKING
26
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Why superstition?
 Individuals use superstition
1.
2.
3.

to gain control over uncertainty;
to decrease feelings of helplessness; and
because it is easier to rely on superstition
instead of one’s own agency and coping
strategies.

 People who believe that chance/fate control

their lives are more likely to be superstitious.
 Psychologists call this “external locus of
control”
27

Death and superstition?
 Why?
 Thinking about death



makes people feel helpless
Makes people feel they cannot control death

Enacting superstitious rituals serves the same
purpose as believing in the supernatural.
We want more control over our lives.
Creating a false certainty is more tolerable
than no certainty
28
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Questions of
ontological
significance

Irrational answer

Creativity
art, music,
literature

Pseudo-science
religion astrology
superstition

Rational answer

Science
Knowledge
Not knowing
29
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Stevie Wonder (yeah!)
Very superstitious, writings on the wall,
Very superstitious, ladders ‘bout to fall,
Thirteen month old baby, broke the lookin'
glass,
Seven years of bad luck, the good things in
your past.

When you believe in things you don't
understand,
Then you suffer,
Superstition ain't the way, yeh, yeh.

When you believe in things that you don't
understand,
Then we suffer,
Superstition ain't the way.

Very superstitious, nothin' more to say,
Very superstitious, the devil's on his way,
Thirteen month old baby, broke the lookin'
glass,
Seven years of bad luck, good things in your
past.

Very superstitious, wash your face and hands,
Rid me of the problems, do all that you can,
Keep me in a daydream, keep me goin' strong,
You don't want to save me, sad is my song.

When you believe in things that you don't
understand,
Then you suffer,
Superstition ain't the way, no, no, no.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0CFuCYNx-1g#
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Basis of belief in the supernatural
 We understand the world in terms of “modular”

conceptual systems:
 Folk mechanics (how things work)
 Folk biology (how living things work)
 Folk psychology (agentic attributions, beliefs,
desires, emotions, theory of mind)
(Atran, 2005)

 These modules have a cognitive ontogeny

beginning in infancy
32

16

Basis of belief in the supernatural
 People hold beliefs about superhuman agency at different levels of
complexity, in the same way that people understand the laws of physics. It
depends on the
• general and specific cognitive capacities of individuals,
• extent of their interest and exposure to the discipline under study,
• cognitive demands of the situation in which those concepts will be used.
 All religions have core beliefs that confound these innate expectations
about the world, such as faith in physically powerful but essentially
bodiless deities.
 These beliefs grab attention, activate intuition, and mobilize inference in ways
that facilitate their social transmission, cultural selection, and historical
persistence.
 Such beliefs, in small doses, are optimal for memory, which favours their
cultural survival.
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Supernatural beings are conceptualized as people with
ontologically counterintuitive properties in one or more
domains ‐ psychological, biological or physical

 Omniscient God = Person

+ special cognitive and
physical powers
 Ghost = Person + no
physical body
 Zombie = Person + no
cognitive functioning
 Angel = Person + special
physical powers and
exemplary moral rectitude
34
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A jolly old gentleman who knows
whether you have been good or bad,
who flies round the world in one night
on a sled driven by reindeers and
squeezes down every chimney of
every house in the world delivering
toys to children

A humanoid bipedal rabbit
who runs a chocolate factory
and delivers chocolate Easter
eggs to children
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‘Basic’ emotions (Ekman, 2003; LeDoux, 1998)
Folk psychology
 Innate emotions that are common

to all humans and are recognized as such:









Anger
Fear
Disgust
Surprise
Joy
Sadness
(Contempt)
(Pride)
36
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Anger

Surprise

Fear

Joy

Disgust

Sadness
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Viewing images of type shown here results in the release of
oxytocin, particularly in women who are mothers.

38
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The importance of infants’ eyes in cartoon creation

Insert photo of
Christina

Appealing cartoon characters have their eyes and
head/body ratio modelled on the eyes and
39
head/body ratio of the human infant

Bambi and Mickey Mouse have the same structural
features that arouse identification and empathy

Insert photo of
Christina
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Mickey Mouse and God

Mickey Mouse and God are both supernatural beings conceptualized as people with
ontologically counterintuitive properties in the psychological, biological and physical41
domains

Ontology of Mickey Mouse and God
Mickey Mouse
 Human appearance






(anthropomorphic mouse)
Ageless and timeless
Has a “church” (i.e., The
Mickey Mouse Club)
Has a congregation (i.e.,
Mickey Mouseketeers)
Has emotions
Has relationships (i.e.,
girlfriend, Minnie Mouse

Western God
 Human appearance
 Ageless and timeless
 Has a church
 Has a congregation
 Has emotions
 Has relationships (i.e.,

his son, Jesus)
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Mickey Mouse and God
 Are both cultural products that follow the rules

of the modular cognitive domains with some
memorable violations… SO
 Why don’t we worship both Mickey Mouse
and God or neither?
 Why don’t we worship any of the fictive creatures

below? Goblins, leprechauns, monsters…
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Mickey Mouse and God
One possible answer:

 We worship supernatural agents who deal

with our existential anxieties (morality,
death, disease, catastrophe, pain, loss,
loneliness, injustice)
 Which, if any theory of religion, explains why

we might worship God, but not Mickey Mouse
or any other cultural product?
44

22

Theories of religion
 Cognitive theories – are motive-less
 Commitment theories – are “mind-blind”
 Experiential theories – trance, meditation,

vision, revelation
 Performance theories – psychosocial
dynamics, group processes (normative and
ceremonial expressions of religion)
 Psychoanalytic theories – Unconscious
motivation i.e., to deal with infant helplessness
and longing for a powerful father
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Mickey Mouse and God are
ontologically different
Mickey Mouse
 Man (i.e., Walt Disney)

created MM
 MM is a fun anti-hero, a
rascal, mischievous, and
adventurous
 Believing in MM does not
earn you eternal life

Western God
 God created man
 God is omnipotent and

omniscient with no sense
of humour or fun
 …He that believeth in me
hath everlasting life (John 6:47)
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Cultural domains
 Cultural domains arise from evolutionarily

adaptive cognitive domains
 All the cultural products of particular societies
arise as a result of these cognitively active
domains
 If the cultural products trigger or activate
these naturally occurring cognitive templates,
they are more likely to survive cultural
transmission processes
47
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THE UNCONSCIOUS

From: Kenny, D.T. (2013). From Id to Intersubjectivity.
London: Karnac
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If our work leads us to a conclusion which reduces
religion to a neurosis of humanity and explains its
enormous power in the same way as a neurotic
compulsion in our individual patients, we may be sure
of drawing the resentment of our ruling powers down
upon us (Freud, 1939, p. 55).

German students selecting books
for burning that were considered
“un-German”

Freud’s and Darwin’s books were
burnt because of their “souldisintegrating exaggeration of the
instinctual life”

50
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Perhaps our perceptions of the character of God arise from our
deepest personal experiences - that which reside in the Unconscious?
Bomford (1990) observed that God and the Unconscious shared
certain fundamental qualities.

The Unconscious

God

Timelessness

Eternity (Everlastingness)

Spacelessness

Infinity (Ubiquity)

Non‐contradiction

Ineffability

Displacement/condensation

Part‐lessness or indivisibility

Equivalence of inner and outer reality

Pure Act (omnipotence)
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Function

Examples of Form
God, angels, fairies, princes and princesses, “white knights”

Projections of “good”

Projections of “evil”

Satan, demons, devils, monsters, gargoyles, witches, sorcerers,
Sirens
Achilles, Amphiaraus, Heracles

Idealized man (man made God)
Projections of ambivalence
Projections of primordial father
figures

Projections of the idealized mother

Projections of innocence

Projections of sadomasochistic
sacrifice

Awakening sexuality
Rebirth and eternal life

Vampires, werewolves, Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde
Giants, God, Satan, monsters

fairy godmothers, the Virgin Mary, Diana of Rome, Cybele of Greece,
Ishtar of Babylonia, Leto (Titan of motherhood), Gaia (Mother Earth),
Persephone (Queen of the underworld and goddess of spring), Hera
(Queen of Heaven)

Hansel and Gretel, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs

Jesus Christ, Oscar Wilde’s nightingale in The Nightingale and the
Rose, Hans Christian Andersen’s Eliza in the Wild Swans

Little Red Riding Hood; Sleeping Beauty; Snow White
The little match girl; the little mermaid
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COLLECTIVE PROCESSES

53

Sociology of Religion
Emil Durkheim
 To live collectively requires RULES enforced
by the exertion of authority of one or a few
over the many
 Rules reinforced through SYMBOLISM
(religious or social)
 ANOMIE
 Disobedience and rebellion
 Rise of groups opposing the dominant culture
54
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The power of the collective:
Social psychology and group behaviour

 Certainement qui est en droit de vous rendre

absurde est en droit de vous rendre injuste.
 Truly, he who can make you believe

absurdities can make you commit atrocities
Voltaire. Questions sur les miracles (1765)
55

Americans are creationists
(Harris, 2008).
 Those with the power to elect our

presidents…believe…that the first
members of our species were fashioned
out of dirt and divine breath, in a garden
with a talking snake, by the hand of an
invisible God (p. xi)
56
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Ku Klux Klan
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Intergroup Interaction and contact
Intergroup bias

Stereotypes

Prejudice

Discrimination

Increased stress, anxiety and outgroup
avoidance (MacInnis & Page-Gould, 2015)
BUT Prolonged intergroup contact has the opposite effect
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Group processes
Stanley Milgram: A Study of Obedience
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Group processes
Albert Bandura’s Bobo Doll Experiment:
A study of aggression
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Group processes
Philip Zimbardo: The Stanford
Prison Experiment -

Hannah Arendt:
Radical evil arises
when all men have
become equally
superfluous
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Situational determinants of behaviour – it’s not all intra-psychic!!!

31

ABU GHRAIB 2003
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Group processes
Solomon Asch: Conformity
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Conformity
Envy
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Group processes
 Irving Janis: Groupthink
 an extreme form of conformity in which people are

prepared to keep the peace (or wage war!!) at all
costs.
 Occurs in homogenous groups, when
 a powerful, charismatic group leader insists on a
course of action,
 group is under severe stress
 significant moral dilemmas are part of the decision
matrix
 objective outside experts are not consulted
68
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Group processes ‐ Cultic phenomena

A cult “is a form of worship with specific rites and ceremonies in which
excessive devotion is paid to a particular person or belief system, creating a
closed group environment, everything within which is deemed good and
everything outside bad (Allen, 2007).
A cult is an “institution” similar to a prison and the factors that applied in
the Stanford prison experiment may also apply within cults.
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 unquestioning belief in one man’s reading of the Qu’rān
 absolute devotion to leader
 “us and them” mentality
 belief in millenarianism
 acceptance of jihad as one’s sacred duty
 recruitment of vulnerable young men, isolating them and

subjecting them to long periods of religious indoctrination whose
aim is the attainment of shahid (martyrdom), the end goal of all
jihadi (Allen, 2007).
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RELIGIOUS FUNDAMENTALISM
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To gain political power and
revenge for oppression of Muslims
Nationalism
Violence vs
occupiers in
-Afghanistan
-Algeria
-Chechnya
-Iraq
-Kashmir
-Lebanon
-Palestine

Trans-national Violence
-Global jihadists
-Enemy of the West
(USA)
-9/11 pivotal
American support for
• Israel’s war in Lebanon
(2006)
• Gaza (2009)

“Western” Jihadists
(2nd & 3rd generation
Muslims) – denied
citizenship in
European societies;
Victim narratives
“Crusader” Jihadists
73

(Khosrokhavar, 2010)

A sense of helplessness may
result in the ceding of
control to powerful forces
beyond one’s self
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 Contest the global political framework of non-

Islamic (Western) societies
 Advocate use of violence to achieve Islamic aims

– Imposition of a theocracy and a society that is
the antithesis of Westernization (secularization)
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 Violence has the status of an apocalypse

which fulfils narcissistic
desire to be admired
and feared
76

38

Driven by:
 Revenge



Trauma in est. state of Israel
USA oppression of Muslims in Afghanistan,
Iraq, Pakistan, Palestine, Lebanon

 Victimization – Wish to overturn the

transgenerational “victim narrative”
 Humiliation – by a racist and stigmatizing
West
Counter-humiliation and pride
in taking the lives of Westerners, nonMuslims (heretics) and “fake” Muslims
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Harry Stack Sullivan
 Attack via ridicule, mockery, misattunement or

other invalidating response on the “tender
emotions” (i.e. feelings of love and gratitude or
the expression of highly valued thoughts or
memories) has a devastating effect on
development
 Repeated failure of validating experiences of
these tender emotions from caregivers results in
a chronic sense of personal devaluation,
dysphoria, emptiness and worthlessness (Sullivan,
1953), rage and quest for revenge
 Such experiences potentiate cult membership
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 Shift from (illegitimate) private violence to

(legitimate) collective violence
 Dreaded instead of despised
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 West is dehumanized
 Apocalyptic vision of total violence
 Death becomes the means of transforming

humiliation into pride because Westerners fear
death
COUNTER HUMILIATION
 MARTYDOM = A KEY WEAPON DRIVEN BY AN
IDEALISED NARCISSISTIC SENSE OF SELF (+
BRAINWASHING + DRUGS!!)
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