


 Denial 

 Anger 

 Bargaining 

 Depression 

 Acceptance 

 Militant Opposition 

 Compassion 



 Accept non-evidential god-claims as valid? 

 Accept "revealed" truth as equivalent with 
"demonstrable" truth? 

 Accept faith-based belief as a reasoned and justified 
position? 

 Realize that we all have a neurological predisposition 
toward belief 

 Realize that religious belief and non-belief have similar 
origins 

 Realize that believers are not cognitively impaired 
 Non-believers are not cognitively superior 

✓ 

✗ 
✗ 

✗ 

✓ 

✓ 

✓ 
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 The mind is what the brain does 

 The brain evolved under the rules of natural 
selection 

 Religious ideas are by-products of cognitive 
mechanisms designed for other purposes 

 Social Cognitions 

 Agency Detection 

 Precautionary Reasoning 



 Decoupled Cognition 
 Hyperactive Agency 

Detection 
 Minimally Counter-

Intuitive Worlds 
 Promiscuous Teleology 
 Attachment 
 Theory of Mind 
 Neuroimaging Evidence 
 Problem of Dead Bodies 
 Transferance 
 Childhood Credulity 
 

 Deference to Authority 
 Reciprocal Altruism 
 Romantic Love 
 Moral Feeling Systems 
 Altruist Punishment 
 Empathy -- Mirror 

Neurons 
 Motivated Reasoning 
 Confirmation Bias 
 Kin Psychology 



"This is an incomplete list of the cognitive 
mechanisms designed for other purposes 
that come together to create religious 
beliefs, religious ideas, and make us 
vulnerable to believing them and passing 
them on." 

- Dr Andy Thomson 
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 Evolved cognitive biases predispose people toward 
religious belief 

 The pathways that encourage belief, if altered or 
disrupted, yield disbelief 

 To Believe in a deity: 
 be able to form mental representations of supernatural agents 

 be motivated to commit to supernatural agents as real and 
relevant 

 have received specific cultural inputs that one or more deities 
should be believed in and committed to 

 be able to maintain this commitment without further analytical 
cognitive processing 



 Cognitive (intuitive support) 

 Theory of Mind 

 Mind-body dualism 

 Teleology 

 Motivational (existential security) 

 Awareness of or exposure to mortality 

 Lack of control / perception of randomness or incongruency 

 Social isolation 

 Cultural (cultural support) 

 Conformist or prestige bias 

 Credibility Enhancing Displays (CRED) 

 Social surveillance 



 Intuitive difficulty understanding religious agents 

 

 Deficits in mentalizing erode the intuitive 
foundations of belief 

 

 Weaker mentalizing tendencies undermine the 
intuitiveness of supernatural agents and reduce 
religious belief 

 Commonly found in men more than women 



 Indifference toward religion that arises from 
conditions of existential security 

 

 Where life is safe and predictable, people are less 
motivated to turn to gods for succor 

 

 Closely related to InCREDulous Atheism 



 Indifference to religious agents and practices where 
there is relative absence of CRED vis faith in gods 

 Frequent religious attendance 

 Costly rituals participation 

 Religious prosociality 

 

 Strong secular societies with effective governance 

 

 Closely related to Apatheism 



 Explicit and implicit rejection of religious beliefs 

 

 Salient analytic thinking 

 Blocks or overrides intuitions supporting religious beliefs 

 Encourages religious skepticism 



 Mind-Blind: does not "get" religion 

 

 Apatheism: indifferent toward religion vis a vis 
existential security 

 

 InCREDulous: indifferent toward religion vis a vis 
cultural displays of religious belief 

 

 Analytic: skeptical of and rejects religion 



“Religious beliefs make good intuitive fits for 
human brains, and in this regard religion has 
a head start over atheism." 

- Norenzayan & Gervais 



 We all have a neurological predisposition toward 
belief 

 Religious belief and non-belief have similar origins 

 Believers are not cognitively impaired, nor are non-
believers cognitively superior 

 

 

 But, is contempt, derision, or ridicule for the 
believer ever appropriate? 







 http://www.cell.com/trends/cognitive-sciences/ 

 

 http://old.richarddawkins.net/videos/3779-why-
we-believe-in-gods-dr-andy-thomson-american-
atheists-09 

 

 http://store.richarddawkins.net/products/why-we-
believe-in-gods-a-concise-guide-to-the-science-of-
faith 

 

 


