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In his Religion Explained Pascal Boyer made the provocative claim that religion
may be much less about death than about dead bodies. Ritual burial of dead
bodies seems indeed to be one of the ubiquitous behaviors the study of which
has a promise of revealing important knowledge about the evolution of human
cognition. No single culture has been identified, past or present, in which people
do not dispose of their dead with some sort of ritualized actions. Such ritualized
actions are also typically associated with notions of counterintuitive agency, in
other words, the ritualized behavior connected to the disposal of the deceased is
religious ritualized behavior. Understanding and explaining mortuary practices
is therefore central for the study of both ritual and religion.
McCorkle’s book is a revised version of a PhD thesis, prepared and presented
to the Queen’s University, Belfast, in 2007. The dissertation was supervised by
Tom Lawson, one of the founding fathers of the cognitive science of religion.
McCorkle’s study is a pioneering work on mortuary ritual drawing on the cognitive methodology and makes several important contributions to the developing
field of the CSR as well as to religious and ritual studies in general.
In order to develop a cognitive model of ritualized disposal of dead bodies, the
author uses ethnographic and textual evidence, mostly from Buddhist traditions,
along with empirical data based on experimental studies the author conducted in
2006 with subjects (78) recruited from liberal arts courses at a North-American
university. The study applies a number of approaches and insights from anthropological theory, cognitive and evolutionary psychology, history of religion, and
other fields. This is understandable and natural in the multidisciplinary field of
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CSR, but may also pose a challenge to a dissertation project, in which a doctoral
student has to learn and employ a host of different research traditions and methods.
The study is divided into eight chapters. Chapter One describes the general evolutionary and historical landscape of mortuary practices. The ritualized disposal
of dead bodies appears to be a pan-human type of activity. McCorkle argues that
abundant archaeological evidence available shows that this ritualized behavior
was also religious. To support the view he refers mainly to historical records from
the “Axial Age” and later times. It would have been interesting to read a bit more
about the archaeology of death and burial, especially with regard to paleolithic
burials and the evidence they give on counterintuitive beliefs/symbolic thinking. What we can conclude about the religious nature of ritualized disposal from
archaeological remains deriving from early modern humans, such as the Sungir
burials with thousands of grave goods, dated to 28,000 years ago (S. Mithen, The
Prehistory of the Mind, p. 175), or even from the enigmatic Neandertal engravings? I am not saying that we should jump into conclusions about Neandertal
religions or stone-age religious funerals, but the reader of McCorkle’s book may
be left with the impression that the connection between ritualized burials and
religion is very recent in the history of humanity, which is hardly the case.
Chapters two through five focus on the problem of ritualized disposal in Buddhism. In these chapters, McCorkle argues, against the often-made claim that
the “genuine” Buddhism is indifferent to religious burials, that in fact Buddhists
in early India and South Asia as well as in other cultures have been engaged
in performing religious ritualized disposals from the very origins of the Buddhist religion. Elaborated religious burials and relics even became an important medium by means of which Buddhist ideas and traditions were spread via
ancient trade routes where monasteries were often built in proximity to cemeteries. As a scholar of early Christianity, I would like to add that relics and sanctuaries of the saints played a very similar role in the history of Christianity as well.
McCorkle’s discussion on Buddhist materials involves many special issues of
Buddhist studies regarding the interpretation of textual, archaeological and ethnographic materials. This part of the study does not draw so much on cognitive
perspectives or theories, which may be felt as a distraction from the main point
of the book, that is—at least, as I see it—to provide a cognitive theory of the
disposal of dead bodies.
With regard to theory of mortuary practices, chapters six through nine constitute the most important part of the study. Chapter Six discusses previous
approaches to the ritual disposal of dead bodies, organized as symbolic, functional, emotional and practical theories. The author concludes that all these theories fall short of explaining ritual behavior sufficiently, although the extensive
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database collected by anthropologists and ethnographers provides indispensable
sources for developing naturalistic and cognitive explanatory theories.
In Chapter Seven, McCorkle discusses Pascal Boyer’s explanation of the role
of dead bodies in the emergence of religion, which was the only existing cognitive account before McCorkle’s study. According to Boyer, human corpses
create a cognitive puzzle because they trigger rich but contradictory inferences
in several mental systems. Such cognitive dissonance explains why human
corpses are objects of great elaboration and fascination in the world’s cultures.
McCorkle is in basic agreement with Boyer’s account, but disagrees on one significant point. To explain why dead bodies are often regarded as dangerous and
polluting, Boyer argues that they activate a biological (intuitive) warning system
by means of giving off dangerous toxins (for example, sulfur and ammonia).
McCorkle offers arguments against this aspect of Boyer’s explanation. Dead
bodies are not as dangerous as people generally think they are. Dead animals
do not generally create similar intuitions and ritual behaviors as human corpses.
Also experimental studies show that people are not very good at smelling the
odor of decomposing corpses until they were very close to the body itself.
In Chapter Eight, McCorkle reports the results of the experiments he performed as part of the dissertation project. The subjects took three personal tests
(Eysenck, Big Five and Disgust) and were then asked to respond to questions
about six vignettes circulated to the participants. The experiments suggest that
the difference with regard to attitudes toward dead bodies correlates with certain
personality traits. For example, those with high psychoticism/tough-mindedness
(P/TM) on the Eysenck personality scale appeared not to be bothered by stories in which they were expected to handle dead bodies, unless the variable of
agency was manipulated (for example, a skeleton was said to be “looking back
at them”). Low P/TM subjects scored the opposite: they were extremely sensitive to corpse stimuli, showing a high sense of disgust and contagion. According
to McCorkle, this variation at the individual level between the two extremes
may be one reason for the great range of variation in attitudes toward dead bodies in different cultures. I find these results extremely interesting. They raise
the intriguing question of how to integrate psychological studies on personality
traits with CSR approaches, which typically operate at a much more general
level of human cognition. McCorkle takes some steps in that direction in his
analysis.
The final chapter aims at putting together the findings of the study in order to
develop a cognitive model of the ritualized disposal of dead bodies. This is not
an easy task considering the disparate approaches and perspectives applied in the
study. McCorkle attempts to integrate the results of his empirical experiments
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with elements from CSR theories, such as the hypothetical Hazard-Precaution
system advanced by Boyer and Liénard and the “Swiss Army Knife model”
(human cognitive fluidity) suggested by Stephen Mithen. The main point of
McCorkle’s theory is that ritualized disposal is not so much about biological
threats, as Boyer argued in his Religion Explained, but rather “about mentally
processing dead agents and their mental states.” The mechanism working in the
ritual treatment of human corpses is activated through multiple domains, especially with regard to complex thinking about agents, their states and intentions.
My impression is that the theory is still in need of refinement and systematization but that it has in any case opened a path to a fascinating research area.
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