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If we were to spread out a world map and color code each country by its majority religion, we would be confronted by a familiar, yet remarkable fact. The
world is dominated by only a handful of religious traditions: Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, and Taoism. Yet the pattern didn’t need to be that way. Modern
peoples have abandoned the politics, languages, and technologies of ancient
pastoral peoples. Why, then, have ancient religions spread to all corners of the
globe? Why have we not abandoned these old religions?
Changing Minds is the first volume to address the historical emergence of
religious traditions using cutting-edge theories and methods from the evolutionary and cognitive sciences. The authors of this exciting and provocative
volume plausibly argue that psychological theories of belief, commitment, and
motivation, are needed to explain the spread, modification, and transmission
of religious cultures. Historians of religion need the life sciences. Yet many of
the chapters in Changing Minds also show that historical facts challenge the
adequacy of popular evolutionary and cognitive models. The recurring message
throughout Changing Minds, then, is that progress in the historical and evolutionary cognitive science of religions relies on the extent to which these two
domains of inquiry become more fully integrated.
An especially persuasive argument for an integrative historical life science of
religions appears in Risto Uro’s chapter: “Towards a Cognitive History of Early
Christian Rituals.” Uro points out that cognitive models based on the memory effects of arousal and repetition (Whitehouse 2004) or of ritual pageantry
(McCauley and Lawson 2002) conflict with the best historical accounts of early
Christian rituals. Among early Christian groups, rare rituals appear to be plain,
and frequent rituals appear arousing, effects that run in the opposite direction of
model-theoretical predictions. Rather than despairing of an evolutionary cognitive science of religion, however, Uro offers constructive suggestions about how
to improve existing models. Specifically, Uro recommends grounding models of
early Christian rituals in the psychology of solidarity, arguing that such models are vital for understanding how religions of the ancient world exerted their
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appeal on culturally and linguistically diverse populations (a topic about which
little is presently understood, see for example, Turchin 2005). Of course, no
psychological model can be defeated simply by pointing to counter examples.
Every psychological model must allow for probabilistic effects. Nevertheless,
Uro’s arguments find support from recent studies indicating that frequent rituals
are often arousing (Schjoedt et al. 2008), that rare and arousing rituals may elaborate poor memories (Xygalatas, Schjødt, Bulbulia, Konvalinka and Jegindo,
2013), and that rituals powerfully affect social commitments (R. Fischer, Callander, Reddish and Bulbulia 2013; Xygalatas, Schjødt, Bulbulia, Konvalinka
and Jegindo 2013).
Note that Uro’s chapter about the effects of rituals in early Christianity raises
fundamental historical questions at the level of individual psychology. Such
questions are appropriate because the transmission, entrenchment, and adjustments of religious cultures over time rely on how overlapping generations of
individuals think and what they do. Yet how might those interested in understanding social movements address the gap between how individuals think/
behave, on the one hand, and how large trans-cultural religious cultures develop,
spread, and endure, on the other?
In a creative and important chapter titled “Women, Charity and Mobility in
Early Christianity: Weak Links and the Historical Transformation of Religions,”
Istvan Czachesz argues that graphical models employed in social network
research offer a powerful toolkit with which to link evolutionary and cognitive
models at the level of individual psychology to questions about the evolutionary
dynamics of early Christian movements at the level of social history. Though
network graphs are widely used to clarify and predict attitudes and behaviors
within social groups, Czachesz points out that such models have yet to be seriously utilized within the evolutionary cognitive science of religion. Czachesz’s
chapter illustrates the promise of such models by employing them to explain
Christianity’s early spread. Specifically, Czachesz identifies as catalysts for
the generation of weak social ties a combination of (1) charitable norms (2)
women’s involvements in religious associations and (3) itinerant missionaries
(“apostles”). Notably, Czachesz finds that network models reveal weak ties to
be essential to the maintenance and extension of large, diffuse, and cohesive
social groups. Czachesz argues that an important consequence of weak social
ties is the generation of high variance in cognitive schemata, which further
drives innovation and contributes to the emergence of cognitively optimal or
otherwise successful beliefs. Beyond the sheer interest of Czachesz’s fascinating
(and well-supported) argument, this chapter is important because it shows how
cognitive theories may be combined with sociological methods within historical
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scholarship. Though Czachesz does not raise this point explicitly, moreover, the
historical social-cognitive science of religion he envisions also challenges current network methodologies, which have been typically applied to social groups
whose members and associations are known, or are at least estimatable (a limitation lamented by Wuchty 2009, see: Sibley and Bulbulia, 2012). By contrast,
neither the individuals nor the associations of the ancient Christian world can be
represented with analogous degrees of confidence. The trans-disciplinary historical science of religions Czachesz provocatively recommends cannot merely
assimilate methods for network analysis but must rather extend, and improve,
existing methods, yet another exciting intellectual challenge at the frontier of
the thoroughly historical life science of religions that Czachesz advocates.
Changing Minds in an important and timely volume, however buyers should
be aware of its limitations. Readers hoping for detailed applications of cutting
edge methods/theories to historical cases will be disappointed. By my count,
only three of eleven chapters directly address historical materials. This isn’t
to fault the chapters that deal with history only tangentially. The authors are
concerned with the applications of cognitive science to historical changes in
religious thinking. The purpose of the volume is to challenge the idea that religious cognition makes sense as a timeless, immutable construct. Nevertheless,
readers should be aware that the majority of the chapters in this volume do not
explicitly trace narrow historical developments in religious cognition. Most of
the chapters are rather directed to the task of setting down the conceptual foundations for an integrative historical cognitive science, developing what might
be deemed The Groningen Tradition within the CSR which rigorously grounds
historical treatments of religion within the linguistic and modeling perspectives
of the cognitive sciences. For example, in “Optimal Religion: Optimally Theory
Accounts for Ritual Dynamics,” Tamas Biro offers the first application of Optimality Modeling to the cognitive psychology of theology, elegantly simplifying
the ritual form model [see: (McCauley and Lawson 2002)] and the modes theory
[see: (Whitehouse 2004)]. Another excellent, but not especially historical chapter, is Dimitris Xygalatas’s “Firewalking in the Balkans: High Arousal Rituals
and Memory,” which describes fire-walking rituals among the Anastenaria in
Northern Greece. Xygalatas notices that the transmission of Anastenaria firewalking practices cannot be explained in virtue of a set of well-defined ideas
about what the ritual accomplishes, for such interpretations are highly variable:
the proximate mechanisms by which such rituals affect participants, and the
means by which they are transmitted remain to be worked out. Excellent chapters by Fred Keijzer “Meaningful Meaning: Changing Relations between Science and Religion,” Harvey Whitehouse’s “Religious Universals and Religious
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Variation,” Ilkka Pyysiainen’s “Reduction and Explanatory Pluralism in the
Cognitive Science of Religion,” and Kelly Bulkeley’s “The Wondering Brain:
Dreaming, Religion and Cognitive Science,” also make substantive contributions, though without straightforwardly addressing historical questions. I found
Keijer’s treatement especially interesting as it combined contemporary theories
from ecological psychology of “embedded cognition” with cutting-edge evolutionary models of motivation (for example, Sterelny [2003]). Though several
CSR researchers have examined ecological and motivational dependencies for
religious cognition (for example, Bulbulia [2008; 2009]; Taves [2013]) Keijzer offers the first systematic treatment, exposing yet another fruitful horizon
for research that I suspect will eventually replace the older immutability theories within the CSR. Keijzer’s excellent chapter also raises a host of questions:
(1) how do the assumed preference structures that underpin religious thinking
develop in children? (2) on which social and ecological features do they rely?;
(3) why do religious preferences, once set, remain relatively stable in religionsupported ecologies?; (4) how quickly do such preferences dissipate when
religion-supporting features are lost?; (5) how do preference structures interact
with epistemic systems, given the dangers of believing what is not? Answers
remain elusive. Keijer’s important chapter sets a new agenda.
To summarize, Changing Minds will interest readers not because it offers a set
of historical case studies but rather because its chapters identify striking gaps in
both historical and evolutionary/cognitive literature about religions, while also
offering constructive suggestions for how such gaps might be addressed. Put
simply, this volume lays the conceptual foundations for pursuing the historical
dynamics of religious cognition within a rigorous model-based framework that
is thoroughly integrated with cutting edge cognitive science. The volume offers
something for scholars of every stripe. Whether you are a historian of religion
who thinks evolutionary cognitive science is irrelevant or an old school cognitive scientist of religion who thinks history is optional, Changing Minds will
challenge you to change your mind. The book is best read as a call to intellectual arms for The Groningen Tradition within the CSR. The Groningen Tradition urges that progress in the scholarly study of religion depends to the extent
to which historical and life-science approaches to religion become more fully
integrated.
Acknowledgments
The Templeton World Charity Foundation Grant 0077 supported this project.

© Equinox Publishing Ltd. 2014

Book Reviews

79
References

Bulbulia, J. 2008. “Meme infection or religious niche construction? an adaptationist alternative to the cultural maladaptationist hypothesis.” Method and Theory in the
Study of Religion 20(1): 67–107. http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/157006808X260241
———. 2009. “Charismatic signalling.” Journal for the Study of Religion, Nature, Culture 3(4): 518–551.
Fischer, R., R. Callander, P. Reddish and J. Bulbulia. 2013. “How do rituals affect cooperation?” Human Nature 24(2): 115–125. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12110013-9167-y
McCauley, R. N. and E. T. Lawson. 2002. Bringing Ritual to Mind. New York: Cambridge University Press. http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511606410
Schjoedt, U., H. Stødkilde-Jørgensen, A. W. Geertz and A. Roepstorff. 2008. “Rewarding
prayers.” Neuroscience Letters 443(3): 165–168. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.
neulet.2008.07.068
Sibley, C. G. and J. Bulbulia. 2012. “The Proportion of Religious Residents Predicts
The Values of Nonreligious Neighbours: Evidence from a National Sample.”
Religion, Brain and Behavior.
Sterelny, K. 2003. Thought in a Hostile World: The Evolution of Human Cognition.
Oxford: Blackwell.
Taves, A. 2013. “Malinowski’s magic and skinner’s superstition: reconciling explanations of magical practices.” In Mental Culture: Classical Social Theory and
the Cognitive Science of Religion, edited by D. Xygalatas and W. McCorkle,
80–97. London. Acumen Publishing.
Turchin, P. 2005. War and Peace and War: The Life Cycles of Imperial Nations. New
York London: Pearson Education distributor.
Whitehouse, H. 2004. Modes of Religiosity: A Cognitive Theory of Religious Transmission. Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press.
Wuchty, S. 2009. “What is a social tie?” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 106(36): 15099–15100. http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0907905106
Xygalatas, D., P. Mitkidis, R. Fischer, P. Reddish, J. Skewes, A. W. Geertz and J. Bulbulia. 2013. “Extreme Rituals Promote Prosociality.” Psychological Science
20(10) 1–4.
———, U. Schjødt, J. Bulbulia, I. Konvalinka and E.-M. Jegindo. 2013.
“Autobiographical Memory in a Fire-Walking Ritual.” Journal of Cognition
and Culture 13(1–2): 1–16. http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/15685373-12342081

© Equinox Publishing Ltd. 2014

