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    In the distant future I see open fi elds for far more important researches. 
Psychology will be based on a new foundation, that of the necessary 
acquirement of each mental power and capacity by gradation. Light 
will be thrown on the origin of man and his history.  (Charles Darwin, 
1859)    

 Charles Darwin showed great restraint in extending the process of natural 
selection to the human animal. He clearly saw there was nothing to prevent 
an application of the evolutionary process to the history of human beings, 
but Darwin was a cautious man and not prone to making claims that outran 
the available evidence. Still, he could see that his theory had the potential 
to reform the human sciences radically. What makes the above quotation 
from  On the Origin of Species  so prescient is that in 1859 psychology had 
just taken its fi rst steps toward becoming an empirical discipline. It was 
then barely distinguishable from philosophic speculation on the mind, on 
the one hand, and the crude, initial research into brain physiology, on the 
other. Yet Darwin foresaw the possibility of approaching the study of the 
human mind from a whole new perspective. Rather than treat the mind as 
some sort of disembodied  “ thinking thing, ”  as Descartes termed it, that 
transcended the natural world, Darwin recognized a much more intimate 
integration of mental powers and the brain. By situating the mind in nature 
it too could be conceived of as a product of natural selection. 

 This approach to psychology was immediately tantalizing to nineteenth -
 century pioneers of the new discipline. However, the move toward fi rst 
Freudian and then behaviorist psychological paradigms forestalled the full 
application of the Darwinian method to the human mind  –  even though 
major fi gures in both of these traditions saw themselves as developing a 
naturalistic theory of mind that had some connection to evolution, at least 
as they understood evolution. There were other efforts to bring psychology 
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in line with evolutionary theory, but it really was not until the 1970s, with 
the publication of E. O. Wilson ’ s seminal work,  Sociobiology: A New 
Synthesis , that the application of Darwinian processes to animal behavior, 
including the human animal, became a full - fl edged research project. 
Wilson ’ s work set off almost as much controversy as did Darwin ’ s, as 
people responded to what they perceived to be the biological determinism 
inherent in the approach. 

 We need not rehearse the various stages of this controversy  –  a contro-
versy that still rages in one form or another. What we are interested in here 
is that one result of the efforts to refi ne and improve the theoretical approach 
set out in Wilson ’ s work was the emergence of a new discipline: evolution-
ary psychology. Here, at last, we fi nd Darwin ’ s prediction coming to 
fruition. 

 The foundational premise of evolutionary psychology is that behavior, 
belief, emotions, thinking, and feeling are all functions of a fully embodied 
brain. As the brain is a physical organ, it, like all other physical organs, has 
an evolutionary history. The brain that we have today is the product of 
evolutionary processes that shaped this organ in response to environmental 
selection pressures. Evolution, as we know, does not work by making dra-
matic, wholesale changes in organs or organisms. It works in slow, piece-
meal fashion, shaping the physical structure on a strictly  “ as needed ”  and 
 “ as far as the materials already available will allow ”  basis. Given this view 
of brain evolution we can expect the brain to be a composite organ, whose 
constituent parts and powers arose in response to problems that needed to 
be addressed in order for humans to survive and reproduce successfully. If 
this is accurate, then the brain we work with today is a collection of task -
 oriented, problem - solving mental tools  –  tools, however, that were designed 
to respond to an ancient environment. Evolutionary psychologists believe 
that this evolutionary history has left its marks on our contemporary behav-
ioral and cognitive patterns. Therefore, to understand how the mind works 
today we need to try to understand what tasks it needed to solve in order 
to allow our ancestors to survive. 

 This view of human nature runs directly at odds with two theories that 
continue to exert infl uence on psychology. One is the  “ rational actor 
model, ”  in which humans are conceptualized to be motivated by a rational 
maximization of their own interests. As you might imagine, this is a model 
favored by many economists. The other view conceives of the human mind 
as a  “ blank slate, ”  waiting for experience to write upon it. In this view, the 
mind is a general purpose intellectual device that is maximally fl exible in 
response to the directions of culture. Both of these views are undermined 
by evolutionary psychology, which holds that the mind is populated by a 
number of cognitive and emotional predispositions that channel the input 
from the environment into identifi able cognitive and behavioral patterns, 
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patterns that are now being revealed by the cognitive sciences. These evolved 
patterns do demonstrate a kind of rationality  –  if we understand them as 
ultimately responses to evolutionary challenges  –  but this is not the same 
thing as acting rationally, as might be predicted by the rational actor model. 
We will have ample opportunity to demonstrate that an evolutionary 
approach to human behavior is a better explanation and predictor of that 
behavior than a rational model, as there is a growing body of literature, 
much of it conducted by economists, to support this claim. 

 More controversial, and continually contentious, is the proposition that 
the human mind comes prepackaged, as it were, with a series of mental 
tools. These mental tools are expressed differently in different environ-
ments, but by their very existence they overthrow the blank slate view of 
human nature. Now, part of the controversy stems from a healthy debate 
over just what the evidence can support. That there is such a debate, and 
that it is often heated, is to be expected in response to such a relatively new 
discipline, and one that treads on so much turf claimed by other disciplines. 
However, it is undeniable that part of the heat in this debate is generated 
by the fact that this view of human nature  –  the very idea that there might 
be a human nature  –  smacks up against some strongly held political, moral, 
religious, and ideological positions. 

 I will admit up front that I fi nd the evidence and the arguments in favor 
of an evolutionary psychology completely persuasive. If we want to develop 
a truly scientifi c study of the mind, and of human behavior, then we must 
start with the premise that these can be studied naturalistically. If we work 
with that premise, known as methodological naturalism, then we must 
apply the best theory we have for explaining the living world, and that is 
evolutionary biology. Now, as many will be eager to point out, methodo-
logical naturalism does not entail metaphysical naturalism. Methodological 
naturalism says that science must take as its proper domain only those 
objects that can be studied through empirical means  –  that is, objects that 
are part of the natural, physical universe. Therefore, if we are to develop a 
scientifi c psychology we must seek to understand the mind as part of the 
natural, physical universe. Metaphysical naturalism says that the only 
things that exist are things that are part of the natural, physical universe. 
In that case there can be nothing more to the mind than what can be under-
stood in physical terms. This metaphysics also rules out religious concepts 
such as an immaterial soul and gods. 

 Obviously, making a distinction between the two is important, particu-
larly in a work about religion. When it is said that methodological natural-
ism does not entail metaphysical naturalism, this means that just because 
science can work only with natural objects it does not follow that there are 
no non - natural, or supernatural, entities. There may in fact be non - natural 
realities that are beyond the scope of science. I accept this distinction 
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without any qualms. Nothing I say in the following chapters should be 
taken to entail that there is no God. But the methodological approach I 
employ requires that we bracket any commitment to the existence of such 
a being. I believe this is also required of a scientifi c approach. We should 
apply the methods of science as rigorously and extensively as we can. Once 
this is accomplished, then it is fi tting to ask how the fi ndings of science can 
be reconciled (or not) with belief in God. I agree that no matter how effec-
tive science may be in explaining the universe naturalistically, it does not 
logically exclude the possibility of a non - natural realm and/or supernatural 
entities. However, I do believe that the fi ndings of the sciences  –  physical, 
social, and historical  –  can impose constraints on what we may claim about 
such non - natural possibilities. 

 The thesis this book intends to develop and defend is that evolution has 
designed the human mind in such a way that we possess a set of mental 
tools that shape our moralities and our religions. More specifi cally, I 
contend that religious moral traditions are cultural expressions of underly-
ing cognitive and emotional pre - dispositions that are the products of evo-
lutionary processes. They evolved because they helped us in our struggle to 
survive and reproduce. In effect, we all possess common moral and religious 
cognitive frameworks that give rise to identifi able patterns in our moral 
religious traditions. This thesis does not deny the great cultural diversity in 
both morality and religion found throughout the world, and throughout 
history, nor does it deny the possibility for true moral innovation. However, 
it does imply that the power of culture to shape human behavior, while 
impressive, is limited  –  and in fact, as we shall see, there is good evidence 
to support the claim that the human ability to create culture is itself a result 
of evolved mental tools. It also implies that effecting a lasting moral innova-
tion is harder than we imagine. 

 I believe that the project of uncovering the evolved psychology beneath 
religious morality is not merely an academic project, because religion is not 
merely an academic subject. Religion is one of the most powerful forces in 
human history, and its power makes itself known in ways both dramatic 
and intimate in our world today; unfortunately, the impact of religion is 
often divisive and violent. If we want to truly understand religion ’ s ability 
to infl uence human events, we need to grasp its psychological bases, and to 
take a scientifi c approach to religious psychology means using our best 
theories of how the mind works. 

 Chapter  1  sets out the bases of our evolved moral psychology. In it I try 
to describe how evolution has shaped the cognitive and emotional predis-
positions that give rise to morality. I do not claim to be doing anything 
original in this chapter, and those well versed in the literature may want to 
skim through it. But what I am attempting in Chapter  1  is not simply to 
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provide an introduction to the uninitiated (although I am trying to do that) 
but also to pull together some of the best and most recent research from 
evolutionary psychology, cognitive psychology, behavioral economics, and 
neuroscience  –  disciplines all grounded in an evolutionary context, and 
which together constitute cognitive science  –  and organize it in a way that 
presents a cognitive framework for human morality. While this discussion 
is far from exhaustive, it is rather detailed. I beg the reader ’ s patience, but 
the topic is complex and I believe we need a solid foundation in moral 
psychology in order to proceed with our study. 

 With that moral framework established, in Chapter  2  I turn to the evo-
lutionary bases of religious belief. I am fully aware that talk of a scientifi c 
theory of religion will raise suspicion in scores of religious studies profes-
sionals that I am going to move forward with a conception of religion 
lacking in nuance and sophistication. I am certainly going to try to avoid 
that. However, within the discipline of religious studies the very term  “ reli-
gion ”  is passionately contested. An important aspect of this contestation is 
the insistence that  “ religion ”  is itself a relatively recent concept, and one 
shaped by Western sensibilities and experiences. To apply this term to the 
experiences of people not part of that modern, Western worldview is a 
problematic move, even more so when we try to apply it to ancient peoples. 
What complicates things even more is that even within a Western perspec-
tive  “ religion ”  denotes such a wide range of experiences, practices, beliefs, 
and traditions that we must be very careful not to reduce the richness of 
religion by privileging any one aspect of it. Furthermore, even within a 
religious tradition, how that tradition will be understood and lived by its 
various adherents is so varied that it is not possible to identify a core set 
of elements that constitutes any particular religion. In other words, there is 
no essence to a particular religious tradition that allows us to say that, for 
example,  “ this ”  is real or true Christianity. 

 I recognize the worth of all these points. Discussions of religion  –  in 
public debates and even in books by respected intellectuals and supposed 
religious authorities  –  often work with a simplifi ed or overly generalized 
conception of religion, and this is an obstacle to a clear understanding of 
the nature and workings of religion. In my discussion of religion I hope to 
clarify and qualify what I am referring to with enough nuance to do justice 
to the topic. I do not expect this to satisfy everyone. But I believe that an 
attitude of intellectual generosity is required of readers on any complicated 
topic  –  and by this I mean we must be careful not to read too much of our 
own theoretical presuppositions into the work in front of us. This does not 
mean we should not bring a theoretically informed reading to the text, but 
rather we should be careful of conjuring windmills to battle. Whether or 
not what I refer to with the term  “ religion ”  or  “ religious ”  matches your 
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understanding of the term, what is really at stake is not how we use terms 
but the phenomena at hand. 

 For example, I focus largely on religious texts and I work with the 
premise that these texts are accorded a moral authority that shapes behav-
ior. Now, this is obviously not true for all believers, nor is it an equally 
relevant claim for all religious traditions, but it is true that the texts have 
been accorded moral authority and have been used to shape behavior, and 
that they continue to do so. This is the point that is important for my 
purposes. I make no larger claims about the centrality of the texts to behav-
ior or of belief to religion. The fact that religious beliefs play a role in 
shaping behavior, for at least some people, and that religious texts shape 
belief, for at least some people, is I believe a suffi ciently signifi cant fact in 
its own right to justify a serious evaluation. 

 So, in Chapter  2  I bring together some of the cutting - edge research on 
religion coming out of the cognitive sciences. My focus is on the evolution 
of cognitive predispositions that give rise to belief in gods and to beliefs 
about gods. As with Chapter  1  the contribution of this chapter is not to 
present any original fi ndings but to organize the fascinating work being 
done on this subject into a serviceable model of the cognitive framework 
for god - beliefs. The signifi cant event for the purposes of this book is that 
the framework for our morality and the framework for god - beliefs, under 
certain conditions, become entwined, so to speak, and give rise to belief in 
gods as moral agents  –  parties interested in the moral affairs of humans  –  
who can assume the roles of moral legislator and moral enforcer. This 
underlies the development of religious moral traditions. 

 Having set out the framework for religious moral traditions, I then set 
out to detect the elements of these evolved cognitive frameworks within 
diverse religious traditions. In Chapter  3  I test this thesis by applying an 
evolutionary analysis to Judaism, specifi cally, to Judaic ethics as expressed 
in the Mosaic Law. I fi rst explore the character of Yahweh, as portrayed 
in the Hebrew Bible, to see how this portrayal fi ts the evolved framework 
for god - beliefs, and then I examine how the moral law of Yahweh follows 
the contours set out by our evolved moral psychology. 

 In Chapter  4  I engage in the same exercise but look at Christianity. Here 
the focus is the character of Christ, as a divine being whose portrayal fi ts 
within the framework for god - beliefs, and the moral teachings of Christ, as 
set out in the Gospels and elaborated on in the letters of Paul. Christianity 
is an important test case because it has been claimed that Christian ethics 
are an explicit repudiation of the type of ethics that fl ows from evolutionary 
sources. An evolved morality makes reciprocation a key moral motivation 
and focuses special moral concern on those in one ’ s community; Christ 
advocated an ethics in which one is to do good without thought of reward, 
and which extends to the whole human race. Such an ethics, it is held, could 
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not have evolved. So, the key challenge in Chapter  4  is to demonstrate how 
even Christ ’ s teachings fi t within an evolutionary framework. 

 In Chapter  5  I turn to the grave problem of religious violence. This is a 
deeply troubling phenomenon for us all, but it is a particularly diffi cult one 
for believers to have to face. Religion is often presented as a force for good 
in the world, and yet it is too often implicated in some of the greatest evils 
of which humans are capable. A popular, and understandable, strategy for 
reconciling these facts is to exonerate religion by distancing it from the 
violence done in its name, to shift the focus to the individuals who abuse 
religion by twisting its good teachings to their own corrupt ends. I argue 
that this move is unwarranted. As we develop an insight into our evolved 
religious moral psychology, we will see that the same processes that gener-
ate the pro - social, constructive morality found in religion also generate 
prejudice and violence. It is not a question of whether religion, or any 
particular religion, is peace - loving or violent; they are both, inherently. The 
issue then is to understand the conditions that trigger one or the other 
response. I seek to explicate this position by again reading the religious 
texts of Judaism and Christianity from an evolutionary perspective. 

 I conclude this chapter applying the insights we have gained into religious 
violence to a case study: the 9/11 terrorist attacks and the response to them. 
The purpose of this exercise is to argue that the evolved psychology that 
gave rise to religious texts is not something we outgrow. We can see it at 
work in the moral mindset of the major players involved in 9/11, both the 
terrorists and the President. To make this case I fi rst spend some time 
showing how our evolved moral and religious frameworks structure Islam, 
as well as Judaism and Christianity. This unfortunately is a comparatively 
brief and concise evaluation, given limitations in time, and the author ’ s 
expertise, but suffi cient, I believe, to make the case that the thesis of this 
book is applicable to all three monotheistic traditions. (Whether it is appli-
cable to non - Western, religious traditions must be left an open question, 
although my sense is that it is, although the details of the analysis would 
likely be quite different.) 

 In the sixth and fi nal chapter I try to elucidate some of the lessons to be 
gained from the evolutionary analysis of religion, ethics, and violence. I 
consider what this analysis says about the nature and authority of religious 
morality, as well as what it says about the possibility of doing without 
religion. I conclude by trying to draw out some practical, albeit general 
proposals about how we might use an evolutionary understanding of reli-
gion to respond to the dangers of religious violence, and what might be the 
prospects for developing a moral system that accesses the best that religions 
can offer, while avoiding the worst. 

 Before proceeding I want to make one more point about the project I 
am engaged in, that is, reading religious texts, in this case the Bible, from 
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an evolutionary perspective. An evolutionary reading of these texts does 
not necessarily confl ict with the readings of other hermeneutical approaches; 
in fact it often is consistent with other approaches, although at other times 
it may suggest a very different understanding. But even in those instances 
of compatibility, an evolutionary perspective can make a contribution by 
uncovering the psychological processes that generate particular social and 
behavioral patterns that fi nd expression in religious texts and that shape 
the production of the texts we have. What I am presenting, but not claiming 
to originate, is a new method of Biblical criticism that employs the methods 
and conclusions of the cognitive sciences, a cognitive - critical method for 
textual analysis that may be considered an extension of the historical - 
critical methodologies. 

 The developing cognitive sciences, grounded in sound evolutionary 
thinking, are opening up a new phase in our study of religion. I believe the 
frameworks set out in this book allow us to gain insight into the workings 
of the religious mind and offer a fresh perspective on religious texts that 
may allow us to better understand the complexities and contradictions we 
fi nd throughout these texts. It is my hope that this new perspective on 
religion may be translated into a more effective response to the roles religion 
plays in the world today.      



1

       Many lands saw Zarathustra, and many peoples: thus he discovered 
the good and bad of many peoples. No greater power did Zarathustra 
fi nd on earth than good and bad. No people could live without fi rst 
valuing; if a people will maintain itself, however, it must not value as 
its neighbour valueth.  (Friedrich Nietzsche 1 )     

  Setting the Task 

 Evolution via natural selection is a fairly simple, straightforward process. 
You may be forgiven if you fi nd this strange given all the fi reworks sur-
rounding public discussions of evolution, as well as the confused caricatures 
offered by its foes. 2  But, in fact, it is a fairly simple, straightforward process. 
Ernst Mayer commented that Darwin ’ s theory of natural selection is 
the conclusion of  “ one long argument, ”  as Darwin himself put it, and is 
based on three uncontroversial principles  –  inheritance, variation, and 
competition  –  that are simple to state and comprehend: 3 

   Inheritance: Offspring tend to inherit the characteristics of their parents.  
  Variation: Offspring will also vary from their parents and from their sib-

lings. In addition, individuals from different families and different species 
also vary.  

  Competition: Life is a competition for limited resources in which it is not 
possible for all individuals to succeed. Not all individuals can reproduce 
and have offspring who themselves successfully reproduce.    

 From these simple observations Darwin deduced the principle of natural 
selection:  variations  that provide an advantage in the  competition  for 
resources tend to be passed on ( inheritance ) to the next generation.  

 the evolution of 
morality     
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 The corollary to this is that those variations that are not advantageous 
may not be passed on.  “ Advantageous ”  is a relative term. In evolution, a 
trait provides an advantage if it contributes to an individual surviving to 
the age of reproduction and reproducing successfully. Success is measured 
in terms of differential reproduction: which variation(s) allows an indi-
vidual to out - reproduce its competitors. In the next generation the genes of 
the successful reproducers will be better represented than those of less suc-
cessful reproducers. This accumulation of this differential reproductive 
success, carried out generation after generation, is evolution. 

 The strength of Darwin ’ s theory is not simply the overwhelming evidence 
that supports it, evidence supplied by diverse fi elds such as genetics, micro-
biology, anthropology, ethology, botany, and paleontology, but also the 
undeniable logic of the argument. Daniel Dennett argues that what Darwin 
discovered is the algorithm of natural history. As Dennett puts it,  “ An 
algorithm is a certain sort of formal process that can be counted on  –  logi-
cally  –  to yield a certain sort of result whenever it is  ‘ run ’  or instantiated. ”  4  
Given that there is differential reproduction (not all individuals will be 
equally fecund)  and  that certain traits contribute to successful reproduction, 
 and  that parents pass their traits to their offspring, it follows  necessarily  
that those traits will be better represented in the next generation. That 
Darwin saw this when no one else had is the basis of his genius. 

 What is not quite so obvious is just how much can be explained by this 
process of natural selection. What we know, and Darwin did not, is that 
inheritance works by passing genes from one generation to the next. Genes 
underlie traits that lead to successful reproduction and get passed on to the 
next generation. Evolutionary change is driven by differential representa-
tion of genes in the gene pool, and here we can begin to see the challenge 
to an evolutionary account of morality. What makes for a successful gene? 
In strict evolutionary terms a successful gene is one that gets more copies 
of itself into the next generation  –  that ’ s it. Richard Dawkins sets it out as 
follows:

  Genes are competing directly with their alleles for survival, since their alleles 
in the gene pool are rivals for their slot on the chromosomes of future genera-
tions. Any gene that behaves in such a way as to increase its own survival 
chances in the gene pool at the expense of its alleles will, by defi nition, tau-
tologously, tend to survive. The gene is the basic unit of selfi shness. 5    

 Before proceeding we need to be clear on the use of language when 
discussing genes and evolution. Using metaphors is almost unavoidable 
when discussing these issues (or almost any issue, really), particularly if we 
want to avoid overly technical and tedious qualifi cations every time the 
issues come up. Let it be stated here: Genes do not behave selfi shly, or 
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morally, or in any other way. Genes encode the directions for the produc-
tion of proteins, which are the material for the construction of phenotypic 
structures, such as bodies and brains, which do all the behaving. In more 
technical language, to say that a gene is  “ selfi sh ”  is to say that it leads to 
conditions that tend to make its own reproduction more likely than that of 
an alternative gene. 6  

 Here is the problem for an evolutionary account of morality: If successful 
genes are  “ selfi sh ”  genes, then it seems to follow that these genes will lead 
to organisms and traits that are also  “ selfi sh. ”  After all, it is the behavior 
of the organism that determines whether its genes succeed. Organisms 
should behave in ways that promote their own reproductive success  –  and 
this is what we fi nd throughout the living world. However, in certain species 
this  “ selfi shness ”  is tempered by cooperative behavior, and cooperation 
needs to be explained. Some cooperative behavior can be explained as 
mutualism. For example, you and I join together to hunt an animal neither 
of us could kill alone. We share the risks and then we share the meat. 
Neither of us is really making a sacrifi ce for the other, and we can explain 
this strictly in terms of self - interest. But not all cooperation is like this; take, 
for example, fi ghting off a predator. If a dangerous animal attacks us we 
will be better able to defeat it if we join together and share the risks. I, 
however, would be better off allowing you to fi ght the animal by yourself 
and assume all the risks, while I run for safety. But perhaps I am not fast 
enough to get away and my only chance is to stay and fi ght, so I join forces 
with you. In that case, why would you stay and assume the risks instead 
of running for safety? Remember the old joke about two friends confronted 
by a bear in the woods. One turns to the other and asks,  “ What should we 
do? ”  The other says,  “ Run. ”  The fi rst friend then asks,  “ Do you think we 
can outrun the bear? ”  To which his friend replies,  “ I don ’ t need to outrun 
the bear, I only have to outrun you! ”  It seems evolution would favor genes 
that support the  “ run ”  strategy rather than the  “ cooperate ”  strategy. 

 Even in situations where mutual advantage seems to justify cooperation, 
things are not as clear as they fi rst appear. Say you and I have hunted suc-
cessfully for food. Why should I share the meat rather than take it all for 
myself? Again, I may not be strong enough to overpower you and so it may 
be safer for me to share; but then why would you share the meat with me? 
If one of us is strong enough to take all the meat, sharing seems to be a 
selfl ess act inconsistent with  “ selfi sh ”  genes. Evolution should favor genes 
that lead to abilities that allow one to take all the food, rather than to a 
willingness to share. This has some dire implications. As Thomas Hobbes 
reasoned, if I am rationally self - interested I will never share when I can take 
it all, and neither will you. This means it will never make sense to enter 
into a cooperative venture unless I am confi dent that I can exploit your 
trust; and since you are equally rationally self - interested, and will recognize 
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the same logic, you will never trust me, and so cooperation can never get 
off the ground. 7  

 This is captured nicely in the famous Prisoner ’ s Dilemma game. There 
are many variations, but the basic scenario runs something like this: Brian 
and Joe are arrested for committing a crime. The police do not have enough 
evidence to put either away on the most serious charge, which would carry, 
say, a fi ve - year sentence, but could put both away for one year on a lesser 
charge. So they separately offer the two a deal: If they each testify against 
the other they will reduce the penalty to three years. However, if one testi-
fi es against the other who refuses to confess, then that person gets to go 
free, while the one who keeps quiet gets the full fi ve years in prison. Both 
know the other has been made the same offer, but they cannot communicate 
with each other. 

 The best outcome for Brian and Joe as partners is for them to cooperate 
and both keep quiet; but the best outcome individually is for them to take 
the deal and testify against their partner, that is, to defect from their part-
nership. For Brian knows that if he talks while Joe keeps quiet (the coop-
eration option), then he (Brian) gets to go home, but if he decides to 
cooperate with Joe, and Joe does not reciprocate, then he is in deep trouble 
and is looking at fi ve years in jail. So, regardless of what his partner does, 
Brian ’ s best outcome is to not cooperate, and evolution should favor crea-
tures that make the decision that best serves their self - interest. 

 However, despite considerable barriers, we know that cooperation does 
occur; humans have always lived in groups, and are descended from ape - like 
ancestors that also lived in groups. Group living requires cooperation and 
so we must have devised strategies to get around these selfi sh barriers. In 
fact, the large - scale cooperation characteristic of human societies may be 
our defi ning human trait. Theorist Martin Nowak points out,  “ From 
hunter - gatherer societies to nation - states, cooperation is the decisive organ-
izing principle of human society. No other life form on Earth is engaged in 
the same complex games of cooperation and defection. ”  8  The challenge is 
to discover how such strategies evolved. 

 The Prisoner ’ s Dilemma game has generated a great deal of experimental 
work. 9  A signifi cant insight into developing an account of how a coopera-
tive strategy might evolve is the recognition that in nature such cooperative 
dilemmas are often not one - shot deals, particularly for social creatures. 
Individuals often have repeated opportunities for cooperative interactions, 
with the possibility of having future interactions with the same partners. In 
iterated Prisoner ’ s Dilemma games, cooperation can develop because the 
costs and benefi ts of cooperation are averaged over repeated events. In this 
scenario the long - term benefi ts of cooperation can outweigh the potential 
immediate costs. There is much discussion on how cooperation in the 
Prisoner ’ s Dilemma may evolve, that is, which strategy poses the winning 
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formula. For now, let ’ s grant the possibility that repeated opportunities to 
interact with the same pool of individuals may allow cooperation to develop 
as a long - term rationally self - interested strategy, and so be consistent with 
the evolution of  “ selfi sh ”  genes. But this does not capture the extent of the 
human tendency to cooperate. There is a wealth of experimental data that 
indicate that humans are predisposed to cooperate and share resources with 
others, even when there is no possibility of meeting that individual again. 
To get a sense of this we need to introduce the Ultimatum game. 

 In the Ultimatum game two subjects have to make individual decisions 
on the division of a sum of money. One individual, Sue, is fi rst given a sum, 
for example, $100, and is instructed to divide the money between herself 
and a second individual, Pat, who Sue knows will be given the option of 
accepting or rejecting the offer. If Pat accepts the offer, both individuals 
receive the sums proposed by Sue. If Pat rejects the offer, neither one gets 
anything. This is a one - shot interaction, there is only one round of play and 
the subjects do not know each other. What should they do? If both are 
rationally self - interested individuals, then Sue should offer Pat a small cut 
of the money and Pat should accept it. Even if Sue offers only $1, Pat should 
accept because the options are to accept and get $1 or reject and get 
nothing. If Sue believes Pat is rationally self - interested, then she should 
never offer anything above $1 because to do so would unnecessarily reduce 
her own benefi ts in order to benefi t another. This is just what should happen 
if we are Hobbesian individuals, but in fact it is not what happens. The 
experimental data show that individuals regularly reject low offers. 

 Studies show that  “ a robust result in this experiment is that proposals 
giving the responder shares below 25% of the available money are rejected 
with a very high probability ”  10   –  suggesting that responders  “ do not behave 
to maximize self - interest ”  but instead reject what they consider to be unfair 
offers. Furthermore, the proposers seem to recognize this, as the most 
common proposal in these games is close to 50/50. 11  Joseph Henrich and 
colleagues conducted a cross - cultural study of this effect. They had partici-
pants from fi fteen diverse cultures from Africa, Asia, Oceania, rural America, 
South America, and that most peculiar population, U.S. college freshmen, 
play the Ultimatum game. While they found  “ substantial differences across 
populations ”  they also discovered  “ a universal pattern, with an increasing 
proportion of individuals from every society choosing to punish [i.e. reject 
offers] as offers approach zero. ”  12  

 In one sense, the Ultimatum game is not testing the willingness to coop-
erate as much as the willingness to punish those who do not cooperate. But 
this willingness to engage in  “ costly punishment ”  also needs to be explained 
as it meets evolutionary challenges as well as cooperation does. 13  In each 
case the individual makes a choice that is costly in terms of resources. In 
cooperation, I invest my resources in another ’ s well - being; in punishment, 
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I commit resources to punish, thereby incurring a cost. From a rationally 
self - interested position, to punish someone who has treated me unfairly is 
simply to further waste my resources. 

 These studies are all addressing the problem of  altruism , defi ned as 
 “ behavior that benefi ts another organism  –  while being apparently detri-
mental to the organism performing the behavior, ”  with benefi ts and costs 
determined by the effects on an individual ’ s reproductive fi tness. 14  The 
problem is to understand how behavior that lowers an agent ’ s fi tness in 
order to raise the fi tness of another can arise from a process driven by so -
 called selfi sh genes. As Dawkins has put it,  “ at the level of the gene, altruism 
must be bad and selfi shness good. ”  15  

 The Ultimatum game suggests one way to promote altruistic or coopera-
tive behavior: Punish those who do not cooperate. As noted, the typical 
offer in an Ultimatum game is nearly an even split. Why would this be? To 
return to our scenario, Sue realizes that if she offers Pat too little, Pat may 
reject the offer and Sue will end up with nothing. In effect, Sue recognizes 
Pat ’ s ability to punish Sue ’ s greediness and so offers a fairer distribution of 
the goods. A variant of the Ultimatum game, known as the Dictator game, 
supports this interpretation. The Dictator game works the same as the 
Ultimatum game, except the second subject cannot reject the offer (the 
Ultimatum game: Take it or leave it; the Dictator game: Take it!). As we 
might expect,  “ the average amount given to the responders in the dictator 
game is much lower than that in the ultimatum game. ”  16  The role of pun-
ishment in promoting cooperation turns out to be of great signifi cance, and 
I return to this topic later. 

 However, as we have said, punishment just repackages the problem of 
altruism. Punishment may turn out to be vital to large - scale cooperation, 
but punishing someone comes at a cost, which may or may not be paid 
back. As the Ultimatum game shows, there is a robust human tendency to 
punish unfair behavior, even when there is no possibility of being paid back. 
This is referred to in the literature as  “ altruistic punishing. ”  17  The problem 
remains: How can this be made consistent with rational self - interest? And 
if evolution works to maximize the reproductive interests of individuals, 
should it not lead to behavior that maximizes rational self - interest? To 
borrow a formulation from Marc Hauser, 18  should it not lead to  Hobbesian  
creatures? 

 The answer to this last question is an unequivocal  no ! To see why, we 
must recognize that  “ rational self - interest ”  is not the same as  “ maximizing 
reproductive interests ”  or even  “ maximizing self - interest. ”  Our look at 
the Prisoner ’ s Dilemma showed that the rationally self - interested move 
 –  defect from cooperative behavior  –  if acted on by both  “ rational ”  
individuals leads to a worse outcome for both. In a one - shot Prisoner ’ s 
Dilemma game defecting may be the best choice, but the lives of social 
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beings consist of repeated interactions, and over repeated interactions coop-
eration can pay off. Evolution does not shape behavior that leads to the 
best result in a specifi c interaction; it shapes behavior that tends to lead to 
the best reproductive payoff, in general and in the long - run, and so coop-
erative behavior can be selected. Still, how cooperative behavior gets off 
and running to such a degree that it can become an object of natural selec-
tion remains to be seen. 

 A clue to the unraveling of this puzzle is revealed by the Ultimatum game. 
The rational thing for the responder to do is to accept any offer at all  –  but 
the responder is not reading this situation in terms of rational self - interest. 
He or she is reading it in terms of morality: The money was given to us; 
for you to take more than 50% of that money is unfair and I won ’ t accept 
such treatment. Also, a proposer who offers anything near 50% similarly 
recognizes that this is not simply a matter of rational self - interest but is, at 
least for the responder, a moral situation  –  and morality is much more than 
rational calculations of self - interest. To uncover the evolutionary roots of 
human morality we need a foray into the contemporary scientifi c study of 
morality.  

  The Moral Brain 

 In discussing the evolution of morality we must have some conception of 
what we mean by  morality . This is a complicated issue and we could spend 
a book discussing it. Fortunately, such an involved treatment is not neces-
sary to the discussion at hand. Here we are concerned with judgments of 
right and wrong, good and bad, as these terms are used to judge interper-
sonal relations. Now this hardly scratches the surface of the philosophical 
issues involved in morality but may serve our purposes nonetheless. 19  

 Philosophers, theologians, and poets have long wrestled with the nature 
of human morality. A perennial and central question is the relative roles of 
reason and emotion in moral decision making. Hauser has usefully charac-
terized this debate as one between two conceptions of human nature: 
humans as  Kantian Creatures  or as  Humean Creatures . Kantian Creatures, 
made in the image of Immanuel Kant ’ s moral philosophy, perceive an event 
and make  “ moral judgments based on conscious reasoning from relevant 
principles. ”  20  Humean Creatures, on the other hand, judge as David Hume 
argued people judge:  “ with an innate moral sense.  …  Emotions ignite moral 
judgments. Reason follows in the wake of this dynamic. ”  21  Hauser eventu-
ally rejects both of these models, as neither is consistent with what we are 
learning about how the human mind actually goes about making moral 
judgments. He proposes an alternative  –  what he calls a  Rawlsian Creature  
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 –  but we are not yet in a position to evaluate his candidate. First we need 
to see just what cognitive science is revealing about human morality. 

 For many moral thinkers, both professional and lay, reason is intimately 
tied up with moral judgment. We are told to  “ think before we act, ”  to 
control our passions with our reason, to do what we know is right, not 
what we want to do. Kantian philosophers charge us to act only on uni-
versal principles derived from reason, uncontaminated by emotion; Utilitar-
ians instruct us to calculate the costs and benefi ts before acting; theologians 
present God ’ s Law as the ruling principle of moral life. Unfortunately for 
the rationalist approach, contemporary research into moral psychology 
seriously challenges such rules. 

 An emerging consensus of the cognitive scientifi c study of morality is 
that moral judgments are most often the result of intuitive, emotionally 
based reactions to social interactions that are then given  post hoc  rational 
justifi cations. This does not deny reason has a role in moral judgment but 
does argue that the typical role of reason  –  in the sense of conscious, refl ec-
tive thought  –  is to provide justifi cation for an intuitively pre - determined 
moral judgment. In terms of a causal role in moral judgment reason comes 
in to sort through dilemmas caused by confl icting intuitions. 22  

 A series of clever experiments, conducted by Joshua Greene and his 
associates, open a window into the way the brain processes various moral 
dilemmas. Greene and his colleagues presented dilemmas to subjects who 
were being scanned by functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI). 
Using this scanner, researchers study brain responses while subjects are 
engaged in any number of activities, and can determine which areas of 
the brain are more signifi cantly involved in those activities. Greene 
distinguished the dilemmas into two categories:  “ personal - moral ”  and 
 “ impersonal - moral. ”  Personal - moral dilemmas meet three specifi c criteria: 
They involve the likelihood of serious harm; that harm befalls a particular 
person or set of persons; and that harm is not the result of defl ecting an 
existing danger. An example would be to directly cause the death of one 
person to save the lives of many others. Impersonal dilemmas do not meet 
these criteria. An impersonal dilemma would be one where you had to 
choose between saving one person (and letting three people die) or saving 
three people (and letting one person die). In both examples at least one 
person is going to die based on your decision, but people treat personal -
 moral dilemmas differently from impersonal ones. 23  

 The fMRI scans revealed what Greene suspected: Different brain areas 
are engaged by the different dilemmas. The personal - moral dilemmas 
engage areas of the brain correlated with emotion, while these areas are 
less engaged by impersonal scenarios. In those scenarios, areas more tradi-
tionally associated with cognition predominate. 24  With this distinction in 
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hand Greene and coworkers also analyzed subjects ’  reaction times (i.e., how 
long it took people to come to their decisions) in a set of personal - moral 
dilemmas and a set of impersonal - moral dilemmas and found some impor-
tant differences. In impersonal scenarios there is no signifi cant difference in 
average reaction time between people who say it is appropriate to harm 
one in order to save three and those who say this is not appropriate. 
However, there is a difference in the personal - moral scenarios. In these cases 
those who vote to harm one to save three take signifi cantly longer to reach 
that decision than those who reject this option. 

 Greene proposes that the reaction lag is caused by a confl ict between 
an emotional response to the situation and cognitive calculation. Those 
who say it is appropriate to cause one death in to save three seem to be 
reasoning according to utilitarian principles of producing the least harm. 
In impersonal dilemmas that response comes very quickly, but in the 
personal dilemma it takes longer to do that same calculation. 25  Greene ’ s 
interpretation, supported by the neurological evidence, is that in judging 
whether to cause an innocent person ’ s death people have a quick, intuitive, 
negative response. Those who say it is the right decision also have this 
response but override it with a cognitive evaluation. The engagement of 
affective brain systems interferes with cognitive calculations, slowing down 
the judgment. 26  

 These studies point to a  “ synthetic view of moral judgment that acknowl-
edges the crucial role played by both emotion and  ‘ cognition. ’     ”  27  It is not 
the case that moral evaluations are merely emotional reactions. Reason is 
involved in moral evaluation, but in a particular situation, that is, when 
there is a confl ict between competing intuitions. For example, in personal -
 moral dilemmas there is a confl ict between an intuitive negative - emotional 
response to taking an innocent life and an intuitive calculation that it is 
better to lose one life than three. Not everyone presented with this choice 
suffers such confl ict, but those who choose the option of intervening  –  that 
is, those who override their emotional intuition that this is wrong  –  do. 
However, it is important to note that this confl ict is not worked out con-
sciously. Even the confl icted responders answered, on average, in a matter 
of seconds. Deliberative reasoning comes into play after the fact and is used 
to justify the decision already made. 

 It is possible, however, to slow down our moral judging to allow time 
for refl ective consideration, and brain scans indicate that in some of the 
slowest responders, areas of the brain associated with deliberation were 
engaged. 28  But numerous studies of formal and informal reasoning indicate 
that this is comparatively rare. 29  Greene and Haidt sum this view up with 
a wonderful quote from William James:  “ A great many people think they 
are thinking when they are merely rearranging their prejudices. ”  30  
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 It gets worse for reason once we move from moral evaluation to moral 
conduct. Studies demonstrate that the ability to recognize and apply moral 
principles to social and moral dilemmas is distinct from the ability to act 
on moral principles. The ability to understand  –  on an intellectual level  –  
what constitutes morally appropriate behavior can be very high and yet not 
result in better behavior. As a colleague once commented to me,  “ a person 
can score at a level six on moral development [i.e., the highest level on 
Kohlberg ’ s moral scale] and still be a bastard! ”  

 Antonio Damasio brought this to prominent public attention with his 
discussion of the famous head - injury patient Phineas Gage and Damasio ’ s 
own patient Elliot. 31  These individuals suffered brain damage that left their 
intellectual skills intact but disrupted their ability to follow appropriate 
moral standards. Both suffered damage to the same general area of the 
brain: the medial pre - frontal cortex, an area that mediates the integration 
of cognitive and affective systems. Deprived of emotional coloring their 
intellectual grasp of morality was left impotent. Numerous neuroscientifi c 
studies of anti - social behavior have discovered correlations between certain 
types of criminal behavior and defi cits in areas of the brain involved in 
regulating emotional impulses. 32  

 All of this seems to tilt the scale toward the Humean Creature; Hume ’ s 
quip,  “ Reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions, and can 
never pretend to any other offi ce than to serve and obey them, ”  33  presciently 
captures the state of affairs. Hauser believes this is not quite right. 34  The 
synthetic view argues for an integration of cognitive and affective systems. 
Without the input of affective systems moral judgments lack the motiva-
tional power to make such judgments effective, but without the mediating 
function of cognition these emotion - laden reactions may be directed down 
morally inappropriate paths. It is worth quoting at length Greene ’ s assess-
ment of the current state of a cognitive scientifi c view of morality:

  While many big questions remain unanswered, it is clear from these studies 
that there is no  “ moral center ”  in the brain, no  “ morality module. ”  Moreover, 
moral judgment does not appear to be a function of  “ higher cognition, ”  with 
a few emotional perturbations thrown in. Nor do moral judgments appear to 
be driven entirely by emotional responses. Rather, moral judgments appear 
to be produced by a complex network of brain areas subserving both emo-
tional and  “ cognitive ”  processes. 35    

 When we speak of  emotional  and  cognitive  responses we are, of course, 
employing convenient labels that do not correspond neatly to what is hap-
pening in the brain. Any moral judgment is going to be a complex product 
of various brain systems, none of which can be identifi ed as purely cognitive 
or purely emotional. What we label  “ emotional reaction ”  or  “ rational 
conclusion ”  is our conscious perception of the output of these interacting 
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brain systems. The output that we perceive as emotion or reason is pro-
duced through innate mental processes working below the horizon of con-
scious awareness. This leads us to Hauser ’ s vote for the Rawlsian Creature 
as the best metaphor for our moral minds. 

 A Rawlsian Creature, Hauser says, is  “ equipped with machinery to 
deliver moral verdicts based on unconscious and inaccessible principles. 
This is a creature with moral instincts. ”  36  He adds that  “ at the core of the 
Rawlsian creature is an appraisal mechanism that extracts the relevant 
properties from an event. These properties are represented by physical 
actions together with their causes and consequences. ”  37  The Humean Crea-
ture perceives an event, which provokes an emotional reaction, which leads 
to a moral judgment. The Kantian Creature perceives an event, applies the 
appropriate moral rule, and issues a moral judgment. The Rawlsian Crea-
ture perceives an event, analyzes its causes and consequences, and comes 
to a judgment. This judgment then provokes an emotional reaction and/or 
rational justifi cation. 38  This is the picture of moral judgment painted by 
neuroscience and cognitive psychology. In the face of a moral dilemma, 
humans make quick, intuitive responses that they perceive as emotional or, 
less often, rational judgments, but such perceptions are actually the product 
of the judgment, not the cause of it. The judgment is caused by the work-
ings of neurally based cognitive/affective systems. This is the  “ analysis ”  of 
the Rawlsian Creature. 

 According to Hauser, underlying this analysis is a  “ moral grammar, ”  
which he takes from the moral philosophy of John Rawls. Rawls presents 
a model for understanding our innate moral sense analogous to Chomsky ’ s 
notion of a biologically based language faculty. That faculty is comprised 
of a set of innate universal principles that underlie all human languages and 
led to a variety of languages in response to various cultural inputs. This 
faculty allows children to rapidly acquire language, far in excess of the 
actual linguistic input they receive from their environments. Rawls sug-
gested that some such faculty underlies our moral judgments 39  and Hauser 
sees this as a way to explain the often quick, intuitive moral judgments so 
characteristic of humans  –  that is, there is an innate moral grammar that 
underlies our ability to make moral judgments, and this is a biologically 
based, universally shared, human trait, that when exposed to varying cul-
tural inputs generates the various moral systems humans have developed. 

 This model allows us to understand, for example, why a responder in 
the Ultimatum game will, contrary to rational self - interest, reject what she 
perceives to be an unfair offer. The responder is not making a rationally 
self - interested assessment. The responder is analyzing the actions of the 
proposer according to innate principles that involve emotional as well as 
cognitive brain systems. This produces a negatively valenced emotional 
reaction which the responder labels  “ unfair. ”  
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 Hauser, Haidt, and Greene all argue that these affectively valenced, 
innate intuitions that constitute our moral grammar are themselves the 
products of human evolution. 40  We need to explore this evolved moral 
grammar to uncover the various cognitive/emotional predispositions of 
which it is comprised. These mental tools are evolutionary responses to the 
particular environmental pressures exerted on our ancestors as they strug-
gled to reconcile the often confl icting objectives of individual reproductive 
success and the social demands of group living. Given that different social 
environments pose different problems, and so exert different selective pres-
sures, we can expect to fi nd a complex layering of these moral predisposi-
tions. I will begin with the most basic levels and work from there. 

 Before I begin, however, it is important to keep in mind just what is 
involved in discussing the evolution of human behavior. Darwinian proc-
esses select for traits based on their contribution to genetic success. But 
much more is involved in genetic success than the biological acts that result 
in reproduction. Successful reproduction requires success in reaching the 
age of reproduction and fi nding a suitable mate. This, of course, requires 
success at a large variety of tasks. It means one has been healthy and strong 
enough to reach sexual maturity, that one has developed the skills to 
meet the challenges along the way, that one was able to acquire and main-
tain adequate resources, that one has the qualities necessary to attract a 
mate, and for humans, it means that one was able to negotiate the social 
fi elds in which all these other endeavors take place. Failure at any one of 
these tasks can be suffi cient to prevent one from reproducing and passing 
on one ’ s genes. 

 And for humans, the demands do not stop there: In many species once 
the creatures have cleared all the hurdles in order to reproduce sexually, 
they are fi nished (sometimes, literally). Humans, due to the extended period 
of infantile dependency, need to make signifi cant post - coital investments. 
It matters little that you were able to reproduce if that offspring dies before 
it reaches maturity and continues the process. Reproductive success requires 
that individuals continue to meet all the above mentioned challenges,  and  
provide adequately for their children, so they can then be successful in 
meeting those same challenges. Failure anywhere along this sequence can 
result in an evolutionary dead end. Therefore, any trait that contributes to 
any of these tasks is a proper target for natural selection, and for humans 
this includes those skills that enable us to negotiate complex relationships 
successfully. 

 Keeping this in mind will help us to avoid an all too common yet badly 
misconceived critique of evolutionary thinking. This critique goes like this: 
If evolution is concerned only with reproducing genes, then how can we 
speak of the evolution of a trait if it does not lead to having more babies? 
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For example, how can it be claimed that the trait of honesty is a result of 
evolution since it seems that dishonesty can often contribute to reproductive 
success (e.g.,  “ I love only you, ”   “ I ’ ll love you forever, ”   “ There will never 
be anyone for me but you ” )? However, by taking into consideration this 
broader, and more realistic, account of what goes into reproductive success 
we can recognize many traits that may not lead to an increase in sexual 
encounters, per se, but which are absolutely vital to the various tasks one 
must master in order to enhance reproductive fi tness. With this in mind we 
can turn to the evolution of our moral psychology.  

  The First Layer: Kin Selection 

 The fi rst step in solving the problem of altruism is the process known as 
 kin selection , which was rigorously established by William Hamilton in 
 1964 . As we know, evolutionary theory holds that traits that increase re-
productive success (i.e., fi tness) will be selected for, and the genes underlying 
those traits passed on. Reproductive success is measured strictly in the 
number of genes passed from one generation to the next. The obvious 
method of getting those genes into the next generation is through children. 
Sacrifi cing for your children makes sense because you are protecting your 
genetic investment. People who do not care for children will not have many 
descendants. This type of self - sacrifi ce is really long - term self - interest and 
poses no problem for evolution. Hamilton realized, however, that child -
 bearing is not the only way to get copies of an individual ’ s genes into the 
next generation. 

 My child carries copies of 50% of my genes, but my full siblings also 
carry copies of 50% of my genes, and so their children, my nieces and 
nephews, carry copies of 25% of my genes, and so on through the various 
degrees of familial relationships. Since a gene ’ s success is measured solely 
by how many copies of itself get into the next generation, it is wholly irrel-
evant whether the vehicle for that transmission is my child, my sister, or 
my cousin. By virtue of genetic relatedness I have a stake in their reproduc-
tive success. To sacrifi ce my immediate interests in order to benefi t my kin 
is also consistent with long - term self - interest. This broader conception of 
genetic self - interest is termed by Hamilton  inclusive fi tness . 41  

 Inclusive fi tness via kin selection provides an evolutionary explanation 
for some very familiar human traits. The all - too - human tendency to show 
preference for family members, whether in making sacrifi ces or distributing 
rewards, is an apparently universal human trait. The power of parental 
love, too, is a characteristic that transcends cultures, and even species. We 
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do not need kin selection to establish these facts, or perhaps even to explain 
them. It does, however, provide an explanation that grounds these phenom-
ena in Darwinian mechanisms. Individuals who behave in ways that enhance 
the reproductive success of kin, particularly close kin, enhance the repro-
ductive success of individuals who possess copies of many of their own 
genes. In doing so they behave in a way that contributes to passing on those 
genes involved in the development of those very behaviors. 42  Those genes, 
and consequently those kin - altruistic tendencies, will be better represented 
in the next generation. Genes that contribute to behaviors more narrowly 
focused on self - preservation at the expense of offspring and close kin will 
tend to send fewer copies of themselves into the future. As this process plays 
itself out, generation after generation, we have the evolution of a deep -
 seated tendency to care and sacrifi ce for family. There is no occult force 
at work moving humans morally forward. This is simply the Darwinian 
algorithm at work. 

 There is, however, an important proviso to bear in mind: Kin selection 
contributes to the development of altruistic tendencies that, however power-
ful, are limited in scope. I remember a schoolteacher of mine asking how 
it was that someone, such as a Nazi camp guard or a mob hit man, could 
spend his days heartlessly killing and then come home to be tender with his 
family. Kin selection offers an answer. Kin selection is the most primitive 
layer of our moral psychology. Peter Singer speaks of expanding circles of 
moral concern 43  with the self as the center. In evolutionary terms the con-
cerns of the self - focused individual are those basic to survival: security, 
accumulation of resources, access to sexual mates. Kin selection expands 
our understanding of fi tness. It is the fi rst step of the selfi sh gene outside 
the circle of self - preservation. 

 However, in doing so it creates a new boundary  –  that between kin and 
non - kin  –  and this boundary represents the extension of moral concern. 
The Nazi who, without the slightest pang of conscience, exterminated Jews 
as a matter of course, could still be gentle and loving to his family because 
in going home he crossed the line back into a world of moral signifi cance. 
Kin selection equips us with emotional regard for family; it does not extend 
emotional regard to non - kin, who are therefore outside the boundaries of 
moral consideration. 

 If we return to the level of genes we can see why this is so. If an individual 
sacrifi ces resources that it might need for its own survival in order to care 
for its offspring, in genetic terms that individual is making an investment 
that will pay off when the offspring, who carries copies of 50% of its genes, 
reproduces and sends copies of those genes into the next generation. If I 
sacrifi ce for a cousin, who carries copies of 25% of my genes, that sacrifi ce 
is rewarded if it helps my cousin send copies of the genes we share into the 
next generation. However, if I sacrifi ce for a stranger  –  that is, if I act in a 



 the evolution of morality  23

way that reduces my ability to send copies of my genes into the future in 
order to benefi t someone genetically unrelated  –  I have wasted my resources, 
in evolutionary terms. In this scenario, fewer of my genes and more of the 
stranger ’ s genes will be represented in future generations. Genes that lead 
to behaviors that result in fewer copies of themselves moving forward soon 
die out. 

 So, kin selection starts us on our way to a more fully human morality. 
To see just how far it gets us we need to consider how it works. We have 
been discussing how it works at the level of genes, but we do not live at 
the level of genes. We live in a world of organisms whose genes lay hidden 
deep within the structures of their cells. Kin selection works by preferen-
tially aiding genetic relatives, but how do we determine who is kin when 
individuals do not wear their genetic code on their sleeves (no scarlet K, as 
it were)? 

 Evolution works with generalities, probabilities, tendencies. Natural 
selection is not a process that guarantees the best possible result or the 
perfect design. The outcomes of natural selection are the best - possible -
 given - the - material - at - hand - and - the - constraints - imposed - by - environmental -
 conditions. A successful design or behavioral strategy is not necessarily the 
best of all possible options; it is just better than the alternatives available 
in a particular ecological niche. Dennett labels this approach  “ satisfi cing, ”  
which he calls  “ the basic structure of all real decision - making, moral, pru-
dential, economic, or even evolutionary. ”  44  As we examine kin selection we 
can see this is how evolution works. Sacrifi cing for kin reaps evolutionary 
rewards, sacrifi cing for non - kin reaps evolutionary costs. Other than the 
case of one ’ s own children, 45  how is an individual to make the decision of 
when and for whom to sacrifi ce when genetic - relatedness is not an observ-
able property? Evolution works by equipping us with cognitive predisposi-
tions that adopt a satisfi cing approach. That is, there are strategies that if 
followed will  tend to maximize  our behavior (i.e., lead to a better ratio of 
kin sacrifi ces versus non - kin sacrifi ces). While we may not be able to observe 
genetic - relatedness there are signs that may provide reliable clues. 

 In looking for such clues, we must place them in the context of our 
evolutionary past, what theorists call the  environment of evolutionary 
adaptedness  (EEA). Our EEA was one in which humans lived in small 
groups of hunter - gatherers. Certain traits in those situations could function 
as  “ kinship estimators, ”  that is, cognitive structures  “ specialized to take 
certain cues as input that were reliably correlated with genetic relatedness 
ancestrally. ”  46  One such cue would have been co - habitation. Individuals 
who live with you, and have lived with you since you were young, are more 
likely to be related than new group members or strangers. This was even 
more likely to have been true in a small hunter - gatherer group. Behaving 
altruistically toward such individuals was a satisfi cing strategy; not a perfect 
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strategy, but one that in the long run was more likely than not to enhance 
an individual ’ s inclusive fi tness. 47  

 Note that when we talk about a  “ cue to kinship ”  we are not talking 
about something that a person would consciously use as part of a rational 
calculation. It works by triggering an evolutionarily ingrained response, 
which is part of our moral grammar. We must keep this in mind as we 
continue to investigate the evolution of morality in order to avoid some 
obvious, but ultimately pointless, objections. These psychological processes 
work beneath the level of consciousness. 

 So, this is one satisfi cing strategy for estimating probability of kinship 
 –  satisfi cing because those who co - habitate may, in fact, not be genetic rela-
tives. There is of course another strategy, and that is resemblance. One of 
the consequences of genotypic similarity is phenotypic similarity. People 
who are related tend to look like one another in certain general ways; there 
are family resemblances that can serve as cues to kinship. Researchers study-
ing the strategy of phenotype matching have provided experimental data 
supporting the thesis that facial resemblance can function as a kinship cue 
and enhance cooperation between individuals. 48  

 So kin selection provides a primal layer for cooperation between rela-
tives, but due to the satisfi cing nature of natural selection it actually allows 
kin altruism a slightly larger scope. These two cues (not necessarily exhaus-
tive) provide cognitive strategies, ingrained rules - of - thumb, for deciding 
when and with whom to act altruistically: 

   •      Act altruistically toward those who are familiar to you from an early 
age (which may extend altruism to familiar, but unrelated individuals)  

   •      Act altruistically toward those who look like your people (since 
physical resemblance is a reasonable, though imperfect, cue to genetic 
relatedness).    

 As we see how kin selection works at the level of the organism, we fi nd 
room to expand the circle a bit more. It is not only genetic relatives who 
can be the benefi ciaries of our kin altruism; the satisfi cing nature of natural 
selection creates a somewhat porous boundary through which some non -
 relatives may slip. 49  

 We must take heed, however, that there is correlate to these strategies: 

   •      Be cautious with strangers and people who do not look like your people 
(for they are unlikely to be genetically related and so any sacrifi ce for 
such an individual would reduce your own inclusive fi tness).    

 The fl ip side of kin selection is xenophobia. 
 Despite its extension of moral boundaries it should be clear that kin 

selection, potent though it may be, is severely limited in scope. It does not 
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extend morality in any signifi cant way to non - relatives. Yet we see around 
us examples of such altruism. Indeed, if human society were ever to develop 
beyond small family - group structures, another evolutionary means to 
altruism was needed.  

  The Second Layer: Reciprocal Altruism 

  Reciprocal altruism  is a model for cooperation developed by Robert Triv-
ers. 50  In simplest terms, it is an  “ I ’ ll rub your back, so that you ’ ll rub mine ”  
strategy. In short, cooperative behavior can pay off. My sacrifi cing some 
time and effort to help you now pays off when you help me later, and so 
functions as an investment in my long - term fi tness. Trivers sets out three 
conditions under which the natural selection of reciprocal altruism is fa-
vored: There must be repeated opportunities for altruism, there must be 
repeated interactions between potential altruists, and potential altruists 
must be able to offer comparable benefi ts to each other, at comparable 
costs. 51  Humans meet these three conditions, but we are not the only species 
that does. Patterns of reciprocal altruism have been documented among 
vervet monkeys and vampire bats, 52  tree swallows, sticklebacks, dolphins, 
gorillas, and chimpanzees. 53  Trivers discusses a form of reciprocal altruism, 
known as symbiotic cleaning, practiced by dozens of fi sh and shrimp. 54  

 Despite the great diversity of creatures that exhibit reciprocal altruism, 
it is in the larger scheme a relatively rare phenomenon. In many species it 
takes the form of a narrowly circumscribed set of behaviors, and many of 
the examples often cited as evidence of reciprocal altruism have come under 
criticism for being made too hasty. Whatever the fi nal verdict on these 
examples turns out to be, it is clear that to the degree that reciprocal altru-
ism functions in the non - human animal world, it is limited to simple behav-
iors. For more complex and varied patterns of reciprocation we must turn 
to primates, particularly gorillas, chimps, and, of course, humans. 55  For 
such complex patterns to emerge a developed cerebral cortex is required. 56  

 Reciprocal altruism, however limited, does allow for the extension of 
altruism beyond kin and provides another evolutionary mechanism for the 
rise of cooperative behavior. Sacrifi cing some of my resources in order to 
benefi t a non - relative can make sense because my sacrifi ce for you results 
in your sacrifi cing some of your resources to me when I am in need. It too 
is an investment from which I can draw future dividends, not in terms of 
genetic fi tness, but in terms of resources. Those resources, however, con-
tribute to my overall pursuit of inclusive fi tness. For example, my sharing 
food with you today leaves me with less right now, but as long as I have 
enough for my kin I suffer no direct harm. The cost I incur by sharing is 
that I will not have as much left over for tomorrow. The benefi t I gain is 
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by the debt you incur to me. You now owe me. You pay this debt by sharing 
food when I am hungry, or by providing some other service. 57  We both 
benefi t by being willing to accept costs in return for benefi ts we could not 
get on our own. Given the precariousness of human existence during our 
evolutionary history a strategy that promoted a system of mutual assistance 
would have had a great selective advantage. The Hobbesian obstacle to the 
origin of cooperation and trust is avoided by the fact that reciprocal altru-
ism develops in small groups in which kin selection has already laid the 
grounds for cooperative behavior. These are cooperative interactions not 
based on random encounters but directed toward particular individuals, in 
this case, group members. 58  This is an important lesson in understanding 
the evolution of cooperation: One layer of our evolved psychology can 
contribute to the development of another layer. 

 As we expand the circle of altruism to include non - kin we come to 
include a greater set of familiar examples of human behavior. Preferential 
treatment of family is a common human trait, but so too is cooperation 
with non - kin. The model of reciprocal altruism does not uncover something 
new as much as explain, in evolutionary terms, the origin of something we 
encounter daily. However, as it stands, it does not seem to explain enough. 
Human cooperation and willingness to aid a stranger are not limited to 
cases where reciprocation is expected or even possible. For example, you 
are walking home one day and you notice an elderly person fall while 
crossing the street; you instinctively move to help the person to his feet 
and escort him safely to the curb. You clearly do not expect reciprocation 
in such a case. Even more challenging are those examples of a person 
who sacrifi ces his or her life for non - kin. Consider the soldier throwing 
himself on a grenade to save his fellows  –  how can an action that leads to 
the death of the person performing the act be explained by a Darwinian 
process driven by reproductive success? Cases such as these seem to strain 
the logic of reciprocal altruism  –  and experimental work supports such 
skepticism. While it is generally accepted that reciprocal altruism plays a 
role in explaining human cooperation, it plays a minor role due to its 
limited extension. 59  Models of reciprocal altruism show that it breaks down 
quickly as social groups grow in size, with some studies suggesting that 
groups with many more than ten members undermine reciprocity. 60  This 
raises a serious challenge to evolutionary accounts of morality since humans 
have mastered cooperation in much larger groups; and while self - sacrifi cial 
behavior for strangers is statistically rare, it is far too common to be written 
off as an aberration. 

 The extent of human cooperation cannot be explained by reciprocal 
altruism, even though this mechanism continues to play a role in the psy-
chology of cooperation.  “ Help those who have helped you or who may be 
able to help you in return ”  is an important part of our innate moral 
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grammar, and it moves cooperative behavior beyond the circle of kin, but 
not nearly far enough. Human cooperation often extends beyond situations 
in which it is reasonable to expect reciprocation; a tendency some research-
ers have termed  strong reciprocity . 61  That such a predisposition is part of 
our evolved psychology is not seriously debated;  how  such a predisposition 
evolved is. These debates and the research that informs them continue to 
be vigorous, and they constitute one of the richest areas of research into 
human cooperation. No single model can claim consensus  –  and researchers 
concede that no single process can explain human sociality  –  but the various 
approaches are settling on a few prominent processes. 62  This is the position 
I am developing in this chapter: Processes such as kin selection and recipro-
cal altruism are initial layers of a sophisticated system of human sociality. 
To explain strong reciprocity, which allows the development of large scale 
cooperative institutions, we need to add further layers. The debates tend to 
center on the extent to which one or another process provides a suffi cient, 
and empirically defensible, explanation. I touch on some of these issues in 
what follows but my main concern is with uncovering the constituents of 
our evolved moral grammar, and from that perspective these several key 
processes all play a role.  

  A Third Layer: Indirect Reciprocity 

 Reciprocity does not only work in a direct manner, such that if A benefi ts 
B, then B repays A. Such a limited model does not capture the potential 
complexity of reciprocal exchanges, which can occur directly between two 
people but may also involve more complex interactions. This broader con-
ception is termed  indirect reciprocity . In this expanded view, developed by 
Richard Alexander in his classic work,  The Biology of Moral Systems , the 
debt from an altruistic act is not necessarily paid to the altruist, and is not 
necessarily paid by the recipient of the altruistic act. Alexander sets out 
three major forms such reciprocity may take: (1) the reputation for being 
a cooperator may encourage others to cooperate with such an individual; 
(2) an altruistic individual may be rewarded, either materially or in terms 
of status enhancement, by society for his or her contributions; and (3) an 
altruist may improve the fi tness of him -  or herself and family by increasing 
the fi tness of the community. 63  Let ’ s take a look at each of these. 

  Reputation : By performing altruistic actions, whether by sacrifi cing for 
another or by being a reliable cooperator, I send a message to other 
members of my group that I am willing to act this way toward non - kin. 
This is valuable information. It should be obvious just how important it is 
to be careful in choosing when and with whom to act altruistically. It is 



28  the evolution of morality

not possible to know with certainty, in advance, whether or not someone 
will actually reciprocate. If I act altruistically to you and you fail to recip-
rocate, then I have wasted resources. A person who consistently makes such 
bad choices will severely hamper his or her inclusive fi tness (just as a fi nan-
cial investor who never gains a return on his or her money will soon face 
fi nancial disaster). If, however, I know that you have a history of cooperat-
ing and reciprocating when you have been benefi ted, then I have a reason 
to believe that cooperating with you is a safe investment. So, even if I help 
someone who does not reciprocate, this action, if publicly known, can add 
to my social reputation. The return on my investment comes then not in 
terms of direct reciprocation but in terms of increased cooperative interac-
tions with other members of the group, which increase the total benefi ts I 
may reap. Hence the importance of reputation: The greater my reputation, 
the greater my potential return  –  and there is empirical data to support 
this. 64  As Alexander puts it,  “ In complex social systems with much reciproc-
ity, being judged as attractive for reciprocal interactions may become an 
essential ingredient for success. ”  65  People are not only concerned with what 
others are doing, they are also concerned with what others are thinking 
about them  –  and this has left its mark on our psyches. For example, one 
study found that when experiments on altruism allow altruistic behavior to 
contribute to a subject ’ s reputation, 74% of participants donate resources 
compared with 37% in situations with no reputation effects. 66  

 Another study using the Dictator game provides further evidence that 
behavior can be shaped by our concern over social feedback. In a variation 
on this game, experimenters set two conditions: one in which the recipients 
of the money were able to send anonymous, written messages to the dicta-
tor, one in which no communication was allowed. The study revealed that 
the amount of money dictators shared with recipients was 40% higher in 
the communication condition. 67  We are so attuned to how our behavior is 
perceived by others that even in an artifi cial situation of complete anonym-
ity we can be moved to act contrary to our own immediate self - interest. In 
fact, we do not even need real humans to stimulate this concern  –  studies 
show that even the presence of images that resemble eyes can increase our 
giving behavior. 68  

 Our mental repertoire not only comes with tools that track what others 
may be thinking about us, we are also quite attuned to others and have 
tools for detecting and remembering what others do, 69  particularly when 
they cheat  –  that is, fail to reciprocate or cooperate. Evolutionary psycholo-
gists have suggested that part of our mental tool kit is a  cheater detection 
module  that is sensitized to cues of defection from cooperation, 70  and 
studies provide experimental support for this. In one cleverly designed 
project the researchers took snapshots of participants in a one - shot Pris-
oner ’ s Dilemma game at the moment they were making their decisions to 
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cheat or cooperate. They presented these photos to subjects who believed 
they were involved in an experiment on perception and who were told 
nothing about the conditions under which the photos were taken. Their 
results showed that pictures of individuals who cheated in the Prisoner ’ s 
Dilemma game attracted signifi cantly more attention than cooperators. 
They concluded that this was provoked by subtle facial cues exhibited by 
cheaters and the mind ’ s selective attention to such cues. 71  In a separate study 
these researchers presented the same pictures to a different set of subjects 
and asked them to predict which individuals were likely to be cooperative 
(again, the subjects had no information about the nature of the photos). 
Subjects accurately labeled the actual cheaters as potential cheaters, and at 
a signifi cant level. To control for possible undetected biases toward particu-
lar facial features the researchers took snapshots of their Prisoner ’ s Dilemma 
participants prior to their playing the game. They presented these  “ neutral ”  
pictures to a group of subjects and asked them to predict who would be 
cooperative. In this case photos of individuals who would later cheat were 
no more likely to be labeled as potential cheaters than those who would 
later cooperate. The subjects were cueing in on some subtle facial signals 
of cheating rather than responding to some standard facial features. 72  

 The ability to detect cheats also brings with it the importance of masking 
cheating. Andrew Whiten and Richard Byrne argue that this set off an 
evolutionary arms race between the ability to deceive and ability to detect 
deception that has shaped, in profound ways, human intelligence. 73  This 
task  –  distinguishing potential cheaters from potential cooperators  –  plays 
a crucial role in shaping our moral systems. 

  Social Reward : Social living requires that members of society be willing 
to put the good of the group ahead of their own self - interest, at least some-
times. All societies fi nd ways of rewarding those who contribute to the 
social good, and punish those who do not do their part. Alexander mentions 
two forms of social payback  –  material rewards and status enhancement 
 –  and there are numerous examples of both in contemporary society. In 
modern society we pay individuals to take on the roles of social benefactors; 
they are, for example, our soldiers, police, and fi refi ghters. Not only do we 
pay these people to be ready to sacrifi ce for the common good, we laud 
them when they do so. Think of the social status afforded, appropriately, 
to rescue workers after 9/11. 

 Social status gained by undertaking risks for society is a resource that 
may contribute to inclusive fi tness. Here, reputation again comes into play. 
High social status adds to a person ’ s reputation of being in a position to 
offer aid and cooperation, and we have seen how this pays off, but it also 
identifi es one as having certain other qualities. It says that an individual has 
the skills and traits to stand apart from other members of the group. In the 
example of rescue workers, it signals personal bravery and strength, as well 
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as a willingness to face grave dangers. Someone with such traits not only 
is a valuable social resource, but also is not a person to be taken lightly. 
While it is important to have the reputation of being a cooperator, it is just 
as important to discourage others from trying to take advantage of one ’ s 
cooperation. A person of high social status signals that he or she has social 
skills and qualities that go beyond the average group member. Such an 
individual is not someone one would want to cheat (since he or she likely 
has the ability to retaliate against cheating). An individual who, because of 
high social status, can discourage cheating stands to gain the benefi ts that 
come with the reputation of being a social benefactor, while minimizing 
losses. Because such a person will accrue a net increase in the resources 
required to enhance their inclusive fi tness, the traits that lead to a readiness 
to face hardships for the group may be selected for by Darwinian 
processes. 74  

  Communal Fitness : It is also possible that a sacrifi ce on my part may not 
be paid back to me or to my family and yet still contributes to my inclusive 
fi tness. Since we pursue our good within a social environment, the success 
of our group may impact signifi cantly on any individual ’ s chances of success. 
If my group is invaded and conquered by a neighboring group, then my 
reproductive fi tness may come to an abrupt end. 75  Sacrifi cing my life in the 
fi ght to save my group may be a necessary part of enhancing my inclusive 
fi tness. Even if I die, and even if society does not compensate my family for 
my sacrifi ce, fi ghting and dying may be the only way my kin have a chance 
to survive and pass on some copies of my genes. This is not restricted to 
fi ghting for my group. Any investment of resources I make in the group 
may indirectly increase my fi tness by creating a more secure and effective 
social environment for me and/or my family. If we think of how extensive 
is the list of tasks we must tackle to be reproductively successful, and the 
extensive time span during which we pursue these tasks, and keep in mind 
that all of this occurs within a social environment, we can recognize how 
much a stable and prosperous society contributes to an individual ’ s inclu-
sive fi tness. So, even when there is no overt reciprocation of my social 
contributions, benefi ts may still accrue that make the investment a wise one. 

  Indirect reciprocity  (IR) constitutes a set of processes through which 
altruistic behavior can result in a net benefi t to an individual ’ s inclusive 
fi tness, and does so within Darwinian parameters. It is an important aspect 
of an evolutionary account of human morality and a key layer of our 
innate moral grammar. It is, however, not without its problems. There is a 
healthy debate, as you must expect by this point, over the extent of its 
effi cacy, although scholars generally concede the capability of IR to estab-
lish social cooperation and so create a more secure community. 76  The 
mechanisms involved in IR expand the circle of moral signifi cance to 
encompass both kin and non - kin, at least those who are members of my 
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group. More challenging doubts arise about the power of these mechanisms 
as group size increases. 

 This is the key problem in explaining the large - scale cooperation char-
acteristic of humans. The mechanisms we have been considering are most 
effective in smaller social groups. As population size increases so do the 
opportunities to cheat (to fail to reciprocate an act of altruism) or to free 
ride (to enjoy the benefi ts of social cooperation without contributing) and 
we need to understand why this is so. 

 Despite the contribution of cooperative behavior to an individual ’ s 
success the basic evolutionary logic of promoting one ’ s own inclusive fi tness 
continues to impact on human behavior. In that ruthless logic, each time I 
sacrifi ce resources, whether in the form of time, energy, goods, or risks 
taken, I diminish my own fi tness and enhance that of a competitor. Indi-
viduals who make a habit of this tend not to be favored by evolution. 
Mechanisms for indirect reciprocity provide avenues that allow long - term 
self - interest to lead to socially cooperative behavior. There is, of course, the 
crucial proviso: Such processes work only if people do in fact reciprocate. 
However, there is a great temptation not to reciprocate, since if you have 
already benefi ted from someone ’ s cooperation any reciprocation on your 
part would just be an unnecessary cost  –  and the temptation grows as group 
size increases. The larger the group, the more individuals there are to inter-
act with and to keep track of, and consequently the easier it is to cheat and 
get away with it. Also, the larger and more complex a society, the more 
indirect are the costs and benefi ts of altruism. One may contribute to the 
general fund and never realize who is cooperating and who is cheating. This 
too lowers the cost of cheating and consequently raises the cost of cooperat-
ing. Moral systems weaken as societies become larger and more anony-
mous. As early hunter - gatherer societies began to grow in size they were 
met by the  problem of extension   –  how to extend the circle of moral sig-
nifi cance to encompass and support a larger group with cognitive/emotional 
tools designed for a much tighter circle. 77  

 Indirect reciprocity can address this problem but it needs help from other 
tools to continue to function. One key tool is the cognitive/emotional pre-
disposition to punish those who do not contribute appropriately to social 
cooperation. Our comparison of Ultimatum and Dictator games revealed 
that generosity is signifi cantly higher in Ultimatum games in which greedi-
ness can be punished. The recipient in that game can impose a cost on the 
donor by rejecting the offer and thereby deprive the donor of any benefi t. 
Donors in Dictator games have nothing to fear by being greedy and so are 
less generous. But we also have evidence that in Dictator games that include 
feedback to the donor, generosity increases. This can be understood as a 
punishment effect. To be known to be greedy can reduce one ’ s reputation 
and social standing, and since reputation is a resource that impacts on 
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fi tness, damage to one ’ s reputation counts as a cost. The fear that one ’ s 
poor behavior may be made public  –  a form of punishment  –  can increase 
cooperative behavior. 

 The logic behind this is apparent. The obstacle to cooperation is the 
possibility that one is wasting resources. From self - interested calculation I 
should cooperate only when it results in a net increase to my fi tness. That 
calculation must take into account not only possible benefi ts of cooperating, 
but also potential costs of not cooperating. Punishment attaches costs to 
the strategies of cheating and free - riding that make those strategies less 
promising to the self - interested calculator. Furthermore, by raising the cost 
of non - cooperation punishment makes cooperation less risky. A wealth of 
studies conclude that for cooperation to develop on the larger scale required 
by complex societies, systems of punishment are required. 78  

 As important as punishment is, it too raises problems because the act of 
punishment imposes a cost on those who do the punishing. This is known 
as  altruistic punishment , and comes with the same problems associated with 
cooperation. It also brings with it a variation of the free - rider problem: a 
person who contributes to collective action but does not contribute to 
punishment of free - riders. These individuals benefi t from the punishment 
without contributing anything to the cost of punishment. Despite these 
challenges, there are indications that punishment may not be too hard to 
get off the ground. Experimental evidence shows that even a small number 
of punishers can stabilize cooperation in large groups. 79  Also, human tool -
 making skills may have contributed to making punishment less costly 80  
(i.e., if punishing you requires that I personally beat you up, that can be 
quite costly; it is less so if I may shoot you with an arrow when you are 
not looking). Furthermore, the willingness to punish can add to an indi-
vidual ’ s reputation for being a cooperator and this can then reap the benefi ts 
that go with such a reputation, offsetting to some degree the costs of pun-
ishing. 81  As important as these matters are we must direct our attention 
beyond the mind and consider one more layer of our moral psychology: the 
impact of culture.  

  A Fourth Layer: Cultural Group Selection 

 Evaluating the role of culture in shaping human behavior can be a conten-
tious activity. Even though any minimally informed view of human behav-
ior recognizes that both biology and culture  –  both nature and nurture  –  
make contributions, the battles have shifted to just how much a role each 
plays. Evolutionists are too often presented as biological extremists pushing 
an agenda of genetic determinism. This is a caricature. There is no profes-
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sional (at least none I have ever met, heard, or read about) working in the 
fi elds of evolutionary study today  –  biology, anthropology, psychology, or 
philosophy  –  who espouses biological determinism or who denies that cul-
ture plays a formative role in shaping human behavior. Today, one of the 
most serious objections to evolutionary studies comes not from the extreme 
religious right (that is just the most politically potent objection) but from 
culture advocates within the academy. Now, however, is not the time to 
take up this cause, 82  but let me just point out a serious fl aw in such objec-
tions: Positing a cultural explanation for a behavior or institution does not 
exclude a biological explanation, and this is because culture itself has evo-
lutionary origins. 

 Scholars debate whether any other species can be said to possess a 
culture. Interesting arguments have been put forward to answer this in the 
affi rmative  –  at least the rudiments of culture can be found in non - human 
species, particularly among the higher primates. 83  But what is not debatable 
is that no species on the planet comes close to the variety, complexity, and 
diversity of human culture. It is as close to a defi ning trait of our species 
as can be found. When we fi nd a universal species trait, and one that is 
unique to that species, we need to look for biological roots and an evolu-
tionary explanation. Human culture is not an alternative paradigm to evolu-
tion; it is part of the evolutionary account of human behavior. Appropriately, 
this area is generating theoretical and empirical work, with some of the 
most signifi cant being done by Peter Richerson and Robert Boyd. 

 Richerson and Boyd present a summary of their years of research into 
evolution and culture in their recent book,  Not by Genes Alone: How 
Culture Transformed Human Evolution.  In it they defi ne culture as  “ infor-
mation capable of affecting individuals ’  behavior that they acquire from 
other members of their species through teaching, imitation, and other forms 
of social transmission, ”  with  “ information ”  being broadly understood as 
 “ any kind of mental state, conscious or not, that is acquired or modifi ed 
by social learning and affects behavior. ”  84  Culture is the product of infor-
mation sharing between members of a species and the transmission of that 
information across generations. This is possible because humans have 
evolved the cognitive equipment to process, store, and transmit informa-
tion, as well as the motivational systems that guide us to attend selectively 
to certain stimuli. It is also made possible by, and in turn facilitates, 
complex social arrangements  –  all of which are themselves the products of 
our particular evolutionary history. It is worth quoting Richerson and Boyd 
at length here:

  Culture is an evolving product of populations of human brains, brains that 
have been shaped by natural selection to learn and manage culture. Culture -
 making brains are the product of more than two million years of more or 
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less gradual increases in brain size and cultural complexity. During this 
period, culture must have increased the reproductive success of our ancestors; 
otherwise, the features of our brains that make culture possible would not 
have evolved. 85    

 Once the cognitive equipment that allows for culture evolves, we have a 
new path for human development, but this is not inconsistent with an 
evolutionary account of that development, 86  nor does it mean we leave 
biology behind. One consequence of culture is that behaviors that are 
inconsistent with evolutionary goals can arise  –  that is, culture, which is an 
evolutionary adaptation, can lead to behaviors that are evolutionarily mala-
daptive (e.g., the institutional celibacy of Catholic priests). 87  But culture 
does not eliminate the biological layering of our evolved psychology  –  these 
intuitions and predispositions remain part of our make - up and can continue 
to have an impact on behavior (e.g., the sex - abuse scandal involving Catho-
lic priests). E. O. Wilson has commented that  “ biology holds culture on a 
leash. ”  I believe this is an apt metaphor for the relationship between culture 
and biology. This is sometimes read to imply biological determinism, 
although this is certainly not how Wilson meant it, nor is it what I mean 
by endorsing it. A leash does imply constraint, but there are many different 
kinds of leashes. A dog leash made of metal chain sets an absolute limit to 
where the dog can go. But this is not the leash joining culture to biology. 
When I use this metaphor I imagine a leash made of a fl exible material that 
can extend quite signifi cantly, allowing the dog the freedom to explore and 
roam, even in places its owner does not want it to go  –  but ultimately there 
is a limit to how far the dog may go. This is how I understand the relation-
ship between culture and biology. The evolution of mental tools that allow 
for culture to develop have given humans the fl exibility and behavioral 
plasticity to explore a wide variety of cultural niches without, however, 
negating the pull of the other layers of our evolved psychology. 

 Just how far that leash allows us to move away from our biology is an 
open question. Can we break the leash of biology? In one very clear sense 
the answer is an unambiguous  no . We are biological creatures, and however 
far we strive to move away from our evolved heritage we will do so as 
biological creatures, with all the limitations entailed by our physical nature, 
including the limitations of our physical brains. However, if we see the leash 
of biology as having many strands, each contributing some of the pull of 
biology, it is an open question whether culture can move us so far from 
our evolutionary roots that we snap part of the leash. The point that I want 
to make here is that in introducing culture into the evolutionary picture of 
human psychology, I see it not in opposition to our evolved psychology but 
as another layer of that psychology. 88  

 This cultural layer of our moral grammar is based on what Richerson 
and Boyd term  “ biased transmissions. ”  Culture is all about the transmission 
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of information. This information, however, is not picked up in a random 
fashion; certain modes of transmission earn a preferential bias. There can 
be several modes of biased transmission but here I focus on two particularly 
important ones:  frequency - based bias  and  prestige - based bias . 89  Frequency -
 based bias leads us to selectively favor behaviors that are common in our 
social environment. If people in my group regularly eat a certain plant, then 
that is sound evidence that the plant is edible; if people in my group avoid 
or are aggressive toward certain individuals, then that is a good sign for 
me to also be wary of them. The human tendency to conform, so often 
bemoaned (and often for good reasons) is actually an important cognitive 
adaptation that allows members of a social species to benefi t from the 
accumulated information of the group, rather than being forced to rely on 
a costly trial - and - error process. 90  

 That a behavior is commonly practiced is evidence that it is  generally  
successful, but of course there will always be people who are more success-
ful than others at various tasks. Some people will be healthier, wealthier, 
or wiser than the average group member. This signals that these individuals 
have special skills or information that enabled them to excel beyond their 
peers. Such individuals stand out as valuable models for imitation. Paying 
particular attention to the behavior of successful people is an effective learn-
ing strategy. This is prestige - based bias  –  we are particularly attuned to the 
actions of individuals who have attained positions of prestige in our group 
(a tendency not uncommon in contemporary society). 

 Richerson and Boyd believe that culture plays a signifi cant role in facili-
tating the large - scale cooperation we are trying to explain. They argue, and 
many others agree, that once it gets started culture not only expresses our 
evolved psychology but allows groups to themselves become units of selec-
tion in the evolutionary process. Groups that hit on practices that trigger 
our evolved tendencies toward pro - social behaviors (what they call  “ tribal 
social instincts ” ) are poised to develop into cohesive, stable societies. Coop-
eration contributes to success, and successful practices get preferentially 
transmitted via prestige - based biases; this increases their frequency, which 
makes them targets for frequency - biased transmission as well, further 
expanding the scope of cooperative practices, and so further increasing 
the prosperity of the group. In an environment with several groups compet-
ing for resources these successful cultural practices give a society a competi-
tive advantage in the struggle for cultural survival.  91  This is not genetic 
group selection but rather  cultural group selection . It is  “ analogous to 
genetic group selection but acts on cultural rather than genetic differences 
between groups. ”  92  

 I believe there is much merit to this view of human evolution; the basic 
logic of cultural group selection, as I have just outlined it, is unassailable. 
The question that remains is one of mechanism, or the relative importance 
of various mechanisms. Cultural group selection is at times presented by 
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some as an alternative to indirect reciprocity, while others are reticent to 
admit into human psychology anything that smacks of genetic group selec-
tion. 93  In any case, cultural group selection still depends on earlier evolu-
tionary developments to work, so we do not need to resolve the dispute 
here. More germane to our discussion is that Richerson and Boyd take a 
position similar to the one set out in this chapter, that is: These earlier 
developments are the more basic cognitive/emotional tools produced by 
evolution. We can now add frequency and prestige biased transmissions to 
our tool kit for constructing moral systems, as we turn to emotions.  

  A Fifth Layer: The Moral Emotions 

 The metaphor of cognitive layering is really not apt when talking about the 
emotions. As Hauser argues, the emotions are the products of prior cogni-
tive processes that evaluate the situations we fi nd ourselves in. Yet this in 
no way minimizes the power of the emotions. Indeed, as Haidt points out, 
it is the emotional dog that wags the rational tail  –  at least, often wags the 
tail. It is emotions that typically motivate behavior. So, in one sense the 
emotions are the end results of the various processes we have been consider-
ing. Reproductive fi tness generates sexual attraction and romantic love; 
inclusive fi tness generates feelings of care and concern for our children; 
reciprocity generates feelings of guilt and shame; cultural group selection 
generates feelings of fellowship and loyalty; and so on  –  but it is the power 
of the emotions that drives humans to act, and often to act contrary to their 
rationally calculated self - interest. In this sense, it is our emotions, particu-
larly our moral emotions (e.g., guilt, shame, resentment, outrage, loyalty, 
love, sympathy) that allow the processes we have been considering to do 
their work. 

 An adequate discussion of the moral emotions is too large a task to be 
attempted here. Instead I want to focus on how the emotions come into 
play in terms of social cooperation. How do emotions help us to deal with 
the danger of cheats, defectors, and free riders? How do they support 
cooperative behavior and discourage narrow self - interest? 

 The issue we need to consider is the problem of  commitment . Imagine 
that your neighbor does not have enough food to feed his or her family, 
while you have more than enough. If you share your excess you assist your 
neighbor today and set up a situation in which your neighbor will be 
obliged to return a favor in the future. This makes sound sense if you can 
count on your neighbor to reciprocate. But how do you know whether you 
can in fact count on him? From your neighbor ’ s perspective, the way to 
maximize self - interest is to accept your donation now but refuse to recip-
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rocate in the future. This way he gets your extra food and keeps his own 
resources for his family. However, your neighbor knows that you recognize 
the danger of being cheated and so realizes that you will not share your 
food unless he can communicate a credible commitment to reciprocate. 
Robert H. Frank, author of a seminal work on this topic, writes that  “ the 
commitment problem  …  arises when it is in a person ’ s interest to make a 
binding commitment to behave in a way that will later seem contrary to 
self - interest. ”  94  

 The challenge is to make a commitment that is credible. It is easy enough 
to promise to pay someone back, and just as easy to break that promise. 
What creates the conditions that allow such promises to be believed? In 
general, there has to be a cost associated with backing out of a commitment 
that outweighs the benefi ts that could be gained, and there are several ways 
this can occur; punishment was one effective strategy we considered. Emo-
tions provide a powerful means of signaling commitment and, indeed, 
support the strategy of punishment. Let ’ s look at commitment. 

 Randolph M. Nesse, an evolutionary psychiatrist and a leading fi gure in 
commitment studies, sets out two categories of commitments. There are 
 secured commitments  in which  “ once such a commitment is made, its fulfi ll-
ment becomes in the actor ’ s interest. ”  95  These, in effect, are guaranteed by 
laws and social sanctions  –  punishment fi gures in signifi cantly here. In such 
cases commitments are credible because each party is confi dent that external 
sanctions will compel the other to fulfi ll the contract. The fulfi llment of 
 unsecured commitments  is not motivated by extrinsic concerns. Nesse notes 
two main types of unsecured commitments, which he calls  reputational  and 
 emotional commitments . 96  

 A  reputational commitment  is secured by your interest in maintaining 
your reputation. We have already seen how important reputation is in 
encouraging people to cooperate with you, and in discouraging them from 
cheating you. A good reputation can be a major resource in pursuing inclu-
sive fi tness and so it is in our interest to maintain our reputations. So, a 
person who puts his or her good reputation on the line is a person capable 
of making credible commitments. And since a person who cannot make 
credible commitments loses out on the benefi ts of social cooperation, 
concern for reputation and willingness to defend it, even at great personal 
cost, are aspects of our evolved psychology. 

  Emotional commitments  may be the most ubiquitous mode of commit-
ment. Research into the evolutionary function of emotions presents perhaps 
the most fascinating and potentially signifi cant insight into human behavior 
to come out of evolutionary psychology. 97  According to Nesse,  “ emotions 
are  …  shaped by natural selection to adjust the physiological, psychological, 
and behavioral parameters of the organism  …  to respond adaptively to the 
threats and opportunities ”  in the environment. 98  For example, take the 
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emotional response of panic. Nesse writes that  “ imminent danger of attack 
elicits panic, ”  which is  “ a coordinated pattern of physiological, psychologi-
cal, and behavioral alteration ”  and which prepares the individual to respond 
to the threat. 99  It is an emotional reaction that enables an organism to act 
in a way that has a positive impact on fi tness. Nesse discusses a series of 
other emotions shaped by evolutionary processes either as adaptive 
responses, such as fear and anxiety, or as responses to cues correlated with 
reproductive success, such as happiness and sadness. 100  

 Emotions enable us to respond to the commitment problem. Frank 
claims that  “ certain emotions act as commitment devices ”  101  that help us 
to make credible, though unsecured commitments. An emotional commit-
ment is one which is secured by a  “ complex psychological reward mecha-
nism ”  102  in which certain emotional costs and benefi ts are associated with 
keeping/breaking commitments. There are, in effect,  “ moral sentiments ”  
such as  “ anger, contempt, disgust, envy, greed, shame, and guilt, ”  which 
function to regulate behavior. 103  These emotional reactions move us to act 
in ways that from a purely rational calculation may appear foolish (which 
is why emotions have been labeled  “ irrational ” ). Frank asks us to imagine 
a situation in which a good friend loses a wallet with $1,000 in it that, 
unbeknownst to your friend, you later fi nd. In this situation you can keep 
the money without your friend ever fi nding out. What do you do? We hope 
that there are at least some situations in which you would return the money. 
But why? From a purely rational calculation you have nothing to lose and 
$1,000 to gain by keeping the money and keeping your mouth shut  –  why 
would you possibly consider returning the money? Because to keep the 
money would make you feel guilty and ashamed of yourself. 104  

 The bonds formed by friendship go beyond rational calculation of self -
 interest. They are grounded in emotional commitments that lead us to act 
in ways not necessarily consistent with our own immediate profi ting. And 
it is not merely friends that evoke these feelings. We noted that participants 
in a Dictator game share a much greater portion of the money when there 
is the possibility of feedback from anonymous strangers. The authors of 
that study propose that sentiments of guilt and shame supply the impetus 
to increased generosity. 105  

 Of course, these acts of emotional commitment are inconsistent with 
self - interest only in the narrowest sense of that term. There are benefi ts that 
can be gained only by being able to make emotional commitments. Friend-
ship is one prime example. To believe that a person is willing to support 
you only if they believe they can get something out of you in return is to 
believe that that person is no friend. Another important example is mar-
riage, or what Frank calls the  “ marriage problem. ”  

 From a purely rational calculation, making a life - long commitment to 
one person does not make sense. Marriage certainly provides a wealth of 
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emotional and physical payoffs, as well as contributing to reproductive 
success, but it is also a costly investment of resources. In the course of an 
extended relationship we can imagine that numerous opportunities may 
arise when either partner would be wise, in terms of rational calculation, 
to break his or her vow; when, for example, a more attractive or successful 
potential mate comes along. Based solely on a rational calculation of costs 
and benefi ts, a person should be wary of entering into a marriage and 
should be ready to leave when a more profi table situation arises. How do 
we get around this problem? 

 One way is to turn marriage into a secured commitment. Pre - nuptial 
agreements, marriage licenses, and divorce laws are all methods of securing 
the commitment to marriage. However, much of the reward of marriage 
comes from subjective conditions between partners. If you believe that your 
partner is committed to you only because of, or even partly because of, 
material concerns ( “ Of course I ’ ll always be yours, it would be too expen-
sive not to be ” ), you are unlikely to reap deep emotional satisfaction from 
that knowledge; and of course there is always the possibility that the 
calculation will one day tilt toward leaving. The commitment required to 
solve the  “ marriage problem ”  is secured by emotions. Frank writes,  “ The 
best insurance against a change in future material incentives is a strong 
bond of love.  …  a deep bond of affection will render this change in incen-
tives irrelevant, which opens the door for current investments in the rela-
tionship that might otherwise be too risky. 106  Our  “ irrational ”  emotions 
allow us to form committed relationships that provide rewards not attain-
able via rational calculation. 

 Emotions motivate us not only to fulfi ll our promises. They also allow 
us to make credible threats to those who defect from their commitment to 
us. Your belief that I am willing to punish you for cheating me serves as a 
motivation for you to keep your promise. But a problem lurks here, also. 
While it is in my interest to threaten you for cheating me, it is not always 
in my interest to actually punish all cases of cheating. Punishment, as we 
saw, comes with costs, too. I may be annoyed that you let your dog use my 
lawn as a toilet and threaten to sue you if it happens again, but the costs 
of going to court, paying a lawyer, losing time at work to testify, and so 
on are much greater than any price I would have to pay to repair my lawn. 
So, such a threat is not credible on rational grounds. However, a threat 
backed up by an emotional commitment has greater bite. If you know me 
to be deeply, emotionally, upset by your dog ’ s actions you have reason to 
fear that I might act irrationally and fulfi ll my threat. Irrational, emotional 
reactions to being cheated function to secure commitments to retaliate and 
allow us to make credible threats. Nesse tells us that anger  “ signals that a 
defection has been detected and will not be tolerated. Its most basic func-
tion is to protect against exploitation. ”  He continues,  “ This helps to explain 



40  the evolution of morality

why the angry person is unpredictable and irrational. If anger is to be effec-
tive, the target of the anger must believe that the angry person may act in 
ways that have substantial costs ”  107  (this factor later plays a role in our 
discussion of moral gods). 

 This need to make credible threats is, of course, often socially disruptive, 
but it is an important part of maintaining social cohesion in that it raises 
the cost of cheating, which in turn makes cooperative action and interper-
sonal commitments less risky. Emotional reactions to defection also play a 
signifi cant role in the effectiveness of moral systems. Trivers writes that 
 “ much of human aggression has moral overtones. Injustice, unfairness, and 
lack of reciprocity often motivate human aggression and indignation. ”  108  
These moral sentiments motivate people to punish those who break the 
rules and threaten the systems of reciprocity and commitment that consti-
tute the moral bonds of society. Punishment is a crucial aspect of any moral 
system and emotions make the threat of punishment credible, despite its 
cost. Individuals with strong moral - emotional responses are the individuals 
willing to engage in altruistic punishment so important to large scale coop-
eration. 109  The desire to punish, or a  “ punitive sentiment, ”  seems to be part 
of our emotional make - up. 110  

 In summary, emotions allow us to make credible commitments. Whether 
due to the bonds of affection that lead us to want to benefi t others, the 
desire to avoid the shame and guilt associated with cheating, the sense of 
outrage at being cheated, or the desire to protect our reputations, emotions 
motivate us to act in ways not necessarily dictated by rational self - interest. 
In return, however, the ability to make such credible commitments 
allows us to gain rewards not available to those who act simply from 
rational self - interest. As Nesse puts it,  “ the rational pursuit of self - interest 
is sometimes an inferior strategy. ”  111  The capacity to make credible emo-
tional commitments leads to systems of interpersonal relationships and 
cooperation between non - kin that contribute to long - term inclusive fi tness. 
Because of these benefi ts to inclusive fi tness, natural selection could  “ shape 
mental mechanisms that induce individuals to follow rules, even when not 
in their interests, ”  and this allows  “ genuine moral capacities a place in 
human nature. ”  112  We need no transcendent source to explain the nobler 
aspects of human nature: 113  love, friendship, marital bonds, self - sacrifi ce for 
the group, moral pride, and indignation can all be built upon purely natu-
ralistic foundations. 

 Understanding the role of emotions allows us to avoid another common, 
though misplaced criticism. We must recognize the distinction between 
ultimate causes and proximate causes. Proximate causes are the present 
conditions that lead to a behavior. These are the underlying emotional/
affective springs to action. Ultimate causes are those conditions that 
result in our having the set of emotional/affective predispositions we do; 
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such causes are often best explained in terms of evolutionary processes. 
Take, for example, parental investment in children. 

 Humans have evolved to feel love and pride in their children (proximate 
causes of parental investment) because in the course of our evolutionary 
history those emotions were effective causes of behavior that increased 
genetic fi tness (ultimate cause of parental investment). Evolution explains 
the development of the emotional response, the emotional response explains 
the behavior. However, because evolution is a satisfi cing process, humans 
are endowed with these emotional responses even though they may not 
always lead to reproductive success. Parents are not necessarily, or even 
likely to be, calculating the probable return in genetic replication on their 
investment of time and energy. As evolution favors behaviors that have a 
higher  probability  of enhancing reproductive fi tness than competing behav-
iors, it follows that in certain cases that behavior will not enhance repro-
ductive fi tness. It is crucial to keep this lesson in mind because it helps to 
address a number of proposed counter - examples (such as sacrifi cing for a 
complete stranger, with no expectation of reciprocation) that only appear 
to weaken the argument for an evolutionary account.  

  Conclusion: From Moral Grammar to Moral Systems 

 The goal of this fi rst chapter was to present an overview of the current 
state of moral psychology, as understood from an evolutionary perspective. 
The picture emerging is that moral decision - making is a largely intuitive 
process that occurs quickly and below the surface of conscious awareness. 
Social situations that demand a response are evaluated according to a set 
of innate principles; these principles constitute our innate moral grammar 
and are the products of human evolution. They were developed through 
natural selection to solve the demands faced by individuals pursuing 
their reproductive fi tness in a social environment. Among the elements of 
our moral grammar are kin selection, reciprocal altruism, indirect reciproc-
ity (including concern for reputation and cheater detection devices), fre-
quency - biased transmission, and prestige - biased transmission. This moral 
grammar generates judgments that are emotionally valenced, giving them 
great power in shaping human interactions, and it is expressed in a culture ’ s 
moral systems. 

 Moral systems are essential to a culture. If a society is to function at a 
level beyond the clan it must develop a system to effectively encourage and 
reward cooperation, and to discourage and punish defectors and cheats. 
This is what moral systems are designed to do: to establish a code of behav-
ior that promotes and rewards behavior necessary to cohesive social 
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functioning, while condemning and punishing behavior contrary to cohesive 
social functioning (so important are social norms that the mind appears to 
process normative information differently from non - normative informa-
tion 114 ). A crucial implication of this view of moral psychology is that the 
boundaries of the group mark the boundaries of moral concern. 

 Moral systems are effective not because of any transcendent moral 
quality possessed by humans but because these systems are expressions of 
our evolved moral psychology. To the extent that a moral code taps into 
this evolved moral sense it gains great intuitive and emotional appeal. It 
can move people to act because it triggers the cognitive and emotional 
predispositions that generate behavior. Consequently, as we analyze any 
moral tradition we should be able to uncover embedded in that tradition 
the various layers of our moral psychology we have identifi ed. 115  

 One of the most common, ancient, and powerful cultural institutions for 
the promotion of group cohesion is, of course, religion. It is the central 
thesis of this book that religions can be explained as cultural institutions 
that regulate individual behaviors in a pro - social manner by triggering 
evolved cognitive/emotional mechanisms. An evolutionary model of moral 
psychology allows us insight into the power that religions wield, for good 
and for woe, to shape human behavior, even in a post - modern, industrial-
ized world very different from that inhabited by our earliest religious 
ancestors. 

 Before we turn to an evolutionary analysis of specifi c religious moral 
traditions we fi rst need to see how humans came to interpret the world in 
ways that set the ground for religions to develop, and what it is about 
religions that make them such effective vehicles for extending our evolved 
moral sense.         
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        Religion is the recognition of all our duties as divine commands.  
 (Immanuel Kant)     

  Setting the Task 

 In his fascinating book,  Guns, Germs, and Steel , Jared Diamond presents 
a developmental sequence for the rise of large, densely populated groups, 
delineated into four stages of social growth. 1  The simplest organization is 
the  band , which is a small group, consisting of perhaps a few dozen indi-
viduals, related by blood. This is characteristic of the hunter - gatherer period 
of human evolution, and was the model of human society for the major 
portion of our history. Next comes the  tribe , consisting of hundreds of 
individuals organized into clans based on kinship. Both of these groupings 
tend to be egalitarian in their political structure, with  “ informal ”  methods 
for confl ict resolution. Although Diamond does not describe it as thus, these 
informal means of confl ict resolution can be understood to function accord-
ing to the logic of evolutionary morality set out in the previous chapter. 

 Things began to change, however, as humans moved into the next stage 
of  chiefdom . Chiefdoms number in the thousands, are comprised of numer-
ous villages, and extend beyond relations based on kinship. A  state  is the 
fi nal developmental phase, with tens of thousands of individuals grouped 
into large settlements such as cities, with multiple levels of bureaucracy and 
highly formalized social organization. 2  

 With the shift from tribe to chiefdom we begin to see a more centralized, 
less egalitarian form of social control and confl ict resolution. Seats of 
authority become established and codes of social behavior are formalized. 
This is necessary, Diamond writes, because with populations beyond a few 
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hundred individuals  “ the diffi cult issue of confl ict resolution between stran-
gers becomes increasingly acute. ”  3  Put more bluntly,  “ With the rise of 
chiefdoms around 7,500 years ago, people had to learn, for the fi rst time 
in history, how to encounter strangers regularly without attempting to 
kill them. ”  4  

 This is what I have termed the problem of extension. The evolution of 
our basic moral tools took place largely in hunter - gatherer bands. Indirect 
reciprocity provides a way of extending moral concern beyond kin and close 
neighbors, but this strains under the pressure of increasing population 
density and the consequent social anonymity it allows. Evolved moral 
mechanisms for social cohesion and confl ict resolution that may have func-
tioned effectively even at the tribal level needed to be supplemented by other 
means. As Diamond points out, part of the solution was to centralize the 
power to resolve confl icts into the hands of an authority and to formalize 
social regulations and methods of control. 5  Another part of the solution 
came from a change in religion:

  Bands and tribes already had supernatural beliefs.  …  But the supernatural 
beliefs of bands and tribes did not serve to justify central authority, justify 
transfers of wealth, or maintain peace between unrelated individuals. When 
supernatural beliefs gained those functions and became institutionalized, they 
were thereby transformed into what we term a religion. 6    

 Diamond proposes that socially available religious beliefs were devel-
oped into more organized and formalized systems and used to bolster social 
cohesion as social pressures threatened to overwhelm our ingrained moral 
mechanisms. In other words, religion helped to solve the problem of 
extension. 

 It is not startling news to claim that religion plays a role in fostering 
pro - social, moral behavior. What Diamond contributes is the suggestion 
that religion takes on this role at a certain point in social development, that 
this moral/social function of religion is a response to changing social condi-
tions. While he is correct that religion needed to change to accommodate 
the strains on social cohesion that came with larger, more complex societies, 
it would be a mistake to believe that morality and religion were fi rst yoked 
together at such a late stage. The connection is much older than Diamond 
suggests, and much deeper than suspected by some of religion ’ s critics  –  
although the nature of the connection may not be what is expected by some 
of religion ’ s advocates. 

 That religion and belief in god often serve a moral function in society 
goes without question. We need to ask, What is it about religion and reli-
gious belief that makes them so well suited to serve this function? To answer 
this we need to investigate the cognitive/emotional underpinnings of 
religious belief in order to see  how  religion came to support and extend 
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morality; we must not remain content with a mere description of that func-
tion. However, before we turn to that diffi cult topic, we must get a grasp 
on something far more mysterious and hidden: the origins of religious belief 
itself (since religious belief must fi rst exist in order to be called into the 
service of society 7 ); this is where evolutionary accounts of religion come 
into play.  

  The Evolution of the Religious Mind 

 To discuss the evolution of religion is to walk into a minefi eld, and not 
simply because of religious sensitivities. One perennial problem is the ques-
tion of defi nition. What constitutes a religion? How do we differentiate 
religion from magic or superstition? The debate over the proper defi nition 
of religion has the appearance of an intractable problem, with no proposed 
solution able to avoid controversy. However, this is not an issue we need 
to get into here. In our consideration of the evolution of religion we are 
interested in a mind - set that interprets the world in ways that contribute to 
the development of systems we would today categorize as religious  –  and 
the beliefs, doctrines, practices, rituals, and traditions I will be discussing 
clearly fall into this category. 

 The other signifi cant problem we face is that we are again engaged in a 
project of intellectual archaeology, attempting to uncover the origins of 
phenomena that have left no physical traces. For certainly the religious 
mind - set must predate, in order to be able to account for, the creation of 
religious objects and rituals. When we consider the earliest physical or 
cultural evidence of religion we have already passed the point of religious 
origins. 

 Despite these formidable challenges, the attempt to explain the origin of 
religion in empirical terms dates back at least to David Hume ’ s  The Natural 
History of Religion   (1757)  and was a popular project throughout the nine-
teenth century. Without disparaging or discounting any of the contributions 
of those early investigators, I believe it is only within the past few decades 
that we have developed the tools that can give us a fair chance of setting 
out a scientifi c account of religious origins. In fact, I believe we are living 
in the midst of perhaps the greatest period of intellectual discovery in the 
history of religious studies. Scholars from the fi elds of evolutionary biology, 
cognitive psychology, anthropology, philosophy, and the neurosciences are 
forging a cognitive science of religion that promises to shed new light on 
the nature of religion. 

 There have been several major works published recently on this topic, 
along with a burgeoning body of research being published in journals all 



46  the evolution of moral religions

across the academic landscape. While these treatments of the evolution of 
religion are not completely consistent with one another (which is appropri-
ate, as it is a new and developing fi eld), there are general points of agree-
ment that allow us to sketch a consistent model. 

 Given the wide - ranging and amorphous nature of the category  religion  
we need to focus our discussion, and in terms of our ultimate goal of 
understanding religious ethics the most appropriate focus is on the  gods . 
Scott Atran writes,  “ Supernatural agency is the most culturally recurrent, 
cognitively relevant, and evolutionarily compelling concept in religion. ”  8  
Supernatural agents  –  whether gods, spirits, ancestors, or ghosts  –  play a 
prominent role in religions the world over, and have done so throughout 
history. This is a core element of many cognitive accounts of religion. Reli-
gion, whatever else it may be about, is about supernatural agents. 9  I will 
clarify just what constitutes a  supernatural agent  later, but for now our 
concern will be on how it was that such a concept came to be an almost 
universal aspect of humanity ’ s mind - set. 

 Explaining belief in gods is a complex task. I believe it makes most sense 
to approach it by distinguishing various cognitive strategies that together 
generate belief in gods. In his seminal work,  Faces in the Clouds: A New 
Theory of Religion , Stewart Guthrie set out a compelling account of the 
evolution of the most basic cognitive strategy underlying god - beliefs. 

 Guthrie ’ s explanation is grounded in an evolutionary logic, with a focus 
on perception ’ s contribution to survival. Whatever strategies or behaviors 
a creature develops in order to make its way in the world will be based on 
what it perceives about its environment. Our perceptual equipment, there-
fore, evolved to be sensitive to those environmental stimuli that had an 
impact on our quest for survival; our senses do not merely register whatever 
there is to perceive, but rather what it is important to perceive. For example, 
there is more to the spectrum of light than our naked eyes can see, and 
there are sounds and smells that other creatures perceive that go undetected 
by us. While we might be tempted to think it would be an advantage to 
have a more extensive perceptual fi eld, selective perception allows us to 
focus our attention on what is most relevant to dealing successfully with 
our environment. Imagine the chaos if our eyes could perceive not only 
ultraviolet and infrared light, but x - rays and other forms of radiation. We 
might imagine some situations in which such sight would be useful, but it 
is unlikely that such occasions arose often in the lives of our pre - human 
ancestors. Our faculties of sight and sense were shaped to be selective to 
the stimuli most relevant to survival in the environment of evolutionary 
adaptedness (EEA). So perception must be understood not as a passive 
mirroring of reality, 10  but as goal - directed. 

 Our perception is selective not only in what we can perceive, but in 
how we actually perceive things. As Guthrie puts it,  “ perception is 
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interpretation. ”  11  To make this clear consider the experience of walking 
through a forest. Such an environment provides an overwhelming amount 
of sensory information, visual, aural, tactile, olfactory. As we walk, our 
senses are bombarded with colors, shapes, movements, sounds, smells, but 
we do not perceive this as a  “ buzzing, booming, confusion. ”  We integrate 
these perceptions into recognizable units: that patch of brown and green 
shapes ahead is a tree, that patch of black slithering through a patch of 
green and hissing is a snake in the grass, and so on. Individuals with minds 
unable to perform this interpretive perception end up walking into trees 
and being bitten by snakes. Such individuals are unlikely to be passing their 
genes on to future generations. 

 Being able to interpret perceptual cues in our environment accurately is 
an essential survival task  –  what is food and what is not; what is prey and 
what is predator  –  and so this ability has been subjected to the pressures 
of natural selection. However, it is not always possible to interpret the 
available stimuli clearly, or at least not before it is too late. Is that big, 
roundish patch of black up ahead a boulder or a bear? Is that rustling in 
the brush just the wind or a hidden predator waiting to pounce? Our ances-
tors faced such situations of under - determined stimuli on a regular basis, 
and one wrong interpretation could spell disaster. What type of strategy 
would we expect natural selection to favor here? 

 Guthrie argues that the mind uses two main criteria in interpreting 
under - determined perceptions: coherence and signifi cance. 12  Under the 
criterion of coherence the mind settles on the interpretation that best fi ts 
with pre - existing knowledge of the world. For example, the roundish black 
object up ahead may trigger the interpretation of  “ boulder ”  or  “ bear ”  
because both objects roughly match my perception, and both are known to 
be found in the woods (I am less likely to think  “ Volkswagen ” ). In terms 
of signifi cance, the interpretation that generates the most important infor-
mation will be favored over less useful interpretations. Although interpret-
ing the rustling in the brush as the wind is a coherent interpretation, it does 
not provide as much signifi cant information as interpreting it as, say, a 
hidden predator. I may or may not care which way the wind blows, but I 
am always interested in knowing where danger lurks. So, while both inter-
pretations are equally coherent, and the rustling of leaves is often caused 
by the wind, clearly the safest strategy is to  “ Think predator, ”  or as Guthrie 
puts it,  “ to discover as much signifi cance as possible by interpreting things 
and events with the most signifi cant model. ”  13  

 The evolutionary benefi ts to such a strategy are obvious. If I over -
 interpret the stimuli, that is, if I choose the more signifi cant model, that is, 
predator, I will take action to avoid the situation. If I am correct and there 
was a predator waiting to pounce, I have saved myself from a mortal con-
frontation; if I am wrong, and it was just the wind, then I have wasted some 
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energy in escaping, and have given myself a fright, but I will otherwise be 
able to continue on my way. On the other hand, if I use the less signifi cant 
model, that is, wind, and I am correct, I have saved all the energy I would 
have expended running away; but if I under - interpret and I am wrong, then 
I am lunch. So, while there are costs and benefi ts to both strategies  –  each 
will be more successful in certain situations  –  in evolutionary terms, that 
is, using a satisfi cing rule, over - interpreting is clearly the superior strategy. 
We are all the descendants of people who faced these choices and tended 
to think  “ Tiger! ”  

 The strategy to over - interpret under - determined stimuli in terms of the 
most signifi cant model is a cognitive pre - disposition, ingrained by natural 
selection. It remains part of our cognitive tool kit as we interact with our 
environments; it is not an outdated artifact from our past nor is it a rarely 
used tool. Perceptual uncertainty is common, even though we may often be 
unaware of it. Guthrie writes,

  Perceptual uncertainty may seem rare, since we seldom doubt for long what 
we are seeing. Bears and boulders quickly appear distinct. But perceptual 
uncertainty  is  the common state  …  any sensation may be caused by an indefi -
nite number of conditions. Normally, however, we are unaware of the uncer-
tainty because most perception is rapid and unconscious, and suppresses 
ambiguity. Hence, perception appears defi nite, even while interpretation 
fl uctuates. 14    

 Guthrie provides a wealth of examples to show that this cognitive strategy 
to over - interpret stimuli remains a common part of our engagement with 
the world, emphasizing that this is not the result of irrational thought or 
sloppy, primitive thinking. It is not the mind going wrong, but the mind 
making a rationally justifi able attempt to bring coherence to experience. 15  

 This cognitive strategy explains animism, that is, the tendency to attribute 
living forces to nature. To see rivers and forests and mountains as alive and 
exhibiting purposeful action is not the result of primitive irrationalism, it 
is the result of the mind ’ s natural function to interpret the world in a mean-
ingful way. When met with under - determined stimuli, such as a fl ooding 
river, or the rumbling of a mountain (these are under - determined because 
we do not understand the cause of the fl ooding or the rumbling), the mind 
seeks to impose the most signifi cant interpretation. Understanding a phe-
nomenon as alive is more signifi cant than understanding it as merely 
mechanical  –  and this is a natural, automatic response. In fact, psychologist 
Deborah Kelemen and her associates have done some fascinating studies 
that provide empirical support for the notion that humans, from a very 
early age, are prone to interpret natural phenomena in terms of purpose 
and intentions. 16  Children as young as four and fi ve years old not only 
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interpret artifacts, such as chairs, as made  “ for ”  something, but they regu-
larly ascribe purpose to natural phenomena as well (e.g., clouds were made 
 “ for raining, ”  lions are made  “ to go into the zoo ” ). 17  This fi nding is so 
robust that Kelemen suggests this cognitive strategy  –  which she terms 
 “ promiscuous teleology ”   –  may be our  “ innate adaptation for biological 
reasoning. ”  18  

 This strategy, of course, has functional payoffs. If a river is a living thing, 
then I have a model to use in deciding how to respond to it. If I am wrong 
and I am in fact offering sacrifi ces to an inanimate object, then I have wasted 
some energy and my rituals will be ineffective. But if I treat a living thing 
as an inanimate object I leave myself vulnerable to its powers. It may be 
objected that whether I offer sacrifi ces to a raging river or merely quiver in 
fear, neither action is going to make a bit of difference to the course of the 
fl ood. This is true, but my actions do not merely affect the world around 
me, they also affect the world inside me, and here there is an important 
difference between acting, albeit ineffectively, and quivering passively in 
fear. Action gives us a sense of control, which functions to reduce anxiety. 19  
Finding meaning in the world, even when that meaning is threatening, 
provides psychological benefi ts to the individual. It reduces the psychic costs 
of facing the unknown. And the benefi ts are not simply subjective. Failed 
action can serve as an impetus to further investigation and experimentation: 
Why did this action fail? What did I do wrong? Have I misread the nature 
of the river? Failed action is the spur to future successful action. 

 So, even when the strategy to over - interpret the world does not directly 
result in successful action, we see that the strategy can have payoffs. In 
any case, mistakes are part of the package for any satisfi cing strategy: 
 “ the mistake embodied in animism  …  is the price of our need to discover 
living organisms. It is a cost occasionally incurred by any animal that 
perceives. ”  20  

 So, animism is one signifi cant model the mind uses to interpret the world, 
but it is not the most signifi cant one. To see a river as a living, breathing 
thing gives us certain information about it, but to see it as a living, breath-
ing, angry, vengeful being provides much more, and here we move from 
animism to anthropomorphism. This tendency to over - interpret stimuli 
results not only in a world animated by spirits but in a world populated by 
beings who act, think, and feel in a human - like manner. This is our evolu-
tionary bridge to the gods. 

 Understanding religion as anthropomorphism is perhaps the oldest 
explanation of religion. It fi rst surfaces in the written record with the Pre -
 Socratic philosopher Xenophanes, who noted,  “ If oxen and horses and lions 
had hands and were able to draw with their hands and do the same things 
as men, horses would draw the shapes of gods to look like horses and oxen 
to look like oxen. ”  21  
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 Guthrie provides a useful analysis of the history of  “ religion as anthro-
pomorphism, ”  which we shall not review here. 22  Suffi ce it to say that he 
fi nds these accounts of varying worth but all are ultimately misguided for 
they treat anthropomorphism as either  “ a trivial mistake  …  embarrassing 
 …  [or] an aberration. ”  23  The most common explanation of this embarrass-
ing, aberrant mistake is that anthropomorphism results from trying to see 
the world in a comforting manner. But in fact anthropomorphized religion 
is often far from comforting with its notions of vengeful spirits, powerful 
demons, and wrathful gods. 

 Guthrie argues that anthropomorphism is neither a trivial mistake nor 
an embarrassing aberration, but is rather a  “ plausible, though in hindsight 
mistaken, interpretation of things and events. It is inevitable in ordinary 
perception and cognition ”  and  “ results from a strategy universal in human 
perception. ”  24  Anthropomorphism stems from the strategy to fi nd as much 
signifi cance in perception as possible, and other humans are the most sig-
nifi cant part of our environment. Other humans pose harm as potential 
predators, as hostile opponents, and as competitors for scarce resources. 
They also present benefi ts as potential mates and allies. Therefore, they are 
a vital aspect of the environment in which we must pursue reproductive 
success. Being able to detect and anticipate the action of such beings is an 
essential survival skill, but it is not a simple task. Humans are also not 
always easily detected. They can employ disguises and hide themselves 
away; they can act at a distance through tools such as weapons and traps. 
This means that  “ one cannot confi dently predict human appearance. ”  25  For 
the mind to perceive human - like traits only when the perceptual cues are 
clearly determined (e.g., only when a human is clearly present) is a danger-
ous strategy. Those ancients who employed such a strategy would have been 
easy prey to all sorts of deception and subterfuge. Such individuals were 
unlikely to do well in the competition for resources, or be very successful 
in reproductive terms. 

 Therefore, to attribute human characteristics to events and objects not 
clearly human, or even in the absence of any visible being at all, is not 
necessarily an example of the mind malfunctioning. Since  “ virtually no 
phenomenon can be known with confi dence not to be the result of human 
action, ”  26  guessing that humans or human - like qualities are present is a 
sensible default position in the face of under - determined stimuli. It is better 
to misinterpret some event as the working of a human agent and be wrong 
than to misinterpret the action of a human agent as a meaningless event. 
In evolutionary terms, a strategy of betting on the presence of people is 
clearly an adaptive response to a world that is (1) fi lled with hidden dangers 
and deadly threats and (2) fi lled with humans. 27  

 It is important to again keep in mind that these cognitive pre - dispositions 
that evolved to help solve fi tness challenges in early human history are not 
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left behind or disengaged as history unfolds. It makes no more sense to 
imagine these cognitive structures are irrelevant today because they evolved 
to address ancient problems than it would be to imagine that our digestive 
structures are irrelevant today since they evolved to respond to an ancient 
diet. Even though human dietary practices have changed drastically over 
the past 100,000 years, we must today make do with equipment designed 
in a primitive era. Of course, this can have maladaptive consequences, for 
example, the human predilection to consume large amounts of sugary 
foods. This is a major source of health problems in many areas of the 
modern world. However, this preference for sweets was adaptive in our 
EEA where the primary source of sugar was ripe fruit, which, while sweet, 
was rich in vital nutrients and vitamins. An early human with a  “ sweet 
tooth ”  would have had a healthy diet. Today we can indulge our evolved 
preference for sugar without any nutritional gain, with clearly maladaptive 
consequences. However, the fact that a trait is no longer adaptive does not 
mean that evolution will necessarily select against it. This occurs only when 
that trait begins to decrease reproductive fi tness. So, unless the effects of 
our love of sweets has an impact on reproductive rates (a possibility that 
must now be considered given the levels of childhood obesity and the health 
dangers obesity brings) we are stuck with it. 28  

 This same logic holds in discussing our evolved cognitive and emotional 
predispositions. Anthropomorphism does not fade away simply because we 
have become more sophisticated in our understanding of the world. 
Increased empirical knowledge does limit the cues that trigger anthropo-
morphism, but it does not remove the strategy from our mental tool kit. 29  
For example, a person who has just moved into a new house and is unac-
customed to the creaks that the house naturally makes is going to be par-
ticularly primed to interpret those noises in an anthropomorphic manner. 
As the person gains more experience with the house those same noises are 
less likely to trigger that response  –  this cognitive strategy is context - sensi-
tive  –  but an unfamiliar noise will bring the anthropomorphic response right 
back into play. Guthrie provides a wealth of examples that demonstrate 
that the strategy of betting on a human or human - like presence remains a 
common response, not only in everyday life but in the arts, sciences, and 
religion. 30  

 The importance of all this for religion should be obvious. Indeed, Guthrie 
goes so far as to claim that  “ religion  is  anthropomorphism. ”  31  It may not 
be necessary to go that far, but Guthrie makes the case that religion, in 
both the East and the West, can be understood as  “ a system of thought and 
action for interpreting and infl uencing the world, built on anthropomorphic 
and animistic premises. ”  32  I believe that on a general level this is a workable 
defi nition of religion, but we need not debate that here, as our prime 
concern is not with the nature of religion, per se, but with the gods. And 
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in terms of gods we can now see that the evolved strategy to over - interpret 
under - determined stimuli in anthropomorphic terms (as the model that 
brings the most coherence and signifi cance to our experience) is the genesis 
of god - beliefs. As Guthrie puts it,  “ our perceptual uncertainty and our need 
to detect human presences wherever they may exist ”  are the  “ progenitors ”  
of belief in the gods 33  and lead to a  “ proclivity for fi nding disembodied 
agents everywhere. ”  34  

 This is the basic cognitive layer of god - beliefs, but over - interpreting 
uncertain stimuli in anthropomorphic terms is not itself belief in gods. 
When I interpret a glass shattering in the middle of the night as the result 
of human action I may be anthropomorphizing, but I am not interpreting 
that agent as a god. More needs to be done to turn this basic cognitive 
strategy into an actual belief in gods, but Guthrie has uncovered the evo-
lutionary foundations for building such beliefs. 

 Before proceeding we should note that Guthrie ’ s work has been criticized 
for being too focused on anthropomorphizing. 35  As Harvey Whitehouse 
points out,  “ what arrests attention when there is a rustling in the bushes is 
not necessarily the inference that a person is present but that an agent (an 
animal, a human, or perhaps a supernatural being) of some kind may lurk 
within. ”  36  This is a point that Guthrie anticipates. 37  What is most signifi cant 
for us is that the cause of the bushes ’  rustling may be able to infl ict harm 
on us, that is, it is an agent of some sort. This refi nes Guthrie ’ s position a 
bit, without changing at all the evolutionary logic at work. 

 Justin Barrett has developed Guthrie ’ s position, and has done important 
work testing it. Barrett refers to the strategy to interpret stimuli in terms of 
agency as an Agency Detection Device. He fi nds this a well - established part 
of our cognitive equipment, but points out that this device  “ suffers from 
some hyperactivity, making it prone to fi nd agents around us, including 
supernatural ones, given fairly modest evidence of their presence. ”  38  In fact 
it seems all that is needed to trigger this device is  “ for the object to move 
itself (or in some way act) in a way that suggests a goal for its action ”   –  this 
leads Barrett to refer to this tool as the Hyper - active Agency Detection 
Device (HADD). 39  He adds that  “ sometimes HADD ’ s tendency to attach 
agency to objects contributes to the formation of religious concepts. ”  

 The Agency Detection Device is a fundamental concept in the cognitive 
explanation of religion: The human mind is designed to naturally, and 
automatically, interpret the world in terms of agents  –  that is, beings acting 
with intention. 40  This design is a product of evolution. The tendency to 
interpret the world in terms of agency constituted an effective strategy in 
an environment fi lled with uncertainty and danger and so was favored by 
natural selection. But, of course, not all agents are gods. How we move 
from the perception of agency to the formation of god - concepts is our next 
concern.  
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  Conceptualizing the Almighty 

 Supernatural agency is the most widespread and signifi cant concept in re-
ligion. The most recognizable example of a supernatural agent is a god, but 
the label applies to spirits, ghosts, ancestors, demons, angels, and a host of 
other cultural variants. These are examples, but what does it mean to be a 
supernatural agent? We have seen that to count as an agent an entity must, 
at minimum, express goal - directed activity. It must act with purpose, inten-
tionality. It is this that renders an entity particularly signifi cant to us, be-
cause it is this quality that empowers an entity to do us harm or good. 
What is it, however, that distinguishes a natural agent from a supernatural 
agent? 

 Before continuing we should note an objection. It is pointed out that the 
very notion of  supernatural  is a Western construct, that many cultures, 
ancient and contemporary, do not draw the same sharp line between the 
natural and the supernatural as is common in modern Western religious 
thought, and so to focus a study of religion on the concept of supernatural 
is culturally biased. While this objection raises important issues it is not 
relevant to our present discussion. The concept of the supernatural as we 
will use it is not a metaphysical concern with a different realm of reality, 
so familiar to Western forms of religion.  “ Supernatural ”  is here being used 
to refer to different kinds of beings or, rather, different ways of categorizing 
beings. To see this more clearly we must look at how the mind goes about 
categorizing the world. 

 Cognitive scientists see the brain as a complex system composed of spe-
cialized tools designed to carry out various tasks. One such tool may be 
labeled a  Categorizer . This is a tool that receives  “ information primarily 
from our basic senses  …  and use[s] that information to determine what sort 
of thing or things we have perceived. ”  41  The Hyper - active Agency Detection 
Device is an example of the categorizer at work. It receives information 
from the environment and categorizes the stimuli as an agent. 

 Having detected the presence of an object, the mind makes more discreet 
classifi cations and assigns the object into an  ontological category . Ontologi-
cal categories are groupings of different kinds of beings or things. For 
example, some things are inanimate physical objects, some things are self -
 animating biological objects, some objects talk and laugh. There are various 
ontological categories into which these things may be slotted, such as  tool , 
 animal , or  person . This is a very important step. Slotting an object into one 
or another category is not merely a way to organize the world, it is a way 
of generating information about those objects, for these ontological catego-
ries carry with them a store of information that allows the mind automati-
cally to generate a rich set of detailed inferences. 42  Barrett tells us that by 
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placing an object into an ontological category we trigger other mental tools 
he calls  describers , that is,  “ devices that our minds automatically use 
for supposing the properties of any given object or thing once it has been 
identifi ed by a categorizer. ”  43  

 Ontological categories conceptually organize the world and allow us to 
generate inferences and expectations. From these expectations and infer-
ences we form a strategy for dealing with the things we meet in our envi-
ronment. Is it the kind of thing that must be avoided? Can it safely be 
ignored? Can it be eaten? Simply by assigning an object to the correct cat-
egory we gain access to detailed information about even unfamiliar objects, 
based upon very limited input. Take for example, an okapi. Now, you may 
have no idea what an okapi is, but if you are told it can be found at the 
zoo you are likely to categorize it as  animal . Given only this limited infor-
mation, however, you can now generate a rich set of detailed beliefs about 
this unknown creature: that it breathes air, it eats, it moves of its own 
power, it seeks to reproduce, it has a habitat, it can be seen and touched, 
it can be killed, and possibly kill, and so on. Clearly, there is much you will 
not learn about an okapi simply by categorizing it (e.g., that it looks like 
a cross between a giraffe and a zebra) but you will gain enough information 
to generate expectations about this unknown creature and be able to 
develop some approach to it. 

 These expectations constitute a kind of intuitive psychology about things 
in the world. If in observing an okapi you learn that it is an herbivore, this 
should not surprise you because having a vegetarian diet is a natural vari-
ation within the category  animal ; if you learn that the okapi has stripes on 
its legs, this too should be accepted as a natural feature of members of this 
category. If, however, I were to tell you that the okapi has legs like a zebra, 
a head like a giraffe, and sings like Bob Dylan, you are likely to be surprised. 
This last trait does not fi t naturally within the category  animal . It is a viola-
tion of our intuition about what this creature should be like  –  and note, 
we will feel this way instinctually, without having ever had any direct 
experience with an okapi. Singing like Bob Dylan is just not something 
non - human animals do. A Dylanesque okapi is a  counter - intuitive concept  
and it is with such concepts that we can come to understand supernatural 
agency. 

 Religious entities, such as gods and ghosts, also can be fi t into ontological 
categories, but are distinguished by involving counter - intuitive traits. Pascal 
Boyer writes that  “ religious concepts invariably include information that is 
counterintuitive relative to the category activated. ”  44  Such concepts may 
concern human - like beings that are capable of becoming invisible, non -
 human animals with human - like cognitive abilities, or natural objects, such 
as streams or mountains, that stand apart from typical streams and moun-
tains by possessing certain capabilities. Gods, for example, fi t into the 
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ontological category of  person , and this classifi cation generates inferences 
about such beings based on the expectations captured by this category. 
Consider the gods of Olympus. 

 Zeus fi ts into the ontological category of  person . This categorization 
generates certain beliefs, consistent with persons, that we can see exempli-
fi ed by Zeus. He eats and drinks, he seeks sexual satisfaction, hides his 
indiscretions from his jealous wife, asserts his power, is offended when 
insulted, can be deceived, and so on. However, we also learn that Zeus can 
change form at will, that he never dies, that he controls the forces of nature. 
These are all violations of the intuitive expectations we have of members 
of the category  person , and it is just these counter - intuitive concepts associ-
ated with Zeus that distinguish him as a supernatural agent. Gods, ghosts, 
spirits, and so on are supernatural in that these beings possess traits that 
go beyond the natural expectations for members of an ontological category 
(so, our gruff - voiced okapi would also count as a supernatural agent), and 
it is in this sense that supernatural agency is ubiquitous to religious systems. 

 This gives us a formula for generating religious concepts. Pascal Boyer, 
who has done some of the seminal work in this area, writes,  “ Religious 
representations are particular combinations of mental representations 
that satisfy two conditions. First, the religious concepts  violate  certain 
expectations from ontological categories. Second, they  preserve  other 
expectations. ”  45  

 It should be clear why religious entities must violate normal expectations. 
If an ostensible god had only the powers and traits natural to all persons, 
then that being would not be a god, it would be a human. If a sacred animal 
or a holy object had all and only the qualities of natural animals and objects, 
it would not be considered sacred. What distinguishes a holy relic from any 
other object is not anything about its physical constitution but its possession 
of special powers, for example, the power to heal. It is the violation of 
natural categorical expectations that designates an object or agent as 
supernatural. 

 What might not be as clear is that our conception of religious entities 
must also preserve expectations generated by ontological categories. If we 
keep in mind the evolutionary origins of our mental tools this should 
become more evident. The function of categorizers and describers, and all 
the other accoutrements of our mental system, is to provide information 
that can be used to navigate our environment successfully in pursuit of 
survival and reproduction. We categorize not in order to have an organized 
representation of the world but in order to act more effectively in the world. 
By placing an entity into a category we generate useful information about 
that object without having to go through trial and error. If our ancestors 
had to use trial and error each time they came upon an object in the wild 
each individual encounter would be a new and confusing experience. 
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However, by being able to categorize an entity as  animal  I generate infor-
mation, such as, it may be a predator to be avoided, or it may be prey to 
be hunted. I know this because I know members of the  animal  category are 
made of fl esh and blood, and can be killed and eaten; I also know that 
members of this category seek to kill and eat other things. Certainly I need 
to make more refi ned categorizations (carnivore vs. herbivore; large and 
sharp - toothed vs. small and fl at - toothed, etc.) but by virtue of this mental 
tool I am able to reduce the amount of trial - and - error experiments and raise 
the possibility of successful action. 

 A concept that does not preserve some categorical expectations is useless. 
It no longer fi ts into an ontological category and so I have no way of 
knowing what to do with the entity or how to respond to it. We can cer-
tainly dream up some such concept but it will have no practical signifi cance 
for us. 

 This sets a limit on god - concepts. As Atran puts it,  “ Gods and other 
supernatural beings are systematically unlike us in a few general ways  –  
more powerful, longer lived, more knowledgeable …   –  and predictably like 
us in an enormously broader range of usual ways. ”  46  We see this clearly in 
the Olympian gods who engage in a wide variety of human activities, of 
both the virtuous and vicious kind, despite their superpowers. However, 
we also fi nd this in the god of the monotheistic religions. God loves us, 
cares for us, is watching us, can be offended, has expectations, can be 
angered when those expectations are disappointed, and so on. In both 
popular media and popular imagination God takes on a host of other 
anthropomorphic characteristics as well, such as gender (God the father), 
an abode (heaven), even physical characteristics such as a fi erce visage, long 
white beard, and fl owing robes. These are all expectations generated by 
placing God in the ontological category of  person . If our conception of God 
did not preserve some of these expectations, then we would have no idea 
of how to respond to that being. A conception of God as  “ wholly other ”  
would be useless. How would we know where to start in worshipping such 
a God? Would such a God want to be worshipped? Would such a God 
want anything of us at all?  “ Wanting ”  is a trait of persons, as is command-
ing, prohibiting, being offended, having plans and purposes, and so on. 
Without these categorical traits God would be an insignifi cant concept. 

 Of course, theologians spend a great deal of time and energy arguing 
that these categorical expectations are not true representations of God. 
They teach that God is spirit and so has no gender nor body, nor does God 
feel anger or take offense in any way familiar to human experience; that 
god is omnipresent and so has no physical abode; and so on. People may 
accept all these teachings as true, and be able to recite them when asked. 
However, there are limits to theology. Justin Barrett has studied the rela-
tionship between theologically correct beliefs and default positions for 
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religious concepts (i.e., those beliefs more consistent with underlying cogni-
tive schema). He found that when asked directly about the nature and 
abilities of God, believers are able to refl ect and provide generally correct 
theological answers. However, under conditions of having to answer 
quickly, without time to refl ect, these same believers  “ systematically 
misremembered God as having human properties in contradiction to  …  
theological ones. ”  47  For example, a believer may accept that God is spirit 
and has no gender, and still pray to the Almighty Father to watch over his 
children. 

 D. Jason Slone had provided an extended treatment of this topic in his 
book entitled, appropriately,  Theological Incorrectness.  48  In it he exempli-
fi es this concept by considering the reception of Puritanism in colonial 
America. Puritans preached what Slone calls  “ a maximally counter - intuitive 
theological tradition, ”  Calvinism, 49  in which God predetermines the ulti-
mate fate of each individual, leaving the individual powerless to resist. Yet 
Puritan tradition was  “ replete with rituals and other activities  …  that were 
felt to be able to engender favorable outcomes in this world ”  and was 
characterized by strict laws intended to discourage sinful behavior. 50  These 
are elements of religions found throughout the world and across cultures 
 –  and they make intuitive sense. However, they are not consistent with the 
belief that what will be has already been determined by an immutable deity 
and that if one has been pre - destined for damnation, no human incentive 
will change that. The theological teachings of Calvinism pushed too hard 
against the cognitive constraints that shape god - beliefs and so eventually 
yielded to more intuitive religious practices. 51  

 Confl icts between refl ective beliefs about God  –  such as those provided 
by theology and philosophy  –  and cognitively constrained conceptions of 
God have played a formative role in the history of religious thought and 
continue to be a dynamic and often controversial factor in religious belief. 
This tension between different ways of understanding God will be a signifi -
cant theme throughout the rest of this book. Much more needs to be said 
on this topic, but here I can at least stake out the position of cognitive 
science: The more that refl ective beliefs about God move away from cog-
nitively intuitive conceptions, the less infl uential those beliefs become. As 
religion scholar Todd Tremlin puts it,  “ people who present gods as radically 
different from the category  Person  make them incomprehensible and irrel-
evant as well. ”  52  

 So, conceptions of supernatural agents assume a particular form in which 
certain ontological expectations are preserved and some are violated  –  
although there seem to be limits to such violations. 53  These constraints stem 
largely from the demands made by counter - intuitive concepts on our cogni-
tive tools. As noted, with imagination almost any wildly counter - intuitive 
notion may be entertained, but will it be believed or passed on? Concepts 
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also face a survival test. Concepts that are not memorable are not readily 
preserved or transmitted to other minds, and concepts that grossly violate 
categories are not good candidates for transmission. This is not simply 
because they are hard to classify (i.e, they do not trigger innate tools 
for categorizing and describing) but because they lack inferential signifi -
cance. Such concepts do not generate practical inferences and expectations, 
and so they are just not important enough to be memorable. Concepts that 
do pass this survival test preserve enough of the category to generate useful 
inferences but violate enough to make the concept signifi cant and memo-
rable. 54  There is also research that suggests beliefs with minimally counter -
 intuitive elements are not only easier to remember but are subject to less 
recall degradation over time than purely intuitive beliefs. 55  All of this leads 
Boyer to claim that this  “ two - fold condition  …  is suffi cient to account for 
the recurrent features of supernatural concepts the world over. ”  56  

 In the current parlance of the fi eld these concepts are referred to as 
minimally counter - intuitive (MCI), although I should note that there is a 
debate within the fi eld as to whether  “ counter - intuitive ”  is an appropriate 
way to describe supernatural concepts. 57  Guthrie, for example, stresses the 
naturalness of even some counter - intuitive traits, such as invisibility. As we 
discussed, detecting agency does not require the physical presence of an 
agent. The ability of humans to hide, to disguise themselves, to act from a 
distance with various weapons all goes to argue that an agent need not 
be visible in order to be present in some way. Guthrie refers to this as 
 “ distributed agency. ”  58  Given this, in what sense is  “ invisibility ”  counter -
 intuitive? That is, how does  “ invisibility ”  violate the categorical expecta-
tions of  person ? Guthrie concludes that a physical body is not a necessary 
element of our conceptualization of human - like agents; the one necessary 
element is a mind, and we need not connect a mind with a body. Some 
intriguing support for this position comes from psychologist Paul Bloom ’ s 
work on child development. 

 In  Descartes ’  Baby,  Bloom argues that humans are, from early child-
hood, natural Cartesians. That is, we approach the world as dualists, easily 
and naturally separating bodies from minds. He writes,  “ Children are dual-
ists.  …  in the sense that they naturally see the world as containing two 
distinct domains  …  what I have described as bodies and souls. ”  59  This 
results from humans possessing separate cognitive systems for processing 
information about physical objects and information about social interac-
tions. Studies with human infants indicate that we come into the world with 
innate expectations about how physical objects should behave. Child psy-
chologists test these expectations by using  “ look - time ”  experiments. Babies, 
even in infancy, show a well - documented tendency to look longer at novel 
stimuli. It has also been shown that they look longer when presented with 
surprising stimuli. 
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 Consider an example: A toy is put on an empty stage in the visual fi eld 
of a baby. A screen is placed in front of the toy. Then another toy is placed 
behind the screen  –  this the baby sees, but unseen by the baby is that the 
second toy was not placed on the stage, so when the screen is lifted there 
is only one toy visible. Babies as young as 5 months old stare longer at this 
stimuli than when two toys are revealed behind the screen, indicating that 
they expected to see two toys. They also stare longer when the experiment 
is manipulated so there are three toys behind the screen, instead of the 
expected two. Bloom reports that this is  “ a remarkably robust fi nding, and 
has been replicated in several laboratories. ”  Similar experiments have 
shown that babies have expectations of physical objects in terms of cohe-
sion, continuity, solidity, and contact. 60  

 As remarkable as these fi ndings are, they are not unique to humans. 
These experiments, or variants of them, have been done using a variety of 
non - human animals, with similar results. Bloom notes,

  As best we know, there is nothing special about our species when it comes 
to knowledge of the physical world. Whenever there has been a careful com-
parison, it turns out that the same understanding of objects that you fi nd with 
human babies shows up in other animals, particularly other primates. They 
seem to think about bodies the same way we do.   

  “ But ”   –  signifi cantly  –   “ the situation is very different with regard to social 
understanding. ”  61  

 Research shows that before they reach their fi rst birthdays babies are 
able to attend to the eye gaze of an adult to fi gure out where the adult is 
looking; they can follow the pointing of an adult; they can respond to 
emotional cues; and soon they are able to employ these methods of com-
munication themselves. These are skills that are even beyond the abilities 
of chimpanzees. 62  That humans share innate expectations about the physical 
world with non - human animals speaks to a shared evolutionary history; 
that humans possess unique social abilities speaks to a separate cognitive 
system, and one that evolved to serve particularly human needs. 

 These two cognitive systems are adaptations that  “ give human beings a 
badly needed head start in dealing with objects and people, ”  but these 
systems can be decoupled, allowing us to  “ perceive the world of objects as 
essentially separate from the world of minds, making it possible for us to 
envision soulless bodies and bodiless souls. ”  63  In this sense, conceiving of 
invisible or disembodied agents is not counter to our intuitive understanding 
of agency  –  it is a natural output of the kind of mind we have 64   –  and so 
Guthrie is correct to challenge the appropriateness of  “ counter - intuitive ”  
as part of the formula for god - concepts. 

 However, I believe that while this shows that belief in disem-
bodied agents, such as gods, is a natural output of a mind designed 



60  the evolution of moral religions

to  “ promiscuously ”  attribute agency and intentionality to stimuli, none of 
this denies that gods are conceptualized differently from typical persons. 
There are certain traits that if exhibited by your neighbor, say, the ability 
to make herself invisible in the middle of a conversation, would catch your 
attention and lead you to suspect that there was something unusual about 
your neighbor. As open - ended as our conception of a human - agent might 
be, that is just not something we would expect a person to do. In this sense, 
then, the ability to become invisible, to control the forces of nature, to create 
 ex nihilo,  and so on, are notions that violate our intuitions about what 
members of the category  person  are able to do  –  they are counter - intuitive. 65  
Therefore, leaving aside some of the more technical aspects of this debate, 
we can move forward with an understanding of gods as minimally counter -
 intuitive concepts, that are natural outputs of our evolved minds. 

 These MCI concepts, since they are constrained by structures of the brain 
characteristic of all humans, are not culturally determined but provide a 
universal template for religious representations; the supernatural beings 
we meet in various guises in the world ’ s religions are built upon this 
template. Culture does, of course, play an important role. The variety of 
supernatural agents is a result of varying environmental and cultural 
pressures working on these universal templates. To fully understand a reli-
gious tradition we need to pay careful attention to the culture in which that 
tradition developed, just as we need to pay attention to the physical envi-
ronment in any study of biological evolution. 66  Although these religious 
concepts are grounded in and constrained by our evolved psychology, 
culture provides the social environment in which these concepts are 
expressed. As noted in the last chapter, nothing said here should be taken 
to imply genetic determinism, or a reduction of religion to biology. We are 
seeking to uncover the biological bases for religious experience and to 
understand the psychological conditions that contribute to the development 
of religious thought. 

 That said, we must also be careful not to commit the more common 
mistake of allowing the great diversity of religious forms and ideas to  “ blind 
us to the underlying recurrent features ”  shaped by evolutionary pressures 67  
 –  and as we have noted, and we will see in greater detail, the god of the 
Bible falls within this domain. 

 Before moving on, one more potential criticism must be addressed. 
Although MCI concepts provide the template for religious concepts, not all 
MCI concepts are religious concepts  –  but why not? Why is our Dylanesque 
okapi, which is clearly an MCI concept, not a religious entity? Or as Atran 
asks, what distinguishes Mickey Mouse from Jesus? 68  How do we distin-
guish between religious beings and fantasy fi gures if both fi t the template 
for an MCI concept? In some cases the answer is that we know the fantasy 
character is a work of fi ction because we know the author (although this 
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does not stop Scientologists). Walt Disney created the concept of Mickey 
Mouse and I created the concept of a Dylanesque okapi. But there is a 
deeper answer. For a concept to function as a religious belief people must 
be motivated to believe in that concept, and people are motivated to believe 
in a concept because the information generated by that concept is relevant 
to signifi cant life pursuits. Joseph Bulbulia refers to this as a  “ conviction 
constraint. ”  69  

 An important part of this motivational component of religion is the 
emotional power religious concepts often provoke. We will have the oppor-
tunity to discuss the connection between religion and emotion at points in 
the discussions that follow, but suffi ce it to say that this connection is a 
signifi cant aspect of religious belief and practice, as is well attested to by a 
number of researchers. Religious beings can inspire awe, 70  are associated 
with purity, 71  invoke and relieve dread and anxiety, 72  can serve as attach-
ment fi gures 73 ; and at least one function of religious rituals is to develop 
emotionally conditioned responses to religious beliefs. 74  My musical okapi 
may be an entertaining concept but it generates no expectations that affect 
our lives in any meaningful may, nor is it designed to evoke signifi cant 
emotional response. Even though it may fi t the model for a supernatural 
being, it is a poor candidate for a religious belief. 

 So, let us pull together our fi ndings thus far: Evolution has equipped us 
with a hyper - active agency detection device  –  that is, an ingrained cognitive 
strategy to over - interpret under - determined stimuli with the most meaning-
ful model available  –  that regularly detects the presence of agents, even 
when no agents are present. These perceptions that are interpreted as agents 
are processed by various cognitive tools and are conceptualized in a mini-
mally counterintuitive manner. Some of these MCI concepts are memorable 
because they grab our attention by including surprising information, and 
because they also provide strategically signifi cant information. These fea-
tures give such concepts a greater chance of being transmitted from person 
to person and from generation to generation. God - concepts are particularly 
well suited for transmission. Gods fi t into the important ontological cate-
gory of  person . Since persons are the most important feature of a human ’ s 
environment our minds are sharply attuned to members of this category. 
Gods are especially attention grabbing for not only do they trigger cognitive 
and emotional responses that other persons do, they also possess counter -
 intuitive traits, for example, supernatural powers, which make them even 
more signifi cant than other agents. As Barrett says,  “ Thus, once introduced 
into a population, God concepts hold strong promise to spread rapidly and 
gain tenacious adherents. ”  75  He later adds that  “ belief in God may be 
among the most selectively privileged of religious beliefs. ”  76  

 However, since the cultural conditions may change from generation to 
generation, these concepts may also change. Some concepts may be revised, 
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expanded, or re - interpreted, while still retaining the structure of MCI con-
cepts; others may be rejected. 

 The counter - intuitiveness of a concept is not suffi cient for a concept to 
continue to function as a religious belief. The concept must continue to be 
relevant. As social conditions change some concepts may lose their rele-
vance  –  that is, the inferences and expectations they generate may no longer 
be useful, or new versions of the concept may prove more valuable. This 
allows for development within religious systems. The aim of this chapter is 
to understand one such development in religious evolution: the rise of moral 
religions. 77   

  The Moral Function of Gods 

 Scholars point out that religion is much more than morality, and may not 
always be concerned with morality; the gods are not necessarily represented 
as moral beings. However, there is an obvious relationship between religion 
and morality, and under certain conditions the connection between morality 
and religion becomes particularly signifi cant. In the last chapter we saw 
that the larger and more complex a society becomes, the greater the tempta-
tion to defect from social cooperation, and the greater the chance of doing 
so successfully. This makes sacrifi cing for the social good more costly, and 
even for the socially conscientious, a less rational option. The danger of 
this spiraling out of control threatens the sustainability of such societies. 
Religion plays a role in solving the problem of extension for evolutionary 
mechanisms of morality. 

 Supernatural agents, as we know, come in many variations. But we also 
know there are recurrent features behind this diversity, and the most 
common, if not universal, feature attributed to such beings is a mind. 78  
Tremlin points out that even sophisticated theological descriptions of God, 
ones that  “ seek to do away with  …  unfortunate anthropomorphic ideas, ”  
are still constrained by this:  “ they never abandon the idea that gods have 
minds. ”  79  

 In dealing with the mind of God, the same cognitive strategies that allow 
us to understand supernatural agency are at play. That is, we understand 
the mind of God the way we understand the mind of typical members of 
the ontological category  person , but with some minimally counter - intuitive 
elements thrown in the mix. In dealing with persons (but not just persons) 
another mental tool is called into action  –  we employ a  theory of mind  
(ToM). We know  persons  are agents, that is, they act with intention. 
However, we bring a much richer set of intuitions to our beliefs about 
 persons : We recognize that not only do they act with intention, but they 
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have reasons for what they are intending to do; they can think about what 
they are doing, what they want, what they don ’ t want; and they have feel-
ings (happy, sad, angry, scared, etc.). These intuitions provide valuable 
strategic information in determining how to respond to other agents. 

 For example, if I see a person eating, I do not merely see this as a random 
series of actions. My Agency Detection Device is triggered and I intuit that 
the person is doing these actions to accomplish a goal; but my ToM is also 
triggered, and I intuit that the person is hungry and is eating to sate that 
hunger. I can also intuit that if I were to take his lunch away from him he 
would become angry, and angry agents can act with dangerous intentions. 
I do not need to ask the person if he would be upset if I took his lunch; 
and I do not need to conduct an experiment to see what would happen. 
Our ToM device is, in effect, a mind - reading tool that allows us valuable 
insight into the thoughts and feelings of others. 80  

 Once a supernatural agent is categorized as  person , our ToM is also 
engaged and we understand that being  –  that god  –  as an intentional agent 
with a mind; and we conceive of that mind as containing thoughts, plans, 
intentions, feelings, desires, expectations, and so on. We conceive of the 
mind of God in much the same way as we conceive of the minds of  persons  
 –  but with some vitally important exceptions. 

 In our day - to - day interactions with other people it is crucial, you will 
recall, to distinguish potential cheaters from potential cooperators. To do 
so requires a wide range of information: the person ’ s reputation, any past 
dealings with this individual, what the person might have to gain or lose 
from cheating, their social or familial relationship to us, and so on. Perhaps 
the most signifi cant type of information concerns the mental states of these 
other agents: What information do they have? What do they lack? What 
are their intentions? Humans are very sensitive to a wide array of cues that 
might provide insight into the minds of other people in order to surmise 
their intentions. Pascal Boyer argues that the ability to predict the behavior 
of others is a signifi cant competitive advantage and has led to the evolution 
of a  “ hypertrophied social intelligence ”  in humans. 81  A person who cannot 
read the facial cues or emotional responses of others and integrate this into 
his or her decision making is at a terrible disadvantage in social situations. 
Such an individual is a target for exploitation by more profi cient mind 
readers and is less able to make his or her way in a socially complex world. 82  
Natural selection would not have been kind to such people. 

 A prime function, then, of our social mind is to search for strategic 
information, that is, information that may be used in guiding future social 
interactions. We recognize in ourselves a limit to how much information 
we can gather. No matter how sensitive we might be to other ’ s feelings and 
responses, no matter how much background information we collect, there 
are always things beyond our grasp. We can never fully know the mind of 
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another, which is why there is always an element of unpredictability in 
dealing with people. However, we also recognize this limitation is mutual. 
Boyer points out that we conceive of humans as  “ limited access strategic 
agents. ”  83  That is, we assume that others do not have access to complete 
or perfect information relevant to social interactions, and this mutual limi-
tation often plays an important role in our social dealings. 

 People the world over, however, represent gods as  “ full access strategic 
agents. ”  84  They view their gods or ancestors not necessarily as omniscient 
but as having access to all information relevant to particular social interac-
tions. They may not know how many grains of sand are on the beach, but 
they know what you did last night and what you are doing now  –  and  that  
is the truly important information. The gods have access to all that is needed 
for making a sound judgment in any particular situation. Not all gods may 
be represented as possessing this quality  –  it may be possible to deceive 
some gods  –  but the ones that are will be of particular signifi cance. As Boyer 
puts it,  “ The powerful gods are not necessarily the ones that matter; but 
the ones that have strategic information always matter. ”  85  

 Here again we have some empirical evidence suggesting that this view 
of God ’ s mind is a natural output of the kind of minds we have. Justin 
Barrett and his colleagues used a standard false - belief task to test how 
young children think of the mind of God. 86  In this experiment a child is 
shown, say, a box of cereal that has pebbles inside it rather than cereal. 
The child is then asked a question: If someone came in the room and saw 
this box of cereal, what would they think is inside it? Children three years 
old tend to answer  “ pebbles. ”  This is a well - documented result. Children 
at this age have a hard time entertaining the notion that someone would 
believe something that they themselves know to be false. However, by the 
time they reach fi ve years old, this is no longer a problem, and most children 
understand that the person will believe there is cereal inside the box. The 
interesting twist in Barrett ’ s experiment is that he also asked children what 
they thought God would believe was in the box. In this case all the children 
tended to answer  “ pebbles. ”  Even the fi ve - year - olds who had mastered the 
skill of recognizing false beliefs attributed superior insight to God. Gods 
are not fooled by superfi cial appearance the way people are, and humans 
recognize this at a very early age. 87  This is the mental trait that contributes 
to a god ’ s standing as an MCI concept, and beings that possess such a trait 
are in a particularly privileged position to assume a moral role. 88  

 We are now ready to bridge the evolution of religion and evolutionary 
morality: Gods, as  “ full access strategic agents, ”  occupy a unique role that 
allows them to detect and punish cheaters and to reward cooperators. In 
moral religions such gods are conceived of as  “ interested parties in moral 
choices. ”  89  They are concerned with social interactions and they are fully 
cognizant of the behavior and motives of those involved. The gods know 
who reciprocates and who cheats, and the gods remember. 
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 Boyer sets out three models or roles for moral gods: god - as - legislator 
(the gods issue commands and prohibitions), god - as - paragon (god, or some 
other supernatural agent, serves as a moral role model), and god - as - 
interested - party (god cares about what we do). 90  While god - as - legislator or 
god - as - paragon may be theologically privileged in teaching about god,  “ in 
people ’ s actual reasoning about particular situations, in the practical busi-
ness of judging people ’ s behavior and choosing a course of action, the 
interested party model is largely dominant. ”  91  As Boyer points out, the 
problem with the legislator and paragon models is that they are too specifi c 
to be of general usefulness. People may know that God has set out the Ten 
Commandments as his law for moral behavior, but may not be able to list 
all the commands, or even know just how to apply them to their lives (e.g., 
just how does the prohibition against  “ graven images ”  apply to contempo-
rary forms of entertainment? What constitutes  “ coveting ”  in a consumerist 
society?) And despite the popularity in some quarters of  “ What Would Jesus 
Do? ”  paraphernalia, it is far from clear how the actions of Jesus set out in 
the gospels provide a guide to dealing with life in the twenty - fi rst century. 
However, whatever the situation the belief that God is watching and cares 
about what you do is relevant. In fact, I would argue that god - as - interested -
 party is not only the dominant model, it is the original model, for if god 
were not interested in morality why would he bother to legislate commands 
or exemplify correct behavior? It is the intuition that god cares about right 
and wrong that makes the other two models plausible. 

 Now we can draw some connections between several of the lessons we 
have already learned. Evolution has pre - disposed us to favor kin; to expect 
reciprocation of altruism and to approve of those who cooperate, while 
denouncing cheats; and to support those in our group, while showing 
caution toward others. These evolved moral mechanisms provide the base-
line for our expectations about how people will respond to social interac-
tions. These form part of the default expectations and inferences bound up 
with our conception of people. We conceive of God as a  “ full access stra-
tegic agent, ”  and so we believe that he is aware when people cheat and that 
he knows when someone makes a great sacrifi ce. And given that the concept 
of god triggers the ontological category of  person,  all the relevant expecta-
tions about how a person responds to cheats and heroes are also triggered. 
If God knows about a cheater we cannot help but intuitively believe that 
he must disapprove of that cheat. The god - as - interested - party model arises 
automatically once God is conceived as a full access strategic agent. It does 
not have to be taught, it fl ows naturally from the way our minds process 
the relevant information concerning God and morality. 

 Once the concept of god - as - interested full access strategic agent is devel-
oped, it bolsters the social functions of morality. Communal belief in such 
beings raises the cost of cheating by making detection more probable (God 
sees all), and punishment more certain (God can do all); this in turn lowers 
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the risk of cooperating and makes it less risky. The strains placed on our 
evolved moral mechanisms are eased by belief in a god who cares. Religion 
then becomes the vehicle for the moral code of a society required for that 
society to continue to function as a coherent unit as it grows in size and 
complexity. 

 Some recent research provides data in support of this proposition. In a 
study of the relationship between population density and religious belief, 
anthropologists F. L. Roes and M. Raymond found a signifi cant, positive 
correlation between society size and belief in moralizing gods (i.e., gods 
supportive of human morality). They suggest that such a belief provides the 
cohesion that allows societies to grow larger, and so out - compete other 
groups. This has been followed up by political scientist Dominic Johnson, 
who in a study of 186 world cultures also found a signifi cant correlation 
between population size and belief in  “ high Gods ”  (i.e., a spiritual being 
who is believed to have created all reality and/or to be its governor). 92  This 
is part of a growing body of literature supporting the claim that religion 
solves the problem of extension. 

 A major part of religion ’ s ability to shore up a moral psychology designed 
for much more intimate groups is its role in punishment. In our discussion 
on the evolution of morality we saw how important punishment, or at least 
the possibility of punishment, is to promoting cooperation and increasing 
generosity. Many researchers see punishment as the key to the effectiveness 
of moral systems, and morally interested, full access strategic agents are 
well suited to contribute to this moral task. That the gods have the power 
to dole out punishment is, of course, an obvious fact. What is more signifi -
cant is that empirical evidence is mounting attesting to the importance of 
divine moral enforcers. 93  

 For example, psychologists Azim Shariff and Ara Norenzayan conducted 
experiments using the anonymous Dictator game discussed in the previous 
chapter. Recall that this game tests how people will split a sum of money 
with another person, with no limits on how greedy or generous they can 
be. We saw that under anonymous conditions people tend to be quite 
greedy. In their version of this experiment they had a control group play a 
standard anonymous Dictator game, but the experimental group was given 
a priming task before playing the game. In this task the subjects had to 
unscramble ten fi ve - word sentences. Five of these ten sentences contained 
religious words, such as  spirit ,  divine ,  God , or  sacred.  Their results showed 
signifi cantly greater generosity from the primed group than from the control 
group, and this was independent of the self - professed religiosity of the 
participants. In fact, in one set of trials the priming increased generosity 
even for atheists  –  that is, individuals who denied believing in God were 
still more generous when primed by religious words (although this particu-
lar result was not consistent across all trials). 94  
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 In other studies, Jesse Bering found that the behavior of children could 
be altered simply by telling them that an invisible being,  “ Princess Alice, ”  
was in the room watching them. 95  Another experiment conducted by Bering 
and colleagues found that cheating levels on an experimental task (one 
designed to test cheating propensity) were signifi cantly lowered when stu-
dents were informed that one of the experiment ’ s designers recently passed 
away and that his ghost had been seen in the testing area. 96  And the belief 
that supernatural agents are involved in visiting punishment on humans is 
a cross - culturally robust one. In Johnson ’ s review of the 186 cultures, he 
reports that all societies attributed illness  “ to the malicious work of some 
supernatural agent or other. ”  97  

 The bottom line in terms of this research is that belief in supernatural 
punishment can decrease cheating and increase cooperation and that this 
effect is easily triggered and ubiquitous. 

 This is one moral function of religion, but once this step is taken much 
more can follow. Consider this: We know it is imperative to discriminate 
between potential cooperators and cheaters, and as societies become larger 
and more anonymous, this becomes increasingly diffi cult. Belief in a moral 
god addresses this diffi culty, but only if such belief is commonly shared. If 
you do not believe God is watching you, then you have less to fear from 
cheating, and I have more to lose by cooperating with you. My belief that 
you will be punished someday for your lack of belief does little to protect 
me now. This explains why people can be so interested (at times, to the 
point of obsession) with other people ’ s beliefs. As Boyer puts it,  “ to assume 
that there is a fully informed agent around is likely to change my behavior. 
But then if others assume that there are such agents it will change their 
behavior too, which is why their representations [of gods] are of great 
interest to me. ”  98  If I do not know what you believe how can I trust you 
to reciprocate my cooperation? We are back to the commitment problem 
we discussed in Chapter  1 . There are various ways to secure a commitment 
to cooperate or to reciprocate cooperation. Some commitments can be 
secured by law, but many cannot. Even ones that can be secured by law 
leave us vulnerable to those willing to risk punishment. Reputational and 
emotional commitments are also important means of securing commit-
ments, but too many people are willing to sacrifi ce reputation, and many 
are quite skilled at faking emotions. Even though humans have developed 
strategies for assessing an intention to commit, we also possess the ability 
to deceptively signal such an intention and so we must be wary of the sin-
cerity of any such signals. Given this, evaluating signals of commitment is 
an important task. 

 In attempting to determine the sincerity of signals of commitment there 
is a sound rule to follow: The harder it is to fake a signal to commit to 
cooperation, the more trustworthy it is. As William Irons notes,  “ For such 
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signals of commitment to be successful they must be hard to fake. Other 
things being equal, the costlier the signal the less likely it is to be false. ”  99  
This is known as costly - signal theory. The logic of this theory is obvious 
and compelling. In determining whether to trust someone and risk engaging 
in a cooperative venture ( “ risk ”  because of the potential to be taken advan-
tage of and to waste resources), we look for clues that may signal that this 
person is a good risk. These clues may, however, be insincere. It may be in 
that person ’ s interest to fake a signal to cooperate in order to earn my trust, 
which they can abuse to their own advantage. However, if the particular 
signal they use is costly to fake, then I have more reason to treat that signal 
as sincere (because faking this particular signal will cost the person more 
than they can hope to get by taking advantage of me). 

 Here is another vital moral role played by religion. Religious rituals and 
traditions serve as hard - to - fake signals to commit to cooperative behavior. 
Indeed, Irons has characterized religion as a  “ hard - to - fake sign of commit-
ment. ”  100  He writes,

  Most religions are expressed in elaborate rituals that are costly in time and 
sometimes in other ways. These rituals also provide extensive opportunities 
for members of a community to monitor one another ’ s commitments to the 
community and its moral code thereby facilitating the formation of larger and 
better - united groups. 101    

 Irons points out that religions are typically learned over a long span 
of time, their traditions are often suffi ciently complex to be hard for an 
outsider to imitate, and their rituals provide opportunities for members 
to monitor each other for signs of sincerity. This is a costly and time - 
consuming process. Showing oneself to be a member of a religion by mas-
tering the traditions of that religion signals that one has already made a 
signifi cant contribution of time and energy to the group, and this signals a 
willingness to follow the code that governs the group. That is, it signals 
that one is a reliable partner in social interactions and can be trusted to 
reciprocate. 

 This is another area ripe for empirical evaluation, and the person doing 
some of the most interesting work here is anthropologist Richard Sosis. 
Sosis invites us to consider religion as a form of communication. Aside from 
typical means of communication, religions communicate  “ most effectively 
and uniquely ”  through what he calls  “ the three B ’ s ”   –  behavior (rituals), 
badges (distinctive markings or garments), and bans (prohibitions or 
taboos) 102   –  and what these three B ’ s communicate is commitment to the 
group. All three of these religious elements are costly, in terms of resources 
(rituals require an investment of time, money or other goods, or comfort 103 ; 
prohibitions require forgoing the use of specifi ed resources) and by preclud-
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ing one from benefi ting from other groups (badges mark one as belonging 
to this group but not that one). By taking on such costs you communicate 
your investment in the group, and doing so raises your status as a potential 
partner in social cooperation. The more costly the signal, the more effective 
it is as a sign of commitment, and the greater the level of social cooperation 
may be. 

 This makes sense on a theoretical level, but Sosis is going beyond theory 
and gathering empirical data. He and his colleagues have been conducting 
studies of religious and non - religious communes, using both databases and 
fi eld research. He has found that groups that demand costlier commitments 
of their members last longer than groups that require low levels of commit-
ment:  “ Costly constraints have a positive impact on the longevity of reli-
gious communes, suggesting that increases in the level of sacrifi ce imposed 
on members enhances group commitment. ”  104  Groups that ask more of 
their members have greater cohesion and fare better than less demanding 
groups because (at least in part) the costliness of being part of that group 
creates a strong, mutual presumption of commitment on the part of the 
members, thereby facilitating cooperative social action. And this sense of 
mutual commitment is not merely an intellectual exercise. It is deeply felt 
as well, as rituals imbue religious beliefs and practices with powerful emo-
tional associations. 105  

 This too helps us to understand why members of a religious group are 
so concerned about the beliefs (Sosis adds  belief  as a fourth B) and behaviors 
of other people. These beliefs and behaviors are signals of commitment to 
the group. Failure to adhere to the traditions and beliefs of the group may 
be a signal that one is a potential defector  –  someone who can no longer 
be trusted to be cooperative or to reciprocate acts of altruism. Monitoring 
the behavior of others in the group is such a serious concern because the 
danger posed by defectors and cheats (to individuals as well as to the group) 
is so serious. Defection and cheating threaten to undermine the moral fabric 
that sustains the group, and since I seek my good as a social being, this 
moral fabric sustains me as well. 

 God, as a full - access interested - party, serves as a guarantor for the moral 
bonds that hold society together and that make cooperative social action 
possible. Commitment to God signals a commitment to that moral code 
that God upholds and marks the individual as a trustworthy member of the 
group. It is on this role of religion  –  as enabler of effective social existence, 
as social glue both internally and in the face of external threats  –  that the 
cognitive study of religion is in greatest accord, even when offering different 
explanations of how religion comes to assume this function. William Irons 
believes that this function is so important that the  “ core of religion is not 
belief  …  but rather, for the most part, commitment to socially constructive 
behavior. ”  106  Scott Atran also recognizes the special role that the gods play 
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in promoting pro - social attitudes:  “ Supernatural agents contribute to main-
taining the cooperative trust of actors  …  by sanctifying the actual order 
of  …  social relations as the only morally and cosmically possible one. ”  107  
And David Sloan Wilson, perhaps more so than any other theorist in 
the evolutionary study of religion, sees the group - level effects of religion 
as the key to understanding the evolution of both religion and social 
organization. 108  

 Religious signals of commitment perform another crucial role: They 
defi ne the boundaries of the group. By signaling commitment to the group ’ s 
religion individuals identify themselves as trustworthy members invested in 
the group ’ s success. They have tied their fortunes, and their family ’ s for-
tunes, to this community. Someone who does not signal commitment to the 
gods of the group is suspect. This person has not signaled that the moral 
code of the group has been accepted; his or her lack of belief, or lack of 
mastery of tradition, may signal only a meager investment in the group, if 
not outright disregard. Such individuals are poor risks for cooperative 
behavior, for if they are not signifi cantly invested in the group (evidenced 
by their religious failings), then they have less to lose in defecting from the 
group. Such individuals are not to be trusted; in fact, they are to be treated 
as potential threats to the group. Every group, if it is to maintain social 
cohesion, must identify who is part of the group, and so worthy of the 
group ’ s trust and resources, and who is not. Religion becomes a powerful 
tool for drawing this line between in - group and out - group (with signifi cant 
consequences). 

 Sosis, again, provides some empirical support for an in - group moral bias 
in religious moral psychology. Using members of Israeli kibbutzim as sub-
jects, he and colleague Bradley Ruffl e ran a cooperation game that paired 
members of a kibbutz with other kibbutz members and with non - kibbutz 
members. Sosis argued that the kibbutz provided a valuable test case, as it 
is  “ one of the most successful modern collectives ”  and preaches an ideology 
of general cooperation with all Israelis, whether members of a kibbutz or 
not. What they found, however, is that kibbutz members were markedly 
less generous with non - kibbutz players (i.e., out - group members) than with 
fellow kibbutz players (in - group), despite cultural traditions that preached 
against such discrimination. Furthermore, not only did they fi nd an in -
 group bias, they also found that kibbutz members showed no more generos-
ity to out - group members than did non - kibbutz participants. So not only 
did kibbutz members show an in - group bias, but it was just as strong as 
those whose upbringing did not specifi cally teach them to ignore such 
distinctions. 109  

 While this experiment did not focus on groups defi ned by different reli-
gious beliefs, a religious tradition is certainly part of the group ’ s identity, 
and so the results are salient to our discussion. 110  Also of importance is the 
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apparent resilience of the in - group/out - group bias in the face of social con-
ditioning to the contrary. 

 To recap: religious morality provides a vehicle for extending the evolu-
tionary mechanisms for morality, that is, kin selection and reciprocal altru-
ism, via communal belief in supernatural beings, conceived as full - access 
interested parties. Belief in such beings is a natural outgrowth of cognitive 
processes that did not evolve for religious purposes but that channel human 
experiences in such a way as to lead to religious beliefs. Once such beliefs 
become culturally available they are in a prime position to support and 
extend our evolved moral psychology, thus making the development of 
larger and more complex social organizations possible. 111  Also by serving 
as hard - to - fake - signs of commitment, religions function to identify those 
committed to the moral code of the group and to discriminate between in -
 group members (those who have invested in the religion and can be trusted) 
and out - group members (those who have not invested in the religion and 
so cannot be trusted). If this is an accurate account of the evolution of 
religious morality, then it should be possible to detect these evolutionary 
concerns embedded in religious moral traditions and so ground such ethical 
systems in an evolutionary matrix. 

 In the next two chapters we will turn our attention to the moral tradi-
tions of Judaism and Christianity, and I will argue that these moral tradi-
tions are examples of cultural variations of the evolved template for religious 
beliefs. Our goal in the upcoming chapters, however, is not to reduce each 
tenet of Judaism and Christianity to an evolutionary strategy to increase 
reproduction. This would be a caricature of the work being done by evo-
lutionary theorists and it would ignore the real phenomenon of cultural/
moral innovation. The goal instead is to pull out from these traditions the 
principles of evolutionary morality embedded within them. We will then 
have the opportunity to step back and evaluate what this project teaches 
us about these religious traditions and, perhaps, about the prospects for 
religion and morality in the twenty - fi rst century.         



3

      Some laws, though unwritten, are more fi rmly established than all 
written laws.  (Seneca the Elder)     

  Setting the Task 

 Now we turn to the task of applying the evolutionary model developed in 
the fi rst two chapters to religious ethical traditions. I will focus the discus-
sion on the Judeo - Christian moral traditions, although I contend it can be 
just as readily supported by a consideration of Islam, and later in the book 
we will have a chance to spend some time on that religion. Clearly, this 
thesis will be more powerfully supported if it can be extended to other 
religious moral traditions, but that goes beyond the scope of this work. 
However, even if limited to monotheistic religions, given the role these 
traditions play in the modern world it will not be an insignifi cant thesis. 

 Before turning to our fi rst case study I must set some qualifi cations about 
the purpose and proper scope of this discussion. The purpose is to support 
the thesis that religious ethical traditions are cultural expressions of under-
lying evolved cognitive processes. In the fi rst two chapters I set out just 
what those processes are and how they evolved. The support for my thesis 
comes from identifying expressions of these processes in religious ethical 
traditions, in the present case, Judaism. 1  However, it is important to under-
stand just what it is we are and are not looking for. The diffi culty becomes 
clear when we consider what we mean in referring to Judaic ethical tradi-
tions. Judaism presents a history of such complexity as to bewilder the 
mind. Stretching back thousands of years into the misty reaches of antiquity 
there is no non - controversial starting point for a discussion of Judaic ethics. 
Do we work with the more philosophically sophisticated treatment of the 
Law that comes out of Rabbinic Judaism? Do we attempt to reconstruct 
the moral codes of the monarchic period? One obvious option is to focus 
on the Mosaic Code and the theophany at Sinai, but scholars recognize that 
even here there are serious questions. The Mosaic Code includes not only 
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the Ten Commandments, but also the Code of the Covenant, the more 
developed code of ethical prescriptions and penalties that follow immedi-
ately after the Decalogue in the book of Exodus, as well as the prescriptions 
found in Leviticus and the restatement of the Law in Deuteronomy. Scholars 
even suggest that there are two separate ethical traditions brought together 
in the compilation of Exodus and that parts of Code of the Covenant, 
specifi cally the Mishpatim, represent an older strain of Judaic thought. 2  
Recent archaeological studies cast the entire Sinai narrative into grave 
doubt. 3  Further complicating matters, each of these options can be charged 
with privileging Palestinian Judaism and ignoring the complexities of Jewish 
traditions of the Diaspora. 

 This raises the formidable task of clarifying the historical record of 
Judaism, a task made all the more challenging by the myriad methodo-
logical and disciplinary approaches that are employed in its study. John 
Rogerson has noted that there has been so much change in the study of 
the history of Judaism over the past decade that there is no standard 
textbook on early Israel. 4  One way around these diffi culties is to focus on 
the fi nished text as we have it today, and this is the approach I adopt here. 
Even with this approach we cannot ignore the historical context, especially 
when looking for evidence of evolutionary processes at work, but such 
considerations will be raised in a limited and careful manner. Despite the 
limitations I heed here, I do believe that a more comprehensive treatment 
would be a promising project for one more deeply immersed in the literature 
on early Israelite history and the writing of the Bible  –  if, that is, a plausible 
case for an evolutionary analysis can be made on the present limited 
grounds. 

 There is a sound argument for focusing on the fi nished text rather than 
the historical process of composition. The fi nished product is the text that 
serves as a moral text for both Jewish and Christian communities. 5  What-
ever political and historical factors shaped the writing of the Hebrew 
Scriptures, I contend that the process of formulating and editing the mate-
rial and traditions into a completed version that could function as a com-
munal text is itself a process constrained and infl uenced by the evolved 
psychology of religious and moral cognition. This is the constant. What is 
variable is the cultural setting that plays the role of environment in provid-
ing selection pressure bringing different processes into play to different 
degrees at different times. If we could reliably reconstruct the history of the 
Israelites from their origins as a self - identifying community to their develop-
ment into an established political state,  and  if we had an equally reliable 
and complete record of the accompanying moral traditions embraced by 
those communities during their historical development, then we would have 
the data to truly test the hypothesis of evolutionary religious psychology. 
But, as with the evolution of species, we need to construct the best picture 
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we can working with an incomplete record, and always be open to revising 
our conclusions as more evidence becomes available. 

 While focusing on the fi nished text simplifi es matters, it does not make 
our job a simple one. The Bible may or may not be a good book, but it is 
certainly not a coherent one. Even in its completed form it is a jumble of 
literary genres and styles, and competing theological and political agenda, 
composed in an age when boundaries between fact and fi ction were loosely 
drawn and widely ignored. Jacques Berlinerblau has wryly defi ned a Biblical 
scholar as  “ a person who has devoted his or her life to reasoning with a 
madman. ”  6  I am going to attempt to retain my sanity by once again limiting 
the extent of the discussion. Rather than consider the breadth of moral 
concerns throughout the Hebrew Scriptures, I focus primarily on the Deca-
logue, and to a lesser extent the Covenant Code, as they are presented in 
Exodus (although when we turn to the issue of religious violence in Chapter 
 5  I will need to bring in other material). 

 It might be argued that in limiting the scope of my discussion I am stack-
ing the deck in favor of my thesis by picking out favorable examples and 
ignoring the tough ones. But my goal is to make the case that an evolution-
ary approach to understanding the bases of religious ethics is a worthwhile 
contribution to such studies. By choosing representative moral teachings 
that exemplify an evolutionary logic I hope to demonstrate the plausibility 
of this approach and its potential for shedding new light on these issues. 
Of course, an important aspect of defending an evolutionary approach is 
to account for those moral precepts that do not immediately fi t into this 
schema, and this is part of the work to be done, but the priority must be 
on establishing the evolutionary approach as a theoretical tool, before 
extending its application.  

  Constructing Yahweh 

 We have defi ned  god  as a minimally counter - intuitive concept, that is, a 
concept that meets many of the expectations of an ontological category  –  in 
this case that of  person   –  while violating some of those expectations. We 
pointed out that these violations must be such as to make the concept 
memorable and must allow us to generate inferences that are signifi cant to 
the way people live their lives. Also, gods are conceived as full access stra-
tegic agents who know all the information relevant to judging any interac-
tion. This enables them to play a moral role in the lives of believers. As far 
as morality is concerned, there are three such roles: (1) as a paragon of 
moral behavior, (2) as a legislator of moral rules, (3) as an interested party 
to moral disputes  –  or any combination of the three. Before turning to ethics 
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we will fi rst look at how the character of  Yahweh , as presented in scripture, 
fi ts the evolutionary template of god - concepts. 

 In discussing Yahweh we face the same complexities as when we approach 
scripture in general. There are many descriptions of Yahweh, stemming 
from different time periods and expressing different theological and autho-
rial perspectives. We cannot expect to fi nd a single, coherent depiction. But 
this is not unique to Yahweh. It is commonplace through out religions of 
the ancient world to fi nd competing and even confl icting stories and repre-
sentations of various gods and goddesses. This underlines the fact that for 
the ancients (but not just for them) stories about the gods were designed 
not to transmit historical fact but to relay messages of moral/social import 
or to provide a way to understand some aspect of their world. These stories 
were valued to the degree that they served these functions, not because they 
agreed with one another or because they painted a coherent picture of the 
deity. This allowed room for a great deal of fl exibility and creativity in 
developing god - concepts. It also opened the door for widespread syncretism 
in which god - concepts from different cultures could be borrowed or inte-
grated into the belief system of another culture without causing any reli-
gious or intellectual dissonance. It is only with the development of a 
monotheistic tradition that this practice becomes problematic (which is not 
to say that the concept of Yahweh does not bear the marks of syncretism, 
as it clearly does). 

 The complex, changing, at times inconsistent presentations of Yahweh 
actually do not impede an evolutionary analysis but are rather just what 
we should expect if we understand Yahweh as a concept culled from ideas 
generated by human cognitive processes functioning to make sense of the 
world (i.e., more primitive god - concepts), which is then formalized in scrip-
ture written to serve varying political and theological interests. As we evalu-
ate the claims made about Yahweh from the perspective of evolutionary 
psychology we will fi nd that these varying representations still cohere as 
expressions of these psychological processes. 

 We meet Yahweh at the very beginning of the Bible, and we fi nd in the 
fi rst two chapters different conceptions of the god; in fact we are given two 
different names for him  –   Elohim  and  Yahweh . These differences alerted 
Biblical scholars to the presence of different textual traditions in these 
stories. The exact explanation for these differences is still open to dispute 
but there is enough agreement to construct a general purpose explanation. 
Genesis, chapters one and two, contains two different creation stories. 
The second account, found in Genesis 2:4 – 25, is considered the earlier 
account and was attributed to the author identifi ed as  J  for  Yahwist  
(J standing in for Y in German, the language of the Higher Criticism that 
originated this approach), since this author uses YHWH to identify God. 
The fi rst account (Gen. 1 – 2:3) is believed to stem from a much later period 
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 –  that is, the Exilic or Post - Exilic (after 587 BCE)  –  and is attributed to 
the authorial tradition identifi ed as  P  for  Priestly , as these texts place an 
emphasis on issues of concern to the priestly class and the institutionalizing 
of Judaism. 7  

 More important for our study is how Yahweh is depicted in these two 
stories. In Genesis 1 we are impressed with the cosmic power of a god who 
creates order from chaos by the power of his words:  “ Then God said,  ‘ Let 
there be light ’ ; and there was light ”  (Gen. 1:3). We follow the creative acts 
of God ’ s words through six days, culminating in the creation of humans. 
Immediately, we are presented with a being that fi ts into the category of 
 person , as he is an agent acting with purpose and verbal intelligence. What 
leaves a greater impression is the fact that this being has the power to 
summon the world by the mere expression of his will  –  clearly a violation 
of the expectations associated with members of this category, and one that 
has important implications. A being so powerful in creation can also be 
powerful in destruction, as the universe seems to owe its existence simply 
to his will. However, we are also given information that shows Yahweh 
fulfi lls many other expectations of  persons . After each act of creation 
Yahweh refl ects on his work and fi nds satisfaction:  “ and God saw that it 
was good. ”  This judgment, whether one of relief that things came out well, 
pride in achievement, or moral approval, is consistent with what we know 
about humans and how we would expect them to respond at the end of a 
successful project. 

 That Yahweh fi ts the category  person  is made more vivid in the creation 
of humans:  “ Then God said,  ‘ Let Us make man in Our image, according 
to Our likeness ’ .  …  So God created man in His own image ”  (Gen. 1:26 – 27). 
Leaving aside that the divine utterance is in the plural, and the question of 
whether this implies a polytheistic tradition embedded in the Jewish Scrip-
ture, what is relevant is that Yahweh  has  an image, and a human one. This 
anthropomorphic conception of God comes across vividly as we turn to the 
second account of creation. 

 Here we read of Yahweh creating Adam, not by simply calling him into 
existence  –  that is,  “ Let there be Adam ”   –  but by taking dust from the earth 
to form Adam ’ s physical being and then breathing into Adam ’ s nostrils, 
bringing him to life (Gen. 2:7). These are physical acts involving hands and 
lungs and a mouth, and actual work in putting the materials together. Then 
we hear that Yahweh  “ planted a garden ”  (Gen. 2:8) and issued directions 
on how Adam could use that garden, setting a penalty for disobedience 
(Gen. 2:16 – 17). Later we fi nd the god  “ walking in the garden in the cool 
of the day ”  (Gen. 3:8). All of this is consistent with what we know about 
 persons . It is perfectly reasonable that a person who went to the trouble of 
planting a garden would want to be sure that garden was cared for and not 
abused and so might set rules; and he certainly would enjoy the pleasures 
of the garden himself, and so consequentially these are intuitively acceptable 
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depictions of Yahweh. One might want to ask, of course, if this picture is 
consistent with an incorporeal, purely spiritual being, but such a question 
may never occur to a believer reading these passages because these descrip-
tions are natural inferences from the ontological category of  person . These 
implicit expectations about  persons  structure our thoughts about God and 
are as much part of our conception of God as the more dramatic supra -
 human attributes. They are so natural that we are often oblivious to them 
and to the problems in consistency that they raise. Theological doctrine to 
the contrary notwithstanding, in scripture and in the daily refl ections of 
believers, God is conceived in human terms. 8  

 Stewart Guthrie has pointed out that the line between human and divine 
was not always drawn as clearly as we assume it to be today. 9  This comes 
across in a somewhat startling way if we refl ect on Yahweh ’ s reaction to 
Adam and Eve ’ s disobedient behavior in the garden. Yahweh ’ s initial 
response, as might be expected of a person, is to become angry and to curse 
them for this transgression. But then we fi nd Yahweh thinking about the 
implications of what has just happened:

  Then the Lord God said,  “ Behold, the man has become like one of us, 
knowing good and evil; and now, lest he put forth his hand and take also of 
the tree of life, and eat, and live forever ”   –  therefore the Lord God sent him 
forth from the garden of Eden.  …  and at the east of the garden of Eden he 
placed the cherubim, and a fl aming sword which turned every way, to guard 
the way to the tree of life. (Gen. 3:22 – 24)   

 What comes across from a strictly literal reading of the text is that Yahweh 
banishes Adam and Eve from paradise  not  because of their sin  –  that pun-
ishment was already set out in earlier verses: for Eve, pain during childbirth 
and submission to her husband; for Adam, hard toil for his food and ulti-
mately death  –  but to protect his divine prerogatives. 

 Having sinned once Adam may sin again and attain immortality. To 
prevent that, God cast him out and set angels with fl aming swords to guard 
the tree of life. Here is a sovereign jealously defending his domain. What 
is more striking, however, is how malleable is the line between mortal 
person and divine supra - person. Adam and Eve have become like gods by 
acquiring moral awareness. If they were to eat from the tree of life they 
would, presumably, become gods. 

 This Genesis story is not the only creation account connecting moral 
wisdom and immortality as the criteria for godhood. There is a Mesopota-
mian myth of Adapa, 10  the fi rst man, who is summoned by the high god 
Anu to answer for a transgression. 

 Before entering Anu ’ s presence he is advised by the god Ea, who often 
plays the role of intercessor for humans, to make himself look penitent and 
is warned not to eat the food offered to him. Anu accepts Adapa ’ s repent-
ance and according to the standards of hospitality offers him fruit to eat. 
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Adapa, heedful of the advice he was given, politely refuses, unaware that 
the fruit offers immortality. Only later does he learn what he has passed 
up. Ea enabled Adapa to gain wisdom by visiting the abode of the gods 
and living to tell about it, but was careful to not allow Adapa to gain the 
divine attribute of immortality. 

 Both of these stories match the understanding of God as a minimally 
counter - intuitive being. God is like a member of the category  person  in 
having moral knowledge but unlike a typical member by virtue of immor-
tality. A human who had both would be a god. 

 These stories tell us not that God is like humans in having moral knowl-
edge but that in possessing moral knowledge humans share in the divine. 
This is of great signifi cance to the thesis of this book. Here, in one of the 
fi rst accounts of Yahweh, we are told that an essential part of his divinity 
is that he possesses knowledge of good and evil. Throughout the Hebrew 
Bible we are reminded of the moral nature of Yahweh, who is often held 
up as a paragon of virtue, one of the three moral models for gods to assume. 
We are told that  “ the Lord is a God of justice ”  (Isa. 30:18) and  “ righteous-
ness and justice are the foundation ”  of his throne (Ps. 89:14);  “ the Lord is 
good, for his steadfast love endures for ever ”  (Jer. 33:11). 

 And this is more than devotional rhetoric; we see the evidence of Yah-
weh ’ s moral nature in his actions. We have already seen Yahweh ’ s capacity 
for moral outrage in his response to the transgression of Adam and Eve. 
That moral sensibility is displayed even more emphatically in the story 
of Noah:

  The Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that 
every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually. And 
the Lord was sorry that he had made man on the earth, and it grieved him 
to his heart. So the Lord said,  “ I will blot out man whom I have created from 
the face of the ground. ”  (Gen. 6:5 – 7)   

 We know how this ends: Yahweh sends a fl ood that kills every man, 
woman, and child on the earth, with the exception of Noah and his family. 
As an indication of the nature of God, this story does not serve to Yahweh ’ s 
credit. Evil as man may have been, could it have justifi ed mass murder of 
the children and infants that perished in the divine punishment? Further-
more, we are told that once the slaughter was over and the waters subsided, 
Noah offered a sacrifi ce that pleased God and prompted him to reconsider 
his acts, which he promised never to do again. The impression we are left 
with is of God acting impulsively with murderous rage, and then when his 
anger is suffi ciently vented, he calms down and regrets his action, promising 
to act better in the future. More damning, there is an appalling lack of 
foresight on the part of Yahweh. This drastic, destructive action was aimed 
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at eliminating evil from the world  –  wipe out the evildoers and start over 
from scratch. As such, it was a singularly unsuccessful strategy. 

 This story raises serious problems as a tale of a moral God who is also 
proposed to be all - knowing and all - powerful. It follows from those attributes 
that Yahweh (a) could have discriminated the evil adults from the innocent 
babes and wrought destruction on the sinful alone, and (b) should have 
foreseen that the generations following Noah would also sink into sin and 
evil thoughts and come up with a more effective strategy. Of course, one 
may argue that this story is to be understood not literally but rather as a 
cautionary tale of the costs of sin, and from such a perspective such prob-
lems do not arise. This point is well taken. However, it is more telling that 
this tale was accepted as a faithful account of Yahweh ’ s actions in the world 
(and still is accepted as such in some corners of the world), and understand-
ing it that way is a more immediate expression of religious cognition than 
any allegorical interpretation. 

 When we treat this tale not as allegory nor as history but as an expres-
sion of religious cognition it becomes easier to make sense of it. As a mini-
mally counter - intuitive member of the ontological category  person , it makes 
sense that Yahweh would be grievously offended by the evil acts of his 
creation, and from a sense of bitter disappointment would want to erase 
his work and begin anew. It also follows intuitively that a powerful person 
who was so offended would respond with a display of that power. It is also 
a common human experience to lash out in hurt and anger only to regret 
it once the storm of passion has passed, resulting in a remorseful promise 
never to do it again. This all makes perfect sense because this is how people 
act, and since beliefs about gods are generated by cognitive processes that 
treat God as a member of the category  person  they are intuitively acceptable 
descriptions of Yahweh. The fact that Yahweh ’ s lashing out takes the form 
of a universal fl ood is a category violation that distinguishes him as belong-
ing to a special subset of  person , and makes him a memorable being of 
great signifi cance to humans  –  that is, it marks him as a god. 

 In the fl ood story we not only learn of Yahweh ’ s power, we are signaled 
in an unmistakable manner that this god is an interested party in moral 
matters, a second model for moral gods. His wrath is kindled against 
humans because of their moral failings; he saves Noah because of his moral 
righteousness. This aspect of Yahweh is driven home again and again. The 
Book of Psalms, to look at just a single text, provides numerous testimonies 
to Yahweh ’ s moral concern. We hear that  “ the Lord is righteous; he loves 
righteous deeds ”  (Ps. 11:7), that  “ he judges the world with righteousness, 
he judges the world with equity ”  (Ps. 9:8), that  “ his soul hates him who 
loves violence ”  (Ps. 11:5), and that  “ morning by morning [he] will destroy 
all the wicked in the land, cutting off all the evildoers from the city of the 
Lord ”  (Ps. 101:8). 
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 To be an effective player in moral matters it is not enough that God 
cares. God ’ s interest in moral matters is particularly signifi cant because gods 
surpass a typical person by having full access to all morally relevant infor-
mation. We are shown this in the Noah story when God sees that in man 
 “ every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually. ”  
This is not something that a human can know with any certainty. We make 
inferences to a person ’ s intentions from his or her behavior, but as limited -
 access strategic agents we cannot see into the heart of a person and read 
his or her deepest feelings. This is why it is possible for evil people to deceive 
us. They can hide their sinister hearts behind a show of good intent, but 
Yahweh cannot be fooled. Even the mighty King David cannot hide his sin 
from Yahweh, who signals his role as moral enforcer by exposing and 
punishing even the great ones (2 Sam. 12:1 – 23):  “ With him are strength 
and wisdom; the deceived and the deceiver are his ”  (Job 12:16). 

 This conception of Yahweh, as it is developed and presented in the 
Hebrew scriptures, fl ows readily from the evolved cognitive channels that 
generate god - beliefs. Yahweh fulfi lls many of the expectations of a member 
of the ontological category  person , while violating in memorable fashion 
several of those expectations. These category violations are not only memo-
rable but signifi cant. They generate important information about the deity 
that is relevant to human existence. Most signifi cant is that this god is a 
moral being who is interested in the moral doings of his people. Such a 
concept was of profound importance to a people struggling to maintain 
social cohesion in the face of the challenges and hardships of an often brutal 
ancient world. The one moral model we have yet to discuss may be the 
most important in this regard, and that is god as moral legislator. We turn 
to this next.  

  The Ten Commandments: 
An Evolutionary Interpretation 

 Our discussion has highlighted several key components of our evolved 
moral nature. Kin selection and reciprocal altruism, particularly indirect 
reciprocity, form core layers of our moral cognition. As such, the concerns 
and values that fl ow from them should be evident within the moral tradi-
tions we examine. Furthermore, for a moral system to function there must 
be confi dence that an act of altruism will be reciprocated, if not directly 
then through benefi ts to the actor ’ s family, through enhancement of reputa-
tion within the community, or by strengthening the group (which may in 
turn benefi t the individual and/or kin). Humans, therefore, are very sensitive 
to signals of commitment to reciprocate and of commitment to punish 
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defectors. An effective means of demonstrating commitment is by engaging 
in costly signaling. Also, we learned that punishment motivates cooperative 
behavior and discourages cheating. 

 As we examine the Decalogue, along with some other elements of the 
Mosaic Law, we will fi nd all these elements embedded there and given 
divine sanction. The Law is a vehicle for expressing these evolutionary 
strategies in a religious idiom, thereby reinforcing and enhancing them in 
a way that contributes to the development of a cohesive social unit on a 
scale larger than that of family or clan. We will work our way through the 
Ten Commandments (as they are presented in Exodus 11 ) to uncover signs 
of our evolved psychology, with occasional tangents into other material 
when further examples are needed. We begin with the introduction:

   “  And God spoke all these words  (Exod. 20:1). ”    

 This leads us directly into the Ten Commandments and in a powerful, 
yet concise manner, signals the importance of what is to follow. The moral 
code that will establish the standard of community behavior is given a 
divine status. Yahweh assumes the role of legislator of group morality, 
imbuing the communal code with signifi cance and objectivity that encour-
ages acceptance and justifi es the sacrifi ces imposed by group living.

   I) I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out 
of the house of bondage. You shall have no other gods before me. (Exod. 
20:2 – 3)    

 This fi rst command establishes the identity and the reputation of Yahweh. 
By referring to the escape from Egypt Yahweh reminds the people of the 
wondrous things he has done, that he commands the very forces of nature 
and he has used that power for their benefi t. 12  This is a god who cares about 
the good of the community and has at his disposal immense power. This 
command also sets the conditions of the covenant that is being established. 
God has done a great good for the people and they therefore owe him. This 
taps into the implicit psychology of reciprocation: Worship no other god, 
since it is I, Yahweh, and no other god, who did this great deed for you. 

 This exclusive bond with Yahweh is not simply what morality demands 
in return for the good received. It calls for commitment to a supreme being 
who functions as overseer of the community. To be committed to that being 
and no other signals commitment to the moral code that that god upholds, 
since being committed to that god is demonstrated by keeping his law and 
marks an individual as a trustworthy member of the group. Breaking this 
commandment carries serious social consequences. If one is willing to defect 
from a contract with such a powerful being, who has done so much for 
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you, how much more ready must you be to defect from commitments to a 
fellow group member. 

 This command generates a great deal of discussion over exactly what is 
implied by the Hebrew phrase   ‘ al - panay , translated as  “ before me. ”  Does 
it imply monotheism or simply the priority of Yahweh over other gods? 
Biblical scholar Brevard Childs points out that the Hebrew phrase does not 
imply the exclusive existence of Yahweh but emphasizes instead the exclu-
sive nature of the relationship between Yahweh and Israel. 13  The question 
of whether early Judaism was originally monotheistic, whether this is a 
tradition that developed over time, or whether it was the position of a 
minority camp within Judaism that gained ascendancy during the Post -
 Exilic period is also an ongoing debate. Although I do not have the creden-
tials to jump into this controversy as a professional in Jewish studies, I must 
say that the fi rst option  –  that of Judaism as originally monotheistic  –  seems 
the least plausible. Given what we know about early religious systems, what 
we gather from more contemporary hunter - gatherer societies, and what we 
can infer from the cognitive study of religion, polytheism seems the default 
position. 14  

 Fortunately, we do not need to resolve the debate in order to appreciate 
the evolutionary signifi cance of this fi rst command. Whether or not  “ no 
other gods before me ”  accepts the existence of other gods, it clearly marks 
them off - limits for members of the covenantal community. Even if there are 
other gods, there is only one legitimate moral code for anyone wishing to 
be considered a member of that community, and that code is tied to 
Yahweh.

   II) You shall not make for yourself a graven image, or any likeness of anything 
that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water 
under the earth; you shall not bow down to them or serve them; for I the 
Lord your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon 
the children to the third and fourth generations of those that hate me, but 
showing steadfast love to thousands of those who love me and keep my com-
mandments. (Exod. 20:4 – 6)    

 This commandment combines a prohibition with the motivation for respect-
ing that prohibition. The prohibition is a somewhat strange one and there 
seems to be no scholarly consensus on why it bans graven images in such 
terms. 15  It has been suggested that this was a way of distinguishing the 
worship practices of the Israelites from that of the neighboring, and so 
competing, Canaanite religion. If this is so then the prohibition may have 
functioned as a signal of communal membership. Whatever the case, the 
second part of the command, the motivation, clearly speaks to our evolved 
psychology. 
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 The Israelites are informed, in no uncertain terms, why they need to 
respect this prohibition:  “ for I the Lord your God am a jealous God. ”  This 
is a fascinating admission. What are we to make of a jealous god? From a 
certain theological perspective this claim seems incongruent with the nature 
of a supreme being, but we already know how to answer that point. 
Yahweh is conceptualized as a minimally counter - intuitive being and so will 
be defi ned, at least partially, in human terms. This command, following on 
the heels of the fi rst commandment, has clearly set out an exclusive relation-
ship between God and his people, and it is an intuitive inference that when 
one ’ s partner is unfaithful a person will be jealous. However, while jealousy 
is a human characteristic, it is not a particularly positive one. We often 
think of jealousy as a weakness, a sign of insecurity and possessiveness. 
People who are secure in themselves and in their relationships are supposed 
to be beyond the torments of jealousy. And Yahweh is not just any person, 
he is a god  –  a supremely powerful being. Should he not be beyond that 
ugly human emotion? We might think so, until we refl ect on the nature of 
this particular emotional response. 

 Jealousy, here and elsewhere in the Bible, is a response to unfaithfulness. 
It is the divine reaction to Israel worshipping other gods, and is often dis-
cussed as though Israel were an adulterous wife. The intuitive response to 
such betrayal is a feeling of jealousy; this is not the sort of thing that can 
be tolerated or ignored. In evolutionary terms, for a wife to be sexually 
unfaithful presents the prospect of a man raising a child that is not his own. 
For someone to invest resources, to make sacrifi ces for a child carrying 
someone else ’ s genes  –  resources that could have and should have gone to 
one ’ s own offspring  –  and with no hope of reciprocation, is an evolutionary 
disaster. The powerful emotions that are triggered in response to even sus-
pected infi delity are evolution ’ s means of discouraging and punishing such 
defections from the social contract of marriage. 16  Anyone hearing this 
description of Yahweh would understand his jealousy and, more important, 
would recognize its ramifi cations. If we leave Exodus temporarily and turn 
to the Book of Hosea we can see how explicitly this was spelled out. 

 In this text Yahweh addresses Israel as a bride, with even a hint of sexu-
ality:  “ And in that day, says the Lord, you will call me,  ‘ My husband ’ .  …  
And I will betroth you to me for ever.  …  I will betroth you to me in faith-
fulness, and you shall know the Lord ”  ( “ to know ”  is often a Biblical 
euphemism for sexual intimacy) (Hos. 2:16 – 20). And Israel ’ s supposed 
idolatry is portrayed as infi delity. Here Yahweh speaks as if to his children 
about their promiscuous mother:

  Plead with your mother, plead  –  for she is not my wife, and I am not her 
husband  –  that she put away her harlotry from her face, and her adultery 
from between her breasts; lest I strip her naked and make her as in the day 
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she was born, and make her like a wilderness, and set her like a parched land, 
and slay her with thirst. (Hos. 2:2 – 3)   

 And just to be sure everyone gets the message:  “ Upon her children also I 
will have no pity, because they are children of harlotry. For their mother 
has played the harlot ”  (Hos. 2:4 – 5). 17  

 Danna Nolan Fewell poignantly asks us to consider how this divine 
model of marital behavior has impacted on our sorry history of domestic 
abuse. 18  It is a question well worth pondering, particularly by those who 
present the Bible as a moral guide to be read literally. But in describing 
Yahweh in these terms the Biblical authors are not concerned with estab-
lishing an ideal moral norm, they are drawing on their moral psychology, 
as experienced at their level of social development, to express in terms as 
forceful and as visceral as possible the strength and passion of Yahweh ’ s 
commitment to his people, and the consequences of breaking the pact 
with him. 

 Indeed, the fact that Yahweh is capable of such emotional extremes is 
part of what makes him such an effective enforcer of moral norms. If we 
refl ect back on our discussion of the moral emotions this should become 
clear. For a moral system to work there must be ways of securing commit-
ments to cooperate and to reciprocate. One method is to have a third party 
with the power to enforce commitments and to punish defections. As we 
have seen, there is a wealth of research on moral psychology indicating the 
importance of punishment in motivating social cooperation, and there is a 
growing body of research in the cognitive science of religion that points to 
this being a common role of supernatural beings. 19  Gods often assume this 
role for a community, as Yahweh assumed this role for the ancient Israelites. 
But for Yahweh to function as a credible enforcer we need to have reasons 
to believe that (a) he has the power to enforce  –  and this was signaled by 
the reminder of what he was able to do to the Egyptians  –  and (b) he is 
committed to enforcing the moral rules he sets out. From experience we 
know that sometimes a person in authority may not be diligent in enforcing 
the rules. Some people talk tough but are not willing to follow through, 
others are more willing to let things slide. This makes a person a less cred-
ible enforcer and weakens the motivation to keep our commitments. How 
does Yahweh signal his commitment to enforce the law? 

 Two means of securing commitments previously discussed were  emo-
tional  and  reputational . I consider each in turn. Emotional responses can 
work very effectively to signal willingness to punish behavior. In Chapter 
 1  we considered that sometimes from a purely rational calculation it is not 
worthwhile to actually retaliate against a cheat. But the powerful emotions 
that often accompany a moral complaint  –  that is, anger and jealousy  –  
signal that a person is not responding from rational calculations and is 
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prepared to retaliate even if it costs them more than ignoring the offense 
would (think back to the example of the annoying neighbor with the incon-
tinent dog). Let ’ s apply this to the present issue. 

 The ancient Israelites were surrounded by people who worshipped many 
gods, and may have themselves engaged in polytheistic practices. This was 
the norm. People in the ancient world were pragmatic about their religious 
worship. While most cities and nations had patron gods, there was no 
reason to risk offending or missing out on the blessings of any god, and it 
was not unusual for a person to offer sacrifi ce or prayer to other gods if 
the occasion called for it. The Romans, that most practical of ancient 
peoples, even dedicated a shrine to the Unknown Gods, just to be sure they 
did not miss any. 

 So we can imagine that it would have been very tempting as an ancient 
Israelite, in a time of need, to offer up sacrifi ce to one of the many gods 
who might be able to provide assistance. Now, I might be quite aware of 
the prohibition against such behavior yet reason that Yahweh would not 
get terribly upset over just this one dalliance with a foreign god; that he 
would not rain destruction down upon me and thereby lose out on all the 
future worship and sacrifi ce that I, the repentant sinner, would provide 
Yahweh over the course of my continued and hopefully long life. If Yahweh 
were known to be a purely rational agent this might make sense. To destroy 
a person for one occasion of unfaithfulness would mean losing out on all 
the future benefi ts of continuing to have this person worship him. It does 
not make good business sense. 

 However, an ancient theo - philanderer would know that Yahweh is not 
a purely rational agent  –  he is a jealous god. Jealous agents lash out irra-
tionally, and often violently and impulsively. And not only does Yahweh 
promise to get me but he promises to visit  “ the iniquity of the fathers upon 
the children to the third and fourth generations. ”  So even if I were willing 
to risk Yahweh ’ s wrath it is not I alone who will suffer but my children as 
well. Note how this threat effectively taps into our evolved psychology. 
Yahweh will take his anger out on my genetic legacy, making for naught 
all that I have sacrifi ced for my children and raising the specter of reproduc-
tive failure. Evolution has made sure that we are very sensitive to such 
threats. 

 But what if one were skeptical about Yahweh ’ s claim? What if one were 
to wonder if this was all divine bluster? People engage in posturing all the 
time  –  all bark and no bite. This is where reputation comes in and the 
Hebrews would be well aware of Yahweh ’ s reputation. First, he has just 
reminded them of how destructive he can be  –   “ remember the Egyptians ”  
 –  and then there are all the stories of Yahweh ’ s response to unfaithfulness. 
If the story of Noah and the universal deluge did not secure Yahweh ’ s repu-
tation as a committed enforcer of moral behavior we are given another vivid 
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example immediately following the revelation of the Ten Commandments: 
the story of the golden calf. The people, worried that Moses has been gone 
for so long, have Aaron build a golden calf that can serve as their god  –  the 
very sin prohibited by the fi rst two commandments. That this sin occurs 
here seems an intentional literary choice to demonstrate that Yahweh meant 
what he said. 20  Yahweh ’ s fi rst instinct is to destroy all the Israelites: to 
Moses,  “ I have seen this people, and behold, it is a stiff - necked people; now 
therefore let me alone, that my wrath may burn hot against them and I may 
consume them ”  (Exod. 32:9 – 10). Moses is able to talk Yahweh out of this 
by reminding him of his promises to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob  –  showing 
that even in his anger Yahweh is committed to his promises and can be 
reasoned with on moral grounds. Moses then goes down the mountain and 
oversees the execution of three thousand sinners, which mollifi es Yahweh 
but does not satisfy him. After telling Moses he may lead the people away 
from Sinai we hear:  “ Nevertheless, in the day when I visit, I will visit their 
sin upon them. ”  This is a chillingly ominous threat, one that we are told 
was fulfi lled:  “ And the Lord sent a plague upon the people, because they 
made the calf which Aaron made ”  (Exod. 32:34 – 35). This is not a god who 
makes empty threats. 

 Rather than being a fl aw in the divine nature, Yahweh ’ s jealousy is 
essential to making him a credible enforcer of the moral code, thereby 
strengthening the moral bonds of society by making punishment of defec-
tion more certain. In fact, being a jealous god is rather distinctive of 
Yahweh. We do fi nd other examples of divine jealousy in the ancient world, 
but of a more mundane version (e.g., think of the stories of Hera and Zeus ’ s 
many mistresses); jealousy because of devotion to another god is unique to 
Yahweh. Perhaps this is necessary to promote monotheism. If Yahweh were 
tolerant of the worship of other gods, what reason would people have to 
devote themselves to him alone? G. Henton Davies has written:  “ the word 
[jealous] is used in contexts where the solity ( ‘ only - ness ’ ), unity or distinc-
tive character of Israel ’ s God is threatened or compromised. The word is 
the antidote to idolatry. ”  21  

 Before leaving this commandment, we need to further address the second 
clause that has Yahweh  “ visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the chil-
dren to the third and fourth generations of those that hate me, but showing 
steadfast love to thousands of those who love me and keep my command-
ments. ”  Besides driving home the consequences of sin, this clause also ties 
the well - being of the community to the behavior of its individuals. My sin 
not only costs me but has consequences for others. It will reverberate 
through the generations, threatening the future of the community. On the 
other hand, we are also reminded of the rewards for faithfulness, rewards 
that we can expect with confi dence as we know that Yahweh is a god who 
delivers.
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   III) You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain; for the Lord 
will not hold him guiltless who takes his name in vain. (Exod. 20:7)    

 The most common interpretation of this command sees it as a prohibition 
against false swearing, although Childs claims this does not follow from a 
purely linguistic reading of the text and that the Hebrew implies a broader 
meaning. But he concedes that from early on it was understood primarily 
as a command not to invoke God ’ s name in a false promise, or an empty 
oath. 22  

 The function of such a command fi ts neatly into a system of evolutionary 
morality. Promise - making and oaths are mechanisms that support recipro-
cation. They seek to guarantee behavior that allows others to interact with 
the promise - maker with confi dence. It indicates a commitment to follow 
through on an agreement, to reciprocate for the considerations or favors 
one seeks to encourage from others. It is reciprocal altruism (either direct 
or indirect) made explicit. Furthermore, invoking the name of the deity that 
oversees moral transactions signals several important pieces of information: 
you accept the same god as I do; you recognize that god ’ s role as moral 
enforcer; and you invite retribution for failing to reciprocate that outweighs 
any advantage you might hope to gain by reneging on your word. This is 
invaluable information for any potential partner trying to gauge whether it 
is worth the risk to do business with you. In addition to concerns about 
your reputation (it is costly to be marked a cheater), by invoking God ’ s 
name you add the reputation of God to the equation. To invoke God ’ s 
name in an empty oath is a more serious offense than merely cheating. If I 
cheat you I do you damage, and to the degree that I get away with it I may 
weaken the moral bonds of society. But falsely swearing by God ’ s name 
threatens to undermine the very fabric of social morality. If you are willing 
to cheat me, while swearing to God, then you have completely rejected the 
code that allows a system of reciprocation to develop. It is an offense not 
only against me but against society itself. Such offenses cannot be taken 
lightly by a group, and so it is not surprising that such a prohibition, along 
with threats of divine retribution, is included in the basic dictates of this 
religious morality. 

 Childs points out that this command has also been interpreted as a means 
of protecting God from abuse. To associate God ’ s name with deception is 
to abuse it, and to weaken its power to signal commitment to reciprocation. 
But there is more to it than this. The name of God has a special place in 
the Jewish religion. It is revealed under sacred conditions and is treated 
with special reverence, in speaking and in writing. This is a distinctive aspect 
of Judaism, and with all distinctive aspects of a religion we must suspect it 
serves as a signal of commitment to the group. The holiness associated with 
the name of the Jewish God is unique among ancient peoples. To respect 
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the special practices surrounding the name of God signals one takes the 
behavioral code of the group seriously, and therefore that one is a trust-
worthy member of the moral community.

   IV) Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor, and 
do all your work; but the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your God; in 
it you shall not do any work, you, or your son, or your daughter, your man-
servant, or your maidservant, or your cattle, or the sojourner who is within 
your gates; for in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all 
that is in them, and rested the seventh day; therefore the Lord blessed the 
sabbath day and hallowed it. (Exod. 20:8 – 11)    

 This law has great signifi cance for the thesis of this book. Childs reports 
that there is general consensus that the command did not originate with the 
Sinai tradition but is an earlier tradition being reconfi rmed 23   –  note the 
language  “ remember the Sabbath day. ”  He also discusses possible historical 
analogues among other Ancient Near Eastern traditions. As interesting as 
this is, more relevant to the present discussion is the function of this com-
mand, and to gain insight into this we must look at the motivation for 
keeping the command. 

 Actually, I should say,  “ motivations, ”  for while the command to remem-
ber the Sabbath is straightforward, the reasons for doing so vary throughout 
its numerous appearances in the Pentateuch. In Exodus 23:12 it seems 
intended simply as an admonition to rest:  “ Six days you shall do your work, 
but on the seventh day you shall rest; that your ox and your ass may have 
rest, and the son of your bondmaid, and the alien, may be refreshed. ”  In 
the Exodus Decalogue the Sabbath is connected to God ’ s creative act and 
his rest from his work: Yahweh  “ rested the seventh day. ”  Scholars have 
pointed out that this is clearly intended to connect with the Priestly account 
of creation in Genesis 1 – 2:3, emphasizing that the Sabbath tradition infl u-
enced the creation account and not the reverse. 24  In Deuteronomy, however, 
we fi nd a different rationale. 

 Deuteronomy gives the command a different introduction  –   “ Observe 
the sabbath day, to keep it holy, as the Lord your God commanded you ”  
(Deut. 5:12)  –  but lists the same instructions for observation as we fi nd in 
Exodus (Deut. 5:13 – 15). It is worth noting that Exodus and Deuteronomy 
are consistent in who is to rest on the Sabbath, and this extends to omitting 
the wife. Given how specifi c the list is  –  your sons and daughters, your 
manservant and maidservant, your ox and ass  –  this omission is all the more 
glaring and reminds us that this is a law written within a patriarchal society 
and addressed to men. And not just any men, but men of means, those with 
the wealth and position to own oxen and asses and slaves. 25  

 The signifi cant change in the Deuteronomic version is in the motivation: 
 “ You shall remember that you were a servant in the land of Egypt, and the 
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Lord your God brought you out thence with a mighty hand and an out-
stretched arm; therefore the Lord your God commanded you to keep the 
Sabbath day ”  (Deut. 5:15). We have seen that a reminder of Yahweh ’ s 
might and the debt owed to him establish Yahweh ’ s credibility as a morally 
interested party in the affairs of Israel, and as a mighty enforcer. This should 
tip us off that this command too serves as a signal of commitment, whatever 
other function it may have, or originally had. This comes across most clearly 
in a further expression of the command. In Exodus 31:12 – 17 we are told:

  And the Lord said to Moses,  “ Say to the people of Israel,  ‘ You shall keep my 
sabbaths, for this is a sign between me and you throughout your generations, 
that you may know that I, the Lord, sanctify you.  …  Therefore the people of 
Israel shall keep the sabbath, observing the sabbath throughout their genera-
tions, as a perpetual covenant. It is a sign for ever between me and the people 
of Israel.   

 Here it is explicit: observing proper Sabbath restrictions signals allegiance 
to the covenant that sets the conditions of community membership and 
moral behavior. To observe these practices is to demonstrate one ’ s commit-
ment to that group. The Sabbath is a holy day, distinguished from all others. 
On this day, whatever differences may exist between members of the com-
munity, all are to rest from their labor and remember their unity under a 
common God and an allegiance to a common code. So signifi cant is this 
sign of commitment that the penalty for violating the command is death 
(Exod. 31:15). 

 Observing the Sabbath was just one of several practices that defi ned the 
boundaries of the group for ancient Israelites and signaled commitment to 
that group. Circumcision and kosher food laws also distinguished Jews 
among the peoples of the Ancient Mediterranean world. 26  A variety of 
purposes have been ascribed to these practices, but whatever other functions 
they may serve, in terms of moral psychology a more basic interpretation 
is to see them as  “ hard - to - fake ”  signals of commitment. Consider for 
example the intricacies of kosher regulations. These are so complex and so 
specifi c that they are virtually impossible to fulfi ll without a deep and long -
 term immersion in the group. There is no obvious reason, to take one 
example, to not eat dairy and meat during the same meal. The casual 
observer might not even notice such a pattern if not alerted to it. Such 
practices are diffi cult for an outsider, looking to infi ltrate and take advan-
tage of the benefi ts of altruism within the group, to fake successfully. It is 
by being raised in a Jewish household, and one that keeps Jewish law, that 
one becomes adept at such practices, and so showing one ’ s mastery of these 
practices is an effective signal that one has already invested signifi cant time 
and energy to being a member of the community. Such a person is less likely 
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to defect from the group and is therefore a more trustworthy partner in 
social cooperation. 

 Circumcision also functions as such a signal. It is a physical sign that 
one has, since birth, been a member of the community. In Genesis we read 
of the function of circumcision:

  And God said unto Abraham,  “  … .This is my covenant, which you shall keep, 
between me and you and your descendants after you; Every man among you 
shall be circumcised. You shall be circumcised the fl esh of your foreskins, and 
it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and you.  …  Any uncircumcised 
male who is not circumcised in the fl esh of his foreskin shall be cut off from 
his people. ”  (Gen. 17:9 – 14)   

 Circumcision was not unique to Israelites in the ancient world, though rare 
enough that the Romans saw it as a Jewish practice. What does appear to 
have been unique was its role as a sign of group membership. This signal 
carved into the fl esh of the individual is a costly signal to fake. In fact this 
became an issue of division in the early Jewish/Christian communities be-
cause the costliness to an adult male of adopting this signal was impeding 
Paul ’ s mission to the Gentiles (see Galatians). 

 Joseph Blenkinsopp has noted that kosher laws, circumcision, and 
Sabbath observations, while rooted in early Israelite religion, took on 
increased importance after the Babylonian exile  –  which makes sense from 
so many perspectives, not least of all an evolutionary one. Exiled from their 
home, integrated into a foreign community, group survival depended all the 
more urgently on being able to recognize who was and who was not a 
member. Distinctive practices and rituals became the ties that not only 
bound the community but that defi ned a community no longer in its 
own land, no longer under the control of its own laws. He writes that while 
the Sabbath practice  “ is certainly ancient  …  it comes into its own as a 
confessional mark of identity only from the time of the Babylonian exile. ”  27  
And he points out that the Priestly author(s) goes to great lengths to tie 
these practices to the re - establishment of the temple cult in Israel. The 
temple becomes the physical center of Judaism in Post - Exilic Israel, and 
by uniting cultic practices to these signals of commitment the Priestly 
author(s) defi ne what it is to be part of the community in this new phase 
of Jewish history. 28  

 Reading this commandment as an example of a signal of commitment 
to the group is in line with scholarly tradition. In fact, much of the analysis 
I present is consistent with the views of many Biblical scholars, but this 
does not mean that an evolutionary perspective adds nothing new to our 
understanding of the Bible. Cognitive science allows us to ground the his-
torical/cultural interpretations, provided by scholars from other disciplines, 
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in the workings of the evolved mind. In our discussion of these Jewish 
practices, an evolutionary analysis uncovers how intricately connected such 
signals are to a suite of moral and emotional responses, and explains the 
vital signifi cance such practices have in establishing the moral boundary of 
the group and facilitating social cooperation  –  so signifi cant that they are 
presented in the language of divine command.

   V) Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be long in the 
land which the Lord your God gives you. (Exod. 20:12)    

 This command serves as a transition from the earlier commands, which 
focus on obligations to God, to the remaining commands that focus on 
obligations to our fellow humans. 29  In itself it does not appear as amenable 
to an evolutionary analysis as the earlier commands, since evolution is more 
dependent on how parents treat their children than on how children treat 
their parents. Yet we may fi nd this command has some resonance with our 
evolved psychology. Scholars have suggested that this injunction is intended 
to protect parents from neglect and abuse as they age and become vulner-
able. Perhaps it is the fact that parents lose some of their evolutionary value 
as they become dependent on others that makes a divine command neces-
sary (evolution makes sure that parents invest in their children without 
requiring cultural mechanisms). 

 It is also interesting that the commandment is couched in language that 
connects parents to God, and the reward for obeying this command is that 
often promised for obeying God, that is, long life in your own land; also, 
the command to  “ honor ”  rather than merely obey your parents is reminis-
cent of the proper attitude toward God. 30  Jonathan Magonet suggests this 
command, which follows the command to honor God by observing the 
Sabbath, reminds us of the creative power of both God and parents. 
Yahweh, the lord of creation, is  “ a third partner alongside the parents in 
the creation of a new human being. ”  31  In suggesting a tie between the 
parents  –  the source of all kin relations  –  and God  –  the moral center of 
the community  –  this command may access the psychology of kin selection 
to reinforce the moral value of the group. 

 We may also see the psychology of reciprocation at work. Honoring your 
parents is a way of reciprocating for the resources they have invested in 
you. Is an individual who is unwilling to reciprocate the debt to parents 
likely to reciprocate to a neighbor if they can avoid it? Caring for aging 
parents who can no longer contribute to your inclusive fi tness may be an 
act of altruism that signals one ’ s commitment to moral obligations and 
enhances one ’ s reputation in the community. 

 All of this is admittedly more speculative than I am comfortable with, 
and I want to avoid straining too hard to fi t this within an evolutionary 



92  evolutionary religious ethics:  judaism

schema. My thesis does not claim that all religious laws embody evolution-
ary concerns, only that an evolutionary analysis can shed light on religious 
moral traditions. We may treat this command as a transition between moral 
concerns within the Decalogue and continue on to the rest. In this light we 
can note the command also marks a transition of the moral psychology 
underlying the Decalogue. The fi rst four commandments serve the evolu-
tionary goals of uniting the group into a moral community under the watch 
of a powerful and concerned deity, and of establishing signals of commit-
ment to the moral bonds of society via commitment to that deity. Com-
mandments six through ten shift our focus to the basic moral obligations 
to members of the community. They set out the conditions of reciprocation 
in terms of respecting the rights and obligations of fellow group members, 
as well as establishing penalties as means of discouraging and/or redressing 
acts of defecting from this social contract. 

 As we turn to a consideration of the remaining commandments we will 
fi nd they largely serve as social constructions that express the evolved psy-
chology of reciprocal altruism, both direct and indirect. Since not as much 
work is required to lay bare the moral strategy of these commands, our 
discussions will not always be as detailed as those of the earlier commands. 
However, we will detect other evolutionary concerns embedded in some of 
these commands that will require extra attention.

   VI) You shall not kill. (Exod. 20:13)    

 From a critical stance this is one of the more controversial commands. On 
a plain reading it seems to stand in stark contrast to the penalty of death 
prescribed for a wide variety of offenses, and the numerous accounts of 
deadly violence, apparently divinely sanctioned, perpetrated by the Israelites 
against foreign people. A more nuanced reading of the command, one that 
more appropriately translates the Hebrew  rsh  as  “ murder ”  rather than 
 “ kill, ”  will move us toward a deeper understanding of this prohibition. 
However, I am going to postpone such a discussion to Chapter  5 , when we 
examine the question of religious violence. An evolutionary treatment of 
the sixth commandment will open a window into this crucial issue, and so 
warrants a separate treatment. 

 For our present discussion we will take  “ You shall not kill ”  to prohibit 
taking the life of a member of your community. The instinct to self - 
preservation is as basic and powerful as any of the other elements of our 
evolved psychology (though not necessarily the predominant instinct, as 
humans are often quite willing to give up their lives for any number of 
reasons). The need to protect the lives of our family, as well as our own, 
is a fundamental task in our reproductive strategies and we come ready 
with powerful emotional reactions to anything that threatens those lives. 
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 Keep in mind that a family is a group of individuals sharing and investing 
in a common pool of genes. Theses individuals form a kin group. Because 
individuals in a kin group have invested resources in the members of this 
group, via kin selection, an assault on a member risks wasting those 
resources; those who waste their resources suffer in terms of reproductive 
success. Therefore evolution has equipped us to be very sensitive, on a 
personal level, to threats to our kin. How might we guard against such 
threats? 

 Our discussion of evolutionary morality highlighted the importance of 
reputation in protecting an individual from defectors and cheats. If I have 
the reputation of responding with irrational passion to an offense, I make 
it less worthwhile for others to risk offending me. If I have the reputation 
of being ineffectual or weak in responding to offenses, I make myself a 
target. One way to protect my family from harm is to gain the reputation 
of being a relentless avenger of offenses. 

 The murder of one member of a family is a terrible loss, but allowing 
my family to be seen as easy targets threatens our genetic future, and so 
the murder of a family member must be avenged. It is often said in critique 
of revenge killings that another death will not bring back a lost loved one. 
This is true, but the strategy is not to bring back a lost loved one but to 
discourage future attacks on the lives of other loved ones. A violent and 
deadly response to the murder of a family member does more than re -
 establish balance ( “ an eye for an eye ” ); it signals that such offenses will not 
be tolerated, that attacks on my family will result in grievous loss for you 
and your family and so serves as a motivation for you not to attack us 
again. 

 Note that it is not necessary that the actual murderer is the one who is 
killed in retaliation. The initial murder was not simply a crime against an 
individual; it was a crime against a group of kin, threatening the survival 
of the genetic line of that group. As long as revenge is taken on the family 
of the murderer the crime has been reciprocated and the message sent. 32  

 Of course, now there is another family that has been assaulted and its 
genetic future threatened. This family can no more accept the threat to their 
security than the fi rst family could; they too must seek revenge or risk 
gaining the reputation of being weak and vulnerable to attack  –  and so the 
cycle of violence continues. As we step back we can see how pointless it is, 
and how endless the violence must be as long as we continue to give in to 
the psychology that sustains it. The diffi culty comes in acting on this insight, 
and this diffi culty is twofold: (1) It is not refl ective reason that is driving 
us in these cases, but deeply embedded emotional reactions, and (2) these 
emotional reactions are elements of an evolved strategy necessary for inclu-
sive fi tness. Individuals who do not successfully discourage attacks on their 
family do not pass on as many of their genes as those who do. 
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 As diffi cult as it is to fi nd a way out of this deadly logic, no society can 
thrive as a coherent unit that does not fi nd a way out. Moral systems that 
function as formalized systems of indirect reciprocity provide a path out of 
the violence. The crucial step is for society to assume the role of avenger 
for individual wrongs. For a group of unrelated individuals to function as 
a coherent society there must be a basic principle of reciprocity to respect 
each other ’ s right to life. When this reciprocal arrangement is violated the 
group as a whole must take revenge. In this way the balance demanded by 
reciprocity is re - established, and the group signals that if you violate the 
lives of people in my family you will be punished, not by me but by society. 
 “ You shall not kill, ”  along with severe punishment for murder, is a univer-
sal aspect of social morality, and for just these reasons it is the way out of 
the socially destructive cycle of revenge killings. 

 The Decalogue imbues this prohibition with divine authority, and this is 
just what we should expect. Backing the law against killing with the prestige 
and power of the deity grants it greater credibility and makes it more effec-
tive. It is Yahweh who has set the ban against both murder and revenge 
killing and so it is not merely a human convention, backed only by the 
word of human authorities. When society seeks to regulate such passionate 
and primal urges the involvement of a god is often called for. 33 

   VII) You shall not commit adultery. (Exod. 20:14)    

 To the modern ear this command sounds like a straightforward warning 
against violating the sanctity of marriage. It is often presented as a bedrock 
of  “ family values ”  and used to bolster traditional marital arrangements. 
However, the scholarly understanding of this commandment should give 
pause to those who would have the Ten Commandments serve as a moral 
guide in contemporary society. Adultery here is a very specifi c sexual rela-
tion: that between a married woman and a man other than her husband. 
Extra - marital sex between a married man and an unmarried woman was 
not considered adultery. 34  To understand the logic of this particular defi ni-
tion of adultery we must keep in mind the context of the Law: It is a con-
tractual relationship between God and the free, adult males of the com-
munity. Laws six through ten set out the proper behavior of these males 
and establish the conditions for reciprocity necessary for them to live to-
gether. They set out what is mine and what is yours  –  for the males  –  and 
the penalties for violating these conditions. The seventh commandment 
addresses one particular example of what belongs to a male, that is, his 
wife, and so it does protect the sanctity of marriage  –  not as an emotional 
bond between two people (although it might be that) but as a property rela-
tion. The wife is the proper possession of the man and so having sex with 
another man ’ s wife is a property offense against that man  –  and not just 
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any offense but one so grievous as to warrant death for both parties in-
volved:  “ If a man commits adultery with the wife of his neighbor, both the 
adulterer and the adulteress shall be put to death ”  (Lev. 20:10). 35  

 It follows that extra - marital sex between a married man and an unmar-
ried woman is not a similar violation and does not require the same penalty, 
although it can be penalized:  “ If a man seduces a virgin who is not betrothed, 
and lies with her, he shall give the marriage present for her, and make her 
his wife. If her father utterly refuses to give her to him, he shall pay money 
equivalent to the marriage present for virgins ”  (Exod. 22:16 – 17). A married 
man who has extra - marital sex with an unmarried woman does not commit 
adultery against his wife because the man is not his wife ’ s property  –  mar-
riage is not an equal relationship. His actions may constitute an offense, 
but if so it is not against his wife or the woman he sleeps with but against 
the father of the woman. Even then two conditions must be met: The 
woman must not be betrothed to another (for if she is then she has already 
become the property of another man and the crime is adultery, and pun-
ished as such) and she must be a virgin. Why is it an offense only if the 
woman is a virgin? Because by taking her virginity outside of marriage the 
offending male has now made her spoiled goods. If the woman had already 
 known  a man, she was already spoiled goods and no further damage was 
done, but in regard to a virgin his action has rendered the woman virtually 
unmarriageable, and has imposed an economic hardship on her father. That 
we are correct to see this as a property crime against the father is supported 
by noting the particulars of the penalty. The man has two ways to make 
amends: He can marry the woman  –  which erases the offense by relieving 
the father of the futile task of fi nding a suitor for his defi led daughter  –  or, 
if the father chooses, the offender may pay the father the going price for a 
virginal daughter. Could the Bible speak more clearly about the moral status 
of women? 

 Carolyn Pressler argues that this view of women as property extends to 
the treatment of sexual violence. There are, she tells us, two  “ rape laws ”  
in Deuteronomy. Deuteronomy 22:23 – 25 provides the background for 
understanding these laws. There we are told that in the case of consensual 
sex between a betrothed virgin and a man who is not her betrothed, both 
are to be put to death  –  the woman because she consented, the man because 
 “ he violated his neighbor ’ s wife. ”  The fi rst  “ rape law ”  (Deut. 22:25 – 27) 
specifi es that if the betrothed virgin is in a situation where she cannot cry 
for help she is not to be punished because she could do nothing to stop the 
act, but the man is to be put to death. No specifi c justifi cation is noted here 
and so it appears that his offense is the same as in the preceding verses: 
violating his neighbor ’ s property, not forcing a woman to have sex against 
her will. The rape is not the crime; the crime is the property violation. This 
is made even clearer in the second  “ rape law ”  (Deut. 22:28 – 29):  “ If a man 
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meets a virgin who is not betrothed, and seizes her and lies with her, and 
they are found, then the man who lay with her shall give to the father of 
the young woman fi fty shekels of silver, and she shall be his wife, because 
he has violated her. ”  

 Whether you have consensual sex with an un - betrothed virgin or you 
rape her, the offense is against her father, and the penalty is the same: 
fi nancial restitution. There is no penalty for the sexual assault  –  and the 
woman ’ s compensation is to be married off to her rapist. This leads Pressler 
to a damning, and justifi ed, accusation:  “ An examination of the Deutero-
nomic laws treating forcible violation of women leads to a sobering conclu-
sion: these texts do what rape does. They eliminate women ’ s will from 
consideration and erase women ’ s right to sexual integrity. ”  36  

 Curiously, as Pressler points out, there is one example of a penalty for 
sexual assault in the Law. In Deuteronomy 25:11 – 12 we have a scenario 
in which two men are fi ghting and the wife of one man comes to the aid 
of her husband and grabs the genitals of the other man. In this case, the 
woman, who is not seeking sexual gratifi cation by this move but is, in fact, 
endangering herself on her husband ’ s behalf, is to have her hand cut off 
and shown no pity. 37  Again, let us keep in mind just what the Bible says 
the next time we hear an argument for making it the moral foundation of 
society. 

 This reading of the seventh commandment seems at odds with a moral 
rule designed by an omni - benevolent deity to guide us to moral perfection. 
Its treatment of women and its disregard for the violation of a woman ’ s 
personhood through rape are morally offensive and are repudiated within 
civilized society. How then can we reconcile them as divine commands of 
a morally perfect being? 

 We cannot. 
 This law, however, can be made consistent with an evolutionary func-

tion. From an evolutionary perspective, this interpretation fi ts with studies 
of sexuality and parental investment. A married woman who has inter-
course with someone other than her husband creates doubts about the 
paternity of the child. It raises the threat that a man may be investing in 
some other man ’ s child, and this is an evolutionary disaster for the man. 
On the other hand, a man who has sex outside of marriage does not raise 
the same danger, as long as his partner is not another man ’ s wife. 38  

 The different response to sex with a non - virginal unmarried woman 
follows a similar logic. An unmarried woman who has lost her virginity 
raises the specter of uncontrollable sexuality and, as this raises the threat 
of uncertain paternity within marriage  –  that woman ’ s value as a mate 
drops precipitously. For a married man to have sex with an unmarried 
non - virgin is no offense at all since no man ’ s interest has been harmed. 
Hence controlling the sexual behavior of women is of utmost importance 
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 –  to men  –  and since the Law is an arrangement between men, we get the 
laws that we do. 

 The evolutionary risks of uncertain paternity explain the strong and 
often violent emotional reactions to cases of infi delity. Adultery, as defi ned 
in the Bible, is a grave threat to the stability of society, and there must be 
not only powerful disincentives to such behavior but effective penalties to 
negate the need for personal vengeance in the case of such behavior  –  hence 
the penalty of death. In setting out a public penalty for a private offense 
the laws set the conditions of reciprocity through the severe punishment of 
violations. This encourages adherence to the rule of law by raising the cost 
of defection. 

 This evolutionary perspective also allows us to make sense of the outra-
geous disregard for the woman. The pain and humiliation that the violated 
woman feels does not threaten to disrupt the social cohesion of the group 
 –  as long as she is not married and her father can be compensated. Women, 
due to their inferior status in this patriarchal society, are not centrally 
addressed by the Law because the purpose of the Law is to maintain a 
functional and cohesive group and is concerned only with those with the 
power to disrupt that cohesion. 

 Now, to give an evolutionary justifi cation of this sexist code is not to 
give a moral justifi cation of it. We must keep in mind that an evolutionary 
account of morality lays out the origin and social function of our moral 
predispositions,  which is not the same thing as morally approving those 
predispositions . And so, an evolutionist can argue that the seventh com-
mandment ’ s dismissive attitude toward women makes sense given the evo-
lutionary origins of our moral sense without thereby endorsing that moral 
worldview. This is not, however, something a traditional religious interpre-
tation can do.

   VIII) You shall not steal. (Exod. 20:15)    

 On the most basic level this law functions to protect the belongings of the 
members of the community. Thomas Hobbes argued that in a state of na-
ture there is no  “ mine ”  and  “ yours ”  until each member of the group has 
agreed to relinquish claims to those things claimed by another and this 
concession is reciprocated by each in turn. Even then, a third party is needed 
to wield the power to enforce these mutual agreements. This move is a 
prerequisite for the development of civilization, for without it no one can 
feel secure in their property and so an individual ’ s time and resources are 
going to be directed toward protecting what necessities he or she has, rather 
than developing the industry and commerce that will benefi t both the indi-
vidual and the group. The command to not steal, issued by the governing 
deity and backed up by that being ’ s power to detect and punish cheaters, 
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is a fundamental step in establishing the conditions of reciprocal respect for 
the right to property held by members of an extended community. Of 
course, the notion of private property is a relatively late cultural construct 
and not a product of our evolved psychology. What is produced by our 
evolved psychology is a deep concern with reciprocal relationships, and 
once the practice of private property is established we will intuitively apply 
the standards of reciprocation to it. 

 Seeing this as a prohibition against property theft is the most direct 
reading of the command, but it is not the only reading, and perhaps not 
the original. It has been suggested that the original target was theft of a 
person (i.e., kidnapping) and that over time this was extended to cover all 
theft. 39  There are, as we might expect, different penalties prescribed for theft 
of property and theft of a person. Property theft was punished by fi nes; 
theft of a person, however, was a capital crime:  “ Whoever steals a man, 
whether he sells him or is found in possession of him, shall be put to death ”  
(Exod. 21:16). In Deuteronomy 24:7 we get a more detailed elaboration: 
 “ If a man is found stealing one of his brethren, the people of Israel, and if 
he treats him as a slave or sells him, then that thief shall die; so you shall 
purge the evil from the midst of you. ”  

 Being kidnapped and sold into slavery was a real danger in an Ancient 
Near Eastern world with a widespread practice of slavery. To steal a person 
who was a member of the group was to deny all moral worth to that 
person and break the bonds of community. An offense that so severely 
threatened the fabric of community justifi ed the imposition of the most 
severe penalty. 

 However, despite the social danger of stealing a person, owning and 
selling a person  –  even members of the community  –  was not prohibited. 
Sam Harris argues that the Biblical acceptance of slavery  –  a practice regu-
lated in the Torah and accepted in the New Testament  –  is the most 
damning argument against the morality set out in scripture. The immorality 
of slavery, he points out, is perhaps the least controversial moral position 
in the modern world. It is universally condemned, and even those who 
practice it today dare not call it by its name. And yet on this clear moral 
truth, the Bible, Jewish and Christian, gets it exactly wrong. 40  Again, we 
must ask, how may one reconcile this abhorrent moral position and its 
supposed authorship by a morally perfect deity? And again we must answer: 
You cannot. 

 However, things look different from an evolutionary perspective in 
which moral laws are codes for regulating the behavior of group members 
toward one another with the aim of creating a cohesive social unit. A slave 
is not part of the moral community and is not evaluated for potential to 
cooperate and to reciprocate cooperation. A slave is a possession that is 
dealt with, however benignly, through coercion. The harm done to a slave 
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threatens social cohesion by the harm done to its owner, and that is what 
needs to be addressed (e.g.,  “ If the ox gores a slave, male or female, the 
owner shall give to their master thirty shekels of silver, and the ox shall be 
stoned, ”  Exod. 21: 28 – 32). To be fair, we must note that the Law does set 
bounds for the proper treatment of slaves and accords them some minimal 
moral consideration (e.g.,  “ When a man strikes the eye of his slave, male 
or female, and destroys it he shall let the slave go free for the eye ’ s sake, ”  
Exod. 21:26). We can and should applaud this as a moral innovation in a 
world where the life of a slave was cheap. But even this innovation is in 
line with the logic of evolutionary morality as Hebrew slaves are accorded 
more extensive and specifi c rights than non - Hebrew slaves (see Exod. 
21:1 – 11). 

 It is interesting that even a fellow Hebrew could end up a slave to his 
neighbor, but such a change of status had to be carried out as a legal trans-
action, for example, through a purchase  –  that is,  “ when you buy a Hebrew 
slave ”  (Exod. 21:2)  –  or through transfer of property  –   “ when a man sells 
his daughter as a slave ”  (Exod. 21:7). The condition of slavery is not itself 
a moral offense against your neighbor; the offense is the failure to follow 
the proper procedures in the act of dehumanizing your neighbor. It is those 
procedures that set the conditions of reciprocation that must be respected 
for society to function.

   IX) You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor. (Exod. 20:16)    

 By this point in our discussion it should be obvious how this command fi ts 
into an evolutionary analysis. As the law specifi es the subject of the prohibi-
tion to be  “ your neighbor ”  it too functions to set the boundary of behavior 
expected of one member of the moral community toward another. It does 
not present a categorical prohibition  –   “ You shall not bear false witness 
PERIOD ”   –  and this implies that bearing false witness against a stranger, 
that is, an out - group member, is not a moral concern, at least not a central 
one. The central concern is the treatment of members of the group. As 
Childs informs us,  “ the term  ‘ neighbor ’  ( rea ’  ) refers to the full citizen within 
the covenant community. ”  41  

 Bearing false witness causes a problem for communal living in at least 
two ways. To understand this we need to see that the phrasing of the 
command indicates it refers to behavior within some sort of legal procedure 
in which a person is called to bring testimony. 42  An individual is brought 
before the tribunal to bring a charge or answer an accusation involving 
another member of the community. To present false testimony prevents 
justice from being done, that is, it impedes proper reciprocation. But in 
addition to weakening the legal enforcement of communal reciprocity, 
bearing false witness does damage in another, perhaps more insidious, 
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manner. It unjustly damages the reputation of the person under 
consideration. 

 We know that reputation is an important resource in social interactions. 
Testifying that your neighbor is a cheat may cause lasting damage to that 
person ’ s reputation and impact negatively on the ability to provide for him -  
or herself and family  –  that is, it hurts the pursuit of inclusive fi tness. And 
this is true even when the testimony is false. It is the public perception of 
being a cheat that does the damage, not the actual act of cheating. 

 So this command is not a general prohibition against lying. Lying may 
be a moral imperfection but it does not necessarily damage the moral bonds 
of society (a lie may not actually harm another  –  although, of course, it 
often does), and the commandments are concerned not with moral perfec-
tion but with the consequences of actions on the community.

   X) You shall not covet your neighbor ’ s house; you shall not covet your neigh-
bor ’ s wife; or his manservant, or his maid - servant, or his ox, or his ass, or 
anything that is your neighbor ’ s. (Exod. 20:17)    

 This is a most interesting commandment. Here we have a command that 
focuses not simply on an action but on an internal state, as the verb  hmd  
 “ appears to denote a subjective emotion whereas all the preceding prohibi-
tions were directed against an objective action. ”  43  Commentators have ar-
gued that the verb also covers the action stemming from coveting and not 
just the emotion. 44  This makes sense because the act of taking causes dam-
age, even apart from the emotional motivation behind the act, and naturally 
this would be covered by the prohibition. Still, it is clear that the desire, or 
intention, of coveting is the target of this command. This comes across more 
directly in the Deuteronomic version (Deut. 5:21). There we read:  “ Neither 
shall you covet your neighbor ’ s wife; and you shall not  desire  your neigh-
bor ’ s house, his fi eld  …  ”  (emphasis added). So, what is the signifi cance of 
this commandment, and what make it so interesting? 

 We immediately recognize this as another in the series of commands 
setting the boundaries of individual property rights, and so our discussion 
of those rules can be extended here. What is interesting is the move to 
include an internal state in the command. It is not just the act of taking but 
the desire to have something that belongs to your neighbor  –  not in the 
sense of being envious of your neighbor ’ s new oxen (or big - screen HDTV, 
as the case may be) and wanting to go out and get one for yourself, but in 
the sense of wanting  your neighbor ’ s  oxen. Desiring to deprive your neigh-
bor in order to enrich yourself is the crime. This, however, is not the sort 
of crime that can be legislated by a civil code, simply because it cannot be 
policed. How could we tell that a person is guilty of coveting if this does 
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not express itself in action? Even if we were suspicious, how could we prove 
an accusation of coveting, distinguishing it from simple envy? However, 
this is just the sort of information that a full - access strategic agent, such as 
a god, can readily ascertain. Yahweh knows the evil in your heart; he need 
not wait until you act on your covetousness. You need a god to police this 
sort of law. 

 But why do we need such a law? Why not be satisfi ed that people refrain 
from acting on their socially disruptive desires? If we recall our discussion 
of emotions we should be able to answer this. Emotions motivate us to 
action. By coveting your neighbor ’ s goods you prepare the grounds to 
act in a covetous manner, and that would be socially disruptive. Jealousy, 
envy, and resentment are powerful emotions that often lead to violent 
confrontations. 

 Also, emotions are signals of commitment. To be perceived by your 
neighbor as covetous may signal that you are not a trustworthy member of 
the community, that you cannot be relied on to respect the bounds of 
reciprocal rights that constitute the community  –  it may weaken the social 
compact between you and your neighbors. Of course, this only happens if 
you allow your desires to show in your mannerisms and expressions. If you 
can disguise these your covetous desires pose no problem. However, there 
has been a sort of cognitive arms race throughout human evolution endow-
ing us with both the ability to disguise our true emotions and with tools 
for detecting faked and insincere emotional signals. In the end, the most 
effective way of not being seen as covetous is not to be covetous. 

 In this sense, this commandment displays a sophisticated understanding 
of human social interactions. By extending the command to the internal 
state, and not merely to the overt action, it promotes more than legal respect 
for our fellows; it promotes the conditions for true social harmony. As such, 
this command, though still rooted in our evolved psychology, opens up 
room for moral innovation.  

  Conclusion: The Evolved Law 

 At the outset I identifi ed the goal of this chapter to be the presentation of 
the Judaic ethical traditions embodied in the Decalogue as expressions of 
deeply embedded psychological pre - dispositions produced by evolution. We 
have pulled from the Decalogue rules and precepts that display the logic of 
kin selection and reciprocal altruism. We have also identifi ed elements of 
commitment theory, including the role of moral emotions and reputation 
in securing moral obligations, as well as examples of costly signaling, within 
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the Mosaic Code. These fi ndings not only support the thesis of this book 
but also shed light on some of the more puzzling aspects entailed by a literal 
reading of the moral code of the Ancient Israelites, and their conception of 
Yahweh. This strengthens the case for an evolutionary understanding of 
religion and religious morality. 

 The specifi c signifi cance of this chapter is to provide an alternative mode 
of interpretation  –  a new hermeneutic tool, as it were  –  of one of the most 
important moral codes in Western history, that is, the Ten Commandments. 
We can trace their development from primitive strategies for promoting 
group cohesion, ultimately in support of individual reproductive fi tness, to 
an articulated moral system designed to meet the particular needs of a 
people struggling to succeed in the competitions of life at a particular period 
of history  –  but still constrained and guided by the ultimate goal of group 
cohesion serving reproductive success. 

 We must wait until the fi nal chapter to consider what this implies about 
the continuing relevance of the Ten Commandments. So far we have only 
looked at the pro - social function of evolved morality  –  the in - group code 
of conduct. We need to also carefully consider the implications of this in -
 group strategy for those outside the covenantal community. This will lead 
us into the topic of religious violence, and no evaluation of religious moral-
ity is adequate without addressing that topic. But before entering that 
treacherous terrain we must continue the project of defending the thesis of 
the book, and this requires we go beyond Judaism. My thesis is not that 
Judaism alone is an expression of evolutionary strategies or that there is 
something unique about Judaism as a religious tradition. My contention is 
that the approach we have just taken to Judaism may just as successfully 
be taken toward religious morality, in general, or at least to monotheistic 
traditions. To substantiate this we need to move on to another example: 
Christianity. 

 But before we move one, one more point. In discussing the tenth com-
mandment I mentioned it as an example of moral innovation, and this 
requires an explanation. The command not to covet does not merely set a 
code of behavior but is an invitation to refl ect on our desires and how those 
desires contribute to or damage our relationships. Once we begin to refl ect 
we start on the path to taking some control over our emotions and moral 
intuitions. We may then make conscious choices about the type of persons 
we wish to be and the type of society we wish to create. This is an example 
of culture pulling at the leash of biology. The question, as always, is, How 
far may that leash be stretched? In this chapter we have seen that even some 
of humanity ’ s most vaunted transcendent beliefs are ultimately grounded 
in an evolved psychology. Still, due to the great variety of social environ-
ments in which humans struggle for existence there is the possibility of great 
variation in how our moral psychology is expressed. This, in conjunction 
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with our precious, even if limited, ability to refl ect on our beliefs and emo-
tions, creates the possibility for moral innovation. Just how much innova-
tion is possible and how resilient innovation can be, given the pull of our 
moral intuitions, are vital questions yet to be addressed. Considering how 
this evolved psychology shaped Christian ethics will be a step toward 
answering these questions.         



4

       Extra gentem nulla salus.  (Outside the tribe there is no salvation.)     

  Setting the Task 

 In discussing Judaic moral traditions I pointed out how diffi cult it is to 
decide where to begin, given the complexity of Jewish history. I dealt with 
that problem by effectively ignoring it, whenever possible, and focusing on 
the text as we have it before us today. One might imagine that with Chris-
tianity and Christian ethical traditions no such problem exists. Here the 
tradition itself supplies the starting point: the life of Jesus of Nazareth. Of 
course there are debates over precisely when Jesus lived, but it is his life 
rather than the exact date that provides the origin point of Christianity. So, 
in this chapter at least, it appears we can put aside anxiety over historical 
origins and focus confi dently on what the Christian scriptures tell us about 
Christian ethics. 

 Unfortunately, this is not the case, as most readers with any acquaintance 
with a scholarly approach to the subject recognize. A traditional telling of 
Christianity ’ s origins as triumphal progress  –  from the foot of the cross on 
Golgotha to the emperor Theodosius kneeling at the foot of Bishop Ambrose, 
acknowledging the supremacy of the Church ’ s authority in the world  –  is 
now widely seen, in scholarly circles as well as by the educated laity, to be 
at least a gross oversimplifi cation and, more likely, a post - hoc reconstruc-
tion of Christian history functioning as propaganda. 

 With the 1945 discovery of ancient copies of alternative gospels, known 
as the Nag Hammadi library, scholars such as Elaine Pagels and Bart 
Erhman have opened the worlds of early Christian communities to a larger, 
non - professional audience. 1  The recent discovery of an alternative gospel 
attributed to Judas Iscariot caused a stir far beyond the academy, prompting 
coverage in popular presses and a television special. 2  

 Anyone who has looked into the origins of Christianity, from any per-
spective other than a conservative confessional one, will have a sense that 
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what emerges as the Catholic Church late in the fourth century was the 
result of historical processes that were marked by diversity and competition 
among confl icting understandings of what it meant to be a Christian. 
However, even this picture, that of different Christian traditions  –  Ebionites 
and Marcionites, Gnostics and Pauline, and so on  –  struggling toward 
orthodoxy and against pagans and Jews, is challenged as still being too 
simple a depiction of the fi rst three centuries of the Common Era. Scholars 
are coming to recognize that the use of the word  Christian  as a term of 
identifi cation has a complex and uncertain history. 

 By the time Jesus, and then Paul, turns up on the scene, Judaism was a 
heterogeneous complex of beliefs, traditions, and expectations. 3  To speak 
of  Judaism  as if this signifi ed a unifi ed religious practice and community is 
an abstraction that glosses over the historical picture as badly as speaking 
of a  Christian  tradition at this time does. As Judith Lieu writes, the early 
centuries of the Common Era were  “ a world of fuzzy boundaries where 
exclusive commitment was an anomaly, ”  4  a period when  “ both Christianity 
and Judaism  …  were diverse phenomena. ”  5  Daniel Boyarin argues that 
even as late as the second century the boundary between Christianity and 
Judaism was  “ so fuzzy that one could hardly say precisely at what point 
one stopped and the other began. ”  6  Boyarin says that during these early 
centuries, the various forms of Judaism and Christianity were  “ part of one 
complex religious family, twins in a womb, contending with each other for 
identity and precedence, but sharing to a large extent the same spiritual 
food, as well. ”  7  

 It is only in the fourth century, after Christianity is embraced by Con-
stantine, that we can speak with some confi dence of Christianity and the 
Christian Church. However, this is far too late in the story for our purposes. 
We must begin our consideration of Christian ethics at an earlier point, 
when the boundaries were still fuzzy and group identity uncertain. Indeed, 
it is only by understanding this historical context that we can come to 
appreciate the development of a distinctive Christian moral tradition. 

 The material for our study will be the New Testament, specifi cally the 
Gospels and the letters of Paul. 8  I exclude non - canonical gospels, partly to 
prevent the discussion from becoming unmanageable, but more importantly 
because it is the canonical gospels, by their very status as canonical, that 
proved to be the most fi t in the struggle for acceptance and that have most 
signifi cantly shaped Christian moral sensibilities and identity. 9  The New 
Testament is a record of a nascent religious movement seeking to distinguish 
itself in a complex world. 10  This topic is ripe for analysis from a variety of 
approaches, and there is a rich literature on the topic, much of which 
informs the present study. As we explore the origins of Christian moral 
traditions we are looking for traces of evolutionary infl uence that may 
have shaped the particular forms Christianity has assumed. Reading these 
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Christian documents through the lens of evolutionary psychology may open 
a new path through familiar terrain. 

 In terms of the thesis of this book we should expect to fi nd embedded 
in Christian ethics a system based on the psychology of reciprocation, which 
also triggers evolved preferences for kin, and which establishes a group 
identity by drawing a moral boundary between itself and others, marked 
by signals of commitment; and this system will be supported and enforced 
by a god who fi ts the template of a minimally counter - intuitive (MCI) being. 
This is a daunting task because it is on these very points that traditional 
Christian apologists insist that Christianity is unique. Christ taught us to 
 “ Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you ”  (Luke 6:27), which 
is a repudiation of the logic of reciprocal altruism; Paul tells us that in Christ 
there is  “ neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is 
neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus ”  (Gal. 3:28), 
and what is this if not a rejection of all boundaries, a declaration of moral 
equality that rejects the moral distinctions of in - group and out - group? It is 
argued that Christ transcended the pull of our evolved psychology and freed 
us from such constraints. 11  Even if we are to grant the effectiveness of an 
evolutionary analysis of Judaic ethical traditions, it is argued that this reli-
gious tradition is just what Christ overturned. 12  

 I want to be clear that I recognize that these criticisms appear to provide 
evidence against an evolutionary account, and to be equally clear that I 
reject that position and hold that Christianity, no less than Judaism, is open 
to an evolutionary analysis. This is not to deny that there is something 
distinct about Christian morality (although not anything radically novel, as 
much of what is distinct has its roots in developments in Judaism, particu-
larly in the Prophets). Christianity does represent a new development in 
humanity ’ s religious consciousness; it does present a different understand-
ing of humanity ’ s relation to the divine; it does provide the material for a 
new understanding of our moral relationship to others. But this does not 
preclude an evolutionary basis for this religious ethical tradition or argue 
for Christian exceptionalism (i.e., the idea that Christianity is uniquely 
distinct from other religions or moral traditions). 13  Recognizing a distinct, 
and in many ways novel, moral tradition is not at odds with an evolution-
ary explanation because, as we have discussed, evolution does not entail 
biological determinism nor preclude moral innovation. Still, the question 
posed at the end of the last chapter is relevant here: How far can innovation 
move away from its evolved roots? Does Christianity break the leash of 
biology? To address these questions we need to determine if we can make 
a case for an evolutionary understanding of Christian morality. However, 
fi rst we need to consider a vital aspect of religious morality  –  that it is 
grounded in the will of a deity who can be relied on to function as an 
enforcer of the group ’ s moral code; that is, we must consider how  Jesus 
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Christ  functions as a minimally counter - intuitive concept, interested in the 
moral behavior of the group.  

  Constructing the Christ 

 We have seen that the character of Yahweh in Jewish scriptures followed 
the pattern set down in the course of our evolution and uncovered by cogni-
tive psychology. Yahweh fi ts into the ontological category of  person  but 
violates several of those categorical expectations. Our analysis of Yahweh 
was more focused on how that conception of a god fi t into the ontological 
category of  person , since Yahweh is presented as a cosmic fi gure that clearly 
transcends that category. Things are quite different with Christianity. With 
Christianity we begin with Jesus, who clearly fi ts into the category of  person  
and who is recognized by all to have been a person 14   –  a human being who 
was born and raised and died, who ate and drank, had friends and family, 
got angry, cried, and doubted. The job of the early Christian writers was 
to present this person as more than human, as divine. They had to construct 
a picture of Jesus that showed he also violated some of those categorical 
expectations, and to do so in a way that was memorable and morally sig-
nifi cant. As we read through the gospels that is just what we fi nd. The 
presentation of Jesus as  the Christ  fi ts that pattern set out by cognitive 
psychology for a minimally counter - intuitive concept. The categorical viola-
tions attributed to Jesus enable  the Christ  to assume the moral role neces-
sary to support and enforce the religious ethics of emerging Christian 
communities. At the same time, the evangelists never stray too far from the 
category of  person , for to do so would weaken the intuitive sense of real-
ness that gives the concept its compelling nature. 

 As we explore the construction of  the Christ  in the canonical gospels we 
are not concerned with the historical Jesus. Trying to uncover the historical 
fi gure behind the gospel character is a fascinating and important project, 
but it is the Jesus of the gospels, irrespective of his connection or lack 
thereof to the historical Jesus, which has shaped Western civilization. 

 Let ’ s start at the beginning with the birth of Christ. Interestingly, only 
two of the four gospels tell us anything about his birth. The gospels of Mark 
and the John 15  say nothing of Christ until he is a mature man, ready to 
begin his mission. Entailed in this, of course, is the recognition that he had 
indeed been born, but there was nothing about that birth that seemed 
noteworthy enough to include in their accounts. This is surprising given 
just how dramatic the birth accounts are in Matthew (1 – 2) and Luke (1 –
 2:21), but this is not our concern here; our concern is with what those 
narratives reveal. 
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 The general details of Christ ’ s nativity are well known in the West from 
their role in Christmas traditions, regardless of religious affi liation. Those 
traditional Christmas stories and songs about the nativity, however, often 
distract us from a close reading of the texts, a reading that reveals two very 
different tellings of Christ ’ s birth. These differences and how they get 
glossed over by contemporary Christmas traditions are interesting topics, 
but it is what they share that is key to our discussion, for both initiate the 
transformation of the  person  Jesus into the MCI concept of Christ  –  they 
literally prepare the way of the Lord. 

 These narratives work with the default understanding of Jesus as a 
 person . He is born of a mother, Mary, into a human family with Joseph as 
father. Luke tells us that he was wrapped in swaddling clothes  –  because 
babies get cold and need to be kept warm  –  and eight days after his birth 
he was circumcised  –  because that is what happens to Jewish male infants. 
There is nothing worthy of note here and it is no wonder that Mark and 
John did not bother to mention such details. This is just what happens when 
 persons  are born, but of course there is more. The birth narratives do 
not simply to announce the birth of a  person  but signal this person is 
something more. 

 Both stories have the birth preceded by divine messengers telling of the 
coming wonder (an angel speaking to Joseph, in Matthew; to Mary, in 
Luke); both have the birth accompanied by celestial wonders (a star, in 
Matthew; an angel and a multitude of heavenly hosts, in Luke) and both 
tell of the visit of worshippers (three wise men, in Matthew; shepherds, in 
Luke). All of this indicates that this baby born in Bethlehem is no ordinary 
 person ; ordinary existence is interrupted by divine signs, the cosmos them-
selves speak to his signifi cance. These memorable stories signal that this 
 person  requires our attention. 

 Matthew fi lls out his story with even more dramatic elements. He tells 
of the evil king Herod, who hearing of the birth of a potential rival sets out 
to destroy the infant. However, the child ’ s parents are warned and save the 
baby. The child escapes the persecution and grows up in anonymity in a 
foreign land until he is ready to assume his true destiny. New Testament 
scholars point out that with this story Matthew is directly connecting the 
birth of Jesus to the birth of Moses. The formula found in Exodus of the 
birth of Moses, the destined savior of the Hebrew people who would estab-
lish God ’ s covenant with his people, is here adapted to tell the story of 
Jesus, destined to be the savior who establishes God ’ s new covenant with 
the world. Moses ’  birth sparked a vicious response from Pharaoh, who 
ordered the massacre of all male infants in order to protect his hold on 
power, as Jesus ’  birth also provoked Herod into ordering a massacre of the 
innocents; Moses is saved by being placed in a basket and sent down the 
river where he is raised as an Egyptian in Pharaoh ’ s court, not among his 
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own people; Jesus is spared death when his parents fl ee with him to Egypt 
(quite a trip for an indigent couple with a newborn) where he is raised away 
from his people; Moses and Jesus both grow up and return to the holy land, 
fulfi lling their destinies as saviors of the people. This effectively serves 
Matthew ’ s goal of establishing Jesus as both the fulfi llment of the Jewish 
scriptures and the beginning of a new phase in God ’ s self - revelation. 

 But Matthew, whether consciously or not, is doing something more. He 
is appropriating a mythic schema, thousands of years old and used repeat-
edly to herald the coming of a powerful leader. This schema, with varia-
tions, was also used to tell the story of the Mesopotamian ruler Sargon 
(perhaps the earliest rendition of this myth, dating from the third millen-
nium B.C.E), the Greek demi - god Herakles, and the legendary fi gures of 
Oedipus and Romulus and Remus, to name a few. The birth of each of 
these fi gures was accompanied by a danger that was avoided by having the 
child raised away from his true home until he could return to fulfi ll his 
great destiny. Another common element that shows up repeatedly, although 
not consistently, is that the child is born to a human mother but is fathered 
by a god. This element is shared by Matthew and Luke (but never 
mentioned by Mark or John): Christ was born of a virgin. He was not 
conceived, as  persons  are, through sexual union of a man and a woman. 
He was conceived through the Holy Spirit, because Mary had  “ found favor 
with God. ”  

 While this version of the story spares us salacious details of Yahweh 
coming down from heaven in Zeus - like fashion to ravish this unsuspecting 
mortal woman, the story of a woman fi nding favor in the eyes of a god and 
then fi nding herself pregnant with the son of that god is both so ancient 
and so familiar in mythic literature that it points to a basis not in fact but 
in psychology. 

 If we view gods as MCI concepts then it follows in an intuitively accept-
able way that gods have sexual desires. Indeed in many cultures it is the 
sexual desires and mating of the gods that explain much of the universe, 
from the creation of the cosmos to the growing of crops. So it is quite a 
natural idea that gods would seek sexual satisfaction, and since gods are 
imagined in human form they will naturally be attracted to humans with 
beautiful forms. Also, male gods generate expectations in line with those 
generated by powerful mortal males and so stories of gods taking whichever 
woman found favor in their eyes sounds familiar. Stories of gods  –  male 
and female  –  mating with humans proliferated throughout ancient litera-
ture, and the Bible is no exception. Genesis gives us a snippet of just such 
a tale:  “ the sons of God saw that the daughters of men were fair; and they 
took to wife such of them as they chose.  …  the sons of God came into the 
daughters of men, and they bore children to them. These were the mighty 
men of old, the men of renown ”  (Gen. 6:1 – 4). 
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 Such stories may raise problems today, and raised problems for some 
ancient thinkers (Plato and Epicurus were just two who found such stories 
about the gods offensive) but they show up repeatedly and in vastly differ-
ent cultural settings because they fl ow naturally from expectations gener-
ated by the ontological category of  person , and so they have an intuitive 
plausibility about them; and they are memorable, attention - grabbing stories 
(humans continue to have a fascination with the sexual exploits of the 
mighty  –  indeed the gossip industry thrives on it). These stories are also 
well suited to serve as explanations for exceptional human beings. They 
signal that a particular human being, who may appear to be a member of 
the category  person , transcends that category and has a divine nature as 
well (which in turn explains why they were so special). Matthew and Luke 
make use of a formula that heralds the entrance of a super - human fi gure 
into human history, and signals the communities that read these texts that 
Jesus was more than man. 

 In order for a god - concept to assume a central role in a community ’ s 
moral life, that god needs to be more than a super - powerful being; the god 
must have the characteristics that suit it to play such a role. That god must 
be a full - access strategic agent; he must be an interested party in the affairs 
of the group; he must have the power to support the community and to 
enforce its moral code; and he must have the reputation that makes that 
enforcement credible. The god can further serve as a moral legislator and 
role model for the community. The character of Christ in the gospels meets 
all of these criteria. 

 Several of stories show us that Christ has access to knowledge that 
 persons  are not privileged to know. For example, we learn that at the age 
of twelve Christ was able to amaze the teachers in the temple  “ with his 
understanding and his answers ”  (Luke 2:46 – 47). More impressive, he was 
able to predict the destruction of the temple (e.g., Matt. 24:1 – 2); his own 
death (e.g., John 12:27 – 36); and his resurrection (e.g., Matt. 16:21). He is 
also able to share with his followers the signs that presage the end of time 
(e.g., Matt. 24:3 – 8) and the timing:  “ Truly, I say to you, this generation 
will not pass away till all has taken place ”  (Luke 21:32). This is just not 
the sort of information to which a  person  has access. 

 More signifi cant for morality, Christ has access into the hearts and 
minds of others. He knows that despite his bluster, Peter will not stand up 
for him after his arrest but will deny him (Matt. 26:34). He knows that 
Judas is planning to betray him (John 13:21 – 27). He recognizes that 
despite their show of piety and virtue, the Scribes and Pharisees  “ outwardly 
appear righteous, but within [they] are full of hypocrisy and iniquity ”  
(Matt. 23:27 – 28). Jesus Christ has access to all the relevant information 
needed to judge moral interactions, far more than is available to mere 
mortals. 
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 Christ, as full - access strategic agent, is in that prime position to serve as 
moral judge for the community, and he is intensely concerned with the 
moral behavior of the people. He proclaims,  “ Think not that I have come 
to abolish the law and the prophets; I have come not to abolish them but 
to fulfi ll them ”  (Matt. 5:17). Christ characterizes his mission as one of 
moral salvation:  “ For God sent the Son into the world, not to condemn the 
world, but that the world might be saved through him ”  (John 3:17). And 
that salvation is achieved by adhering to moral standards:  “ If you keep my 
commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father ’ s 
commandments and abide in his love ”  (John 15:9 – 10). 

 This passage tells us that not only is Christ an interested party in moral 
interactions but he also serves as a moral role model. Christ supports the 
moral code of the community by embodying it, telling us to love one 
another  “ as I have loved you ”  (John 15:12). Indeed, throughout the gospels 
Christ ’ s life is set before the community as the ideal for all members of the 
group. Not just his words but his actions become moral guidelines for the 
community. 

 Jesus Christ has access to our inner most thoughts; he cares deeply about 
morality and displays the moral character expected of those in the group. 
These traits qualify him to assume the role of enforcer of the group ’ s moral 
code. To play this role well, however, Christ, or any god - concept, must be 
understood to have both the inclination and the power to reward and 
punish, and this is well attested to by the gospel authors. 

 After proclaiming that he has come to fulfi ll the Law, he warns that 
 “ Whoever then relaxes one of the least of these commandments and teaches 
men so, shall be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but he who does 
them and teaches them shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven ”  
(Matt. 5:19). This sets a punishment for violating the moral code but also 
signals the social nature of that code. Breaking the Law is not simply an 
act with personal consequences. Bad behavior may infl uence others and set 
them down the wrong path, and this will be held against you. Mark gives 
a more emphatic teaching on the sin of leading others astray:  “ Whoever 
causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better 
for him if a great millstone were hung around his neck and he were thrown 
into the sea ”  (Mark 9:42). Dire consequences indeed! Aside from the severe 
punishment, what is also interesting about this passage is how Christ quali-
fi es this admonition  –  the punishment is for those who morally endanger 
not just any child but those  “ little ones who believe in me. ”  This qualifi ca-
tion helps to establish the boundaries of the moral group, which we will 
turn to later, but signifi cant here is that Christ identifi es himself as the 
symbol of morality. To believe in him is to put yourself on the side of 
morality; to reject him is to side with evil, and those who reject him can 
expect to suffer the consequences. 
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 When Christ sends out his disciples to spread the word to surrounding 
towns he informs them that those towns that reject them (and so reject 
Christ ’ s teaching) face terrible judgment when the kingdom of God comes, 
in fact,  “ it shall be more tolerable on that day for Sodom than for that 
town ”  (Luke 10:12). Sodom and Gomorrah were well known to be fi lled 
with people who committed vile acts offensive to God, and would naturally 
face damnation on the day of judgment  –  but it will be even worse for these 
other towns! And why? Because they are fi lled with evildoers who violate 
the laws of God? No, at least we are not told that. We are simply told that 
they have failed to accept the word of Christ. That is enough to merit 
condemnation. This signals in a powerful way that Christ embodies moral-
ity, and rejecting morality, by rejecting Christ, will be severely punished. If 
Christ is committed to punishing towns for refusing his disciples, what can 
individual sinners expect? We are not left to guess:  “ so it will be at the close 
of the age. The Son of man will send his angels, and they will gather out 
of his kingdom all causes of sin and all evildoers, and throw them into the 
furnace of fi re; there men will weep and gnash their teeth. ”  But the righteous 
need not fear, for they will  “ shine like the sun in the kingdom of their 
Father ”  (Matt. 13:40 – 43). These examples make clear that Christ is com-
mitted to enforcing the moral code and that he does so by discouraging 
defectors with punishment and rewarding the good. 

 There is a passage, however, that seems to speak against this picture of 
Christ as moral enforcer. In John we hear Christ proclaim,  “ If any one 
hears my sayings and does not keep them, I do not judge him; for I did not 
come to judge the world but to save the world ”  (John 12:47). This seems 
to be at odds with the picture we just developed. If Christ is not going to 
judge those who hear his word and reject it (and note how inconsistent this 
is with the Christ of Matthew and Luke), then he is not going to be very 
useful in strengthening the moral bonds of the group. But even in John, the 
gospel that seeks to portray Christ as love, we are quickly assured that 
defectors from the moral code will certainly face judgment:  “ He who rejects 
me and does not receive my sayings has a judge; the word I have spoken 
will be his judge on the last day ”  (John 12:48). And on that last day the 
fate of the defector is no less terrifying in this gospel of love than it is in 
the synoptic gospels:  “ If a man does not abide in me, he is cast forth as a 
branch and withers; and the branches are gathered, thrown into the fi re 
and burned ”  (John 15:6). If an MCI concept is going to play a morally 
signifi cant role for a group of believers it must be portrayed as committed 
to punishing defectors and rewarding cooperators. Despite efforts to portray 
Christ as a God of love and forgiveness, he must also be portrayed as a 
God of vengeance, and this is just what we fi nd in the gospels. 

 Of course, being committed to enforcing the moral code of the group is 
not very effective unless you have the power to back up your threat. In our 
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discussion of Judaism we saw that the Israelites were often reminded of the 
power of Yahweh, who created the cosmos with the power of his words 
and who rained destruction on the enemies of Israel. This is a god with the 
power to make good on his word. What about Jesus? 

 One salient fact about Christ is that he is the son of God, sent by the 
Father to do his bidding:  “ the Father who sent me has himself given me 
commandment what to say ”  (John 12:49). His relationship with the Father 
allows others to enter into communion with the Father:  “ He who has my 
commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves me, and he who loves 
me will be loved by my Father ”  (John 14:21). Indeed, Christ proclaims that 
he is the only path to the Father  –   “ no one comes to the Father, but by 
me ”  (John 14:6)  –  and it is through Christ that one earns the approval of 
the Father:  “ if anyone honors me, the Father will honor him ”  (John 12:26). 
To drive this home even more directly,  “ I and the Father are one ”  (John 
10:30). This explicitly connects Christ and his work to the power of the 
Father, and this Father is the same god that so clearly signaled his power 
to the Israelites in the Hebrew Scriptures. Anyone this close to such a deity 
is someone with power worth respecting. 

 But of course we are not led to believe that Christ himself is without 
power, even if that power comes from God. Some of the most memorable 
gospel stories about Jesus signal the unique powers of Christ. It would be 
too cumbersome and unnecessary to list the various miracles attributed to 
him. What is signifi cant in these stories are the types of powers attributed 
to Christ: Christ has the power to provide the resources the community 
needs (the multiplication of the loaves and fi shes, e.g., Matt. 14:13 – 21); he 
has the power to heal the sick (e.g., Mark 6:53 – 56); and he can cast out 
demons, freeing individuals from terrible mental and emotional affl ictions 
(e.g., Luke 9:37 – 43). These are powers are very close to the everyday con-
cerns of people trying to deal with the precariousness of life. These stories 
signal that not only does Christ have powers that other  persons  do not, but 
that he has powers that are important to people ’ s lives. Beyond this we are 
shown that Christ has power over the forces of nature. He can walk on 
water (Matt. 14:22 – 27), dissipate storms (Mark 4:35 – 41), and perhaps 
most important of all, has power over death itself (e.g., John 11:38 – 44). 16  
A being with this degree of power and these kinds of power is a being 
powerful enough to mete out rewards and punishments. 

 These miracle stories make Christ a memorable and signifi cant fi gure in 
the life of the community, and in relaying these stories the evangelists never 
allow our attention to stray too far from the moral import of Christ. In the 
story of the paralytic man Jesus fi rst cleanses the sufferer of his sins, then 
heals the body (Matt. 9:1 – 8). The authority to forgive sins is of particular 
importance, for forgiveness is a way of reconciling one with the community 
that has been offended; it offers a renewal of commitment to that group 
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and continued membership in society. By claiming the power to forgive sins 
Christ becomes the gatekeeper to the community. Those who are forgiven 
may be admitted back into the fold, while the unforgiven are cast out. Not 
only does Christ have this power but he can bestow it on mere mortals. 
When he says to his apostles,  “ Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on 
earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be 
loosed in heaven ”  (Matt. 18:18), he imbues the leaders of the community 
with that crucial authority to police the morality of the group. 

 We may always be thwarted in our efforts to connect the Jesus of 
the New Testament to the Jesus of history (and I say this without denying 
the fascinating strides that have been taken toward this goal) and much 
that is said of Jesus is clearly of a legendary nature. The importance of the 
gospels is in their success in constructing out of the historical materials 
available to them a character of  Jesus the Christ  that was well designed to 
play a moral role in the then emerging Christian communities. Given the 
dominance of the religious traditions that centered on this character 
throughout the next two millennia, and its continued worldwide infl uence, 
the New Testament presents one of the most effective religious concepts 
in history. 

 To truly appreciate its effectiveness we must turn to the moral code it 
supports and the community it helps to sustain. For an MCI concept, such 
as  Christ , to be effective on a wide scale, it must connect to a morality that 
taps into evolved psychological predispositions. Does Christ ’ s moral message 
do so or does it transcend our evolved moral natures? Does the moral tradi-
tion set out in the New Testament seek to establish a universal moral code 
or does it fulfi ll its evolutionary function of regulating in - group behavior, 
establishing the boundaries of the group, and providing signals of commit-
ment to that group? To these diffi cult questions we now turn.  

  Setting the Boundaries: Christian and/or Jew? 

 The supposition that Christ came to abolish any boundaries dividing human 
from human is a signifi cant challenge to an evolutionary analysis of Chris-
tianity. This position is famously expressed by Paul ’ s statement, quoted 
earlier, that in Christ,  “ There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave 
nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus ”  
(Gal. 3:28). This is a common theme in the Pauline letters. In Romans, Paul 
assures us that  “ God shows no partiality ”  (Rom. 2:11). In 1 Corinthians 
he rails against divisions in the church, reminding his readers that  “ we were 
all baptized into one body  –  Jews or Greeks, slaves or free  –  and all were 
made to drink of one Spirit ”  (1 Cor. 12:13). And it is not just Paul who 
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advocates this view; it is set out in the gospels, as well. In John, Jesus de-
clares that he has come  “ to save the world ”  (John 12:47) not to save the 
members of a particular group. Jesus is the  “ true light that enlightens every 
man ”  (John 1:9). Indeed, we are told that the very last command Christ 
gave to his disciples was:  “ Go therefore and make disciples of all nations ”  
(Matt. 28:19). 

 This, it is argued, makes Christianity distinct and marks a new epoch in 
morality. Every other moral tradition, religious or secular, may advocate 
an in - group bias, but the teachings of Jesus explicitly reject that bias. Christ 
introduced a universal morality into human history, one inconsistent with 
an evolved moral psychology that creates distinct moral boundaries. Chris-
tian ethics, then, transcend evolutionary ethics; and this transcendence of 
our evolved moral psychology may even speak to  “ a divine source ”  17   –  
which, of course, is exactly what Christianity claims. 

 This reading of Christianity must be addressed if we are going to make 
a plausible case for an evolutionary reading. I have argued that morality 
developed to defi ne and sustain a community, setting it apart from rival 
groups, and that the key to understanding the moral tradition of a group 
is to see how it contributes to group identity formation, marking out those 
individuals committed to the group from those who stand apart. A moral 
code that does not serve these functions  is  inconsistent with an evolutionary 
analysis. Therefore, to support my thesis we need to demonstrate that 
Christianity does not transcend this evolutionary moral logic, that while 
Christianity does extend the boundaries of the moral community, it never-
theless establishes a boundary and imbues that boundary with ultimate 
moral signifi cance. Not only is boundary - setting a concern of Christian 
ethics, it is a central concern, and much of that moral tradition works to 
signal commitment to the in - group enclosed within that boundary. A closer 
reading of the texts, as well as a consideration of the historical setting of 
Christianity ’ s origins, will suggest a different understanding of Christian 
 universalism . 18  

 What later comes to recognize itself as Christianity has its origins in 
fi rst - century Palestine, during a period that has been described as the 
 “ heyday of Jewish sectarianism. ”  19  Scholars recognize that during this 
period Judaism was struggling to respond to the challenges presented by 
Hellenization, a process that was cultural and intellectual, as well as politi-
cal. This early form of globalization spread Greco - Roman ideas and prac-
tices throughout the Ancient Near East, undermining traditional systems, 
while also offering new ways of being in the world, and the Jews of 
this period were no different in being both offended and attracted by these 
new ways. 

 By challenging traditional practices and beliefs, Hellenism challenged 
group identity and led to the  “ fuzzy boundaries ”  that characterized the 
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period. Loosening traditional boundaries opened up new possibilities, and 
one novel possibility was the choice of which group to identify with. 20  While 
this may have initiated a period of  “ creativity and adaptation ”  21  in religious 
expressions, it also posed disturbing challenges. If boundaries are fuzzy then 
individuals may cross them from both sides, and this undermines the condi-
tions of a functioning moral code. In - group members may cross out of the 
group without reciprocating for the benefi ts of membership they have 
already enjoyed; outsiders may cross in to exploit the cooperation and 
sociality that has developed within the group, with no intention of contrib-
uting to the group. In this situation, how do I know who I can trust to 
reciprocate cooperation and who should I avoid as a possible cheater? If I 
cannot answer these questions with some degree of certainty then my coop-
eration becomes foolish, a waste of resources on those who will not con-
tribute to my own inclusive fi tness. As we have seen, evolution makes us 
very wary of this danger. The breakdown of established group boundaries 
may provide a heady sense of freedom, but it can be no more than a tran-
sitional phase if society itself is not to collapse. This challenge resonates in 
a deeply emotional and psychological manner, and it demands a response. 

 One response is to crack down on boundary crossing, to re - affi rm the 
traditional boundary and police it vigilantly. We saw that costly signals of 
commitment, such as circumcision and Sabbath observations, take on added 
signifi cance in times of uncertainty. It is not surprising to learn that during 
this period of Jewish history they came to have particular importance. Of 
circumcision, Shaye Cohen writes that it is  “ only in Maccabean times ”  that 
this practice is seen as  “ the essential mark for Jewish identity or as the sine 
qua non for membership in the Jewish polity ”  22 ; and Tessa Rajak writes 
that the  “ Sabbath was central to the identity of Jews living among 
Gentiles. ”  23  Both of these practices were recognized by the Romans as 
distinctively Jewish. 

 These practices may signal one ’ s membership in Judaism, but in a period 
of transition the very understanding of what it meant to be a Jew was itself 
contested. Such a situation is a fertile breeding ground for the rise of com-
peting sects. 24  The appearance of numerous sects during this period is well 
attested to, with Sadducees, Pharisees, and Essenes being some of the more 
notable. And of course it is just in this period that a group of Jews from 
Jerusalem and the Galilee began to develop a sect centered on the teachings 
of Jesus of Nazareth. 

 The origins of Christianity are part of the development of fi rst - century 
Jewish sectarianism. The early Christians were one of several groups of Jews 
struggling to redefi ne their understanding of Judaism and forge an identity 
for themselves as the true children of the covenant. For a sect to be suc-
cessful it must both connect itself and distinguish itself from a more estab-
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lished tradition. To claim validity for its perspective it must criticize the 
original tradition as corrupted, while affi rming some selected aspects of that 
tradition that it claims to preserve. In the terms of our evolutionary analysis, 
the sect becomes the in - group, drawing a boundary around itself that dis-
tinguishes it from the older tradition, now denigrated to the status of out -
 group. The sectarians, in turn, are seen from the perspective of the traditional 
group as defectors who threaten the stability of the in - group. 

 As we turn to the New Testament we will fi nd that a central concern is 
to distinguish Christianity from Judaism, while claiming the mantle of heirs 
to the covenant, and we will recognize numerous Christian practices and 
moral innovations are means of signaling this distinction and one ’ s member-
ship in the new in - group. This function of the moral tradition found in the 
New Testament is more complicated than this, however. In signaling its 
distinctiveness from Judaism, Christianity needed to avoid the opposite 
danger of identifying itself with paganism. Thus Christianity represented, 
or sought to represent itself as, those of a third race,  “ neither Jew nor 
Greek. ”  25  

 In the gospels the boundaries of the community are in fl ux. In Luke, 
Jesus is confronted with this very issue. He had just taught that we should 
love our neighbor when he is asked,  “ And who is my neighbor? ”  This is 
signifi cant as it indicates confusion about the boundaries of the group. 
When those boundaries are clear then my neighbor is readily identifi able. 
In a more stable, traditional Jewish society this question need not arise, but 
that is not the world of fi rst - century Judea, and so Jesus recognizes this 
question must be addressed, and he does so with the parable of the Good 
Samaritan (Luke 10:25 – 37). In this famous story the hero is a member of 
a reviled out - group who stops to aid a stranger in need, while two others 
that might have been expected to be moral role models (a priest and a 
Levite) ignore the suffering of a fellow Jew. This brief parable says much. 
 “ Neighbor ”  is now defi ned as the one who provides aid and comfort, 
regardless of ethnicity. The focus has shifted from group identity to moral 
behavior. This parable also teaches that ethnicity is not a reliable signal of 
commitment to cooperate. The priest and the Levite fail to provide aid to 
a fellow Jew, that is, to a fellow member of the in - group. This behavior 
signals that one cannot be relied on to cooperate, which undermines the 
whole project of group living. 

 This parable is proposed to be a perfect example of Christ going beyond 
evolutionary morality. 26  Jesus here rejects any boundary between one people 
and another, and makes moral values the means by which we are to judge 
others. There is something to this claim. Jesus does indeed reject ethnicity 
as a condition of in - group membership, and he does turn the focus to moral 
values, but this does not entail a rejection of the binary thinking of in - group/
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out - group. It indicates instead that the boundary between the two is being 
redefi ned. Part of that redefi nition is setting out what one is not, how the 
new in - group differs from the old in - group being left behind. The Good 
Samaritan story is part of this process; it claims that being heir to the cov-
enant is no longer dependent on one ’ s Jewish ethnicity. 

 This is seen repeatedly throughout Luke, the gospel that is believed to 
have been directed to a largely gentile audience. A particular concern to 
Luke is to make the case that Jesus, while Jewish and the Messiah expected 
by the Jews, did not come just for the Jews. This position is fl agged early 
on in Luke ’ s version of the genealogy of Jesus, which he traces back past 
Abraham, father of the Jews, to Adam, father of all humankind (Luke 
3:23 – 38). The message is also driven home, without much subtlety, in the 
story of Jesus healing a centurion ’ s servant. A centurion sends a messenger 
to Jesus to ask him to heal his slave. Jesus goes to the man ’ s house to do 
so, when he is met by an anxious centurion who tells Jesus that he is 
unworthy to have him enter his home, and asks that Jesus merely say the 
word and he knows his servant will be healed. Jesus is very impressed by 
this and before healing the man ’ s slave declares to the crowd that had 
gathered,  “ I tell you, not even in Israel have I found such faith ”  (Luke 
7:1 – 10). 

 In Israel he has not found the faith demonstrated by this centurion  –  that 
is, by a man who not only is not Jewish but is a Roman soldier, a member 
of the hated, oppressor class. Even one such as this had more faith than 
any supposed fellow in - group member. 

 Of course, this is not unique to Luke, but is characteristic of the New 
Testament in general. In Mark, it is a centurion at the crucifi xion who 
recognizes Jesus ’ s true identity:  “ Truly this man was the Son of God! ”  
(Mark 15:39) while bystanders, presumably Jews, mock him in his suffer-
ing. Matthew, who also tells the story of the centurion ’ s slave, not only 
notes the centurion ’ s superior faith but goes further and has Jesus add:  “ I 
tell you, many will come from east and west and sit at table with Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven, while the sons of the kingdom 
will be thrown into the outer darkness; there men will weep and gnash their 
teeth ”  (Matt. 8:11). In a concise way, this statement both denigrates the 
Jews ( “ sons of the kingdom ” ), who will be cast out, and offers to those 
outside the in - group the benefi ts of membership. 

 If Luke is the more gentile - oriented gospel, Matthew seems to have been 
written for a community of Jewish Christians. Matthew, of all the gospels, 
is most concerned with connecting Jesus with Jewish prophecy. We have 
already seen how Matthew ’ s telling of Jesus ’  birth appropriates the narra-
tive of Moses ’  birth, equating Jesus ’  signifi cance to that of the founding 
fi gure of Judaism, but this focus is also found in Matthew ’ s version of Jesus ’  
genealogy. Where Luke traces Jesus ’  lineage to Adam, Matthew starts with 



 evolutionary religious ethics:  christianity  119

Abraham, the father of the Jewish people, and traces the line down to Jesus. 
Although Matthew places greater emphasis on Jesus ’  Jewish credentials, all 
four gospels make a point of that connection. It is part of the dynamics of 
sectarianism that the sect must affi rm its identity as the true expression of 
the original tradition, while rejecting that older tradition as corrupt. This 
was even more imperative for Christianity. 

 In the Roman world religion was always ancient. The gods existed 
from time immemorial and so traditions centering on the gods should 
also be ancient. There may be innovations, or newly introduced traditions, 
but these needed to be grounded in antiquity. To have a  “ new religion ”  
just did not make sense and tainted such movements as superstitions 
deserving of suspicion. Now, whatever their ambivalence toward Judaism, 
it was an ancient religion and so worthy of some respect. In fi ghting for 
a place in a Roman world Christianity needed to make the case that it 
was not a new religion but was in fact the true fulfi llment of ancient 
Judaism. 27  

 The gospels also set out this complex relationship between Christianity 
and Judaism in their treatment of the moral code itself. Jesus is frequently 
concerned to demonstrate just how the new moral message he brings sur-
passes the ancient Judaic code, while at the same time recognizing the worth 
of that code. We have already heard Jesus proclaim that he has come to 
fulfi ll the law (Matt. 5:17), but after making himself clear on that point he 
proceeds to set out a new understanding of the law. This teaching is known 
as the Antitheses, because Jesus sets out his position on the law as an 
antithesis to the traditional teaching. These take the form of  “ You have 
heard it said  …  but I say to you. ”  

 He sets out six of these (Matt. 5:21 – 48), all commentary on moral 
injunctions taken from the Mosaic Law. We can just pick out two to see 
their signifi cance:

  You have heard that it was said to the men of old,  “ You shall not kill; and 
whoever kills shall be liable to judgment. ”  But I say to you that everyone who 
is angry with his brother shall be liable to judgment. (Matt. 5:21 – 22)  

  You have heard that it was said,  “ You shall not commit adultery. ”  But I say 
to you that everyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed 
adultery with her in his heart. (Matt. 5:27 – 28)   

 Jesus here cites two of the Ten Commandments, validates them, but then 
goes beyond them. He teaches not that the old law was wrong or has been 
left behind but instead that it does not go far enough. These laws had not 
been properly understood by the older tradition, and this is why that tradi-
tion needs the reform he brings. I would not suggest that Jesus ’  teaching 
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here is simply a device for establishing the boundaries of the new sect, but 
it is one of the functions of his teaching. 

 We can see this again in those passages where Jesus refers to the Deca-
logue. All three synoptic gospels tell the story of Jesus being asked what 
must be done to gain eternal life. Jesus begins his answer by listing the 
commandments. While there is some variation in the wording and order in 
the accounts, all three have Jesus identify fi ve commands: Do not kill, do 
not commit adultery, do not steal, do not bear false witness, honor your 
father and mother (Mark 10:17 – 20; Matt. 19:16 – 19; Luke 18:18 – 20). 
More telling are the ones he does not cite. He makes no mention of the fi rst 
four commands  –  nothing about graven images, about keeping the Sabbath, 
no reminders of being liberated from Egypt; in other words, nothing in the 
Decalogue that was specifi cally related to Jewish history or Jewish identity. 
In this story Jesus both affi rms the importance of the Law while moving it 
away from its Jewish moorings. 

 Perhaps the most signifi cant aspect of Christian morality, in terms of 
redefi ning the boundaries of the group, is the position it takes on Sabbath 
practices, dietary laws, and circumcision, practices that serve as costly 
signals of commitment to Judaism. To reject these particular practices was 
to signal that one had opted out of the moral contract, or at least that one 
could not be trusted not to opt out. We also noted that these practices 
became more signifi cant in times of great social stress, such as in fi rst -
 century Judea. Jesus could hardly fi nd a more effective way to signal that 
there was a new community on the rise than to reject these practices. 

 In terms of dietary laws, Jesus proclaims:  “ Hear and understand: it is 
not what goes into the mouth that defi les a man, but what comes out of 
the mouth, this defi les a man ”  (Matt. 15:10 – 11). The Jewish leaders heard 
and clearly understood, as Jesus ’  disciples inform him that the Pharisees 
were offended at this teaching, and well they should have been. Jesus is 
effectively erasing the distinction between kosher and non - kosher foods. 
This not only rejects a signal of commitment to the Jewish community, thus 
signaling his break from that community, but argues, in effect, that this 
identifying Jewish practice is morally confused:  “ Do you not see that what-
ever goes into the mouth passes into the stomach, and so passes on? But 
what comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this defi les a 
man ”  (Matt. 15:17 – 18). He goes on to say  “ to eat with unwashed hands 
does not defi le a man ”  (Matt. 15:20), thereby rejecting the Jewish practice 
of ritual purifi cation before meals, another identifying signal. In Jesus ’  view 
these practices are empty rituals, devoid of moral signifi cance. From the 
perspective of cognitive psychology we recognize that these practices had 
great moral signifi cance, not as intrinsically good or bad acts, but as signals 
of commitment to the moral expectations of the group. In rejecting these, 
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Jesus signals his break from that group, and also begins to establish the 
groundwork of his new community. 28  

 One of the most provocative of Jesus ’  teachings concerns the Sabbath. 
All four gospels contain an account of Jesus healing on the Sabbath and 
inciting deadly rage on the part of the Jewish authorities. John adds a 
second Sabbath miracle story, while the synoptic gospels drive the point 
home by coupling two Sabbath violations. Clearly, this aspect of Jesus ’  
teaching struck a chord among his followers. 

 One Sabbath day, we are told, Jesus and his disciples were walking 
through a corn fi eld, when his disciples, feeling hungry, began to pick grains 
to eat. A seemingly innocuous act, it provokes a rebuke from the Pharisees: 
 “ Look, your disciples are doing what is not lawful to do on the sabbath ”  
(Matt. 12:2). Jesus responds by reminding the Pharisees of when David and 
his men were hungry and entered the temple to eat the bread that had been 
brought for sacrifi ce, bread meant only for priests; he also tells the story of 
the priests violating Sabbath restrictions while attending to the temple. He 
then declares:  “ I tell you, something greater than the temple is here.  …  For 
the Son of man is lord of the sabbath ”  (Matt. 12:3 – 8). 

 This is another brief story rich in meaning. Jesus signals a break from 
the traditional group, but not an absolute break. By reinterpreting Sabbath 
observations in a way that draws upon aspects of Jewish history, he does 
not so much reject that tradition as argue that the Jews have not properly 
understood it. He is not a sinner, but instead has a deeper understanding 
of this Jewish practice than do the Pharisees. But then he does something 
much more than correct a misunderstanding of doctrine: He declares himself 
the lord of the Sabbath. 

 From the perspective of traditional Judaism, this is outrageous. The 
Sabbath is the Lord ’ s day, a day to remember what Yahweh has done for 
his people, a day to symbolically join with Yahweh in his rest. Now Jesus 
is placing himself above the Sabbath. He is equating himself with God  –  a 
charge made explicitly in John ’ s stories of Jesus ’  Sabbath miracles (John 
5:1 – 18). We can understand that on religious grounds alone this is behavior 
that cannot be tolerated, but when we call to mind the signifi cance of 
Sabbath observations, and that violations were to be punished by death, 
the reaction is not surprising:  “ The Pharisees went out and took counsel 
against him, how to destroy him ”  (Matt. 12:14). 29  Jesus ’  teachings concern-
ing the Sabbath signaled in an unmistakable way a rejection of solidarity 
with the established in - group and his intention to remake the community 
around a new moral covenant. 

 This refi nement of the new Christian community, and its distinction from 
Judaism, is a central concern for Paul, as well. Much has been written about 
how divisions and competition within the new Christian communities 
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shaped the doctrines of orthodoxy embedded in the canonized text. While 
this is relevant to our discussion, it is so complex that we could easily get 
lost in it. For the sake of focus, let ’ s look at one important part of this 
story, Paul ’ s teachings on circumcision. Paul is so concerned with this that 
he mentions it in fi ve of the seven undisputed letters; we consider two  –  
Romans and Galatians  –  to see how this teaching develops. 

 Paul recognizes that circumcision is not only a sign of identifi cation with 
the in - group but also a sign of salvation through the Law, which is consist-
ent with it being a costly signal of commitment to the moral contract of 
the in - group. By taking on the tradition of circumcision he is treading on 
sensitive ground. Paul, however, is preaching a new moral contract; he is 
seeking to establish a new moral community grounded in the death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. In this mission the Jewish custom of circumci-
sion is proving an obstacle. The requirement that all males of the covenant 
be circumcised asks one thing when the male is an eight - day - old child, quite 
another when that male is fully grown. It takes little imagination to under-
stand why the requirement that prospective converts to Christianity fi rst 
undergo circumcision presented a hurdle to Paul ’ s mission. But the question 
of circumcision had deeper signifi cance. It was a sign of commitment to the 
established in - group that Paul, a herald of the new sect, was seeking to 
replace. And he makes this move not by completely repudiating the old 
ways but by reinterpreting this ancient practice in light of a new moral 
emphasis. Paul sets out his argument in Romans:

  Circumcision indeed is of value if you obey the law; but if you break the law, 
your circumcision becomes uncircumcision. So, if a man who is uncircumcised 
keeps the precepts of the law, will not his uncircumcision be regarded as 
circumcision? Then those who are physically uncircumcised but keep the law 
will condemn you who have the written code and circumcision but break the 
law. (Rom. 2:25 – 27)   

 Circumcision should not be understood as a physical sign of righteous-
ness because circumcised men can and do break the law. So what does their 
circumcision represent? 

 Since they have acted immorally it becomes in effect uncircumcision. But 
if circumcision is symbolic of inner righteousness then one who obeys the 
law, even though he is physically uncircumcised, is the one who is truly the 
circumcised. Paul is moving away from circumcision as a sign of the cov-
enant. This becomes explicit as the passage continues:  “ For he is not a real 
Jew who is one outwardly, nor is true circumcision something external and 
physical. He is a Jew who is one inwardly, and real circumcision is a matter 
of the heart, spiritual and not literal ”  (Rom. 2:28 – 29). 

 In keeping with the strategy of the sect, Paul claims the mantle of historic 
Judaism by claiming to see more deeply into the true meaning of that tradi-
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tion, thereby appropriating that tradition for the new group, while at the 
same time moving the group in a new direction. He provides further support 
for his redefi nition of what it means to be a Jew by pointing out that 
Abraham, the father of the Jews, was chosen by God because of his right-
eousness, and then was circumcised, proving that the inward state is the 
true sign of the covenant, while the physical manifestation is only a symbol 
(Rom. 4:1 – 12). 

 In Galatians we fi nd the issue has become terribly contentious, as Paul 
takes a much more strident tone. In Romans, physical circumcision was 
unnecessary, at best an outward symbol of inner righteousness; in Galatians 
it becomes an actual impediment to enjoying the benefi ts the new Christian 
community:  “ Now I, Paul, say to you that if you receive circumcision, 
Christ will be of no advantage to you  …  you are severed from Christ ”  
(5:2 – 4). He is so incensed by disagreement over this issue that he wishes 
those who cause controversy on this  “ would mutilate themselves! ”  (Gal. 
5:12). Why the vehemence? Because this is not simply a doctrinal dispute; 
it is a dispute over signals of commitment to the moral bounds of the group. 
Circumcision is a signal of commitment to the moral codes of the old in -
 group that determined righteousness by obedience to the Law. Paul is not 
simply rejecting that particular signal; he is rejecting the moral system itself. 
In the new Christian community the in - group will be bound not by the Law 
but by faith in Jesus Christ. This is why Paul goes to such lengths to argue 
against the Law  –  it is the code that bound an old community that was now 
to be superseded by the community of Christ, a community with its own 
moral covenant and its own signals of commitment. By rejecting the Law 
we reject allegiance to the community it binds. 30  

 Before continuing we need to consider a criticism. My claim is that 
Christianity represents a new in - group with its own boundaries separating 
it from an out - group, thus undermining the claim of exceptionalism based 
on Christianity ’ s supposed universalism. But all we have seen so far is that 
Christianity distinguishes itself from Judaism, which is not the same thing 
as establishing Christianity as a new in - group. Judaism, from a Christian 
perspective, was fl awed by its narrow focus. Christianity expended so much 
energy in distancing itself from Judaism just because Judaism represented 
the in - group/out - group divide that Christ came to erase. For Christians to 
make the case that they are not Jews is not the same thing as establishing 
a new in - group. 

 This is a fair charge, and if we had no more evidence of in - group/out -
 group thinking in the New Testament we would have to concede the point. 
But this is not the case. Christians do not merely distinguish themselves 
from Jews; they set up a newly defi ned in - group, bounded by a moral code, 
with distinct signals of commitment, and in doing so clearly defi ne an out -
 group, comprised of more than just non - Christian Jews.  
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  The Third Race: Christians as In - Group 

 While setting the boundaries of the new in - group is a concern for Paul, the 
gospel writers make it clear that this new group is grounded in the teachings 
of Christ. There is a telling episode in which Jesus is teaching and his dis-
ciples interrupt him to say that his mother and brothers are looking for 
him. Jesus replies,  “     ‘ Who is my mother, and who are my brothers? ’  And 
stretching out his hand toward his disciples, he said,  ‘ Here are my mother 
and brothers! For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my 
brother, and sister, and mother ’     ”  (Matt. 12:48 – 50). As in the parable of 
the Good Samaritan, Jesus here redefi nes the boundaries of the group, in 
this case by rejecting family ties as defi nitive. My group is determined not 
by blood or ethnicity but, as with his redefi nition of  “ neighbor, ”  by moral 
values. 

 In an article very much in the spirit of this work, David Lahti discusses 
Jesus ’  teaching from an evolutionary perspective. He analyzes the Sermon 
on the Mount and fi nds in it 105 statements making moral claims. 31  Not 
one, according to Lahti, makes familial relatedness or ethnicity a basis for 
moral distinction. 32  Lahti argues that as individuals from groups of different 
ethnic or tribal identities begin to interact regularly,  “ a shared values aspect 
to social norms should increase in emphasis, relative to the shared kinship 
aspect. ”  33  Lahti grounds this claim in evolutionary thinking: In increasingly 
complex environments, social cohesion based on kinship gives way to one 
based more signifi cantly on indirect reciprocity. 34  

 In his redefi nition of family, Jesus does more than reject ethnicity as a 
sign of community; he upsets the very social order. Roman society, not 
merely Jewish society, saw itself grounded in the stability of the family. The 
 paterfamilias  and the  pater patriae  were not merely honorifi cs but models 
of authority. To disrupt the one was to threaten the other  –  and this is just 
what Jesus does. In Luke, Christ sets out the cost of discipleship:  “ If anyone 
comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and 
children and brothers and sisters, yes, even his own life, he cannot be my 
disciple ”  (Luke 14:26). This is revolutionary talk. If you don ’ t give obedi-
ence to your father, how likely are you to pay allegiance to the emperor? 
And Jesus is not simply saying,  “ Don ’ t listen to your father, ”  but hate your 
father, and mother, and all in order to follow him. 

 Scholar of early Christianity Wayne Meeks reminds us that a major 
problem Romans had with the early Christians was the social disruption 
this new cult threatened to bring with it. 35  It was not so much that they 
followed a new god, but that they seemed not to respect the family values 
of Roman society. As another scholar points out, the Romans ’  concern 
matches contemporary fears that modern - day cults are  “ seducing children 
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away from parental control. ”  36  And according to some texts, this was a 
well - founded fear. The non - canonical  Acts of Paul and Thecla  tells a story 
that would make modern - day parents cringe. Thecla is a young woman 
bethrothed to be married until she hears Paul preaching on the virtues of 
virginity. She is so taken by this that she spends all her time sitting at her 
window listening to Paul speak in the street outside. Her mother is beside 
herself, but nothing she says has any infl uence. She calls in Thecla ’ s beloved 
to intervene, but he too is unsuccessful. Thecla announces that she will not 
marry him, but instead will commit herself to the virtuous virginity preached 
by this strange man outside her window. Her family, we are told, went into 
deep mourning, and can we be surprised? Their daughter has rejected her 
vows, repudiated their authority, ignored their pleas, and put herself on a 
collision course with the laws of society (by converting to an illegal cult), 
and all because of the teachings of some charismatic street - corner preacher. 
Is this not the story of any number of families who saw their children 
succumb to the attraction of modern cult fi gures such as Jim Jones or David 
Koresh? 

 Jesus ’  position on family is designed to disrupt allegiance to traditional 
authority structures and transfer it to himself. He fully recognizes the 
upheaval this will cause and embraces it:  “ Do not think that I have come 
to bring peace on earth; I have not come to bring peace, but a sword. For 
I have come to set man against his father, and daughter against her mother 
 …  and a man ’ s foes will be those of his own household. He who loves 
father or mother more than me is not worthy of me ”  (Matt. 10:34 – 37). 
This is quite a price to ask, but Christ makes it clear that it will be worth 
it.  “ And every one who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or 
mother or children or land for my name ’ s sake, will receive a hundredfold 
and inherit eternal life ”  (Matt. 19:29). 

 Of course, the point of such social disruption is not simply to rebel 
against authority. It is the fi rst stage in establishing a new social order, one 
in which allegiance is withdrawn from traditional sources of authority, such 
as family or tribe, and transferred to the new group. Jesus begins this 
process by denying all established social relationships and centering the new 
group on allegiance to himself. In doing so he solidifi es the moral bonds of 
that group, because Christ is a full - access strategic agent, interested in the 
moral doings of the group and with the power to reward and punish. 

 To follow Christ one must give up all one has, surrender ties to all other 
groups, relinquish all old identities. But this does not mean one stands 
alone; it is a prelude to joining a new community. Those who follow the 
will of God are a true family with Jesus and so with each other  –  this is a 
new in - group. Christians are not simply non - Jews; they are not pagans 
either. They represent a distinct group. This point is given great emphasis 
in the gospel of John, which stresses the distinction between Jesus ’  followers 
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and the  “ world. ”  In John ’ s opening chapter we are told that Christ  “ was 
in the world, and the world was made through him, yet the world knew 
him not ”  (John 1:10). Not only does  “ the world ”  not know Jesus, it hates 
Jesus, and why?  “ [B]ecause I testify of it that its works are evil ”  (John 7:7). 

 The  “ world ”  hates Jesus because he brings moral judgment against it. 
Clearly, his moral code is not of the world and so those who follow it  “ are 
not of the world, even as I am not of the world ”  (John 17:14). Moral 
systems are means for establishing a basis for social cohesion and coopera-
tive interactions. A new moral system indicates a new social entity, and this 
constitutes the new in - group. An in - group implies an out - group, here identi-
fi ed as the  “ world ”   –  those who not only stand outside the group but who 
threaten the group. Jesus warns his followers of the persecution they face 
because they follow him, that is, because they commit to this new group 
(Matt. 10:16 – 22). 

 This is our evolved moral psychology at work. Those who stand outside 
the group are a danger because they have not committed to the group and 
so are not bound by the moral code that makes social interaction safe. They, 
in turn, see us as threats to their group and so we can expect hostility from 
them. This is a fundamental cognitive predisposition that constitutes a basic 
moral orientation. Christianity may claim to be universal in scope, but as 
a moral code it bears the marks of an in - group/out - group mentality. Jesus 
himself expresses the epitome of such binary thinking:  “ He who is not with 
me is against me. And he who does not gather with me scatters ”  (Luke 
11:23). And there are moral consequences for being on the right side, for 
Christ warns,  “ [E]very one who acknowledges me before men, I will 
acknowledge before my Father in heaven; but whoever denies me before 
men, I also will deny before my Father in heaven ”  (Matt. 10:32 – 33). There 
is a sharp divide between those who are in communion with Jesus and those 
who are not, and rewards and punishments follow accordingly. 

 Christian apologists of course recognize this. There are those who accept 
Jesus and those who do not; there will be the saved and the damned. So, 
how can some argue that Jesus abolished the divisions of in - group thinking? 
What is the basis for the claim of universalism? The typical response to 
such questions is that in Christ, all are welcomed  –  Jew and Greek, male 
and female, slave and free. No one is excluded based on ethnicity or nation-
ality or any other sign of group identity. Since all of this is left behind as 
one follows Christ, the boundary of the group is opened for all to cross. 
Holmes Rolston III sees this as a decisive point against an evolutionary 
account of Christianity. He writes,

  Any account of in - group altruism to achieve out - group competitive success is 
powerless to explain the universalism in the major world faiths. If the function 
of a religion is to provide fervent loyalty for a tribal group, urging one ’ s 
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religion on aliens is exactly the wrong behavior.  …  Missionary activity is 
helping to ensure the replication of genes unlike one ’ s own.  …  That would 
be altruism of the most self - defeating kind! This preaching to the unconverted 
is not predicted by theory, nor explained retrodictively.  37     

 This is a useful passage to dissect. It is cogently argued, by a respected 
thinker, striking directly at the thesis of this book, and it gets the evolution-
ary account all wrong. 

 The fi rst sentence sets the challenge: In - group altruism cannot explain 
the major world faiths, such as Christianity, because of their universal 
aspirations. The key argument for this is that  “ urging one ’ s religion on 
aliens is exactly the wrong behavior ”  because such behavior is  “ helping to 
ensure the replication of genes unlike one ’ s own. ”  This sounds like solid 
evolutionary thinking, for acting in a way to promote genes not one ’ s own 
is a sure path to evolutionary disaster. This would be a clincher of an argu-
ment  –   if  kin altruism were the only type of altruism. If that is, we could 
not provide an evolutionary mechanism to account for altruistic behavior 
directed toward non - kin. 

 But this is not the case. Reciprocal altruism and indirect reciprocity are 
just two of the mechanisms for extending altruism beyond the clan level. 
Rolston, of course, is aware of these mechanisms; he is just not impressed 
with them. He says the  “ pseudo - altruist will have to say that such mis-
sionaries were just setting up a world moral climate in which they them-
selves were most likely to prosper genetically, ”  and then claims  “ it is 
diffi cult to see how they prosper to the detriment of others who are the 
benefi ciaries of this allegedly pretended altruism. ”  38  

 First, let ’ s do away with the talk of  “ pseudo ”  and  “ pretended ”  altruism. 
There is nothing fake about evolved altruism. As we discussed, the ultimate 
cause of altruism is to promote conditions conducive to an individual ’ s 
inclusive fi tness, but it does so by creating cognitive/emotional predisposi-
tions to act altruistically. These predispositions are the proximate causes of 
altruistic behavior and are sincere motivations (or may be sincere motiva-
tions) to help others. 

 The question is, are missionaries  –  those agents of a religion ’ s universal-
ism  –  creating a moral climate in which their in - group may prosper geneti-
cally? Yes, that is exactly what they are doing. An evolutionary function of 
morality is to create a climate in which pro - social behavior may fl ourish. 
This means creating a climate in which individuals can secure adequate 
resources for themselves and their kin and, just as importantly, in which 
they are protected from threats to their resources and their kin. How does 
missionary work promote this? Missionaries spread a religion and that 
religion ’ s moral code. This means it spreads its group ’ s moral commitments 
to new in - group members, as well as spreading belief in the group ’ s MCI 
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being, that is, the god who oversees the group ’ s moral code and metes out 
rewards and punishment. By spreading one ’ s religion one is extending the 
boundaries of the in - group to include more individuals who might other-
wise have been out - group members. Out - group members pose a threat to 
my group and indirectly (though perhaps directly) to me and my kin. Reduc-
ing their numbers, and therefore hopefully the strength of the out - group, 
reduces their threat. Is it hard to see how this is benefi cial to the members 
of the in - group? 

 Rolston does not see it, and this is because he conceives of the costs and 
benefi ts of reciprocity in direct terms; he wants to know how the missionary 
prospers to the detriment of the benefi ciary of this altruistic sharing of 
religion. But the point of altruism is not to benefi t at the detriment of the 
recipient, but to benefi t in return when the recipient reciprocates, directly 
or indirectly through the strengthening of the in - group. How do you 
strengthen the group? Make it stronger, more effective than competing 
groups. As Lahti points out, for a group whose boundaries are marked by 
values, such as Christianity, the  “ spread of one ’ s values enlarges the 
group. ”  39  Also, keep in mind that the historical situation of early Christian-
ity was a period of fuzzy borders and religious diversity, with various 
religious sects competing for a place in society and for adherents. In this 
situation, John North argues, Christianity ’ s  “ active mission to convert 
gained the initiative for them. ”  40   Universalism  provided the new sect with 
a competitive advantage against other groups  –  it was culturally adaptive. 

 If we insist that arguments based on reciprocity demonstrate how a 
particular act of altruism translates into a quantifi able increase in genes for 
the altruist, then we are rarely, if ever, going to fi nd such arguments satisfy-
ing  –  but this is a badly distorted view of how our evolved moral systems 
work. So the fi nal line of Rolston ’ s quotation  –   “ preaching to the uncon-
verted is not predicted by theory, nor explained retrodictively ”   –  is mis-
taken. An in - group bounded by shared values rather than shared kinship, 
struggling in a social environment with larger established out - groups, gains 
a competitive advantage by enlarging the group through spreading its value 
system. This is in line with the logic of indirect reciprocity, and explains 
the universalizing aspect of Christianity. 41  

 Meeks points out that a universalizing strategy is consistent with sectar-
ian logic. If a sect is breaking away from the established in - group, and 
setting itself in distinction to that group, it is because that group has become 
corrupted. In turn the sect promotes its moral view as the pure one, with 
the true moral vision;  “ it judges, it believes, with the judgment of (the one) 
God. ”  42  This universalist stance can take different forms. The group may 
withdraw from the corrupt world into its own purifi ed world, as some 
groups of Essenes did, or it may seek to convert that world, as some early 
Christians did. Withdrawal may provide a certain moral satisfaction, but 
it does not make for success in the competition for resources, thus making 
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the group vulnerable to larger out - groups (e.g., the Roman legions). Pros-
elytizing holds out a greater chance for success and survival, and so the 
development of universalist aspirations can be explained by the principles 
of cultural group selection. 

 We may grant that there are good evolutionary reasons for adopting 
universalism as a strategy, but does that mean Christianity transcends in -
 group/out group thinking? Not at all. While all may join the in - group, there 
is still a membership that comes with a price, along with rituals of initia-
tion, and those unwilling to pay the price to join the club are set apart, in 
both this world and the next. Christ did say to make disciples of all nations, 
but this is a universalism advocated by numerous totalizing ideologies, for 
example, Soviet Marxists, who sought to bring all the nations into their 
communist in - group. A totalizing strategy in which your group becomes 
the only group may be a sort of universalism, but certainly not the sort that 
Christians should want to boast of. 

 At this point a Christian might admit that there is a boundary dividing 
the in - group from the out group but claim that Christianity ’ s special worth 
stems from the fact that this boundary is one of moral values. If moral 
values become the key criterion for in - group membership, then bringing 
everyone into the group is to bind humanity into a universal moral com-
munity  –  and this would be a universalism to boast of. David Lahti argues 
that this is just what Jesus has done:  “ The in - group, delineated primitively 
on the basis of kinship, is recast in the Sermon on the Mount on the basis 
of shared values. ”  43  

 This shift from tribalism to values as a basis for constituting the in - group 
does represent a moral innovation, introduced in the West on a major scale 
by Christianity (although not necessarily invented by Christ, as it has pre-
cursors in the Jewish prophets and is predated by Stoic philosophy and 
some Eastern systems of thought). It is an innovation that may well repre-
sent a high - water mark for human morality (I return to this in the fi nal 
chapter). However, as admirable as this signal of commitment is, it is not 
the only way to identify members of the Christian in - group. It shares the 
fi eld, and eventually yields the foreground, to another signal commitment 
to the group: having faith in Jesus Christ  –  and this is a fateful shift that 
again casts Christian universalism in a different light. And so we need to 
turn the discussion to signals of commitment.  

  Putting on Christ: Christianity ’ s Signals of 
Commitment 

 In distancing itself from Judaism, Christianity rejected many of the practices 
that signaled commitment to Judaism. But for any group to function as a 
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group there must be ways of identifying who is in and who is not, who can 
be trusted as a partner in social cooperation and who is a risk. There must 
be signals of commitment, the costlier the better, and Christianity developed 
its own repertoire. In discussing these signals we need to keep in mind that 
the construction of Christian identity was much more  “ fragile ”  than is 
sometimes supposed. 44  In a period of fl uid religious and cultural identifi ca-
tions a focus on the fi nished canon can give the appearance of a homogene-
ity that did not exist. The texts are the end product of this process of clari-
fying fuzzy borders and negotiating identity, the statement of the group that 
gained predominance by the mid - fourth century. However, since this is the 
group that assumed the mantle of orthodoxy and shaped future understand-
ings of Christianity, their texts are a valuable resource for a study of group 
identity formation. 

 Two central signals of Christian identity were baptism and the Lord ’ s 
Supper, or Eucharist. Baptism is a ritual rich in meaning, not only as a sign 
of entry into the new group but as a rejection and condemnation of the old 
group. In contemporary Christianity baptism is a celebration introducing a 
new member, often an infant, to the group. This has great signifi cance for 
the community, but little for the initiate. The infant, born to in - group 
members, does not commit to the group through baptism but instead is 
committed by its parents. Whatever spiritual importance this may have, it 
is not experienced as such by the infant. This was not the case during the 
early period of Christianity. Baptism was not merely an initiation ritual that 
washed away sin but also was a conversion experience. A prospective 
member, often an adult, was making a choice to enter into this new group, 
leaving behind old affi liations  –  and this was not a morally neutral move. 
Meeks writes,  “ By making the act of washing the central act of initiation 
itself, Christianity had from the beginning implied a boundary between an 
impure society and a pure community. ”  45  

 The conversion process in some early Christian communities emphasized 
in dramatic fashion the moral nature of the commitment one was making. 
Meeks discusses a third - century document, known as the  Apostolic Tradi-
tion , which describes the process in some detail, and notes its focus on 
boundary issues and moral evaluation:  “ candidates are screened before they 
are even permitted to take instruction, and people with morally suspect 
occupations  …  are excluded or required to change their jobs. ”  There is 
continued screening and instruction that could last up to three years. This 
period of instruction could be accompanied by  “ repeated exorcisms ”  that 
 “ dramatize a picture of the world outside the church as a realm under the 
devil ’ s power. ”  Meeks contrasts this with purifi cation rituals of initiation 
into pagan mystery cults. In those cases what was to be kept pure was the 
sacred space of the rituals, but in Christian rites  “ what is kept pure is the 
community. ”  The initiation is  “ the anchor and the beginning point for a 
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process of moral re - education that is conducted by and within the com-
munity of converts. ”  46  So, while today baptism may not seem like a very 
costly signal of commitment, in its original context this rite could be a 
time - consuming, emotionally demanding, and social process in which one 
was scrutinized by the community for signs of sincerity in committing to 
the group and in which one denounced the world being left behind. As such 
it functioned as a costly signal of commitment to the group. The intense 
scrutiny of moral character is just what we should expect of a group that 
members choose to join rather than are born into, and it is consistent with 
our understanding of Christianity ’ s shift to a values -  rather than kin - based 
system of membership. 

 The sharing of a sacred meal, the Eucharist, is another signal of com-
mitment that held more weight in the ancient world than it may today. As 
Williams Irons pointed out, religious rituals provide opportunities for 
members of the group to observe one another for signs of sincerity or pos-
sible signs of defection. The more social the ritual and the more often it is 
celebrated, the more effectively it can perform this function. The tradition 
of a sacred, shared meal served this purpose well. Meeks also recognizes 
the value of the Eucharist in securing the group:  “ because it was celebrated 
more frequently than baptism, it provided more occasions on which the 
implications of that special identity for appropriate modes of behavior 
could be impressed on participants. ”  47  The New Testament provides evi-
dence that this practice did indeed offer an opportunity for moral scrutiny 
and instruction. 

 In 1 Corinthians, Paul addresses a series of complaints concerning the 
community he helped to establish at Corinth. It appears that the commun-
ion meal had become a bit undisciplined. Some members were coming early 
and eating their fi ll, leaving nothing for latecomers, who then went hungry; 
others seemed to be getting drunk. Paul is outraged:  “ What! Do you not 
have houses to eat and drink in? Or do you despise the church of God and 
humiliate those who have nothing? What shall I say to you? Shall I commend 
you in this? No, I will not ”  (1 Cor. 11:17 – 22). This hints at a deeper 
problem than mere boorish behavior. The sharing of a meal was a basic 
social practice in the Roman world, one with clear social implications. Your 
dinner guests could raise your social standing. The arrangement of the set-
tings and even the quality of the food served often refl ected social status. 
In other words, the hierarchical nature of Roman society was refl ected in 
and reinforced through dinner parties. So the shared meal of the Christians 
was a feature common to the larger social environment. What offends Paul 
is that at Corinth the Christians seem to be conducting this meal as the 
pagans do, with the wealthy and powerful taking more than their share, 
while the poorer members were left with scraps. The point of this practice, 
however, is to remember Christ, to remember that worldly ways have been 
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left behind. 48  When Christians share a meal they must leave social status 
behind, they must  “ wait for one another, ”  that is, they must act like Chris-
tians. To eat and drink  “ in an unworthy manner ”  is to profane  “ the body 
and blood of the Lord ”  and court judgment (1 Cor. 11:27 – 34). 

 Paul not only instructs Christians how to behave appropriately but 
reminds them that this is the  “ Lord ’ s Supper, ”  a symbolic re - enactment of 
Christ ’ s last supper when he instructed his disciples to  “ Do this in remem-
brance of me ”  (Luke 22:19). Invoking Christ is a reminder that the com-
munity is bounded by this powerful deity who has set the pattern of 
behavior and the criteria for membership  –  it is not a merely cultural prac-
tice  –  and there are moral consequences for failing to adhere to those 
commitments. 

 We see in these two rituals not only signals of commitment to the group 
but a clear message that the key criterion for membership is moral behavior. 
This point is made repeatedly by Jesus throughout the gospels. We have 
already seen Jesus defi ne his family as those who do the will of God (Matt. 
12:50), and this is a common theme:  “ Not every one who says to me,  ‘ Lord, 
Lord, ’  shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of 
my Father who is in heaven ”  (Matt. 7:21; see also John 14:23; Matt. 
7:15 – 19). 

 Doing the will of God  –  the Supreme Being who establishes the moral 
code for the group and reinforces that code with rewards and punishment 
 –  is central to Christianity, as it is to many religious ethical traditions. Given 
Christianity ’ s rejection of ethnicity as a criterion of membership, these 
moral values become more signifi cant. But if moral behavior is what 
distinguishes in - group from out - group, then that behavior had better be 
distinctive  –  if not, then how can it signal one is a Christian? This was 
clearly a concern to Paul. It raises the question of whether Christian moral 
standards were distinctly different from those of  “ the world. ”  We will look 
more closely at the moral code set out in the New Testament in the next 
section, but for now we can say that in terms of its moral code, Christianity 
did not stand out as unique, or even all that different from other codes in 
their social environment. 

 Wayne Meeks again provides one of the best discussions of this issue. 
He points out that the vices and virtues enumerated in the New Testament 
do not contrast with lists that could be drawn by Greco - Roman moralists 
of the time. 49  The moral standards Christians set for themselves to emulate 
were certainly higher than the ones followed by many in ancient Roman 
society, but this is not the appropriate contrast (i.e., between moral teachers 
and the morality of the masses). The comparison must be with other, non -
 Christian moralists of the time; those who critiqued common behavior and 
argued for a higher ethical standard. Here one can fi nd much of Christian 
morality echoed or presaged by numerous moralists, such as Epictetus, 
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Plutarch, the Stoics, Musonius Rufus, as well as Jewish moralists  –  all of 
them sharing the same cultural environment as the early Christians. This 
leads Meeks to conclude that  “ Jesus did not arrive in Galilee proclaiming 
a complete, systematic, and novel Christian ethic.  …  There has not ever 
been a purely Christian morality, unalloyed with the experiences and tradi-
tions of others. ”  50  If Meeks is correct, and I believe he is, then how could 
moral values serve to distinguish Christians from other groups in their 
environment? There must have been something distinctive about them. 
Meeks agrees and says that we need to consider these moral standards in 
the context in which they functioned and found their meaning. 51  

 What distinguished Christian moral standards, at least in the mind of 
Christians, is that they are not simply the conclusions of human reason, as 
were the codes of the Greco - Roman moralists. They represented the word 
of God, revealed through his Son, Jesus Christ. This then presents another 
way of signaling commitment to the moral code of the group, and in a way 
that is distinct to the Christian in - group: signaling commitment to Christ, 
which is perfectly in line with the logic of evolved religious morality sketched 
out earlier. Christ is the divine being who legislates and enforces the group ’ s 
moral code. Signaling commitment to this being signals commitment to the 
group ’ s morality that he oversees. Christianity takes advantage of this 
option, and commitment to Christ, that is, faith, stands alongside following 
Christ ’ s teaching as criteria for membership. In fact, by the time Paul has 
set the grounds for what is to become orthodox Christianity, faith in Christ 
surpasses all else as the defi ning element for membership in the Christian 
community. But before we turn to Paul we can see this move set out by 
Christ himself. 

 We have seen, in stories such as that of the centurion ’ s servant, that faith 
in Christ is greatly rewarded. The power of faith is further attested to when 
Jesus teaches that to have  “ faith as a grain of mustard seed, you will say 
to this mountain,  ‘ Move from here to there, ’  and it will move; and nothing 
will be impossible for you ”  (Matt. 17:20). Jesus also makes it quite clear 
that he himself is the object of this powerful faith. He proclaims,  “ And I 
tell you, every one who acknowledges me before men, the Son of man will 
acknowledge before the angels of God; but he who denies me before men 
will be denied before the angels of God ”  (Luke 12:8 – 9). Speaking in the 
third person, Christ teaches,  “ He who believes in him is not condemned; 
he who does not believe is condemned already ”   –  and why?  “ Because he 
has not believed in the name of the only Son of God ”  (John 3:18). It is 
those who  “ acknowledge ”  and  “ believe ”  in Jesus who stand on the right 
side of God. In fact it is only those who believe who can be made right 
with God:  “ I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the 
Father, but by me ”  (John 14:6). This is an incredibly important claim: 
Christ provides the one path to God, therefore anyone who fails to believe 
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in Christ is cut off from God. This is the in - group/out - group mentality. To 
fail to  “ abide ”  in Christ is to be  “ thrown into the fi re and burned ”  (John 
15:6), while those who believe  “ though he die, yet shall he live, and whoever 
lives and believes in me shall never die ”  (John 11:25 – 26). These are power-
ful motivations to believe in Jesus and powerful incentives to follow the 
moral code that binds the Christian in - group. 

 Clearly for Paul this is the primary lesson Christ brought, that salvation 
comes through faith. Throughout his letters Paul drives home the point that 
it is not through the Law but through accepting the sacrifi ce and resurrec-
tion of Christ that one is justifi ed in the sight of God. This is the central 
message of his letter to the Galatians. The law was given through Moses 
to guide the people until they were ready for the fulfi llment of God ’ s 
promise of salvation. That has now been fulfi lled by Christ Jesus and so 
the law is surpassed:  “ Now before faith came, we were confi ned under the 
law, kept under restraint until faith should be revealed.  …  But now that 
faith has come, we are no longer under a custodian; for in Christ Jesus you 
are all sons of God, through faith ”  (Gal. 3:23 – 26). 

 This not only serves to distinguish Christians from Jews but reorients 
the moral world of monotheism. The Law was the means to righteousness 
before God; by fulfi lling the law one lived in accord with God ’ s will. Paul 
shifts the emphasis from law to faith, from what you do to what you believe, 
and this is the fateful shift. With faith as the ultimate criterion for in - group 
membership policing other members for sincerity of belief and for proper 
doctrinal beliefs becomes, for the fi rst time in the history of religion, the 
central concerns of a religious moral tradition. This re - prioritizes the moral 
standards set out in the gospels. There Jesus identifi ed his group, his family, 
as those who do the will of God, that is, those who do what is morally 
correct. Now, behavior becomes secondary to belief. This moral view is 
also set out in the gospels, but with Paul ’ s infl uence it becomes the pre-
dominant one. And this, more than anything else, contributes to the con-
fl icts, both doctrinal and physical, that mark Christian history from the 
moment orthodoxy is established in the church. We will explore this in 
greater depth in the next chapter. For now suffi ce it to say that faith in 
Christ has become the ultimate signal of commitment to the Christian in -
 group and marks the boundaries of that group in a very sharp manner. The 
prospect of a universalism in which group membership is marked by moral 
behavior is superseded by the more common method in which membership 
is established by signaling loyalty  –  faith  –  to the group. 

 But before turning to our next issue, religious violence, we need to spend 
some time with the moral logic of Christianity. For on this topic too have 
apologists argued Christianity is an exceptional moral creed, not subject to 
evolutionary analysis.  
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  Loving Your Neighbor and Turning the Other Cheek 

 Christ ’ s teachings on familial relationships turned traditional family values 
on its head. Still, he did not abandon the language of familial obligation. 
We are to reject our natural families so that we may commit ourselves to 
our new family in Christ  –  in whom we are all brothers and sisters because 
we all share the one true Father. This rhetoric taps into the underlying 
psychology of kin selection in a very familiar way. However, identifying 
who is kin and who is non - kin is not a straightforward task  –  as I com-
mented, people do not come with a scarlet K to facilitate kin identifi cation. 
Therefore, various environmental cues must serve as kin - estimators. Since 
evolution works with a satisfi cing strategy, that is, adopting strategies that 
tend to produce the best results overall and with all things considered, the 
mechanisms for kin altruism need not be precise. This gives us the fl exibility 
to respond to a variety of cues and these may be cultural ones. That this 
evolved moral preference for kin can be shaped by cultural cues means 
religion can direct, or re - direct, and enlarge the scope of these evolved 
mechanisms. 52  

 This rhetoric of kinship (e.g.,  “ brothers in arms, ”   “ a band of brothers, ”  
 “ the human family, ”   “ the fatherland ”  or  “ motherland, ”   “ children of god ” ) 
is prevalent in so many contexts because it triggers, with varying degrees 
of intensity, the powerful psychology of kin selection, which generates kin 
altruism  –  and this can endow the social and moral bonds between unre-
lated individuals with the emotional coloring typically granted to blood 
relatives. This is a lesson that has been intuited by political leaders, moral 
reformers, and religious fi gures throughout history  –  and Jesus was no 
exception. 

 Defenders of Christian exceptionalism are unlikely to dispute this or even 
to be bothered by it. Changing people ’ s moral habits is very diffi cult, even 
when you have the right message. So why would Christ fail to employ such 
an effective strategy for the greater good of moral improvement? This 
response is perfectly reasonable. If our goal is moral improvement, it is 
better to work pragmatically with the realities of human nature than to 
insist on some morally pure motivation that leaves actual humans unmoved 
 –  as long as the moral message is not compromised. 

 It is the moral message that is of primary concern, and it is here that 
Christianity fi nally transcends any evolved moral psychology, say the apolo-
gists. This is what makes the morality of Christianity stand apart from other 
admittedly noble pagan moral codes. The morality preached by Jesus tran-
scends the pull of evolutionary morality by rejecting reciprocation as a basis 
of moral behavior. Let ’ s take a look at this. 
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 In Matthew, Jesus is confronted by the Pharisees, who challenge him to 
identify the greatest of the Laws:

  And he said to him,  “ You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 
and with all your soul, and with all your mind. This is the great and fi rst 
commandment. And a second is like it, You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself. On these two commandments depend all the law and the prophets. ”  
(Matt. 22:35 – 40)   

 Jesus is not issuing new commandments here; both clauses of this teaching 
are in the Torah. 53  But even if these formulations are not original, what is 
distinctive is that Jesus makes these the very foundation of the moral law. 
How do these stand up to an evolutionary analysis? 

 The fi rst clause  –   “ You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 
and with all your soul, and with all your mind ”   –  commands us to commit 
ourselves to God absolutely and on the deepest level possible, that is, to the 
MCI being who serves as the moral guide and enforcer for the community. 
Complete commitment to such a being entails commitment to the moral 
code he prescribes, a code that promotes social cohesion and a stable envi-
ronment in which members may pursue their inclusive fi tness. Such a com-
mitment signals one is a trustworthy partner in social interactions because 
one recognizes the god who oversees those interactions. That Jesus makes 
this the foremost commandment makes sound sense from the perspective 
of evolved religious morality. 

 What about the second clause,  “ You shall love your neighbor as your-
self ” ? A case can be made that this too is consistent with our evolved 
morality. Jesus introduces it by saying,  “ And a second is like it ”  ( “ it ”  being 
the previous clause commanding complete commitment to God). How is 
loving your neighbor as yourself like loving God completely? There are of 
course theological answers, which I will not entertain. More to the point is 
that there is an answer based in religious moral psychology. Loving God 
completely signals a deep commitment to the moral code of society that 
allows society to function; to love your neighbor as yourself is to put your 
neighbor at the center of your moral concern, closer even than kin. Such a 
moral goal, even if only approximated, promises to reduce, if not eliminate, 
the intra - group confl ict that can destabilize a society and threaten the good 
of all its members. To commit yourself to loving your neighbor as yourself 
is to signal in a powerful way one ’ s commitment to the group. 

 We can see that social harmony is the goal of this command by the 
considering its original formulation in Leviticus. There it reads:  “ You shall 
not hate your brother in your heart, but you shall reason with your neigh-
bor, lest you bear sin because of him. You shall not take vengeance or bear 
any grudge against the sons of your own people, but you shall love your 
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neighbor as yourself ”  (Lev. 19:17 – 18). This is a telling passage, with its 
repeated transition from speaking of kin to speaking of neighbor, essentially 
confl ating the two in terms of moral consideration. It clearly indicates a 
concern with social harmony within the group ( “ the sons of your own 
people ” ) and toward that end admonishes us to love our neighbor as 
ourselves. 

 Now, social harmony within the community is a laudable moral goal, 
and Jesus may be hitting on an effective formulation to foster such harmony; 
that this is consistent with an evolutionary analysis does not mean that 
Jesus is simply giving expression to an evolved psychology. He may, in fact, 
as Christians would claim, be going beyond the worldly calculation of cost 
and benefi ts. In order to exempt Christ ’ s instruction from an evolutionary 
explanation  –  to make the case that this indicates a higher moral source  –  
we need to divorce this command from the psychology of reciprocation. 
An evolutionary analysis of  “ love your neighbor ”  would hold that this rule 
promotes pro - social behavior (which contributes to the pursuit of inclusive 
fi tness for social beings like us) either by encouraging cooperation by ensur-
ing reciprocation, whether direct or indirect, or by the threat of punishment 
for those who fail to reciprocate. Does Christianity rise above the moral 
psychology of reciprocation? 

 Many believe that Christianity does. Patricia Williams makes this claim 
explicitly in an article entitled, interestingly enough,  “ The Fifth R: Jesus as 
Evolutionary Psychologist. ”  She claims that Jesus was an  “ astonishingly 
perceptive evolutionary psychologist ”  54  and that he  “ seems well aware of 
the human desire for reciprocity and its offshoot, justice, and he constantly 
 discourages  seeking them ”  (emphasis added). 55  Jesus ’  talent as an evolution-
ary psychologist, according to Williams, is evinced by his insight into the 
workings of reciprocation and by the fact that he offers a way to transcend 
it. These insights, she hypothesizes,  “ probably came from the divine 
source. ”  56  Michael Chapman, citing with approval Williams ’ s assessment 
of Jesus ’  contributions, writes that Jesus showed us the way to  “ escape from 
our own all - too - human evolutionary traps. ”  57  

 It is not merely Christ ’ s command to love your neighbor that is cited as 
evidence of leaving reciprocity behind; the command that  “ whatever you 
wish that men would do to you, do so to them ”  (Matt. 7:12) is often cited. 
Rolston, for example, says that the rule  “ Do to others as you would have 
them do to you ”  is not simply a tribal rule but  “ could be a universal 
truth. ”  58  Philip Rolnick proposes  “ love your enemies ”  as a candidate for 
exemption from evolutionary analysis. It  “ creates, ”  he says,  “ real disso-
nance with sociobiology ’ s imperialistic accounts of selfi shness. ”  59  

 What these sources share is a belief that the moral code preached by 
Jesus, in at least some of its prescriptions, cannot be explained as expres-
sions of an evolved moral psychology because it moves beyond the logic of 
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reciprocation. These are important counter - arguments to the thesis of this 
book. In fact, in my experience this is the key stumbling block in trying to 
extend this analysis to include Christianity. Even if this analysis sheds light 
on Judaism, it has been argued, it cannot apply as effectively to Christianity 
because Christianity is universal and because Jesus repudiates the logic of 
reciprocation. As I have already discussed, and I hope answered, concerns 
about an evolutionary account of universalism, this question of reciprocity 
within Christian morality is the major hurdle to be cleared. 

 My claim that Christ ’ s moral teachings do not transcend our evolved 
moral psychology rests on the fact that the motivation for following the 
moral code is that this will result in a reciprocation of good to the agent, 
and this is exactly the condition that underlies evolutionary accounts of 
altruism, particularly that of indirect reciprocity. Evolution has made the 
hope/expectation of reciprocation a basic psychological orientation that 
deeply infuses our moral sense, and this moral sense is given expression in 
a variety of ways by the diverse moral systems, secular and religious, that 
humans have developed. And we will see that this, in fact, is just what Jesus 
does in the gospels. He sets out a system of indirect reciprocity in which 
altruistic acts are reciprocated, not by the recipient of the benefi t (as in 
direct reciprocal altruism) nor by the community (as in non - religious exam-
ples of indirect reciprocity, although this too is an important reward for 
Christian altruists) but by God. 

 Let ’ s begin with one of the central moral lessons of Jesus, the Sermon 
on the Mount. In this teaching Jesus tells the multitude that had come to 
hear him:

  But I say to you that hear, Love your enemies, do good to those who hate 
you, bless those who curse you, and pray for those who abuse you. To him 
that strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also; and from him who takes 
away your coat do not withhold even your shirt. Give to everyone who begs 
from you; and of him who takes away your goods do not ask them again. 
And as you wish that men would do to you, do so to them. (Luke 6:27 – 31)   

 This is inspiring morality that radically departs from our moral intuitions. 
Jesus here seems to be demanding a complete re - orientation in our moral 
outlook, and this new outlook appears to reject the logic of reciprocation 
completely. He advocates giving without restriction, and with no expecta-
tion of reciprocation  –   such altruism could not have evolved.  An individual 
who practiced this form of altruism would have been crushed in the struggle 
for reproductive fi tness, having little for him -  or herself, much less enough 
to raise offspring to carry on the individual ’ s genetic line. If such an altruist 
were by chance to arise in a group, they would quickly be marked a sucker 
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to be taken advantage of by less na ï ve individuals pursuing their own in-
clusive fi tness. Furthermore, even if we can give an evolutionary analysis of 
 “ love your neighbor, ”  as I have suggested, such an analysis of  “ love your 
enemy ”  seems beyond the pale.  “ Love your neighbor ”  promotes social 
cohesion, from which I may benefi t, but  “ love your enemy, ”  that is,  “ love 
the members of the out - group, ”  weakens my position to the advantage of 
my enemy. This fl ies in the face of evolutionary logic  –  or so it seems. Let ’ s 
continue with the text:

  If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners 
love those who love them. And if you do good to those who do good to you, 
what credit is that to you? For even sinners do the same. And if you lend to 
those from whom you hope to receive, what credit is that to you? Even sinners 
lend to sinners, to receive as much again (Luke 6:32 – 34).   

 This is an intriguing critique of reciprocal altruism: To give in order to 
receive earns no credit, for  even sinners do that . To give in order to receive 
is the basic logic of reciprocal altruism: I sacrifi ce for someone in my in -
 group because I expect, consciously or not, to be paid back, directly or 
indirectly  –  but Jesus points out that even sinners do that. Sinners are those 
in the out - group, or in - group members who defect from the moral code; in 
either case, they are the corrupt  other  who stands outside the community 
of the blessed  –  and even these out - group members practice reciprocal altru-
ism within their own groups. In part, Jesus is setting a standard to distin-
guish those in the group from those not in the group, consistent with the 
evolved function of morality. Be that as it may, it still may be argued that 
Jesus repudiates reciprocity as a moral motivation  –  you get no credit for 
doing what even sinners do. But does this not suggest that you do earn 
credit for acting better than sinners do? 

 The text continues:  “ But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, 
expecting nothing in return; and your reward will be great, and you will 
be the sons of the Most High; for he is kind to the ungrateful and the selfi sh. 
Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful ”  (Luke 6:35 – 36). Two things 
are happening here: (1) Jesus presents God the Father as the model for 
moral behavior, and God is kind to those who do not deserve it, and (2) 
Jesus introduces a motivation for striving to be like God: Your reward will 
be great  –  and this re - introduces the notion of reciprocation. You are not 
simply to imitate God as your moral role model, although you are to do 
that ( “ be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect, ”  Matt. 5:48), but you 
are to do so because this will reap you great rewards  –  your moral goodness 
will be reciprocated. The logic of reciprocal altruism becomes explicit as 
Jesus continues (Luke 6:37 – 38): 
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   “ Judge not ” : why?  “ and you will not be judged ”   
   “ condemn not ” : why?  “ and you will not be condemned ”   
   “ forgive ” : why?  “ and you will be forgiven ”   
   “ give ” : why?  “ and it will be given to you; good measure, pressed down, 

shaken together, running over, will be put into your lap ”   
   “ For the measure you give will be the measure you get back. ”     

 There could not be a clearer explanation of the logic of reciprocation: Do 
good so that you may benefi t. 60  

 And it is not just the Sermon on the Mount that presents this moral logic. 
In Matthew Jesus tells the parable of the unforgiving servant who, having 
been forgiven a substantial debt by his master, refuses to forgive a much 
smaller debt owed to him by a fellow servant. When the master learns of 
this he is outraged and sends the man to jail until his debt is paid. Jesus 
concludes,  “ So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you 
do not forgive your brother from your heart ”  (Matt. 18:23 – 35). This echoes 
the message contained in the prayer known as the  Our Father  where Jesus 
teaches us to pray:  “ And forgive us our debts, as we have also forgiven our 
debtors ”  (Matt. 6:12). Nor is this logic lost on Paul, who writes to the 
Galatians that  “ whatever a man sows, that he will also reap  …  and let us 
not grow weary in well - doing, for in due season we shall reap. ”  Interest-
ingly, Paul concludes this expression of reciprocal altruism with a nod to 
kin selection in the service of the in - group:  “ So then, as we have opportu-
nity, let us do good to all men, and especially to those who are of the 
household of faith ”  (Gal. 6:7 – 10). 

 What is distinctive about the reciprocal altruism advocated in the New 
Testament is that divine indirect reciprocity supplements ordinary human 
reciprocity and serves to encourage altruism even when reciprocation does 
not appear likely. Time and again we are told the cost incurred by acting 
morally will be repaid by God in the next life. In the famous parable of 
the sheep and goats, those who have provided for the most vulnerable 
members of the community  –  the hungry, naked, and sick  –  are the blessed 
who will inherit the kingdom (Matt. 25:31 – 40). When Jesus tries to over-
ride the innate predisposition toward genetic kin he promises eternal 
rewards:  “ And every one who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father 
or mother or children or lands for my name ’ s sake, will receive a hundred-
fold, and inherit eternal life ”  (Matt. 19:29 – 30). And when he tries to bolster 
the courage of his followers in the face of persecution, he holds out the 
prize of salvation to those who remain true:  “ for they will deliver you up 
to councils; and you will be beaten in synagogues.  …  and you will be hated 
by all for my name ’ s sake. But he who endures to the end will be saved ”  
(Mark 13:9 – 13). Great rewards are needed for the tremendous sacrifi ces 
Christ demands. 
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 In each of these examples altruistic sacrifi ce is called for in situations in 
which the reciprocation that would make such sacrifi ces cost - effective does 
not seem possible, either because the recipient is in no position to recipro-
cate (e.g., is poor or sick) or because the cost of moral behavior is so 
exceptionally high (e.g., giving up your family and/or your life) that extraor-
dinary reciprocation would be required to balance the scales. In fact Jesus 
goes even further and encourages his followers to beware of giving to those 
who can reciprocate. In Luke, Jesus uses a parable about giving a banquet 
to make this point:

  When you give a dinner or a banquet, do not invite your friends or your 
brothers or your kinsmen or rich neighbors,  lest they also invite you in return, 
and you be repaid . But when you give a feast, invite the poor, the maimed, 
the lame, the blind and you will be blessed,  because they cannot repay you . 
You will be repaid at the resurrection of the just. (Luke 14:12 – 14; emphasis 
added)   

 Christ is asking more of his followers than seems intuitively reasonable and 
so he must raise the stakes in terms of benefi ts to counter - act the pull of 
those moral intuitions. 

 If we return to a consideration of the historical and social context of 
early Christianity we can see the importance of this rhetorical move. We 
know that the challenges brought by Hellenism led to dynamic social envi-
ronments that instigated changes in moral and religious traditions. Tradi-
tional Jewish expectations had looked for the rewards of moral behavior 
to be provided in this life, in terms of land, children, and long life. During 
the period of the persecution under Antiochus Epiphanes (second century 
B.C.E.)  –  a major force for introducing Hellenism into Jewish culture  –  this 
expectation was severely challenged. Many who remained faithful to the 
ancestral ways died in the persecutions, while those who defected from the 
group and embraced Hellenism were rewarded. Scholars trace the origins 
of Jewish apocalyptic literature to around this time, with the book of Daniel 
being the most famous of such works. If God does not reward the faithful 
in this life, then either God is an ineffective moral enforcer, and so useless 
to the community, or there is another mode for God ’ s reciprocation for our 
sacrifi ces  –  if not in this life, then there must be another life in which the 
rewards come. This option was not appealing to all Jews of the period; 
however, it did present an alternative to the dire prospects of abandoning 
the God of their ancestors. It provided a way to adapt to the changing social 
realities while maintaining loyalty to their established in - group, or in some 
cases to reform the in - group around a purer understanding of the tradition, 
as occurred with the rise of sectarianism. Christianity is a result of this 
process. 
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 Christianity comes out of a larger intellectual milieu of apocalypticism. 
This worldview of an impending end - of - times brings the promise of future 
reward for the in - group, along with future punishment for defectors and 
out - group members, into the rhetorical repertoire available to early Chris-
tian moralists. The early Christian, or proto - Christian groups, were defec-
tors from established Judaism and had also opted out of the pagan in - group. 
They were socially vulnerable and limited in their ability to provide the 
material rewards or social stability that allows indirect reciprocity to func-
tion. This is not to deny that these communities were profi cient at providing 
real - life services to their members, or to underplay the role that this played 
in the appeal and ultimate success of Christianity. But in the early years of 
the Common Era, as is true of so many periods in history, material exist-
ence was precarious for much of society, much of the time. More politically 
connected or economically secure groups would have had a real advantage 
in such environments. However, a group that could draw on the hope of 
future bliss had an important resource that could help even the playing fi eld. 

 In providing an evolutionary analysis of Christian morality I am not 
assessing the moral worthiness of these teachings  –  that is the task of the 
fi nal chapter. But I am arguing that an evolutionary analysis sheds a differ-
ent light on this moral tradition. Rather than standing above the pull of 
our evolutionary heritage, the Christian tradition, as set forth in the New 
Testament, was shaped by and drew from this evolved psychology. The 
cultural tradition of Christianity has not broken the leash of biology. 
Beneath the rhetoric of a transcendent morality lies a moral logic that has 
its ultimate source in our pursuit of inclusive fi tness. The naked self - interest 
(although a properly qualifi ed self - interest, broadened to include kin and 
fellow in - group members) beneath the noble moral rhetoric comes out 
clearly in a passage from Paul ’ s letter to the Romans. Paul writes,  “ Repay 
no one evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. 
If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. Beloved, 
never avenge yourselves ”  (12:17 – 19). This is the moral high ground, a truly 
admirable ideal. It is directly followed by:  “ but leave it to the wrath of God; 
for it is written,  ‘ Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord. ’  No,  ‘ if 
your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him drink; for by so 
doing  you will heap burning coals upon his head  ’     ”  (12:19 – 20; emphasis 
added). This certainly does not seem a very  Christian  thing to do  –  and 
certainly puts a different spin on  “ love your enemies ”   –  and yet Paul is the 
major architect of Christianity; and this was not an isolated moral slip in 
Christian thought, to be passed over in embarrassed silence. This same 
sentiment is explicitly endorsed by St. Thomas Aquinas, 61  who argues that 
part of the reward for the blessed  –  those who have lived a life of Christian 
charity and love  –  is to witness the horrifi c suffering of the damned, even, 
we may assume, when those damned were loved ones in life. There is some-
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thing very powerful at work here, something very different from the gospel 
of love, of which Christians are so rightly proud. There is also a gospel of 
hate and enmity embedded in the moral tradition of Christianity; and with 
an evolutionary perspective we can see that both of these gospels have their 
roots in the same ground  –  the in - group/out - group mentality that infuses 
our moral instincts. In the next chapter we turn to an examination of this 
shadow side of religious morality.         



5

       Still, I knew there was only a thin line between the good shepherd 
and the butcher.  (Stanley Moss 1 )     

  Setting the Task 

 On September 20, 2001, President Bush in his  “ Address to a Joint Session 
of Congress and the American People ”  drew a distinction he believed was 
important for the nation to grasp. Speaking to Muslims, he said,

  We respect your faith.  …  Its teachings are good and peaceful, and those who 
commit evil in the name of Allah blaspheme the name of Allah. The terrorists 
are traitors to their own faith, trying, in effect, to hijack Islam itself.   

 In another address, he continued this line of thought:

  The enemy tries to hide behind a peaceful faith. But those who celebrate the 
murder of innocent men, women, and children have no religion. (November 
8, 2001)   

 The President presents us with a distinction between Islam as a religion of 
peace and the violence done in the name of Islam, which perverts its true 
nature. Politically, this was an important message to send, but is this a valid 
distinction or an accurate portrayal of religion? I say  “ religion, ”  and not 
merely Islam, for this same distinction is drawn time and again by apolo-
gists of numerous faiths in order to distance their religion from an atrocity 
done in its name. 

 President Bush and other defenders of the faith are addressing a central 
paradox for many believers in the modern world: How can a religion, which 
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they see as a force for good, so often and so easily generate hatred and 
violence? And we can see that from the West Bank to Northern Ireland to 
Gujarat, India, to Badr City, Iraq, to abortion clinics in America, violence 
is readily couched in religious terms. The traditional response in defense of 
religion is to take the approach President Bush took: Draw a distinction 
between the religion and what is done in the name of that religion or by 
its faithful. Indeed, the late Pope John Paul II made this distinction central 
in his review of the violent aspects of Christianity ’ s history. 

 John Paul II made headlines with his willingness to recognize and apolo-
gize for Christianity ’ s ugly record of persecution and discrimination against 
Jews, Muslims, and Christians who deviated from the path. In these impor-
tant efforts at reconciliation the Pope consistently drew a distinction 
between the Church, which cannot sin, and the  “ sons and daughters ”  of 
the church, who committed atrocities in misguided zeal. In his famous 
Jubilee Homily he asked forgiveness, not for the Church which is  “ a mar-
velous harvest of holiness ”  with  “ total dedication to Christ and to our 
neighbors, ”  but rather for  “ the infi delity to the Gospel that certain of our 
brothers and sisters have fallen into ”  (March 12, 2000). In an earlier refer-
ence to anti - Semitism, the Pope accepted Christian culpability but with a 
proviso:  “ I do not say on the part of the Church as such ” ; the problem 
stems from  “ erroneous and unjust interpretations of the New Testament 
regarding the Jewish people ”  (October 31, 1997). This is also a position 
advocated by some scholars, such as Charles Kimball, who in his work, 
 When Religion Becomes Evil , distinguishes  “ corrupt forms of religious 
expression, ”  that is, those that are violent, from  “ authentic, life affi rming 
forms. ”  2  Even Jessica Stern, a leading expert on terrorism, in her study of 
religious terrorists wonders  “ how a person so obsessed with good and evil, 
with such strong faith, could be led so far astray ”  3 ; implying, of course, 
that strong faith and violence are somehow incompatible. 

 This approach to religious violence may be understandable, but it is 
ultimately untenable and prevents us from gaining any useful insight into 
either religion or religious violence. Bruce Lincoln has argued that the 
impulse to separate religion from the violence done in its name  “ rests on 
an understanding of what constitutes religion that is simultaneously ideal-
ized and impoverished. ”  4  It is clearly an idealized understanding that can 
see religion only in terms of its virtues, but more signifi cant is that it is an 
impoverished understanding of religion, and it is impoverished because it 
is idealized, and so refuses to consider the complexity of the interplay 
between religious beliefs and practices, and other motors of human 
behavior. 

 Failure to recognize this clouds many public discussions of religion and 
violence. Since 9/11 it is common to hear it asked,  “ Is Islam a religion of 
violence? ”  Or in a more ecumenical vein, it may be asked whether Islam 
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or Christianity or Judaism or Hinduism or Sikhism or  …  are religions of 
violence, and then the debate ensues. However, in these terms the debate 
is a superfi cial one, often subject to the personal biases of those involved. 
Approaching the subject of religious violence in these terms is misguided 
because it works with an essentialized understanding of religion that does 
not correspond to realities of religion as it is lived and experienced, and 
that no scholar of religion would accept. To ask if Islam, or any other 
religion, is a religion of violence or a religion of peace is to inquire into its 
true nature, its essence, and then to judge whether that essence is violent 
or not. But what is the essence of Islam? Is it Islam as practiced by Sunnis? 
By Shiites? What about Sufi s or Alevis? Who decides? Even within those 
traditions it is not possible to derive a defi nitive answer, and not because 
we do not know enough about those traditions, and not because Islam is 
a de - centralized religion, but because religious beliefs and practices are 
constantly interacting with, shaping, and being shaped by the myriad 
aspects of an individual ’ s and a culture ’ s experiences and history, resulting 
in diverse expressions of Islamic religiosity. 

 Even in a more centralized, hierarchical religion such as Catholicism, 
how can we uncover its essence? What is true Catholicism? One might be 
tempted to say Catholicism is what the Vatican says it is, but that defi nition 
would not work for many who strongly identify as Catholics, while taking 
stances inconsistent with Vatican rulings (e.g., on birth control). Further 
complications abound: Do we look at Catholicism pre -  or post - Vatican II 
or, for that matter, pre -  or post - Reformation? From a disinterested position 
it is just not possible to determine  “ true ”  Catholicism. 5  

 This more nuanced understanding of religion is vital to a consideration 
of religious violence, but carries its own pitfalls. Given that we cannot 
identify the essence of a religion and judge it peaceful or violent, then 
perhaps, it may be suggested, we need not talk about violence being reli-
gious at all, and instead focus on the individual and organizational condi-
tions that lead to violence. This also is a mistake. While we cannot make 
wholesale judgments such as  “ Islam is peaceful ”  or  “ Christianity is violent ”  
we cannot deny the causal role played by religious beliefs and practices in 
so much of the violence that mars our history and our world. To look at 
that history, and to recognize the continued involvement of religious rheto-
ric and religious movements in justifi cations of violence, and then to dismiss 
those religious elements as irrelevant or incidental not only demonstrates 
an impoverished conception of religion but ignores the psychology of both 
violence and religion. Mark Juergensmeyer has referred to  “ a strain of 
violence that may be found at the deepest levels of religious imagination. ”  6  
We need to understand that strain, without falling into the trap of 
essentializing. 

 But if we cannot point to an essence of a religion, then how can we assess 
that religion? If there is no  “ Islam ”  or  “ Christianity ”  but merely a menag-
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erie of Islams, Christianities, and so on, then what can we say about Islamic 
or Christian violence? 

 While it may not be possible to identify an essence of Islam or a true 
Catholicism, it certainly is possible to speak sensibly about  “ Islam ”  and 
 “ Christianity. ”  We may not be able to identify a set of beliefs and practices 
defi nitive of a religion but we can readily distinguish an adherent of Islam 
from an adherent of Christianity. There are shared traits, or family resem-
blances, to borrow Wittgenstein ’ s metaphor, that allow us to make useful, 
if general, characterizations of particular religions. Sufi s and Sunnis may 
have very different ideas about what it means to be a good Muslim, but 
they both connect those conceptions to the Qu ’ ran and the teachings of 
Mohammed, and not to the teachings of the Vatican. Similarly, Mel Gibson 
and Benedict XVI certainly disagree on what constitutes the Catholic faith, 
but neither would include the teachings of Mohammed in their faith. In 
speaking of religion and violence, actually in speaking about religion at all, 
we must be careful not to read general statements as if they were categori-
cal, but we must also avoid the opposite error of what I call radical nomi-
nalism, in which any general statements about religion, or a religion, are 
deemed illegitimate because they do not extend to all manifestations of that 
religious tradition. 

 In seeking to understand religious violence I believe Juergensmeyer is 
correct to fi nd the violent strain in the religious imagination. The position 
I will defend is that violence done in the name of religion is not a perversion 
of religious belief, as many apologists would like us to believe, but fl ows 
naturally from the moral logic inherent in many religious systems, particu-
larly monotheistic religions, and that this moral logic is grounded in our 
evolved psychology. This does not mean that religions are violent belief 
systems, for as we have seen these religions are also inherently powerful 
sources of morality. Religious morality and religious violence both spring 
from the same source, and this source is the evolutionary psychology under-
lying religious ethics. To support this thesis we will return to religious moral 
traditions, as set out in seminal texts, and look for the psychological seeds 
of violence in Judaism and Christianity in order to discern the structure of 
religious violence, and then we will use that structure to analyze contem-
porary religious violence.  

  Devoted to Destruction: Sanctifi ed Violence 
and Judaism 

 Thus far we have looked at morality as a means for establishing a sense of 
community and a code of in - group behavior. In serving this function moral-
ity also identifi es an out - group and implies an out - group ethic. The key 
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consideration within a group is to promote pro - social behavior by ensuring 
reciprocation among group members. The fl ip side of this membership is 
exclusion. If you are not family or neighbor, then you are an outsider. 
Outsiders are not invested in the group and so have less motivation to 
cooperate or to reciprocate cooperation and, therefore, may pose a danger 
to the community. For all the constructive morality found in religion, we 
fi nd an equally prominent place for warnings against outsiders. 

 To consider this fl ip side of morality let ’ s return to the sixth command-
ment. On Mt. Sinai God enshrines  “ You shall not kill/murder ”  as a divine 
command (Exod. 20:13) yet the fi rst order Moses gives upon descending 
from the mountain is for the execution of those who had fallen into sin 
while he was gone:

  then Moses stood in the gate of the camp, and said,  “ Who is on the Lord ’ s 
side? Come to me. ”  And all the sons of Levi gathered themselves together to 
him. And he said to them,  “ Thus says the Lord God of Israel,  ‘ Put every man 
his sword on his side, and go to and fro from gate to gate throughout the 
camp and slay every man his brother and every man his companion, and every 
man his neighbor. ’     ”  And the sons of Levi did according to the word of Moses; 
and there fell of the people that day about three thousand men. And Moses 
said,  “ Today you have ordained yourselves for the service of the Lord. ”  
(Exod. 32:26 – 29)   

 As we pointed out in our earlier discussion of this commandment, it is 
 murder  and not  killing  that is prohibited, and so since it is God who has 
ordered the death of these three thousand, and it is God who sets the law, 
this does not count as murder  –  it is not the illicit taking of life. Still, ex-
amining just what counts as killing and not murder will give us important 
insight into the extent of this command and into the nature of the moral 
system promulgated by Yahweh. As we shall see, it is one not shy about 
spilling blood. 

 Indeed, throughout the Mosaic Law we fi nd numerous actions that are 
to be punished with death. Not only is a murderer to suffer the death 
penalty (Exod. 21:12), but also those who commit adultery (Lev. 20:10), 
bestiality (Exod. 22:19), and blasphemy (Lev. 24:16), as well as those who 
profane the Sabbath (Exod. 31:15) or curse their parents (Exod. 21:17)  –  to 
name just a few. 

 After having received the law Moses leads the Hebrews on what can be 
described as a blood - soaked trek to the Promised Land. We are told, for 
example, that when God delivered the land of Heshbon to the Hebrews 
they  “ utterly destroyed every city, men, women, and children; we left 
none remaining ”  (Deut. 2:34). They then moved onto the land of Bashan 
where they  “ smote him until no survivor was left to him. ”  The passage 
continues,
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  And we took all his cities at that time  –  there was not a city which we did 
not take from them  –  sixty cities.  …  And we utterly destroyed them, as we 
did to Sihon the king of Heshbon, destroying every city, men, women, and 
children. (Deut. 3:4 – 6)   

 In case we might be tempted to think the extent of this killing was an 
excess brought on by the heat of battle, rather than an intentional slaughter, 
we read in Numbers of a case in which Moses angrily chastises the army 
generals for not killing all the inhabitants of a city. In their defeat of the 
Midianites the Hebrews took as captives the woman and children, after 
slaying all the men. Moses, we are told,  “ was angry with the offi cers of the 
army, ”  asking them,  “ Have you let all the women live? ”  (Num. 31:14 – 15) 
He corrects their error by instructing them thus:

  Now therefore, kill every male among the little ones, and kill every woman 
who has known man by lying with him. But all the young girls who have not 
known man by lying with him, keep alive for yourselves. (Num. 31:17 – 18)   

 Nor can we attribute this horror to the weakness of humans perverting 
God ’ s goodness and mercy, for these are all divinely ordered massacres. 
In Hebrew this practice is referred to as  herem  ( hrm ) or the  Ban   –  
 “ under which all human beings among the defeated are  ‘ devoted to 
destruction. ’     ”  7  

 This is a very diffi cult concept for many modern believers to integrate 
into their conception of an all - good, merciful God. What sort of God would 
order the wholesale slaughter of entire peoples? The image of God as 
warrior is found throughout the Hebrew Scriptures (e.g., Exod. 15:3), and 
just as people can romanticize war and idealize warriors, God - as - warrior 
has been embraced by many believers in all three monotheistic religions. 
But can we romanticize a warrior who slaughters innocent children and 
little babies? Can we idealize when war is really genocide? And it is not 
simply that God sanctioned the human impulse to murder enemies as a 
concession to the primitive state of humanity ’ s moral development  –  in 
Numbers he threatens his people that if they do not utterly destroy their 
enemies,  “ I will do to you as I thought to do to them ”  (Num. 33:56). In 
fact, Yahweh repeatedly insists on total destruction. We just read of Moses ’  
anger at his general ’ s failure to complete the massacre, but he is clearly 
acting as God ’ s agent here, responsible to God for the people ’ s failure to 
complete the slaughter. This reading is supported by the account of Saul, 
the fi rst king of Israel, God ’ s anointed one, and his fall from grace. 

 God had devoted the Amalekites to destruction but the people, under 
Saul ’ s leadership, spared king Agag, after butchering all his subjects. Saul 
did not do this from compassion but saved Agag and the best of the live-
stock for a later sacrifi ce. Yahweh is incensed. He sends his prophet Samuel 
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to fi nish the job  –   “ And Samuel hewed Agag in pieces before the Lord ”   –  
and to inform Saul that he has lost the both the Lord ’ s favor and his throne 
(1 Sam. 15:9 – 33). 

 An even more terrible response is related in the story of Achan, who 
during the destruction of Jericho  –  where they  “ utterly destroyed all in the 
city ”  (Josh. 6:21)  –  took some spoils from Jericho for himself rather than 
devoting them to destruction. Yahweh learns of this and warns Joshua, 
Moses ’  successor, that he will turn away from his people unless the offender 
is punished. When Achan hears of this, he confesses his sin. Joshua then 
gathers together all of the stolen items, and all of Achan ’ s possessions, and 
 all of his children . Then  “ all Israel stoned him with stones; they burned 
them with fi re and stoned them with stones ”  (Josh. 7:10 – 26). 

 Yahweh is apparently satisfi ed with this response and reassures Joshua 
of his continuing love by giving to the Israelites  “ the king of Ai, and his 
people, his city, and his land, ”  instructing them to  “ do to Ai  …  as you did 
to Jericho. ”  But as an added bonus Yahweh forgoes the complete ban and 
grants to his people  “ its spoils and cattle  …  as booty for yourselves ”  (Josh. 
8:1 – 2). The Israelites accept this offering with a passion and the slaughter 
of Ai continues until  “ all of them to the very last had fallen by the edge of 
the sword  …  all who fell that day, both men and women, were twelve 
thousand, all the people of Ai ”  (Josh. 8:24 – 25). This is how God - the -
 warrior leads his armies. 

 Today, such a warrior would be put on trial for crimes against 
humanity. 

 So, it is no wonder that many believers pass over these stories or try to 
interpret them away. Yet if we are to take the Bible as an accurate portrayal 
of Yahweh, then we must hold Yahweh morally accountable for this mur-
derous violence. Nor can we excuse Yahweh for being a product of his 
times, a consideration we might want to extend to frail humans. The actions 
of a timeless being cannot be explained away with cultural relativism, and 
more telling is that there is never a scriptural repudiation of the Ban. 8  

 What, then, can we make of this? What to make of a God who on the 
one hand commands  “ Thou shall not murder ”  and on the other commands 
the complete annihilation of entire communities? One other strategy avail-
able for absolving God of the sin of genocide is to point out that from a 
historical perspective there is little reason to believe any of these genocidal 
events ever happened. Reconstructing the historical realities behind the text 
based on archeology and comparative studies of other ancient communities 
suggests a much different and much less violent story of the emergence of 
the Hebrews as an identifi able people in the land of Canaan. 9  This might 
allow some rehabilitation of the moral character of God but does not 
change the case against the Biblical depiction of God. For whether or not 
any of this divinely sanctioned slaughter occurred, the Bible is clear that 
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the slaughter was divinely sanctioned. 10  To read the Bible for an indication 
of the nature of Yahweh is to come away with a morally disturbing and 
contradictory picture. But of course the approach adopted here is to read 
the Bible not as divine self - revelation but through the lens of evolutionary 
psychology, and from that perspective these seemingly confl icting aspects 
of Yahweh come into a more coherent focus. 

 Morality develops as a system to promote within - group cohesiveness. 
This cohesiveness is an advantage to the group in competition with other 
groups. Morality is a code of how to treat those in my group; it is not 
designed to extend, at least not in the same way, to those outside the group. 
Since these others are not bound by the same moral code they must be 
treated as potential cheaters; since their reproductive success is not tied to 
the success of our group they are not invested in our group and so cannot 
be expected to engage in altruism or reciprocation. Those outside the group 
are in fact a potential threat to my group ’ s survival. The peoples the 
Hebrews encountered on their journey were obstacles that needed to be 
overcome in the interest of group survival. As such the moral injunction 
 “ you shall not murder ”  did not apply to them. 11  

 The sixth commandment is not a pure moral rule that protects the sanc-
tity of human life per se. It is a legislation of appropriate in - group behavior 
and so applies only to fellow group members. In a seminal paper on this 
topic, John Hartung points out that the equation of  human  with  Israelite  
(i.e., in - group member) not only is found in the Bible but is confi rmed in 
the Talmud and is reinforced by the great twelfth - century Jewish philoso-
pher, Maimonides. Hartung argues that this equation underlies Judaic 
teaching on the crime of murder. 12  To kill a fellow group member is murder, 
and thus forbidden; to kill an outsider is not. This is not what one might 
expect of a divine law, but it is just what to expect of a law shaped by our 
evolved moral psychology. If we look more closely at some examples we 
will detect that evolved psychology at work. 

 We can see this, for example, in how the slaughter was regulated. A very 
specifi c distinction is set forth in Deuteronomy:

  When the Lord your God gives it [a foreign town] into your hand you shall 
put all its males to the sword, but the women and little ones, the cattle, and 
everything else in the city, all its spoil, you shall take as booty for yourselves; 
and you shall enjoy the spoil of your enemies, which the Lord your God has 
given you. Thus you shall do to all the cities which are very far from you.  …  
But in the cities of these people that the Lord your God gives you for an 
inheritance, you shall save alive nothing that breathes, but you shall utterly 
destroy them. (Deut. 20:13 – 17)   

 This geographic distinction raises the concern of boundaries. The enemy at 
a distance must be eliminated as a military threat and so all the males must 
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be killed, but the women and children may be  “ enjoyed. ”  But with towns 
closer to the land of the Israelites all living things must be destroyed: not 
just the men who pose a military threat to the group, but the women, and 
children, and cattle! Something else is at play here. Susan Niditch, in her 
valuable discussion, points out that the imposition of the Ban touches on 
concerns of purity and pollution  –  and this may allow us to make sense of 
this distinction. 

 Anyone deemed banned, or anything associated with people who wor-
shipped a different god, has by that fact been rendered unclean, an  “ abomi-
nation ”  (e.g., Deut. 7:26). As Niditch puts it,  “ the language of revulsion is 
visceral: You must detest it and abhor it for it is  herem . ”  13  

 In our discussion of our evolved moral sense we did not touch on issues 
of purity and contagion, but it certainly can be argued that this is a signifi -
cant part of our evolved religious moral sense. Evolutionary psychologists 
see contagion - avoidance as a basic part of our mental tool kit. Developing 
a powerful emotional and physical repulsion in the face of possible con-
taminants, that is, disgust, 14  was a vital adaptation. Humans who were 
viscerally repelled by possible sources of contaminants, such as foul smells, 
rotting food, excrement, and dead bodies, had an advantage over those who 
had to learn through trial and error which things were safe and which 
harbored possibly lethal infectants. It is easy to see why evolution selected 
for contagion - avoidance to be a quick and intuitive cognitive response. 15  
Haidt has argued persuasively that concerns with purity are as much part 
of our moral sense as concerns with kin and reciprocity. 16  

 This mental tool plays a key role in understanding the Ban. By character-
izing these foreign people as  “ abominations ”  and as  “ unclean ”  the text 
triggers our evolved contagion - avoidance systems. Contaminated things 
need to be disposed of, and even slight contact with a contaminant is 
enough to ruin the whole thing. Think of the  “ fl y - in - the - soup ”  scenario: 
Certain insects, such as fl ies and roaches, set off a contagion - avoidance 
response in many people. To fi nd such an insect in one ’ s soup in a restaurant 
will probably lead one to demand the food be taken away. Imagine if the 
waiter responded,  “ Why should we replace the whole bowl of soup, the fl y 
was only in one part of it? ”  It may in fact be true that the insect touched 
only one part of the food, but that is typically suffi cient to want to dump 
the whole dish. Once one part is contaminated we see the whole thing as 
ruined. The same logic is at work here: The town is polluted and so every-
thing in it must go.  “ And you shall not bring an abominable thing into your 
house, and become accursed like it; you shall utterly detest and abhor it; 
for it is an accursed thing ”  (Deut. 7:26). 

 And what is it that has polluted these people? They have worshipped 
another god. But so have the people of cities far away. Why may the spoils 
of those towns be enjoyed? Yahweh justifi es this harsh treatment of neigh-
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boring towns as necessary so that  “ they may not teach you to do according 
to all their abominable practices which they have done in the service of 
their gods ”  (Deut. 20:18). But  –  we must push the issue  –  why then not kill 
everyone in the distant towns? Are their women and children not as much 
a source of foreign practices and abominations? Why are the Israelites 
allowed to enjoy them? Does this not raise the risk of contamination? And 
if not, then why are the women and children of the nearer towns a risk? 

 This distinction becomes clearer if we see these stories not as historical 
accounts of military confl ict but as explanations, as perhaps many Biblical 
tales were, of conditions contemporary to the time of the texts ’  composi-
tion, perhaps hundreds of years after the supposed occurrence of the event 
 –  in this case enmity and competition between Israel and its neighbors. On 
this topic, James Kugel discusses the strange persistence of a Canaanite 
presence in Israel, attested to by the Bible. In Deuteronomy 20 we are told 
that at the time of the entrance of the Hebrew people into the Promised 
Land, God identifi ed Canaan as one of the cities devoted to absolute 
destruction. Yet in Judges we hear that Canaanites continued to live among 
the Israelites and  “ equally surprising  …  Israelites lived  ‘ in the midst of the 
Canaanites ’  (Judg. 1:27 – 35; 3:5 – 6). ”  17  Why should that be the case? We 
saw how Yahweh reacted when poor Achan took a few shekels ’  worth of 
banned goods. How could the Israelites have failed so miserably in imposing 
the Ban that there were still Canaanites in their midst and not have paid a 
terrible price? 

 The theory  –  still controversial  –  that there was no massive invasion of 
the Hebrews into Canaan but that instead the Hebrew people, however and 
wherever they originated, shared the land of Palestine with other peoples, 
allows us some insight into the psychology of the Ban. The people living 
near the Israelites posed the greatest danger, not necessarily in military 
terms but in cultural terms. For a group to survive, in a literal sense or in 
a cultural sense, it must establish and maintain a sense of identity. It does 
so, partially, by setting boundaries around itself, literal but also moral and 
psychological boundaries. God, we have seen, represents and enforces the 
moral code that binds a group together. In psychological terms, other gods 
and foreign worship are threats to the coherence of the group. The closer 
the groups, physically and culturally, the easier the exchange of customs 
and ideas, and the greater the threat to the coherence of the group ’ s identity. 
Research is beginning to suggest that the differences between the early 
Hebrews and their Canaanites neighbors were not signifi cant. As Kugel puts 
it, summarizing this research,  “ at least a good part of what was to become 
the future nation of Israel had probably always been there  –  or, to put it 
somewhat sharply,  ‘ We have met the Canaanites and they are us. ’     ”  18  

 Our consideration of the evolved moral psychology of Judaism explained 
the value of a  “ jealous god ”  as an enforcer of community norms. Such a 
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god is also extremely useful in policing the boundaries of the community. 
We can see the regulations concerning the Ban against outsiders as an exten-
sion of Yahweh ’ s jealousy, serving the purpose of strengthening, and limit-
ing, group identity. Those out - groups near to us, and so most likely to 
interact with us, must be seen as completely off - limits, lest they infect us 
with their ways. 19  

 Those who live at a greater distance do not pose the same level of risk. 
Bringing in members of those out - groups to be slaves does not threaten the 
cohesion of the group, since as slaves they are marked as inferior and so 
are unlikely to be a source of cultural contamination; they are not poised 
to trigger prestige - biased cultural selection mechanisms. We might say the 
same thing about Canaanite slaves, but the text is not concerned in this 
case with survivors and slaves; it is concerned with marking everything 
Canaanite as impure, to be avoided at all costs, and at all measures. 

 Furthermore, by allowing his people to enjoy the spoils of war, at least 
some of the time, Yahweh is being a good leader rather than a controlling 
tyrant. He is depicted as a generous commander who certainly expects his 
due but is sure to share the spoils of war with his followers. We know that 
it was important for an ancient leader to keep the troops happy by allowing 
them to rape, pillage, and plunder a defeated enemy people, while naturally 
taking his share. Yahweh, as the Lord of Hosts (a military title), is simply 
acting the part of a good general. Since we know that our evolved template 
for  gods  is based on our expectations from the ontological category of 
 persons , this would have been an intuitively right description of a divine 
warrior - king  –  it was just the way military leaders acted in the ancient 
world. 

 But as Yahweh is divine he will demand a different kind of spoil. The 
most valuable spoils go to the commander, and the most valuable spoils 
are the defeated people. A human commander would take these spoils in 
the form of slaves, but gods take them in the form of sacrifi ce. Human 
sacrifi ce to the gods is found in many ancient religious traditions. While 
this practice is apparently repudiated by Yahweh when he has Abraham 
exchange a ram for Isaac, the Ban indicates that Yahweh had not totally 
given up the taste for human blood. Niditch argues that at least in some 
circumstances the Ban was viewed as a sacrifi ce to Yahweh, as giving to 
God his due. She points out that the  “ ban as sacrifi ce requires a wider view 
of a God who appreciates human sacrifi ce. ”  20  

 This, again, is an uncomfortable portrayal of a God who is understood 
to be morally perfect, but, again, such an understanding is a theological 
construction. Belief in gods intuitively follow templates based on our expec-
tations of  persons , with minimal violations of those expectations. From that 
perspective, this portrayal of God makes perfect sense. 
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 Niditch also suggests another function of the Ban is that it serves a psy-
chological role. Niditch notes that all cultures fi nd ways to deal with  “ the 
horror of having taken human life. ”  21  Given humanity ’ s bloody history, 
and the bloody world we now inhabit, it seems strange to speak of the 
horror of taking life. We readily acknowledge that war is hell, but this often 
refers to the death and destruction caused by war. Niditch points out, 
however, that as terrible as these evils are, the great psychological damage 
that comes from taking life in war is well documented. 22  A recent work by 
David L. Smith puts this in an evolutionary perspective. 23  

 The predisposition to use violence, even lethal violence, in the pursuit of 
survival and reproductive success is part of the human condition, part of 
our evolved psychology, and is something we share with many non - human 
animals. This is particularly true of our closest relative, the chimpanzee. 24  
Evolutionary psychologist David Buss argues that there must have been 
important adaptive advantages to killing because it comes with such dire 
risks. Violent encounters raise the possibility of one ’ s own death, and as 
Buss reminds us,  “ it ’ s astonishingly bad to be dead. ”  25  Being dead cuts off 
any further reproduction, prevents an individual from further investing in 
offspring, and, in fact, makes their future more vulnerable, as those off-
spring are not only denied the resources the dead person had provided but 
are denied that person ’ s protection. However, on the other hand it is also 
 “ astonishingly advantageous to get a rival out of the way. ”  This enhances 
one ’ s own inclusive fi tness by eliminating a competitor, eliminating or at 
least reducing the threat of competition from that rival ’ s genetic lineage, 
and protects one ’ s kin from the possible hostile intent of that rival. 26  

 Killing other human beings, then, is not a pathology; it is not (necessar-
ily) the work of twisted, evil people. It is a behavioral strategy in the com-
petition for reproductive success. Buss and Smith do a good job of supporting 
the view that killing is a natural part of the human condition. 27  I recom-
mend both works to the reader but I will not rehearse their arguments here; 
we do not need to devote much time to arguing that murder comes readily 
to our species. Instead, let ’ s turn to the fl ip side, the moral revulsion we 
often feel at the thought of killing other humans  –  for this too is part of 
our nature. And it stems from our evolution as a social species. 

 The challenge of pursuing our inclusive fi tness within a social environ-
ment, of creating a social environment in which there can be both social 
cohesion and individual reproductive success, was and is the key task for 
humans. In our discussion of the sixth commandment in Chapter  3  we saw 
how disruptive murder can be to the community. Since being dead is  “ aston-
ishingly bad ”  for the kin group as well as the individual, unregulated killing 
would set off a cycle of retaliatory violence that could undermine the entire 
society. All societies fi nd ways to regulate killing within the group. But 
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laws, moral codes, and religions come relatively late in the history of the 
species, and to have reached that point humans must have solved, to some 
degree, the problem of intra - group violence. Just as we evolved cognitive 
tools that allow for altruism, we evolved tools to inhibit the killing of others 
like us. 

 Smith paints a moving picture of the psychological scars suffered by an 
alarmingly high number of soldiers, and argues that this is evidence of 
evolved emotional guards against killing other humans, and the costs that 
come with violating that prohibition. 28  But as Niditch commented, human 
societies have developed means for overcoming this psychological barrier 
to killing  –  very successful means, we must add. The basic strategy is simple: 
If the prohibition is against killing other humans, then portray the enemy 
as other than or less than human. Dehumanization of the enemy is, of 
course, a familiar phenomenon. Smith, however, points out that these 
dehumanizing strategies involve methods for triggering aspects of our 
evolved psychology. 

 He pays special attention to three such triggers: predators, prey, and 
parasites. 29  We have evolved responses to members of these three categories. 
Humans spent a good part of our history as a source of nutrition to numer-
ous predators. Surviving meant fi nding ways to detect, avoid, and whenever 
possible eliminate predatory threats. The cognitive/emotional tools that 
make this possible were essential to our species ’  survival. By casting the 
enemy in terms of predators these deep psychological predispositions are 
triggered and we are primed to treat other humans as predatory animals 
or monsters  –  anything but fellow humans. 30  And  “ when the predator -
 detection module is triggered, the result is unambiguous: we either fi ght or 
fl ee. ”  Smith continues:  “ In war, the soldier ’ s predator - detection module can 
be switched on by other human beings. When this occurs, the enemy is no 
longer experienced as human. He is perceived as a dangerous beast that 
must be killed. ”  31  

 Of course, while avoiding predators was a key task, so too was playing 
the role of predator to other animals. Early human hunting may often have 
been little more than scavenging the leftovers from other predators, but 
humans eventually developed into fearsome hunters, and this has left its 
mark on our psyches:

  Perceiving the enemy as a game animal is another way to sidestep the taboo 
against killing human beings. When this happens, the enemy is dehumanized 
without being demonized: they are not monsters, but neither are they people. 
They are innocuous game that can be gunned down for sport.  32     

 More pertinent to our present discussion is the strategy of characterizing 
the enemy as parasites. Parasites are unclean and threaten our health  –  they 
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provoke disgust and trigger our contagion - avoidance system. Parasites are 
not treated with halfway measures, they do not provoke moderate responses: 
 “ We try to wipe them out, to exterminate them completely. It follows that 
when the antiparasite module is activated and turned against fellow human 
beings, the stage is set for genocide. ”  33  By casting the enemies of the 
Israelites as  “ unclean ”  and  “ abominations ”  the Bible triggered this 
powerful response and set the ground for sanctifi ed genocide. 

 Susan Niditch suggests the Ban provided another method for overcoming 
our inhibition against taking human life. Deeming the enemy as devoted to 
complete destruction freed the Israelites from any moral agonizing over 
whom to kill or when to show mercy  –  all belonged to God. Furthermore, 
since the enemy was God ’ s portion they were thereby imbued with a certain 
value  –  they were after all worthy to be sacrifi ced to God. 34  This helped to 
avoid the dehumanization that often accompanied war. However, as John 
Collins points out, we may wonder if  “ the Canaanites appreciated the 
honor. ”  35  And given the language of abomination, we may wonder how 
much value was actually accorded to the enemy. However that may be, in 
connecting the slaughter to the will of the divine being  –  the source of the 
group ’ s moral law  –  the Biblical text provided another means for facilitating 
the taking of human life. 

 The Ban also touches on the psychology of reciprocity. Collins points 
out that the sacrifi ce of the enemies and their goods is assumed to win  “ the 
support of the deity.  …  there is assumed to be a connection between the 
fulfi llment of the ban and success in battle. ”  36  

 Another evolutionary strategy is evident in the story of Moses ’  reaction 
to his lax generals, when he instructs them to spare the virgins among the 
Midianite prisoners. This clearly was not done from compassion for he had 
no compunction about ordering the death of older women and male chil-
dren. In the brute terms of reproductive fi tness the young girls were resources 
for the propagation of the community, while the older women and boys 
would have been a drain on the resources of a nomadic people. Moses ’  
actions seem coldly calculating to modern readers and not what one would 
expect of a religious hero, but to the degree that morality serves evolution-
ary ends Moses ably fulfi lled his role as moral leader of his community. 
Again, we have an example of a Biblical story that causes great perplexity 
as a story about a morally superior deity, but makes perfect sense as a story 
of how evolved strategies to enhance reproductive fi tness are expressed in 
the idiom of religion. 

 Rape is a horrible but undeniable part of war. As Smith puts it,  “ Rape 
occurs in virtually all armed confl icts. In war, the female body becomes a 
resource to be seized and exploited. ”  37  It was a staple of ancient warfare 
that women from defeated enemy groups became sexual resources for the 
males of the victorious group. Whether in the Roman telling of the Rape 
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of the Sabines, or in Homer, or in Exodus, women were part of the spoils 
of war. 38  

 Treating women as spoils of war is a deeply dehumanizing act, and one 
we would expect a morally enlightened deity to denounce (although we 
have already seen how women ’ s humanity is treated in the Bible), but it 
pays off in crude reproductive terms. Yahweh does not denounce it, 
nor Moses prohibit it, because they are not expressing a higher moral 
code. They are advocating a moral code that promotes the inclusive 
fi tness of their group. This is not a moral critique peculiar to the Hebrew 
Scripture, for this behavior is not unique to the Hebrews 39 ; it is, though, a 
cautionary lesson in treating Biblical morality as if it were something other 
than it is. 

 So, it is hoped that this has allowed us to understand how the same 
moral code that instructs us not to kill can also, and coherently, promote 
mass slaughter. The sixth commandment applies in a different way to those 
inside the group than it does to those outside the group. However, we have 
seen that  “ you shall not kill ”  was often suspended within the group, as 
well. How is this to be explained? 

 Actually, the same moral logic that sanctions violence against out -
 groupers supports the imposition of the death penalty toward in - group 
members. Morality sets the bounds of appropriate in - group behavior and 
serves as a signal of commitment to the group. Breaking this code poses 
two problems that need to be addressed. For one, say in the case of theft, 
it creates an imbalance that needs to be rectifi ed. More important, perhaps, 
is that a violation may signal a break from the group that may cast the 
perpetrator into the category of the out - group. As such, the former in - group 
member becomes a potential threat and is outside the bounds of moral 
treatment. Some such breaks can be rectifi ed by a willingness to accept the 
punishment of the group, but some cannot. 

 We can see this logic at work by looking at two very different capital 
crimes: murder and profaning the Sabbath. In the case of murder, the death 
penalty seeks to restore the balance disrupted by the crime.  “ An eye for an 
eye ”  is the fl ip side of  “ do unto others ”  and so this punishment fl ows from 
the logic of reciprocal altruism. However, in profaning the Sabbath no 
member of the group is harmed. There is no imbalance to be corrected. To 
understand the severe punishment for this crime we need to remember that 
Sabbath observations serve as a signal of commitment to the group. By 
profaning the Sabbath one is signaling that he has opted out of this arrange-
ment and is no longer a trustworthy member of the community. In the logic 
of evolutionary morality you are either in the group or out of the group, 
and if you are out, moral laws no longer need apply to you. 

 We have seen how important commitment to the group is in terms of 
the functioning of evolutionary morality. Given this, it follows that the God 
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who oversees that code would be willing to use the most severe punishment 
to police the boundaries of the group. This is portrayed in a dramatic 
fashion in the story of Phinehas. In this tale Yahweh is once again angry 
at the unfaithfulness of his people, some of whom are having sexual rela-
tions  “ with the daughters of Moab ”  (Num. 25:1). We know that the Bible 
often discusses faithlessness to God in terms of sexual infi delity. Here the 
two are again connected, as Yahweh is upset lest playing the  “ harlot ”  with 
the Moabites leads to bowing down to their god Ba ’ al. Phinehas, zealous 
in his devotion, noticed an Israelite who has brought home a foreign 
woman; he follows the man to his home. There he takes a spear and 
 “ pierce[s] both of them, the man of Israel and the woman, through her 
body ”  (Num. 25:6 – 8). This pleases the Lord for, as he tells us,  “ Phinehas 
was jealous with my jealousy among them, so that I did not consume the 
people of Israel in my jealousy. ”  (Nonetheless, we are told that 24,000 
Israelites were wiped out by plague before Yahweh ’ s jealousy was abated 
by Phinehas ’  act; and, of course, the people are then directed to smite the 
Midianites  –  just in case we thought Yahweh was going soft; Num. 25:9, 
16 – 18.) 40  

 This story is instructive. It forcefully tells the Israelites that they too can 
participate in God ’ s justice. If they uphold the law by punishing transgres-
sors then Yahweh need not punish them  –  and with Yahweh ’ s reputation 
it is clearly in everyone ’ s interest to make sure that he does not get involved. 
Punishment, and the threat of it, has been shown to be a crucial element 
in promoting pro - social behavior, as you will recall from Chapter  1 . The 
prospect of punishment lowers the risks associated with social cooperation 
by raising the potential costs of cheating and defecting. 41  However, it comes 
with its own challenge, as punishing brings a cost. If this cost is shared by 
the group then it is less costly to any one individual, but there is the danger 
of free - riders here, just as there is the free - rider problem with altruism 
(second - order, as opposed to fi rst - order free riding). The story of Phinehas 
addresses this problem in two ways: (1) Phinehas and his entire lineage are 
given special blessings by God:  “ Behold I give him my covenant of peace; 
and it shall be to him, and to his descendants after him ”  (Num. 25:12 – 13). 
Not only is the cost of punishing offset by divine reward but the psychology 
of kin selection is triggered by extending the reward to Phinehas ’  offspring. 
(2) The costs of not punishing are born by the whole community. If not for 
Phinehas, Yahweh ’ s jealousy would have consumed them all  –  and the Bible 
has made it very clear that Yahweh is not given to idle threats. In a com-
munity without an effective system of punishing crime everyone suffers. An 
individual may rationalize that his single failure to contribute to social 
punishment cannot do that much harm, but in a society with a god such 
as Yahweh in charge the danger is too great  –  you do not want to leave 
punishment to him. 42  
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 As we peruse the Hebrew Scriptures we see that violence is not only 
tolerated but commended. But this is not random, mindless violence. It is 
violence with a purpose, and that purpose aligns with the ends of an evolved 
moral sense. Evolved moral psychology serves to promote pro - social in -
 group behavior, and the Law imposes violent sanctions on those violations 
that most threaten in - group cohesion (i.e., murder, adultery). To promote 
adherence to this in - group moral code the use of violence is justifi ed against 
those who fail to signal commitment to the group (i.e., Sabbath violations) 
and against those who fail to respect the boundaries between in - group and 
out - group, which makes defection and/or invasion more possible (e.g., the 
story of Phinehas). As the group is the subject and place of moral commit-
ments, it advocates the use of violence to protect the integrity of the group, 
both physically and culturally (e.g., the use of the Ban). Finally, and not 
incidentally, since the group ’ s moral code is presented as divine law, prom-
ulgated and enforced by the deity, it embeds all of this violence in religious 
terms, imbuing this violence with a sense of moral rightness and moral 
necessity. 

 In her study of religious violence,  The Curse of Cain , Regina Schwartz 
begins by looking at the story of Cain, the fi rst murderer. He murders in a 
jealous fi t because God has rejected his offering but blessed his brother ’ s. 
She asks,  “ What kind of God is this who chooses one sacrifi ce over the 
other? ”  And she answers,  “ This God who excludes some and prefers others, 
who casts some out, is a monotheistic God  –  monotheistic not only because 
he demands allegiance to himself alone but because he confers his favor on 
one alone. ”  43  This is, I believe, a fair appraisal, but it is important to see 
that this aspect of the monotheistic God is not a contingent feature of his 
nature, a function of the way he happens to be depicted in the Hebrew 
Scriptures. Rather, given that  Yahweh  is a development of the ancient Isra-
elites as they struggled for survival as a people and a culture, as they strug-
gled to establish an effective moral code to promote their survival, he could 
not be anything but a God who favored one (the Israelites) over others (the 
non - Israelites).  Yahweh  as a minimally counter - intuitive concept is con-
structed using the template provided by our evolved moral and religious 
psychology, and as such serves the moral needs of group living. 

 We have discussed how the expression of our evolved morality changes 
as Christianity develops out of ancient Judaism; now we need to see how 
this development relates to the question of religious violence.  

  The Blood of the Lamb 

 At some time or other you have probably heard it said that one signifi cant 
difference between the Old Testament and the New Testament is that the 
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God of the Old Testament is a God of justice, while the God of the New 
Testament is a God of love. This is often presented as if it were some wise 
insight into the Bible, which is then supported by the numerous stories of 
God ’ s wrathful vengeance that marks so much of the Old Testament, in 
contrast with Christ ’ s emphasis on God ’ s fatherly, forgiving nature. If you 
have heard this it was probably from a Christian, as there is in it an implicit, 
faintly anti - Semitic, criticism of Judaism, with a suggestion that God in the 
Old Testament needed to be so strict because of the obstinate behavior of 
the Jews. That behavior was so bad, and so incorrigible, that God decided 
a new covenant was called for, hence Jesus. I do not mean to charge all 
those who make this distinction between the two portrayals of God with 
anti - Semitism, but I do want to point out that this distinction is heir to a 
very ancient bias against Jews. In the Gospels and in the letters of Paul, 
Christian identity formed, in part, by distancing Christians from Jews and 
arguing the Jews had misunderstood God ’ s will. In the early centuries of 
the Common Era this distancing took on more virulent tones, with more 
serious consequences. 

 Rather, I want to charge proponents of this distinction with a superfi cial 
reading of the nature of God as revealed in the two Scriptures. Clearly, on 
the surface one can make the point that the New Testament lacks the holy 
warfare that plays such a dramatic role in Hebrew Scriptures. There is 
nothing in the gospels comparable to the Ban. But does this mean that God 
has lost his taste for blood? That he has foregone his call for human sacri-
fi ce? This would mark quite a signifi cant change in the nature of God  –  and 
raise its own theological diffi culties, for how can an infi nite being change? 
Of course, we are interested not in theological justifi cation but in psycho-
logical explanation. In attempting to account for the starkly different por-
trayals of God in the Bible we need to attend to the different social conditions 
that underlie the creation of those two portrayals, and the way God, as an 
MCI concept, is altered in response to those conditions. 

 We have already done this in our analysis of Christian morality. I have 
argued that the qualities of  univeralism  and  exceptionalism  attributed to 
Christ ’ s moral vision can be grounded in our evolved psychology just as 
readily as Judaic traditions; Christianity set a distinction between an in -
 group and an out - group, just as Judaism had. Christianity did set the 
boundaries of that divide differently than did Judaism. It had different 
requirements of its members and set out different signals of commitment, 
yet Christianity is marked by all the elements of an evolved religious moral-
ity as much as is Judaism, so too in its conception of the MCI concept that 
oversees the moral bonds of the group. God for the Christians, just as God 
for the Jews, is conceived to be a full - access strategic agent; an interested 
party in moral matters; a moral role model, legislator and enforcer. At this 
deeper level of analysis the God of the New Testament functions just the 
way the God of the Old Testament functions. 
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 So, why the starkly different pictures? This template for constructing a 
god is given different expression in different cultural situations. 44  The God 
of the New Testament is constructed in response to the particular social 
and political pressures experienced by proto - Christian groups in the fi rst 
centuries C.E. In the last chapter we set out how these particular pressures 
shaped the presentations of God and Christ. Here we need to examine how 
these pressures shaped Christianity ’ s relationship to violence. 

 In our consideration of Judaism we saw that the grounds for religiously 
justifi ed violence stem from concerns with policing the boundaries of the 
group. This pertains to Christianity, as well. While Christianity drops eth-
nicity and nationality as criteria for group inclusion  –   “ neither Jew nor 
Greek ”   –  it does set a criterion, that is, faith in Christ  –   “ you are either 
with me or you are against me. ”  And if you are against me, if you are not 
part of the Christian in - group, you earn none of the benefi ts (i.e., salvation) 
but instead bear the heavy costs (i.e., damnation). This comes across in the 
famous parable of the sheep and goats. Speaking of the fi nal judgment, 
Christ tells us,

  Before him will be gathered all the nations, and he will separate them one 
from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats, and he will 
place the sheep at his right hand, but the goats at his left. Then the King will 
say to those at his right hand,  “ Come, O blessed of my Father, inherit the 
kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world. ”   …  Then he 
will say to those at his left hand,  “ Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal 
fi re prepared for the devil and his angels. ”  (Matt. 25:32 – 41)   

 What is particularly notable about this passage is the severity of the 
treatment toward those in the out - group. In the Jewish Scriptures, those 
outside the group merely suffered death, here they suffer eternal torment. 
Christianity not only established an in - group/out - group divide, it raised the 
stakes for being on the wrong side of that divide. Throughout the Gospels, 
the opponents of the Christians are categorized not merely as dangerous or 
evil but as in league with the devil. This comes out most dramatically in 
Christ ’ s parable about good seeds and bad seeds. First he sets the stage:

  He who sows the good seed is the Son of man; the fi eld is the world, and the 
good seed means the sons of the kingdom; the weeds are the sons of the evil 
one, and the enemy who sowed them is the devil; the harvest is the close of 
the age, and the reapers are angels. (Matt. 13:37 – 39)   

 The good seeds represent the in - group and they are the sons of the kingdom; 
while the out - group are like weeds, and are the sons of the devil  –  a clear 
distinction, with signifi cantly different moral appraisals. The harvest, the 
time to reap what you have sown, is the coming end of the world; it is not 
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in this world but the next when the benefi ts of being part of the in - group 
are paid, as well as the costs for being outside the group. In identifying the 
reapers as angels Christ signals the divine nature of the coming judgment. 
And just what will be the outcome of this judgment? Christ is quite 
explicit:

  Just as the weeds are gathered and burned with fi re, so will it be at the close 
of the age. The Son of man will send his angels, and they will gather out of 
his kingdom all causes of sin and all evildoers, and throw them into the 
furnace of fi re; there men will weep and gnash their teeth. The righteous will 
shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father. He who has ears, let him 
hear. (Matt. 13:40 – 43)   

 Let him hear, indeed. Could the message be any clearer, or the stakes any 
higher? Those who reject the word of Christ are not merely confused or 
misguided; they are the children of the evil ones. Christ here employs the 
standard strategy for dehumanizing your opponents: Equate them with 
something non - human, such as devils and weeds, as this helps to overcome 
the evolved inhibitions against killing those of your kind. The image of the 
out - group as weeds can also trigger our evolved repulsion against parasites. 
Weeds are useless plants that threaten the health of the garden, and we all 
know what to do with weeds  –  you get rid of them. 

 Now it may be countered that Christ is not advocating the use of violence 
by members of the in - group against the out - group, although that point 
seems to have often been lost on Christians who have repeatedly throughout 
history taken Christ at his word and literally given out - group members and 
defectors over to the fi re. Indeed, Christ is doing something more: He is 
elevating the in - group/out - group to cosmic levels, and this has dangerous 
consequences. 

 Elaine Pagels points out that in  “ the ancient world  …  it is only Essenes 
and Christians who actually escalate confl ict with their opponents to the 
level of cosmic war. ”  45  Understanding this escalation is a complicated task, 
but an explanation rooted in evolutionary logic may be suggested. As 
radical, minority sects within fi rst - century Judaism, both the early Chris-
tians and Essenes had little temporal power to exercise in defense of their 
group and so were less able to punish those who defected. If the cost of 
defection is low, the likelihood of defection increases. This raises the cost 
of cooperation. A group cannot survive under such circumstances. Divine 
retribution then assumes a more essential role. An individual could, theo-
retically, enjoy the benefi ts of membership in a Christian community, then 
defect before reciprocating and avoid punishment by being absorbed back 
into the more powerful majority group. However, in doing so they were 
now aligning themselves with the enemy of God and could have no hope 
of escaping divine justice. 
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 We may understand this shift away from a physical punishment of oppo-
nents in this life toward a spiritual punishment in the next as an example 
of the same evolutionary moral logic found in our discussion of Judaism, 
but applied to the specifi c environmental conditions of early Christianity, 
rather than as a repudiation of that logic. Interestingly, Spinoza made a 
similar point on this subject in his insightful 1670 work,  Theological -
 Political Treatise . In discussing the proposed distinction between the Jewish 
ethic of hating your enemy and the Christian ethic of loving your enemy, 
Spinoza sees the difference entirely due to differing socio - political circum-
stances. He points out that Christ ’ s injunction to turn the other cheek has 
its precursor in Lamentations, where Jeremiah writes  “ let him give his cheek 
to the smiter, and be fi lled with insults ”  (Lam. 3:30). Spinoza argues that 
these admonitions to submit to your enemies come at times of oppression. 
In more socially stable periods such principles cannot hold because they go 
counter to the requirements of a just community. 46  

 This is a sound analysis in keeping with the functioning of evolved moral-
ity, and support for this comes from the fact that as soon as Christianity 
acquired the role of the dominant group within Roman society, it quickly 
resorted to the more familiar, mundane means of punishing defectors. When 
in the fourth century the emperor Constantine removed legal prohibitions 
against Christianity and began to bestow imperial favor, long - simmering 
within - group distinctions came to the fore. Christianity was in its fi nal stage 
of emerging as a distinct religious culture and questions of orthodoxy had 
become more pressing than the need to distinguish Christians from Jews 
and pagans (not that these concerns went away). For a group that was 
distinguished by faith, just what that faith consisted in became more sig-
nifi cant, and so too did signals of commitment to the group, which in this 
case often took the form of correct belief. 

 The heterogeneous Christian world was always marked by doctrinal 
differences, as well as by efforts to do away with those differences. Pagels 
relates the story of Tertullian, the early church father famous for his strug-
gles with  “ heretics. ”  A heretic, following the Greek root of the term, is one 
who makes a choice. In this case, it is one who chooses what to believe. 
For Tertullian heretics were the enemies of the true church; as Pagels 
informs us,  “ Tertullian insists that making choices is evil, since choice 
destroys group unity. ”  47  When speaking of a group defi ned in large part by 
belief we can see that Tertullian is not exaggerating. To allow choice in 
belief is to make it an individual matter, but if it is an individual matter 
how can it function as a signal of group commitment, and without signals 
of group commitment how can we promote social cohesion? Choice and 
belief need not play this role, but with the move from salvation through 
acts to salvation through faith, belief assumed this vital moral function. 
Given this, it is no wonder that when questions of orthodoxy replaced 
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concerns with bare survival the battles over beliefs would be passionate. 
And they were not only passionate, they were violent. 

 To take just one example, let ’ s look at how an early Church debate on 
a theological question played out: the Arian controversy. This centered on 
the question of the nature of the relationship between Jesus, recognized by 
both sides as the Son of God, and God the Father. One side of the debate, 
that championed by Bishop Athanasius, later to be St. Athanasius, held that 
God and Christ are co - equal in nature and in majesty; the other side, argued 
by an Alexandrian priest named Arius, held that while Christ is divine and 
is the Son of God, he is not co - equal to the Father but proceeded from the 
Father. In theological terms the Athanasian side held that the Father and 
the Son were  homoousios  (of the same substance) while the Arians held 
they were  homoiousios  (of similar substance). 48  

 To contemporary ears this may seem like a parody of theological hair -
 splitting, of no practical signifi cance. After all, both sides were devoted 
Christians; both worshipped Christ as the Son of God; both accepted his 
divinity and spiritual authority. Yet this theological battle raged for most 
of the fourth century, and this  “ battle ”  was not merely a metaphorical 
battle of words but often erupted into actual violence and bloodshed 
between the two sides. Richard Rubenstein ’ s  When Jesus Became God  
provides an informative treatment of this subject, describing an event that 
occurred some fi fty years into the controversy:

  By the time the men at the front of the mob smashed through the prison gates, 
the crowd had grown until it had overfl owed the square.  …  Even for Alex-
andria, where riots were as common as Mediterranean gales, this demonstra-
tion was unusually large.  …  A roar of approval greeted the splintering of the 
gates. Minutes later the invaders reemerged from the prison bearing their 
trussed - up quarry on their shoulders  …  The mob ’ s prime target  …  was 
George of Capppadocia, the metropolitan bishop of Alexandria and titular 
head of Egypt ’ s huge Christian community.  …  Punishment was duly admin-
istered. George and his fellow prisoners died in the prison square, presumably 
as a result of lethal beatings.  …  after the rioters killed their victims, they 
paraded their corpses through the city.  49     

 They then added insult to injury and burned the bodies. 
 What was the bishop ’ s crime that so enraged the mob of Christians to 

brutally, and illegally, murder their spiritual leader? He was an Arian, 
appointed to his post by the pro - Arian emperor Constantius II (for so 
central was this controversy that even the Roman emperors took sides and 
used their imperial power to intercede in the issue), and with confi dence in 
his imperial backing George used his ecclesiastical authority to persecute 
those who opposed his theological position  –  pagans and non - Arian 
Christians (i.e., out - group members and defecting in - group members). Also 
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feeding the fury of the crowd was Athanasius, exiled during Constantius ’  
reign, who made secretive visits to Alexandria. 50  While we do not know 
what Athanasius said to the crowd we can fi nd the seeds of violence in his 
writings. 

 Athanasius wrote a famed  Life of St. Anthony , about a revered Egyptian 
ascetic and founder of Christian monasticism. In this work he makes use 
of Anthony ’ s authority to oppose the Arians. He cites Anthony as denounc-
ing the Arian heresy as  “ the last of all and a forerunner of Antichrist. ”  
Good Christians should  “ have no fellowship with the most impious Arians. 
For there is no communion between light and darkness. ”  And this is not 
simply a human dispute;  “ Creation itself is angry with them. ”  51  This led 
Anthony to warn his Christian in - group:  “ Only defi le not yourselves with 
the Arians, for their teaching is not that of the Apostles, but that of demons 
and their father the devil; yea, rather, it is barren and senseless, and without 
light understanding, like the senselessness of these mules. ”  52  

 Here in the writings of the saint we see the lethal strategy of identifying 
your opponents as non - human  –  they are demons and mules, the children 
of the devil. We see the particular Christian strategy of elevating the stakes 
of the dispute: The out group is on the side of darkness and has offended 
 “ creation itself. ”  We also fi nd the language of defi lement that triggers our 
contagion - avoidance systems. Again, we have a revered spiritual authority 
using language designed to incite and justify the use of violence against 
those in the out - group. What is perhaps most remarkable about this tale is 
the nature of the divide between the in - group and the out - group. That 
which separated Christian from Christian  –  which led to numerous instances 
of mob violence, approved if not instigated by church fathers, and to alter-
nating periods of exile and excommunications of those on each side of the 
divide  –  was the issue of whether Christ was of the  same  substance or of 
 similar  substance to God the Father. Edward Gibbon has wryly commented 
that critics of Christianity  “ of every age have derided the furious contests 
which the difference of a single diphthong excited between the Homoou-
sians and the Homoiousians. ”  53  

 It may seem incredible that our cognitive predisposition to divide the 
world into in - groups and out - groups can be triggered by so trivial a differ-
ence as a  “ single diphthong, ”  but Gibbon has a take on this that is very 
much in line with our evolutionary analysis. He notes that such a meta-
physical topic as the difference between same and similar substances would 
likely provoke only calm and thoughtful discourse even among a society of 
philosophers  –  who might be expected to actually care about such ques-
tions. But with Christianity  “ the Logos, ”  that is, the Word,  “ had been 
revealed as the sacred object of the faith, the hope, and the religious worship 
of the Christians. ”  Since Christianity rejected the usual signs of group 
membership  –  for example, tribalism, ethnicity  –  doctrinal issues, that is, 
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what constitutes right belief, assumed central importance. This changed 
things dramatically. Even metaphysics could provoke passionate concern:

  Those persons who, from their age, or sex, or occupations, were the least 
qualifi ed to judge, who were the least exercised in the habits of abstract rea-
soning; aspired to contemplate the economy of the Divine Nature: and it is 
the boast of Tertullian, that a Christian mechanic could readily answer such 
questions as had perplexed the wisest of Grecian sages.  …  These speculations, 
instead of being treated as the amusement of a vacant hour, became the most 
serious business of the present, and the most useful preparation for a future 
life.  54     

 Now, of course, the fact that such an abstract distinction became  “ the 
familiar topic of private meditation and popular discourse ”  55  does not mean 
that the common Christian understood what that distinction implied in 
philosophical terms. Indeed it is a topic of such philosophical complexity 
that even highly educated Christians, then and now, cannot fully articulate 
the distinction. So why would the average Christian care enough about the 
dispute to attack, kill, and then desecrate the body of their bishop? Because 
the distinction divided the Christian world into in - group and out - group, 
and given our evolved psychology that divide sets the boundaries of the 
moral community and identifi es threats to that community. With the dimin-
ishing of the pagan threat to Christianity internal divisions came to the fore 
and with ferocity. 

 Doctrinal dispute turned violent is not unique to the Arian controversy 
but is a common feature of Christian history, and regularly endorsed by its 
moral leaders: Augustine justifi ed the use of imperial force to compel schis-
matics to conform:

  Wherefore, if the power which the Church has received by divine appointment 
in its due season, through the religious character and the faith of kings, be 
the instrument by which those who are found in the highways and hedges  –  
that is, in heresies and schisms  –  are compelled to come in, then let them 
not fi nd fault with being compelled, but consider whether they be so 
compelled.  56     

 Luther justifi ed the slaughter of peasants who read too freely into the 
Gospels (i.e., deviant in - groupers):

  Therefore, whosoever can, should smite, strangle, and stab, secretly or pub-
licly, and should remember that there is nothing more poisonous, pernicious, 
and devilish than a rebellious man. Just as one must slay a mad dog, so, 
if you do not fi ght the rebels, they will fi ght you, and the whole country 
with you.  57     
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 He also justifi ed violence against that perennial out - group, the Jews:

  First to set fi re to their synagogues or schools and to bury and cover with dirt 
whatever will not burn, so that no man will ever again see a stone or cinder 
of them. This is to be done in honor of our Lord and of Christendom, so that 
God might see that we are Christians, and do not condone or knowingly 
tolerate such public lying, cursing, and blaspheming of his Son and of his 
Christians.  …  Second, I advise that their houses also be razed and destroyed.  58     

 So much for turning the other cheek. 
 As Spinoza pointed out, turning the other cheek is good advice in times 

of oppression when any other action would be futile. Once the social envi-
ronment of Christianity changed, Christianity took a very different, more 
typical attitude toward responding to threats. This does not mean that the 
ethic of turning the other cheek was repudiated; it remains a staple of 
Christian moral exhortation and no doubt is a guiding principle for many 
Christians. But to not reciprocate harm with harm strains against our 
evolved moral psychology, and while it is possible to pull against that bio-
logical leash it requires greater effort, and this is more diffi cult when the 
social conditions allow us to repay our enemies with punishment. Now, 
this is not a criticism of Christianity as a moral system. As a cultural expres-
sion of our evolved psychology Christianity ably expresses the elements 
required of an effective bond for the community, and those elements include 
mechanisms of reciprocation, punishment for defectors and cheats, and 
means of identifying the moral community. What is being critiqued here is 
the claim often made on Christianity ’ s behalf that it represents a higher 
moral system, one based on transcendent principles, and  as such  commands 
our allegiance. This is not so. Whatever its merits  –  and there are signifi cant 
merits  –  Christianity ’ s status as a moral system must be evaluated in the 
same manner as any other moral system; it is not by its nature an excep-
tional system. 

 In assessing Christianity we must look not only at its merits but at its 
demerits, and they too are signifi cant. The particular danger that Christian-
ity presents stems, interestingly, from its most highly touted merit: its 
universalism. As we discussed in the previous chapter, Christ ’ s moral 
message is often held as superior, for it is for all humans  –  not just for the 
Jews or the Romans, not just for the well born or successful, but for all of 
humankind. All may be saved; all are worthy of moral concern for all are 
God ’ s children. This is a vitally important moral advance, not unique to 
Christianity but certainly promoted by Christianity more effectively than 
by any other system (in the Western world, at least). But there is a fl ip side 
to Christian universalism and this is exclusivism  –  anyone can be a Chris-
tian, but only Christians may be saved. 59  

 Marc Shell sets out the dire consequences of this:
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  [T]he Christian union of all humankind into a single brotherhood encouraged 
a certain intolerance. The doctrine crucial to Christianity that  “ all men are 
brothers ”   …  turned all to easily into the doctrine that  “ only my brothers are 
men, all  ‘ others ’  are animals and may be treated as such. ”   60     

 Shell made this statement in the context of a discussion of the Christian 
reconquest of Spain, which resulted in the expulsion or conversion of Jews 
and Muslims. This followed a period of relatively peaceful co - existence 
among Muslims, Jews, and Christians under Muslim rule  –  a situation 
that made Spain, according to Shell,  “ for hundreds of years  …  the most 
tolerant place in Europe. ”  61  This reconquest gives us another example of 
Christian rhetoric designed to trigger moral disregard for the out - group: 
Jews who converted to Christianity often lived under suspicion of having 
converted as an expedient rather than sincerely and were labeled  marranos , 
or pigs  –  dirty animals that can serve to trigger contagion - avoidance 
mechanisms. 

 The problem is that Christian universalism does not do away with the 
in - group/out - group divide. It does not see all humanity as an actual group 
 –  although there is rhetoric to suggest this  –  instead, it sees all humanity as 
a possible group. All may join 62  but those who do not constitute an out -
 group. And the rhetoric used by Christians, from Christ and Paul to Augus-
tine and Luther, clearly and consistently designate out - group members as 
less than human, often as demonic. There is no sense in this tradition that 
the out - group members can be humans who simply are not part of  “ us. ”  
Shell points out that both Jews and Muslims had a conception that there 
were out - groups that deserved a degree of moral consideration, but the 
universalism of Christianity does not allow for such a category. 63  The 
potential for an out - group member to convert may accord them some 
moral worth, but given the stakes involved that moral consideration was 
a fragile reed. 

 In fact, that potential to become in - group members was a double - edged 
sword. It made all non - Christians the source of moral concern  –  they could 
be brought into the fold  –  but the consequences for being outside the group 
(i.e., eternal damnation) was so severe that moral concern for the out - group 
members could, and often did, justify coercive measures. 

 If you are not part of the group you are damned; if I care for your 
immortal soul then I must do whatever I can to bring you into the group. 
This mindset is grounded in the teachings of Christ. In the parable of the 
wedding banquet (Matt. 22:1 – 14) Christ tells of a king who invited guests 
to his son ’ s marriage feast but the invited would not come. The king is 
angered and has his troops kill all those who refused the invitation. He then 
sends his servants to go throughout the town and compel whoever they fi nd 
to come to the feast. It was this parable that Augustine used to justify the 



170  religion, violence, and the evolved mind

use of imperial force against heretics. We see this same ethic in Paul, who 
instructs the church at Corinth how to handle a sinner in their midst: 
 “ deliver this man to Satan for the destruction of his fl esh, that his spirit 
may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus ”  (1 Cor. 5:5). 

 Moral concerns for the out - group members, throughout the history of 
Christianity, often took this strategy to heart: Burn the body to save the 
soul. As morally reprehensible as contemporary Christians may fi nd this 
moral logic, it cannot be said to be a perversion of Christ ’ s message; it is 
grounded in Christ ’ s moral worldview. 

 This comes out dramatically in the period Marc Shell is discussing. The 
reconquest of Spain gave us one of the most virulent examples of religious 
violence in history, the Spanish Inquisition. The Inquisition, whether in its 
Spanish or Roman versions, was a church - sanctioned use of violence and 
torture against heretics, false converts, and those suspected of dealing with 
the devil. In other words, it was a mechanism for policing the boundaries 
of the group. Its victims were in - group members whose signals of commit-
ment were deemed insuffi cient, because they either held the wrong version 
of religious doctrine or were suspected of fraternizing with the enemy (e.g., 
witches as servants of Satan). The fl ames of the Inquisition burned most 
fi ercely during times of social instability (the conjunction of the plague, the 
new ideas of the Renaissance, and the challenge of the Protestant Reforma-
tion prepared the ground for the Roman Inquisition; the effort to return 
Spain to Catholic control spurred the Spanish Inquisition), and this fi ts with 
our understanding of evolved psychology. When the group is most vulner-
able, fi rming up the bonds that hold the community together is most impor-
tant and defectors most dangerous. 

 The Inquisition, of course, is a standard example used to question the 
moral behavior of Christianity. How could a church devoted to the Prince 
of Peace sanction such violence? The standard apologetic response is that 
the Church was not to blame, but rather the weakness of the humans who 
acted in the name of the Church must bear the responsibility. This is a 
feeble defense, and given our understanding of evolved religious morality 
it is just confused. Morality evolves as a means for establishing group cohe-
sion to enable the group to respond to threats from other groups and to 
create conditions conducive to its members ’  pursuit of their inclusive fi tness. 
When the group is threatened by external enemies or by internal divisions 
it is essential to fi rm up the group ’ s boundaries and the commitment of its 
members to group solidarity. For a cultural system such as Christianity, in 
which belief often serves as signals of commitment to the group, deviation 
from orthodoxy will be processed as defection, and a threat to the group. 
Defectors, as well as out - group members, do not enjoy the benefi ts of 
in - group moral consideration. The Inquisition was not a perversion of 
Christian morality, it was an effective expression of that moral system  –  
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when this is understood from an evolutionary perspective. This, of course, 
is not to excuse the horrors committed by Christianity; we are assessing the 
functioning of the moral system, not approving it. 

 Another defensive move in the face of institutional religious violence is 
to blame the corrupting infl uence of temporal power on the purity of the 
Christian moral vision. Certainly, the combination of political power and 
universalist/exclusivist worldview is a perilous mix. In an important discus-
sion of the dangers of Christian universalism, religious scholars Daniel and 
Jonathan Boyarin warn that  “ universalism plus power produces imperial-
ism and cultural annihilation as well as, all too often, actual genocide of 
those who refuse to conform. ”  They continue:  “ Christian universalism, 
even at its most liberal and benevolent, has been a powerful force for coer-
cive discourses of sameness, denying, as we have seen, the rights of Jews, 
women, and other to retain their differences. ”  64  

 We must acknowledge that access to temporal power did indeed change 
Christianity, and we must also acknowledge the nature of that change. 
Access to the powers of state did not introduce a violent impulse into 
Christianity; it merely gave it the means to actualize that intrinsic aspect of 
the Christian system. If the violent strand of Christianity has not yet been 
adequately revealed, then we need only return to the Bible and peruse the 
closing book of the Word of God to complete the argument. 

 The book of Revelation presents itself as a vision granted by God to  “ his 
servant John. ”  This vision is the unfolding of the apocalypse, the end of 
the world. This book is, in my estimate, the most horrifi c story ever put to 
paper. In it we are witness to the fi nal wrath of a vengeful God, the image 
of God that supposedly is only to be found in the pages of the Old Testa-
ment. But this God of Revelation is so fervent in his destructiveness that 
the Ban seems a model of moderation and restraint. In Revelation is foretold 
the coming of the four horsemen who  “ take peace from the earth, so that 
men may slay one another ”  and are given a quarter of the earth  “ to kill 
with sword and with famine and with pestilence and by wild beasts of the 
earth ”  (Rev. 6:4, 8). But this is just the beginning. 

 Next we hear of cosmic disasters:  “ the sun became black as sackcloth, 
and the full moon became like blood, and the stars of the sky fell to the 
earth ”  (Rev. 6:12 – 13). This is followed by a series of earthly disasters in 
which trees and grass and one third of all sea life is destroyed before the 
water itself is poisoned. Then we get a scene that seems to come from a 
Stephen King novel, except that even King could not conjure up such 
cruelty. Smoke comes up from a bottomless pit and out of the smoke come 
locusts, but no ordinary locusts. These locusts are given a charge:

  [T]hey were given power like the power of scorpions of the earth; they were 
told not to harm the grass of the earth  …  but only those of mankind who 
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have not the seal of God upon their foreheads; they were allowed to torture 
them for fi ve months, but not to kill them, and their torture was like the 
torture of a scorpion, when it stings a man. And in those days men will seek 
death and will not fi nd it; they will long to die, and death will fl y from them. 
(Rev. 9:3 – 6)   

 Lust for the suffering of the out - group has never surpassed the standard set 
out in this book. It is not suffi cient that those without the  “ seal of God ”  
(read: the signal of commitment to the in - group) are punished, they must 
suffer so grievously that they beg for death  –  and then are denied that. And 
sparing the lives of these out - group members is not done from compassion, 
it is so they may suffer even more unimaginable horrors. I will refrain from 
describing the rest of these punishments, but they go on for another fourteen 
chapters, interrupted only by a chorus of rejoicing from those in heaven 
who praise God for his just ways. Needless to say, at the end all the evil 
out - group members die  –  but actually that is not the end. After they have 
suffered and died for their sins they are then resurrected for the fi nal judg-
ment, at which time if  “ any one ’ s name was not found written in the book 
of life, he was thrown into the lake of fi re ”  (Rev. 20:15). 

 There is perversity in the level of hatred and blood - lust in this book, a 
book that supposedly reveals the consummation of divine justice. To think 
that today there are people who read this book and instead of being nause-
ated or being outraged that their loving God could be saddled with such a 
tale, actually fi nd in it comfort and pray for its fruition, is almost beyond 
comprehension. I am reminded of Epicurus ’  claim that the truly impious 
are not those who deny the existence of God but those who attribute to 
God things unworthy of his blessedness. 65  From this perspective, these 
people are the most impious Christians on the planet. But I am getting off 
track. 

 What we want to do is place this in the context of our evolutionary 
analysis, and in doing so we are assisted by a recent teaching on Revelation 
from Pope Benedict XVI. 

 In an address to an audience of the faithful, Benedict instructed them 
that the scenes found in Revelation are not to be taken literally but  “ should 
be understood against the backdrop of the dramatic experiences of the seven 
Churches of Asia which had to face serious diffi culties at the end of the fi rst 
century  –  persecutions and also inner tensions  –  in their witness to Christ. ”  66  
This we know is a situation in which the temptation to defect from the 
group will run high, and defection from these early Christian communities 
would have been simple and have brought great benefi ts. We know that 
during some periods of persecution a Christian could avoid civil punishment 
by simply throwing a few grains of wheat onto the altar of a pagan god 
and would then be free of further harassment. This simple act, of course, 
would have been a signal of defection from the Christian in - group, and yet 
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the consequences for not doing this simple act were dire. What could the 
Christian community offer to balance the equation? In these early centuries 
the churches did not have the ability to provide physical protection of its 
members from the Romans, and so continued commitment to the group 
might mean death. In such circumstances the promise of future rewards for 
present commitment to the group becomes absolutely vital to maintaining 
group solidarity. 

 Revelation ’ s horrors constitute future punishment to the out - group for 
the evil they commit now, a warning to those tempted to defect from the 
group, and a promise of reciprocation of good to in - group members for the 
great sacrifi ce they make by remaining loyal in times of adversity. It appeals 
intuitively to our evolved moral psychology in a way that gives strength to 
a group almost wholly lacking in temporal strength:

  Thus, the Seer wants to tell us: trust in Jesus, do not be afraid of the opposing 
powers of persecution! The wounded and dead Lamb is victorious! Follow 
the Lamb Jesus, entrust yourselves to Jesus, take his path! Even if in this world 
he is only a Lamb who appears weak, it is he who triumphs!  67     

 So, Revelation is yet another example of religious teachings that seem to 
confl ict with a higher moral source but that make sense as an expression 
of our evolved moral psychology. 

 Still, whatever the psychological goal of Revelation may have been, that 
goal is accomplished by setting out, under divine sanction, the use of terrible 
violence against those outside the group. 68  The ethical lesson being taught 
is not  “ Do not return hatred with hatred; violence with violence. ”  It is 
clearly:  “ Hatred will be repaid with hatred; violence with violence. ”  This 
is still an ethic of  “ an eye for an eye, ”  not one of  “ turn the other cheek. ”  
It is an embrace of the use of violence to further the good of the in - group, 
and this is a lesson that has been embraced by numberless Christians 
ever since. 

 As we have completed our assessment of the violent strand in Judaism 
and Christianity we can see that this violence is no aberration, nor is it a 
corruption of some pure ethic of love. It is an expression of the evolved 
moral psychology that structures these religious ethical traditions. The very 
same evolved moral psychology that generates love, and sacrifi ce, and care 
 –  which represent the best expressions of religion  –  also generates hatred, 
bias, and violence. The line that determines whether religion generates love 
or violence is the line that defi nes the in - group from the out - group. 

 In looking at religious violence we have been analyzing ancient texts, but 
of course our ultimate concern is with the terrible suffering caused by reli-
gious violence in the world today. Before concluding this chapter we need 
to see what light this evolutionary analysis can shed on this problem.  
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  A Case Study in the Evolved Psychology of Religious 
Violence: 9/11 

 Trying to understand religious violence and its role in tragedies such as the 
events of September 11, 2001  –  or any of the other numerous examples in 
which Christians, Jews, Muslims, Hindus, and others perpetrate violence 
against each other  –  is far too complex for any single methodology to suf-
fi ce. Yet it is because this phenomenon is so complex that any light that 
can be shed by a particular methodology is desperately needed. Thus my 
goal here is to see what insight may be gained into religious violence by 
looking at the role our evolved moral psychology may play. 

 From our study of Judaism and Christianity I believe we can discern a 
certain structure to the psychology of religious violence. 69  The initial move 
is to discriminate between an in - group and an out - group, with a set of 
practices and/or beliefs that function as signals of commitment to the in -
 group. Next, there is a differential in moral evaluation of the two sides of 
the divide: The in - group is owed a higher level of moral consideration and 
accorded a greater level of moral protection than those outside the group 
or those who defect from the group. Thus far, this structure is not unique 
to religious violence, it simply fl ows from the basic evolutionary strategies 
for allowing systems of reciprocity to develop and group cohesion to form. 
Religion comes into play with the integration of one or more minimally 
counterintuitive concepts (e.g., gods) into the moral matrix.  God  comes to 
represent the moral bonds that hold a community together and functions 
as both legislator and enforcer of the group ’ s moral code. This gives that 
moral code a heightened sense of signifi cance and obligation. Commitment 
to that god can then function socially and psychologically as a signal of 
commitment to the group. Also, by clothing the social code of the group 
in divine authority it can relieve the individual of responsibility for the 
consequences of his or her decisions ( “ If god commands, I must obey ” ). 

 Consequent to this is that the out - group, by virtue of being the out -
 group, is not aligned with that god, or is not in proper relationship to that 
god. This further distinguishes the moral status of the two groups and leads 
to an escalation of the stakes at play. This becomes even more dramatic in 
universalist systems. In this case the out - group is not simply  “ other ”  but, 
in being aligned against God, is in league with evil itself. Inter - group confl ict 
is no longer simply a competition between two groups seeking to promote 
their own interests, it is now a cosmic struggle with no middle ground 
available, and nothing short of victory acceptable. 70  

 While we have drawn this structure from a study of Judaism and Chris-
tianity I do not believe it is unique to these two religions. 71  The specifi cs of 
a religious tradition will lead to variations in just how violence is generated 
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and how it will be justifi ed, but as the evolved moral psychology at play 
will be the same, the general logic behind religious violence will be similar. 
I can do no more at this point than to simply assert this position and leave 
it to another time, or to other scholars, to test this claim. However, by 
looking at the other monotheistic moral tradition we can gain greater con-
fi dence that this structure is common at least to monotheism. 

 A more detailed analysis of Islam from the perspective of evolutionary 
psychology is an important project, but one that is not attempted 
here. However, even a cursory review can detect evidence of the same 
evolved moral logic at play in Islam that we identifi ed in Judaism and 
Christianity. 

 We fi nd in Islam a delineation of an in - group and an out - group. Marc 
Shell has argued that the relatively peaceful co - existence of the three mono-
theistic faiths in Islamic Spain was made possible, at least in part, by the 
readiness of Islam to recognize that the world was not simply divided into 
in - group Muslims and out - group non - Muslims. By recognizing Jews and 
Christians as  “ Peoples of the Book, ”  Spain under Muslim rule avoided the 
intolerance that fl owed from Christian universalim. 72  This is an important 
point, and an appreciation for the religious harmony established by Muslim 
rule in Spain, compared with the inquisitorial violence wrought by their 
Christian successors, is a valuable antidote for facile and superfi cial judg-
ments about Islam and its relationship to violence. However, despite this 
accommodation for Jews and Christians within Islamic society, these non -
 Muslim peoples of the book did not enjoy the same social status as full -
 fl edged members of the in - group (i.e., Muslims). Still, more pertinent to our 
discussions is the line that Islam establishes as the outer boundary of the 
in - group: that between believers and non - believers. 

 Jews and Christians earn some in - group status, although of a secondary 
nature, because they worship the same God as do Muslims, and Muslims 
recognize Moses and Jesus as legitimate sources of sacred legislation. There-
fore, although Jews and Christians do not appreciate the fi nal revelation of 
God ’ s word, nor fully understand the revelations they were given, they 
cannot be cast as out - group members since they are committed to the same 
God who oversees the bonds of Muslim society  –  as long as they continue 
to be faithful to that God. However, those who do not worship the one 
God  –  i.e. Hindus, Buddhists, atheists  –  have no commitment to the MCI 
being who oversees the Muslim community and so are treated to the same 
moral disregard/suspicion as out - group members are within Judaism and 
Christianity. There are believers and there are non - believers, and which side 
of the line you are on makes all the difference in the world. 

 We can fi nd passages in the Qu ’ ran that establish this clear divide 
between the faithful and the unbelievers, along with the consequent demoni-
zation of the out - group:
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  Allah is the guardian of those who believe. He brings them out of darkness 
into the light; and those who disbelieve, their guardians are Shaitans [Satan] 
who take them out of the light into the darkness. (Surah 2:257)   

 We also fi nd very different moral codes for those on either side of this di-
vide. While a Muslim is prohibited from killing a Muslim, no such prohibi-
tion applies to disbelievers:

  And whoever kills a believer intentionally, his punishment is hell, and Allah 
will send His wrath on him and curse him and prepare for him a painful 
chastisement. (Surah 4:93)  

  When your Lord revealed to the angels: I am with you, therefore make fi rm 
those who believe. I will cast terror into the hearts of those who disbelieve. 
Therefore strike off their heads and strike off every fi ngertip of them. (Surah 
8:12)   

 As Islam shares with Christianity a universalizing tendency, we fi nd, as 
we would expect, a raising of the stakes. The fortunes of those on either 
side of the divide continue to diverge into eternity:

  A parable of the garden which those guarding against evil are promised: 
Therein are rivers of water that does not alter, and rivers of milk the taste 
whereof does not change, and rivers of drink delicious to those who drink, 
and rivers of honey clarifi ed; and for them therein are all fruits and protection 
from their Lord. Are these like those who abide in the fi re [the disbelievers] 
and who are made to drink boiling water so it rends their bowels asunder. 
(Surah 47:15)   

 By heightening the different fates of in - group and out - group members Islam 
lowers the cost of investing in the good of the group. The grotesque nature 
of the price of defection is a particularly effective and common strategy for 
discouraging defection, as our consideration of Revelation demonstrated. 

 We see the basic structure that generates religious violence is embedded 
in Islam, as it is in Judaism and Christianity. The question is whether this 
structure can be implicated in the 9/11 attacks. How much a role religion 
played in the motives and goals of the September 11th terrorists is open to 
debate; that religion was involved in the actions of that day and its after-
math is not. Indeed, religious scholar Bruce Lincoln has argued that the 
motives of the terrorists were  “ intensely and profoundly religious. ”  73  But 
religion played a role not only in the motives of the terrorists but in the 
response of President Bush. Both processed the situation in terms shaped 
by the evolved religious mind. If we take a brief look at some of the com-
ments made by those involved in the plot, as well as comments made by 
the President after the event, we can see evidence of the evolved psychology 
of religion at work on both sides. 
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 For example, we see the belief in God functioning to provide unity and 
confi dence in the group as it struggles with competing groups:

  Remember the words of Almighty God.  …  Remember:  “ How many small 
groups beat big groups by the will of God. ”  And His words:  “ If God gives 
you victory, no one can beat you. ”  (Mohammed Atta)  74     

 We also see it in President Bush ’ s claim:

  In this struggle, God is not neutral. (Bush, 9/20/01)  75     

 Also evident in the rhetoric is the in - group/out - group divide:

  These events have divided the entire world into two camps, the camp of the 
faithful and the camp of infi dels. May God shield us and you from them. 
(Osama bin Laden, 10/7/01)  76    

  Every nation, in every region now has a decision to make. Either you are with 
us or you are with the terrorists.  …  May God grant us wisdom, and may He 
watch over the United States of America. (Bush, 9/20/01)  77     

 And with this divide we fi nd the requisite demonizing of those on the 
outside:

  All of their equipment and gates and technology will not prevent, nor harm, 
except by God ’ s will. The believers do not fear such things. The only ones 
that fear it are the allies of Satan, who are brothers of the devil. (Atta, 
9/10/01)  78    

  My administration has a job to do and we are going to do it. We will rid the 
world of evil - doers. (Bush, 9/16/01)  79    

  We value life; the terrorists ruthlessly destroy it. (Bush, 11/08/01)  80     

 And there is the escalation of the stakes:

  All these crimes and sins committed by Americans are a clear declaration of 
War on God. (Osama bin Laden, 2/23/98)  81    

  We wage a war to save civilization itself. (Bush, 11/08/01)  82     

 The basic premise of evolutionary psychology is that the cognitive/emo-
tional predispositions designed in the course of our species ’  evolution con-
tinue to shape the way we process our experiences today. The evolved 
psychology of our moral sense, wedded with the evolved predispositions 
that underlie religious thought, creates mental schema for interpreting and 
responding to the world. We found this exemplifi ed in religious texts 
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written thousands of years ago and we fi nd it at work in the world today. 
Even in ostensibly secular situations, such as an American President respond-
ing to a security threat, the response assumes forms shaped by our evolved 
religious psychology. And this is not surprising, for these mechanisms 
evolved as adaptations to further group and individual security and sur-
vival. When that security is under fi re, these mechanisms will be more easily 
tripped. We fi nd further evidence of this in the dramatic increase in church 
attendance in the United States immediately after the attacks and the sub-
sequent regress to the norm after the initial period of alarm passed. 

 While it is not surprising, it is of great import. Religion is supported by 
deep and ancient cognitive and emotional tools. These deeply ingrained, 
emotionally rich faculties give religion tremendous power to amplify moral 
predispositions  –  for better and for worse. If for no other reason this makes 
the study of religion essential: An understanding of the psychological bases 
of religion is literally a life and death issue. 

 We started this chapter with a quote from President Bush characterizing 
Islam as a religion of peace and we said this type of thinking represents an 
impoverished view of religion. Clearly, his strategy was to offset the equally 
impoverished, though more prevalent and dangerous view in the fall of 
2001, that Islam is a religion of violence. But countering one intellectually 
dubious proposition with another does not help. Islam is a cultural expres-
sion of the same underlying evolved moral psychology that underlies 
Judaism and Christianity. It generates altruism and compassion for others, 
a willingness to care for the needy and to protect the weak, to sacrifi ce the 
immediate personal good for the larger social good that are essential for 
successful group living, and are among humankind ’ s most precious 
attributes. This is as much a part of Islam as it is part of Judaism and 
Christianity. However, the evolved moral psychology that underlies Islam 
also generates a willingness to use violence and a readiness to disregard the 
suffering of the out - group that is just as much part of Islam as are the pro -
 social sentiments  –  and in this Islam is no different from Christianity or 
Judaism. 

 This is not to downplay the great danger that violence committed by 
certain adherents of Islam constitutes in the world today. It is, rather, to 
argue that to understand the nature of this particular threat we need to 
understand the conditions that obtain, the environmental pressures as it 
were, that trigger the dark side of religious psychology. Given the potential 
for good and ill implicit in religion, and the great power religion wields, 
the question that we are left with is, What can be done about religious 
violence? And this involves asking, What can be done about religion? Can 
those aspects of religion that lead to violence be teased out leaving only the 
pro - social, peaceful aspects of religion? And if not, then does religion pose 
a lethal threat to a multi - cultural world with the technological ability to 



 religion, violence, and the evolved mind  179

self - destruct? Many critics of religion would answer in the affi rmative and 
therefore argue for the marginalization, if not elimination, of religion. But 
is this possible? And if it were, would it be desirable? Without religion 
would we be able to generate the large - scale cooperation that societies need 
to survive without falling into despotism? These are some of the issues I 
would like to begin to address in the fi nal chapter.         



6

       The material of our study of human nature is now spread before us; 
and in this parting hour, set free from the duty of description, we can 
draw our theoretical and practical conclusions.  (William James) 1      

  Setting the Task 

 We have now completed our analysis of our evolved religious psychology 
and, it is hoped, have provided suffi cient evidence to support the thesis that 
religious moral traditions are cultural expressions of underlying evolved 
cognitive pre - dispositions. Of course, more can and should be done to 
explore and challenge this thesis, but that is work for other times. 2  Having 
made at least a plausible case, it is time to consider the implications of this 
thesis for religious ethics and for religious violence. 

 Monotheistic traditions, despite their different expressions, emphases, 
values, laws, and so on, are constructed upon a common moral psychologi-
cal framework. Among the major elements of this complex framework are 
predispositions to favor kin and a genuine altruism toward those in the 
group, along with a deep concern with reciprocation; and a concomitant 
predisposition to fear or distrust those outside the group, along with a 
reduced moral sensitivity toward out - group members. These basic elements 
give rise to second - order concerns over signals of willingness to cooperate 
and signals of group membership. This framework provides the basic cogni-
tive architecture of human moral psychology in general, not simply of 
religious morality. Different cultures and traditions develop different ways 
of triggering the various aspects of this moral framework, which results in 
the variety of moral systems we fi nd in the world, both secular and 
religious. 

 religion 
evolving     
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 However, to get a religious moral tradition this moral framework must 
be joined with a framework of religious cognition. This evolved religious 
cognition provides a schema for god - beliefs in which gods are minimally 
counter - intuitive (MCI) concepts, that is, beings that fi t, though imperfectly, 
the ontological category of  persons . This generates a series of intuitively 
compelling expectations about such beings, while violating in signifi cant 
ways a minimum number of those categorical expectations, making such 
beings memorable and important. Since our dealings with other persons is 
so centered on moral and social concerns, it is a natural expectation of 
members of the ontological category of  persons  that they are morally moti-
vated social beings, and so it is an easy, and intuitively natural, step to 
conceive of gods in this way. It is not necessary to think of gods in primarily 
moral terms, but the gods that are conceived in this fashion assume an 
added signifi cance. This added signifi cance comes from the peculiar nature 
of gods as MCI concepts: They violate the categorical expectations of 
 persons  in having access to socially relevant information denied the typical 
person, and they have a power to reward and punish that demands our 
attention. 

 Once the cognitive framework for god - beliefs is connected with the 
cognitive framework for morality, god - beliefs are colored by our moral 
pre - dispositions. The rhetoric of kin - selection, the centrality of reciproca-
tion, the special relationship between certain gods and certain communities 
all become part of our intuitive expectations about God ’ s nature. Signals 
of commitment to the group assume a religious expression as signals of 
commitment to a god or to a religious tradition. This is of utmost signifi -
cance, as the cognitive and emotional pre - dispositions that make up our 
moral framework are some of the deepest and most important cognitive 
tools. They possess tremendous power to motivate us to act. The integration 
of our religious cognitive framework with our moral cognitive framework 
imbues religious belief with this power. 

 However, the impact is not one - sided. Our basic moral psychology is 
enhanced by being connected to an MCI being. Belief in a moral god who 
oversees the bonds of the group provides a public mechanism for evaluating 
commitment to the group and makes the promise of reciprocation more 
secure and the temptation to defect less alluring. 

 The synergy created by the integration of our religious cognitive frame-
work and our moral cognitive framework sets the conditions for the rise of 
cultural institutions  –  that is, religions  –  with a potential to shape human 
affairs unsurpassed by any other force in history. Given this, it is not sur-
prising that cultures throughout history, and across the globe, have devel-
oped ways of tapping into this psychology that fi t their own particular 
circumstances. And as we have seen, the moral traditions of Judaism, Chris-
tianity, and Islam are examples of cultural moral systems built upon the 
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shared cognitive frameworks of evolved morality and god - beliefs. The par-
ticulars of these traditions are the results of the different social, historical, 
and environmental conditions that obtained during the developmental 
periods of their history. Whether it is the Mosaic Code, the Gospels, or 
Sharia Law, all fi t within the contours of our evolved psychology. Our goal 
now is to consider the import of this theory.  

  Varieties of Religious Expressions 

 As I connect here for a second time with William James it is only fair to 
acknowledge the intellectual debt this work owes to James ’ s groundbreak-
ing classic. James set out to explore what science could, and could not, tell 
us about religion, using the cutting - edge theories of late nineteenth - century 
psychology. He believed experience was the primal level of religiosity upon 
which individuals and cultures built their religions as a way of articulating, 
understanding, and sharing those experiences. Having catalogued the vari-
ety of religious experiences he found by looking at religions across the 
globe, James concluded that beneath the dizzying variety of religious expres-
sions lies a universal template for religious experience, a  “ common nucle-
us. ”  3  James ’ s recognition of a shared psychological grounding beneath the 
variety of religious experiences makes him an intellectual forefather to this 
present work. 

 Of course, I have departed from James by focusing on religious texts 
rather than experiences. This is not to prioritize belief over experience but 
to recognize the continuing importance of beliefs as part of our religious 
experience, and the formative role texts continue to play in the shaping 
of belief. The authority of religious texts, particularly in moral matters, 
remains an important force, even if not as decisive as it once was. 
While religion is more than beliefs, using texts such as the Bible and the 
Qur ’ an as authoritative moral sources remains a decisive and intuitively 
compelling move for millions  –  and such moves often play a signifi cant 
role in politics and public morals. Given this, an evaluation of the nature 
of the moral authority of these texts is a task with practical as well as theo-
retical import. 4  

 I believe that the decisive moral authority accorded to one or another 
religious text is decisively undermined by the fi ndings of this book. If all 
religious moral traditions are expressions of the same basic moral logic, 
then no one religious tradition can rightfully claim a privileged position. It 
may be argued that the general moral system shared by these texts retains 
normative signifi cance, and we will consider this position, but it cannot be 
claimed that any particular expression of that moral schema  –  whether 
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Judaic, Christian, or Islamic  –  has any compelling moral weight, and we 
need to understand why. 

 Whether we are talking about Judaism, Christianity, or Islam, the moral 
systems of those traditions take on the specifi c character they do because a 
common moral psychology is being shaped by different social and historical 
conditions. One function of a moral system is to provide a social code that 
allows individual members of a community to work together to create a 
social environment in which they can pursue their inclusive fi tness. Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam developed different strategies for doing this  –  dif-
ferent laws and regulations, different signals of commitment  –  that were 
impressively successful in fulfi lling this function,  in their own particular 
historical and social contexts . How then may one argue, on objective 
grounds, for a privileged position for any one particular religious moral 
tradition? 

 Adherents of a particular religion, of course, might argue for a privileged 
position on the grounds that their tradition is a truer revelation of God ’ s 
will  –  but this is just how a believer would argue. For the system to work 
for them, as a religious system, it must be seen as God ’ s will. It is part of 
the design of religious moral traditions that they present themselves, and 
are perceived to be, the will of God  –  that is what makes them effective as 
moral systems. However, the deeply held convictions of believers that God ’ s 
will is communicated through their religion ’ s texts and traditions is no 
argument for the truth of that particular revelation because the very devo-
tion that they feel, that sense of certitude and truth, is itself a function of 
our evolved religious psychology. A Christian who has believed from child-
hood, with all her heart, that salvation comes only through Jesus Christ, 
holds that belief as a result of being exposed to a Christian system that 
effectively tapped into deep, emotionally colored intuitions that are part of 
our common human psychology. Had that same person been exposed from 
childhood to a Judaic or Islamic system  –  both of which, like Christianity, 
have been honed for centuries to tap into our evolved intuitions  –  that 
person would have equally certain, equally sincere beliefs in very different 
propositions. 

 The deep sense of a religion ’ s truth or realness, which for many is such 
a compelling ground for belief, is a function of an individual ’ s developmen-
tal history (which is not simply individual, but includes layers of family and 
cultural history) shaping evolved psychological tools. And while this deep 
feeling has personal signifi cance, whatever its origin, it cannot be used as 
evidence of a tradition ’ s moral authority for anyone who does not share 
that experience. 

 This raises the question of the social authority a religious tradition may 
have for its adherents. It can be argued that religious moral traditions persist 
because they have proved their fi tness in enhancing community building, 
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while promoting inclusive fi tness for its members, and that this speaks to 
their continuing value  –  at least for those particular communities. There is 
merit to this point. We still face the challenges of building cohesive com-
munities that allow individuals to successfully pursue their inclusive fi tness. 
Religions have been battle - tested for millennia; they have adapted to chang-
ing environments and are proven survivors. Does that not, even from an 
evolutionary perspective, earn them privileged status as moral systems? 
Even if no single religious tradition can claim superiority, cannot religious 
morality, per se, claim an important role in the modern world? Perhaps, 
but this needs to be explored. A more detailed exploration must wait till 
the fi nal section of this chapter, but a few preliminary comments are in 
order. 

 Judaic, Christian, and Islamic moral traditions were shaped to serve the 
needs of particular communities as those communities sought their own 
identity and their own good in a world dominated by an opposing out -
 group. Christianity and Islam, through various missionary activities, were 
able to extend the boundaries of their in - group, which then became domi-
nant in their social environments. Judaism adapted to the loss of political 
independence by fostering a strong sense of group identity in a landscape 
dominated by hostile out - groups. 

 The world we live in today provides vastly different environments. We 
live in an increasingly globalized world, with porous group boundaries and 
a fl exibility of identity formation and reformation unimaginable even a 
century ago. This has serious consequences for the group - identity formation 
function of religion. This is a key aspect of religious morality, and it often 
brings with it a moral devaluation of out - group members. While this is just 
part of the moral psychology of religion, it is a part that poses great danger 
in a world littered with nuclear and bio - chemical weapons. And it ’ s not 
simply the damage that can be done by dramatic acts of terrorism that poses 
a danger, it is also the smaller scale, but more personal harm, caused by an 
in - group moral mentality: the constant devaluation of the other, the moral 
insensitivity that is tolerated, the social divisiveness that follows, the inti-
mate humiliations imposed on fellow human beings for the crime of falling 
on the wrong side of the moral wall. Religious moral systems bring much 
of value but all this follows in its wake. The question is, Can we any longer 
afford to take the bad with the good? 

 In identifying the psychological frameworks upon which religious beliefs 
and moral systems are built we have uncovered a common nucleus to reli-
gious ethics. This is a fi nding that some believers might happily embrace. 
Perhaps the way to understand the world ’ s religions is to see them as dif-
ferent attempts to discern God ’ s moral will, and each religion as an attempt 
to articulate that moral truth. A particular religion might want to claim 
that it alone has  the Truth , but more liberal religionists have long treated 
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that claim as unacceptable ethnocentricity, incompatible with a Universal 
God. In this sense perhaps what this investigation into religious morality 
has done is to help uncover that sacred truth each religion struggles to 
express in its own idiom. James found such a view perfectly compatible 
with his own understanding of religion, referring to each variety of religious 
expression as  “ a syllable in human nature ’ s total message. ”  5  

 This suggests a counter - point to the naturalistic reading I am giving here. 
It may still be possible to see the hand of God behind all of this. It may be 
that God, creator of the universe, and designer of the laws of nature, 
designed the laws of evolution so as to give rise to minds capable of per-
ceiving His presence, and a moral psychology sensitive to the moral truth, 
as He designed it. In this scenario it might be that each religion is an expres-
sion of God ’ s divine will and that what we need to do is to cull from the 
chaos of moral diversity a core moral framework representing God ’ s true 
will. Indeed, attempts to reconcile the cognitive study of religion and faith 
along these lines are being developed. 6  

 In assessing this counter - interpretation we need to keep in mind that we 
have traced the origin of the mental frameworks that constitute this common 
nucleus to our evolutionary history. We have proposed evolutionary paths 
for the moral elements that come to be expressed as the  word of God ; we 
have exposed the evolutionary strategies behind the various laws and com-
mands that religions present as the  will of God . Not only that, we have 
seen that many of these expressions issue in practices that are xenophobic, 
racist, or misogynistic, at one extreme, and simply mundane and uninspir-
ing at the other. This is just what one would expect of moral systems that 
developed to promote within - group cohesion in the ultimate service of 
reproductive fi tness. It does not fi t easily with the image of a supremely 
good and supremely wise God, cherished and promoted by so many reli-
gious believers. 7  

 When Darwin introduced his theory it immediately smacked up against 
an infl uential view of the world as having been designed by God. The com-
plexity and design apparent throughout nature cried out for a Divine 
Designer, a Cosmic Watchmaker, who ordered the chaos of the material 
world. Darwin ’ s theory of natural selection offered a different explanation, 
one with a far more powerful explanatory schema, supported by a wealth 
of empirical evidence. An important aspect of Darwin ’ s victory over design 
was that the wastefulness of extinction, the brutality of the struggle for 
survival, the inelegance and ineffi ciency of design found throughout nature 
all fi t better with a world resulting from natural selection than a world 
created by an omnipotent Designer. 

 I believe a similar situation applies here: The moral systems found in the 
texts of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam fi t better with a moral psychology 
designed by evolution than one designed to express divine truth. The vio-
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lence and bigotry found throughout sacred texts have long proved diffi cult 
to reconcile with nobler expectations of religion, and many have tried to 
dissociate the pro - social, inspiring messages contained in these texts from 
the darker material. However, such a move is not warranted from a psy-
chological perspective. The same moral schema that gives rise to religion ’ s 
moral beauty also gives rise to its moral horrors  –  and that moral schema 
is more consistent with an evolutionary source than with a divine source. 
I believe a conclusion of the theory set out here is that not only can no 
individual religion claim a privileged position for its moral system, but 
religious morality itself can claim no privileged position vis -  à  - vis non - 
religious moral systems, for they cannot justify the claim that they derive 
from a higher source of moral truth. 

 It does not follow from this that religious moral traditions are insignifi -
cant or that they have value only for the faithful. What we fi nd in the 
various religious texts are accounts of different human cultures struggling 
to deal with shared human problems. They are records of humanity ’ s efforts 
at moral world - making, and as such they have great value to any student 
of human nature or human history. Indeed, they are much more than this: 
They are examples of social/moral  “ experiments in living, ”  to borrow John 
Stuart Mill ’ s phrase. These systems not only met the needs of their people, 
in their times, but did so in a way that had staying power. They may provide 
valuable insight into questions of social justice, personal responsibility, and 
ethical relations that humans will always struggle to address. The Bible, the 
Qur ’ an, and other sacred writings have enduring value to the human com-
munity  –  not as divine texts revealing a higher truth but as textbooks 
containing the results of some of the most signifi cant social experiments 
in human history, whose failures we can learn from, as well as their 
successes. 

 Admittedly, this is not a conclusion that some religious believers are 
hoping comes from the cognitive science of religion, and a more developed 
engagement with their arguments to the contrary is certainly warranted. 
Here, however, we must limit such an engagement to the issue of morality 
and the suffi ciency of an evolutionary account of ethics. As we continue to 
explore of the value of religious ethical traditions it is worthwhile to con-
sider in greater detail the relationship between morality and religion, and 
the impact of evolution on this relationship.  

  If There Were No God  …  

 In Dostoyevsky ’ s  The Brothers Karamazov , which contains some of the 
more profound meditations on religion to be found in Western literature, 
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Ivan Karamazov suggests that if there were no God, all would be permitted. 
This captures what seems to be a fairly popular sentiment about the rela-
tionship between religion and morality  –  that if there is no God to legislate 
and/or to enforce moral codes, then in some sense there can be no moral 
limit to what is permitted. If you do not believe in God, then how can you 
be trusted? Theologian John Haught presents a more nuanced understand-
ing of the religion/morality nexus, admitting that  “ there is no point in deny-
ing that people can be very moral without believing in God ”  8  but conclud-
ing that without an  “ eternal ground ”  moral values cannot be anything but 
 “ arbitrary, conventional, historically limited human concoctions. ”  9  Our 
evolutionary analysis allows us both to understand and to assess this sup-
posedly necessary link between morality and religion. 

 Given the deep emotional pull of our evolved moral mechanisms, and 
the amplifi cation of these responses by their integration with religion, an 
assault on one may well feel like an assault on both: Moral deviance is not 
simply defection from the social contract but is an offense against God, and 
to criticize God or, worse, to deny his existence, is to unsettle the moral 
order. If God functions as the overseer and enforcer of the moral bonds of 
society, then if there is no God, those bonds are cast asunder. A society 
without a functioning moral code is no society at all. In such a world, with 
no secure grounds for trusting in reciprocation, social cooperation and trust 
become dangerous fl ights of idealism  –  we are on a Hobbesian precipice. 
Because of the psychological connections between moral and religious 
frameworks, a simple act, such as swearing on a Bible, takes on real signifi -
cance for it signals a commitment to the God that oversees the community ’ s 
moral bonds. From a strictly rational perspective we recognize, of course, 
that placing one ’ s hand on a Bible does nothing to guarantee moral conduct 
in offi ce. But this is not an act with rational justifi cation; it is an act that 
triggers the mechanisms for signaling commitment to the group ’ s moral 
code by signaling commitment to its moral Lord. 

 This may shed some light on the unreasonably contentious issues that 
pop up regularly in American politics, such as prayer in school or pledging 
allegiance to  “ one nation under God. ”  Those who critique such practices 
see them as unconstitutional intrusions of religion into the public sphere 
 –  but that is a rational analysis, and something deeper is going on here. 
Advocates of school prayer, and of keeping God in the pledge, see these 
acts for what they are (even if they are not conscious of this): signals of 
commitment to a moral code that unites us into one community. How can 
we be a community if we do not have a moral communion, and means for 
signaling commitment to that communion? Opponents for their part can 
also be understood as responding to the psychological signifi cance of these 
ritual acts, even if they want to argue for a purely rational or legal motiva-
tion. Signaling allegiance to God does signal allegiance to a moral order. 
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But in America  “ God ”  is not some neutral concept  –  it comes loaded with 
specifi cally Judeo - Christian interpretations  –  and so pledging allegiance to 
God can imply allegiance to a particular religious moral tradition, and that 
rightfully provokes resistance in an increasingly pluralistic culture. 

 The cognitive/evolutionary understanding of religious moral traditions 
provides a way to understand these social confl icts over religion that is more 
effective than a simple rational analysis, but what does it say about the 
supposedly necessary connection between religion and morality? 

 When we consider the relationship between morality and religion, the 
issue is not really about conventional codes of conduct that allow particular 
societies to function. These, it may be granted, are not dependent upon 
God, and may in fact have been necessary precursors to a fully developed 
morality. What morality lacks without God, it is said, is an  ultimate  justi-
fi cation: something that makes sense of our moral obligations and duties, 
our sense of right and wrong, which is not grounded in the merely contin-
gent. This, it is held, cannot be provided by a purely naturalistic account 
of morality. 

 This is one of the more serious criticisms of evolution from a religious 
perspective. Religious criticism of evolution is common currency in the 
United States, where debates over evolution and creationism  –  or in a slight 
variation on that theme, evolution versus intelligent design  –  make their 
way with dismaying regularity into the papers, school board meetings, and 
the courts. These debates raise serious challenges to evolution, but only as 
social and political issues, as they impede the teaching of evolution that is 
an essential part of any educated person ’ s training. They are not, however, 
serious theoretical or intellectual challenges. On intellectual grounds they 
are simply silly, and as such deserve no serious engagement. Unfortunately, 
given the political climate in the United States (and now, increasingly, in 
other parts of the world), creationism cannot receive the dismissal it 
deserves, but nor does every discussion of religion and evolution need to 
rehearse the arguments undermining creationist ’ s arguments. These are well 
documented, and the interested reader can consult those works. 10  

 Here I wish to focus on this moral critique of evolutionary thinking. 
This is a more serious challenge to an evolutionary worldview because 
this critique, in its best expressions, works with a professional understand-
ing of evolutionary theory, and fully accepts that theory for what it is: 
the best theory ever developed to explain the history, diversity, and relation-
ship of all life on earth. The criticism instead focuses on what is said to be 
an unjustifi ed extension of evolutionary thinking into realms inappropriate 
for empirical investigation, for example, the moral realm. This position 
strikes at the heart of this book ’ s implicit premise that morality is an appro-
priate subject for empirical investigation, and so we need to pay attention 
to it. 
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 John Haught, one of the more prolifi c and respected writers on the rela-
tionship between evolution and theology, makes a strong case for this 
position. Haught has a deep respect for evolution ’ s explanatory power. He 
recognizes that evolution confl icts in decisive ways with literalist readings 
of religious texts, and that this requires an abandonment of such a reading 
of the Bible, but without requiring an abandonment of religion. Haught 
argues forcefully that a reading of the Bible, such as that proffered by pro-
ponents of creationism and intelligent design, is a superfi cial approach to 
the texts and leads not only to bad science, but to bad theology. 11  A more 
theologically sophisticated understanding of religion not only fails to con-
fl ict with evolutionary thinking but is enhanced by it, as it allows a deeper 
understanding of the nature of material existence and of God ’ s nature. 12  

 All of this makes Haught ’ s understanding of the relationship between 
religion and evolution an important theological reading for anyone inter-
ested in these issues, but it is particularly germane to this book. For although 
Haught works with a grasp of evolution and theology superior to most of 
those engaged in the public debates, I take issue with his claim that we need 
for a theological perspective to make full sense of the basis of morality. I 
believe that Haught has a limited view of just how far - reaching is the impact 
of evolutionary theory, embedded in the new cognitive science paradigm, 
and how this challenges theology, particularly as it relates to morality. 13  

 Haught contends that an evolutionary account of morality is insuffi cient 
for making sense of our moral lives. He writes,  “ I am inclined to suspect 
that over the course of generations human moral aspiration would eventu-
ally wither and die unless it were sustained by a trust that the whole of 
being, including the physical universe, is the embodiment of transcendent 
meaning. ”  14  Not only does our species ’  moral future require a religious 
grounding, it has always been so:  “ [A]t least until the age of science, the 
main stimulus to ethical commitment was religious belief in a meaningful 
universe. ”  15  Even recognizing the fact of religious violence, Haught main-
tains a fi rm conviction. He asserts that as  “ barbarous as our religious tradi-
tions may sometimes have been, I am persuaded that only their conviction 
that the universe itself in some way ultimately makes sense has been able 
to nourish, throughout a succession of epochs, the human longing for 
goodness. ”  1  6  

 Haught makes two major assumptions. One is that the morality of indi-
viduals, past and present, is motivated by a sense of the universe ’ s  “ tran-
scendent meaning. ”  But how can anyone know this? The world ’ s wisdom 
literature, both religious and secular, certainly provides evidence that the 
 “ longing for goodness ”  has often sought refuge in an enduring reality that 
transcends the fi nite world, but there is also literature that grounds that 
moral goal in the here and now. More critical is that this wisdom literature, 
even if it does display a predominant concern for the transcendent, is the 
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work of the more literate, educated, and intellectually gifted portion of 
humanity, those who by their training and inclination seek to go beyond 
the surface and look for deeper connections. On what grounds can we 
extrapolate the longings of this group to the greater portion of humankind? 
I would not deny that a longing for something more lasting, a sense that 
there is something higher than mundane existence, may be a very common 
human trait. But to go from that admittedly speculative position to assert 
that this longing is necessary to sustain morality is a much greater leap, and 
one that seems ill - suited to support such grand conclusions as Haught draws 
from it. 

 The second assumption, more signifi cant for our present discussion, is 
that without this sense of cosmic purposefulness the moral aspirations of 
humankind will wither and die. As mentioned, Haught concedes that 
without religion people can still be moral. He accepts that even without a 
sense of cosmic purpose we may be able to fi nd  “ precarious havens of 
human warmth  …  as we huddle in the cold of the cosmos, ”  but insists that 
this would never amount to what  “ most humans have taken to be a mean-
ingful life. ”  17  Suppressing the urge to cry out,  “ How do you know what 
 ‘ most humans have taken to be a meaningful life ’ ? ”  we must continue to 
see just why an evolved morality is so lacking. 18  

 In discussing Richard Dawkins ’ s account of evolutionary ethics Haught 
writes,  “ Evolutionary insights into the story of how morality emerged in 
natural history may not be wrong as far as they go, but they do not work 
well if taken as adequate or fi nal explanations. ”  Why not? Because  “ a blind, 
indifferent, and amoral natural process, which is how Dawkins has always 
characterized evolution, can hardly explain why justice, love, and the 
pursuit of truth are now unconditionally binding virtues. ”  19  This raises 
some key meta - ethical questions about the justifi cation of ethics, as well as 
begging the question of whether there are any  “ unconditionally binding ”  
moral rules, which I will not go into here. 20  Haught ’ s argument, however, 
is based not simply on philosophical concerns but on psychological ones, 
and these touch on our themes. 

 Haught makes his point by considering the critiques of the  “ new 
atheists ”   –  Dawkins, Sam Harris, Daniel Dennett, and Christopher 
Hitchens  –  charging them with inconsistency in their moral outrage at 
religion ’ s abuses, which expresses a moral certitude incompatible, he claims, 
with an evolutionary understanding of our moral sense. Haught argues that 
 “ to know with such certitude that religion is evil [as Harris et al. suggest], 
one must fi rst have already surrendered one ’ s heart and mind to what is 
unconditionally good. ”  And then he challenges them:

  What is the basis of your moral rectitude? How, in other words, if there is 
no eternal ground of values, can your own strict standards be anything other 
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than arbitrary, conventional, historically limited human concoctions?  …  [I]f 
you, your tribe, or mindless Mother Nature are the ultimate ground of your 
values, why does your sense of rightness function with such assuredness in 
your moral indictment of all people of faith?  21     

 This is a challenge that must be met: If our values are the results of our 
evolved psychology interacting with our social environments, as I argue, 
then, since our evolutionary history is contingent and our social environ-
ments are dynamic, can moral values be anything but  “ arbitrary, conven-
tional, historically limited human concoctions ” ? And if this is so, and we 
are aware that this is so, how can we feel such certitude about our moral 
judgments? Why would we accept them as binding? 

 I believe that from the evolutionary perspective set out in this book we 
can argue that moral values are neither arbitrary nor conventional nor 
historically limited concoctions, but neither are they unconditionally 
binding, eternal verities. It is not an either/or option, and this is often lost 
in discussions about naturalistic ethics. 

 The moral values that have developed over our history are the product 
of a contingent evolutionary process. Evolution could have led to very dif-
ferent sorts of rational creatures; the history of hominids could have taken 
different paths, and conceivably could have led to a very different moral 
psychology. Had that happened we would likely be facing different moral 
challenges. But the key fact is that our evolutionary history unfolded the 
way it did, and led to the kind of creatures we are, with the moral psychol-
ogy we have. This moral psychology, in interaction with dynamic social 
environments, is the ultimate source of our moral values, but that does not 
make those values arbitrary. We have the sort of moral psychology we have 
for very good reasons. It developed the way it did because this enabled us 
to respond effectively to the individual and social challenges that we actu-
ally had to meet. This resulted in a moral grammar common to all humans, 
which fi nds diverse expression in diverse environments. This is not an arbi-
trary result, any more than the fact that humans are bipedal is an arbitrary 
result. Of course, it was not necessary that hominid evolution produced 
bipeds, but it did, and for reasons that make good evolutionary sense. 

 Given that our evolved moral grammar fi nds diverse expressions in 
response to differing social environments, it can be said that there is some-
thing conventional about those expressions. All cultures need to fi nd a way 
to establish reliable systems of reciprocation and of discouraging defection 
and cheating, but how this is done is an expression of that culture ’ s history, 
and this may be said to be conventional  –  on one level. However, what lies 
beneath that conventional system is a shared moral grammar that allows 
for the possibility of real communication and understanding of moral dif-
ferences. We gain insight into the moral conventions of another culture by 
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recognizing that, ultimately, that culture ’ s moral system is trying to do 
something very similar to our moral system  –  and those deeper moral goals 
are not mere conventions or human concoctions. 

 Haught seems to be concerned that if moral systems are merely conven-
tional then we have no good reason to be attached to them. But that is not 
necessarily so. I can recognize that my moral values are conventional 
expressions of a deeper moral grammar but still be attached to them  –  not 
out of chauvinism but out of an appreciation of how successfully those 
conventions serve deeper moral goals. It also follows that my particular 
moral convention may not function well, or not as well as some other 
convention. An open - minded individual will have to accept that his or her 
moral conventions may need revision. In this sense, a moral value will not 
be absolutely binding, on the level of conventional expression. But if we 
understand that morality, too, has a history, why would we expect any 
value to be absolutely binding? Still,  “ not absolutely binding ”  does not 
mean  “ arbitrary. ”  An evolutionary account of morality leads to a view of 
morality that is always open to investigation and revision, not because 
morality is arbitrary but because the social environment in which those 
values function is dynamic. Morality, to fulfi ll its function of promoting 
social cohesion and individual striving, must be responsive to the particu-
larities of its social environment. I want to return to this discussion, but let 
me say here that this does not lead to the moral relativism that Haught and 
others fear (and appropriately so) but rather to moral pragmatism. 

 What remains of Haught ’ s critique is the question that, if moral values 
are the product of contingent, dynamic processes and do not deserve abso-
lute commitment, then how can it be that so many individuals, even the 
skeptics, experience their moral convictions with such a sense of certitude? 
His answer is that this can be only because they tap into a  “ mode of being, 
a realm of rightness that does not owe its existence to human invention, 
Darwinian selection, or social construction. ”  22  This is an unjustifi ed 
inference: Since evolution is contingent and yet I experience something 
absolute, its source cannot be evolution; hence, there must be a realm of 
being beyond the workings of evolution. This does not follow  –  a sense of 
absolute certitude may simply be unjustifi ed. Just because I experience 
something does not mean that that experience is an accurate refl ection of 
reality. This is supported by numerous common experiences of any 
refl ective person. For example, one may be so in love that he or she feels 
 –  with certitude  –  that he or she will always feel this way, but we know 
this is not always true; the one who is so hurt by lost love that he or she 
feels  –  with certitude  –  that he or she will never love again is, fortunately, 
often mistaken. 

 In each of these cases a person judges something to be absolutely true 
because that person  feels  that certitude in a very powerful way. The judg-
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ments stem from affective states  –  and these affective states are products of 
our evolved psychology. We saw in Chapter  1  that emotions play important 
roles in commitment situations. It is vital that we can signal our commit-
ments in a way that is convincing to others, and one of the best ways to 
convince others is to be convinced ourselves. Complete confi dence in what 
we believe is often a valuable component of successful action. That humans 
so often feel unjustifi ed certitude does not challenge an evolutionary under-
standing of psychology; it follows from it. 

 This is all the more obvious in terms of moral psychology. Morality 
touches on such crucial human needs, and taps into such ancient cognitive/
emotional tools, that moral judgments possess great power to convince us 
of their truth  –  they must if they are to be effective. It is not moral certitude 
that needs explaining, but moral skepticism. That is the phenomenon that 
strains against our evolutionary heritage: the willingness to consider, in a 
real way, that I might be wrong. Moral doubt requires me to step back 
from my moral intuitions and refl ect on them, to develop a rational justi-
fi cation that may confl ict with my emotional reactions, but moral intuitions 
lead to quick and decisive judgments, to a sense of certitude. 

 An evolutionary account of morality can explain why we have the moral 
grammar that we do, and it can justify that moral grammar as a non -
 arbitrary response to the challenges of human existence. It can also give an 
account of why moral judgments are pronounced with such certitude and 
felt to be so binding. An evolutionary account of morality does not require 
an eternal grounding in order to justify moral judgments, and does not need 
a religious worldview in order to make sense of them. On the other hand, 
an evolutionary account does not allow us to treat our moral values as 
absolute truths, nor does it allow us to see our particular moral system as 
absolutely binding. This raises the specter of moral relativism and the fear 
that without God, all is permitted, but this does not follow necessarily from 
an evolutionary account. In fact, an evolutionary account of morality, while 
it does deny us the comfort of moral certitude, actually allows us an insight 
into morality that may open the door to true moral progress. 

 We now can turn to the practical implications of this study of evolved 
morality and consider what an evolutionary interpretation of religion says 
about the continuing role of religion in moral issues.  

  Religion, Ethics, and Violence: An Assessment 

 The bond between religion and morality that is so readily asserted, or im-
plicitly endorsed, receives confi rmation by the evolutionary analysis pre-
sented in this book, but the nature of this bond is not what many take it 
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to be. There is an interaction between our evolved cognitive moral frame-
works and our evolved cognitive religious frameworks that makes this 
connection intuitively compelling, but this connection is not a necessary 
one. Our moral intuitions do not stem from nor are they dependent upon 
religion for their justifi cation or their motivation, and the moral overtones 
so associated with religious beliefs need not have a divine source. 

 Furthermore, the connection between religion and violence, which so 
many seek to deny or minimize, is also confi rmed by an evolutionary analy-
sis. The apologetic move of characterizing violence done in the name of 
religion as an abuse of intrinsically peaceful belief systems is undermined 
by an evolutionary understanding of the moral psychology embedded in 
religion that gives rise to both pro - social moral behavior and violence 
against those identifi ed as out - group members or defectors from the reli-
gious in - group. 

 It is time to refl ect on these fi ndings and consider what they may tell us 
about the continuing role of religion, in terms of morality and violence. 

 In the previous section I argued that this evolutionary understanding of 
religious moral traditions rules out any religion justly claiming a privileged 
status for its moral teachings. The United States went through a phase 
recently (although I am afraid it was not just a phase) where it was sug-
gested that the Ten Commandments be recognized as the foundation of its 
moral and legal system and that posting the commandments in courthouses 
was an important measure to promote justice in the land. Constitutional 
arguments aside (and ignoring the question of just which Ten Command-
ments constituted  the  Ten Commandments), from the analysis presented 
here we can see just how weak an argument this is. The Ten Command-
ments are the product of an ancient Jewish community ’ s attempt to give 
expression to an underlying moral psychology, designed to promote group 
cohesion and individual strivings, in a way that fi t the social environment 
of that community. Whatever continuing value the Ten Commandments 
have (other than being a record of a successful attempt at community build-
ing  –  one of many we have access to) depends on the degree to which their 
formulation of those more fundamental moral concerns continues to serve 
the functions of community building and personal striving. 

 As we saw, many of the Commandments  –  for example, you shall not 
kill; you shall not steal  –  express in very straightforward terms moral values 
that are found in cultures throughout the world, and there is nothing of 
particular value in their Biblical formulations. The Commandments that do 
express values more specifi c to that Biblical code  –  for example, I am the 
Lord, thy God, you shall have no other gods before me; remember the 
Sabbath  –  served as signals of commitment to that ancient Jewish commu-
nity. These are inappropriate in a society such as the United States; not 
because there is anything intrinsically wrong with them  –  they served their 
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purpose well  –  but because they no longer fi t the social environment we 
live in today. In a pluralistic society such as ours, these signals of commit-
ment are too particularistic to function effectively. Since the Ten Command-
ments possess no intrinsic superiority as a moral code, they can make no 
claim to a special status. The only basis on which one can claim the Ten 
Commandments deserve special moral status is that they continue to func-
tion as effective signals of commitment to bind together a moral community 
and that they provide distinctive moral guidelines to promote social cohe-
sion and individual strivings in the social environment that exists today. 
And I would argue those claims fail. 

 This argument is not limited to an evaluation of the Ten Commandments 
but holds for all religious codes. Since no religious moral tradition can claim 
special status, the  only  basis for according a religious moral value any 
normative status in the public sphere is to argue that it continues to promote 
social cohesion and individual fl ourishing. This is what I meant by moral 
pragmatism, an approach captured by Jesus ’  saying,  “ By their fruits you 
will know them. ”  

 By advocating pragmatism as the appropriate method of moral judgment 
I recognize that I am wading into turbulent philosophical waters. I cannot, 
at this point and in this venue, hope to provide a defense of this move suf-
fi cient to the philosophical issues involved (although I have tested those 
waters before 23 ), but I believe that some discussion is called for. In terms 
of developing a pragmatic moral method I fi nd it best set out in the writings 
of the great American philosopher John Dewey. 

 Born in 1859, the year of Darwin ’ s grand entrance onto the world scene, 
Dewey grew up in an intellectual world abuzz with debates and controver-
sies surrounding the new evolutionary paradigm. He came to embrace 
Darwinism, recognizing its profound implications for philosophy and the 
study of human existence. Darwin ’ s great contribution was to extend this 
fundamental scientifi c insight that we live in a dynamic universe to the living 
world:  “ [T]he infl uence of Darwin upon philosophy resides in his having 
conquered the phenomena of life for the principle of transition, and thereby 
freed the new logic for application to mind and morals and life. ”  24  Dewey 
recognized this opened up the way to a true science of the mind and a 
reformulation of morality  –  in effect, an evolutionary psychology and evo-
lutionary ethics. 

 In terms of morality, the signifi cance of the Darwinian revolution is that 
moral values can no longer be treated as eternal truths, existing somewhere 
beyond human experience, but rather are products of human strivings to 
create a worthwhile life as social beings in a natural world that provides 
both opportunities and dangers, and that is intrinsically dynamic. As the 
contours of the social environment change, these values may be challenged. 
New situations can create new dilemmas to which the traditional answers 
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may no longer apply. If we understand morality as a response to the 
demands of social living, then we recognize that moral traditions are not 
expressions of eternal truths but records of past attempts to negotiate the 
needs of individuals and the needs of the group at particular points in our 
history. As I have pointed out, consistent with Dewey, this does not deny 
that these traditions have continuing worth as examples of successful nego-
tiations (they must have had suffi cient success to survive long enough to 
become a tradition). However, traditions are about the past, what has 
worked; moral judgments are about the future  –  how we will act, how we 
will structure our communities. Dewey captures this succinctly:  “ [T]he 
thing actually at stake in any serious deliberation is  …  what kind of self is 
in the making, what kind of world is in the making. ”  25  

 Such an understanding of morality has been criticized as an invitation 
to moral relativism or, worse moral chaos  –   “ all is permitted. ”  Dewey 
rejects this as a symptom of the anxiety produced by letting go of fi xed 
answers, and the (false) security they provide. Humans resisted this move 
in relation to our knowledge of the physical world, but once we adapted 
ourselves to a dynamic universe and an empirical approach to knowledge 
of that world, we initiated a revolution in our understanding and control 
of nature. Dewey sees the same potential for progress in our understanding 
of human behavior and in our relations to each other, in steeling ourselves 
to let go of eternal, fi xed morals and to embrace a more dynamic, pragmatic 
approach. 26  

 Moral chaos will not follow because this method does not lead to a 
wholesale abandonment of moral tradition. Despite the dynamic nature of 
the universe, and the changing social environments we need to adapt to, 
these changes are not wholesale, and often not dramatic. Even when dra-
matic changes occur there are always constants. We will still need to negoti-
ate the sometimes confl icting, but often complementary goals of individual 
good and social good. Moral traditions provide valuable resources for this 
task and will continue to exert an infl uence on our moral judgments. Dewey 
certainly believed this to be the case, even without the benefi t of cognitive 
science ’ s understanding of human psychology  –  which has revealed a con-
servative tendency built into human psychology (e.g., frequency - biased 
cultural transmission). The problem then is not one of moral chaos but of 
moral stagnation  –  which may explain why it is often only major shifts in 
the social environment that occasion the rise of novel moral systems, and 
even then there is continuity as well as innovation. 

 We saw evidence of this in our analysis of the development of Christian-
ity out of its Judaic soil. Even with the rise of a new moral tradition, much 
of the older tradition was preserved. In both the Antitheses and in his 
reformulation of the Ten Commandments, Jesus did not so much reject the 
moral tradition of Judaism as rework it to fi t the needs of a new community. 
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Even in periods of moral innovation there is a good deal of conservation 
of the past. 

 In fact, this example of Jesus ’  moral innovation can be seen as pragma-
tism at work. Jesus, or the early Christian communities that produced these 
stories, recognized the social world had changed (more accurately, that part 
of the social world most relevant to the early Christian communities) and 
that the old law  –  the Old Testament  –  no longer adequately served the 
community ’ s needs. He developed a reconstructed moral system, to use 
Dewey ’ s concept, 27  by dropping those rules and practices that no longer 
served their moral function but holding on to those that did, and re - 
presented them in a way more fi tting to the new social realities. In fact, the 
case can be made that this is just what the early Hebrew community did as 
it struggled to thrive in a world where the older moral traditions no longer 
served, and it is what Mohammed, or the early Muslim communities that 
produced the texts of Islam, did in response to the changed social environ-
ments of seventh -  and eighth - century Arabia. 

 In suggesting a pragmatic approach to religious moral traditions I am 
not proposing something radically new. Rather, I am advocating that we 
consciously adapt a procedure that has been at work throughout human 
history. Specifi cally, I am urging that we recognize that religious moral 
values have only contingent value, that their value stems directly and wholly 
from their positive contributions to self - making and world - making. Now, 
because of their record of success, the potential of religious values to con-
tribute to these moral goals should not be underestimated, but they can no 
longer be granted normative force simply because they are embedded in a 
religious tradition or a  “ sacred ”  text. Supporting an argument by grounding 
it in the Torah, or Gospels, or Qur ’ an, can no longer carry decisive moral 
weight, in and of itself; these texts gain signifi cance only as elements of a 
larger argument that a value will contribute to human fl ourishing. 

 We live in a time when the social environment is undergoing signifi cant 
change. The  “ new world order ”  that was supposedly emerging after the fall 
of the Iron Curtain already seems an antiquated notion; information and 
communication technology has, in less than a generation, revolutionized 
the way we interact with each other and access information; the fear of 
nuclear war between the superpowers has morphed into a less predictable 
and perhaps more dangerous threat of nuclear terrorism, supplemented by 
fears of bio - chemical and cyber - terrorism. The globalization of our planet, 
which brings with it great opportunities, is creating such an integrated web 
that problems of social injustice, economic deprivation, and human rights 
abuses in distant parts of the world resonate at home, as well. 

 In other words, we are living in the midst of one of those periods of 
dramatic social change that strain the effectiveness of traditional responses. 
Dewey teaches us that we are, therefore, in the midst of moral reconstruc-
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tion. The question before us is whether we will participate in this change 
in an intelligent way, making use of the best information available for 
understanding human behavior and morality, or whether we will trust our 
fortunes and our futures to the workings of forces we choose not to control 
(to the degree that they can be controlled, of course). 

 How to understand, much less respond to, the great challenges facing us 
goes far beyond the capability of any work or author. This much is obvious. 
An adequate response calls for the efforts of a much larger community and, 
clearly, not just a scholarly community. But we each must do what we can. 
Religion, for better or worse  –  or more accurately, for better  and  worse  –  
plays a major role in the events facing us, and so one part of the response 
must be an evaluation of the role religion plays or can play in the problems 
and in the possible solutions. 

 Religious violence is a signifi cant danger. From the analysis presented 
here we can see that  “ religious violence ”  really is about religion, even if not 
exclusively. Religion is almost always mixed with other factors, such as 
politics, economics, and social injustice, and it is not always possible to 
determine which factor or combination of factors is primary. But this does 
not mitigate the causal force of religious beliefs, for religion is intimately 
involved with all these other factors. The point of connecting religion with 
the violence done in its name is not to demonize religion or to minimize 
other factors, but to counter apologetic treatments that would marginalize 
religion in our assessment of these destructive acts. Such views can blind 
us to the full power of religious symbols and rhetoric to motivate human 
behavior. 

 Of course, there are those who clearly see the religious aspect of so much 
of the violence and hatred in the world, and thus are moved to take a stand 
against religion, per se. This is an attitude that animates the works of 
the  “ new atheists, ”  who assert a moral urgency in the critique of religion. 
On this point I am in complete agreement with them: There is a moral 
urgency in our need to respond to religious violence (and, of course, to 
all violence) and a critical evaluation of religious claims is part of that 
work. However, we just as urgently need to avoid knee - jerk reactions and 
sloppy analysis. Countering extreme expressions of religious fervor with 
equally extreme expressions of secular fervor gets us nowhere, and in fact 
makes matters worse. When an infl uential author such as Christopher 
Hitchens subtitles his book  “ How Religion Poisons Everything, ”  we have 
moved into the sphere of a secular fundamentalism that is no more justifi -
able than religious fundamentalism. Hitchens ’ s work shows little concern 
with truly understanding religion, in all its complexity and diversity, and 
seems satisfi ed with over - generalizations that would not be accepted in an 
introductory logic class. This is not the way to promote reason and intel-
lectual inquiry. 
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 Sam Harris presents a more reasonable, though still extreme, approach, 
but also treats religion on a relatively superfi cial level. He writes,  “ Religious 
violence is still with us because our religions are  intrinsically  hostile to one 
another. ”  28  Which religions? one may ask. Is Buddhism  intrinsically  hostile 
to Christianity? And which variant of which religion? Are Unitarian Uni-
versalists  intrinsically  hostile to those of the Baha ’ i faith? And what does 
it mean to be  intrinsically  hostile? In once sense, what Harris seems to be 
getting at is the hostility that so often erupts between members of different 
religious sects springs from something inherent in those traditions and is 
not simply a corruption of those traditions. And in this, he is correct. But 
to go from  “ there is a source of violence inherent in religious psychology ”  
to  “ religions are intrinsically hostile ”  is an unjustifi ed leap in logic. And 
again, it does no good for the heralds of reason to reason poorly, and not 
simply for the sake of good reasoning. This kind of facile over - generaliza-
tion does not allow us to formulate an effective response to what is a serious 
problem. What is it about religions that generate violence? It is not just that 
they are religions. Harris does provide a somewhat more specifi c answer. 
He says,  “ [I]f religious war is ever to become unthinkable for us  …  it will 
be a matter of our having dispensed with the dogma of faith. ”  29  

 So, the problem is not  “ religion ”  but  “ faith, ”  which for Harris is the 
essence of religion. 30  For Harris  “ faith ”  indicates a certitude of belief incon-
sistent with the evidence for that belief. John Haught, however, denies this 
is what  “ faith ”  means. I am going to leave aside the problems with this 
formulation and the theological debates over just what  “ faith ”  means. 
However we defi ne the word, the phenomenon Harris targets  –  belief on 
insuffi cient evidence  –  is a real phenomenon, not restricted to religious belief 
but common to religious belief  –  and I am in complete agreement with 
Harris that it is a serious social and moral concern. But what of Harris ’ s 
suggestion that the way to address this concern is to  “ dispense ”  with reli-
gion, that to get rid of religious violence, we must get rid of religion? Well, 
clearly, if there were no religions, then by defi nition there could be no 
religious violence. However, that would be an improvement only if it leads 
to a decline in violence, rather than merely a re - categorizing of that violence. 
But would that be the case? This raises the question of the conditions that 
lead to both religious faith and religious violence, the central themes of 
this book. 

 In a sense, what Harris and others, and not just secular extremists, are 
pondering is whether we would be better off without religion This is an 
understandable response to the many problems that stem from religion in 
the modern world, but it is not a well - formed question. What would con-
stitute a world without religion? Would a world without churches or 
temples suffi ce? No more organized traditions or sacred texts? But these, 
we must recognize, are expressions of a deeper religious impulse. We have 
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seen that efforts to eliminate religion  –  think of Russia during its communist 
period  –  may prove temporarily effective, but once those efforts cease 
the religious impulse fl ourishes again  –  think of post - communist Russia. 
Eliminating the public, outward signs of religion is not the same thing as 
eliminating religion. 

 And furthermore, even if we could eliminate religion, would that be an 
unqualifi ed good? A key position of this book is that religion has played 
an important role in sustaining social cohesion and answering personal 
needs. What would be the consequences of doing without it? If we consider 
a hypothetical situation in which the wildest dreams of the  “ new atheists ”  
came true, that humans came to see the illusory promises of religion for the 
illusions they are, to recognize the weakness of its claims, and to turn away 
from all such systems, what would such a world look like? Would it be a 
better world, one that allowed humans, embracing reason instead of  “ faith, ”  
to fulfi ll their potential, while living in just and stable communities? (And 
if the desire to rid the world of religion is not meant to move us toward 
such a world, then what value does it have?) It is, of course, impossible to 
answer these questions with any degree of confi dence. However, our evo-
lutionary analysis of morality and religion does offer some insight into 
the issue. 

 The picture of the human mind emerging from the cognitive sciences is 
one in which cognitive and emotional predispositions are the source of most 
of our interpretations of, and responses to, the world. What we traditionally 
think of as rational thought comes into play when these cognitive/emotional 
intuitions clash (reason then works to resolve the confl ict) or when these 
intuitions are challenged, either by others with differing intuitions or by 
our encountering novel aspects of the environment (reason then either 
provides justifi cation of our intuitions or reworks those intuitions to accom-
modate the novel situation). But for the most part, it seems that what we 
refer to as rational thought is, as James put it, merely  “ rearranging our 
prejudices ”   –  and this holds just as well for the most hard - headed atheist 
as it does for the most soft - hearted believer (to again borrow James ’ s 
phrasing). 

 If we could somehow dispense with religion, even hypothetically, there 
is no reason to believe that we would then become more rational thinkers, 
because it is not religion that makes us so susceptible to belief without suf-
fi cient evidence  –  that is a consequence of having the kind of minds that 
we do. Returning again to our early history as a species, that environment 
favored those who could make quick, satisfi cing judgments about what to 
do, not those who would ponder all the available evidence, draw out the 
various possibilities, weigh the options carefully, and then decide. Quick, 
decisive action means making judgments even without suffi cient evidence 
 –  and we must recognize that these decisions are often successful. We do 
not always have to wait for all the evidence to come in for us to know what 
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to do, and this is as true today as it must have been throughout our evo-
lutionary history. So, it is not religion that makes us susceptible to belief 
without suffi cient evidence; it is our pre - disposition to believe without suf-
fi cient evidence that makes us susceptible to religion. Getting rid of religion 
would not change that (although it might eliminate a major source of such 
beliefs). 

 Nevertheless, our evolutionary environment did not always demand a 
quick response. The dynamic nature of that world also presented novel situ-
ations that required a more deliberate approach, and so we do have the 
faculties for critical judgment, as well. We have the potential to be more 
thoughtful, more reasoned, in our thinking. If we developed this faculty, 
would that not undermine the pull  “ faith ”  has, and perhaps create the 
conditions under which religious belief would  “ wither ”  away? At the begin-
ning of the twentieth century there were many who thought that just such 
a process was not only possible but under way, that we were approaching 
the end of religious belief and the dawning of a more thorough seculariza-
tion of society, at least in the West. At the dawn of the twenty - fi rst century 
we can see just how mistaken those predictions were. Instead of withering 
away, religion has become more robust and taken a more prominent role 
on the world stage, often dramatically and, sadly, too often violently. Why 
were those predictions so wrong? 

 This is a complex question, and theorists from a variety of disciplines 
will have much to say, but I believe that part of the answer is a lack of 
understanding of our evolved religious psychology. Religion derives from 
cognitive tools that are important parts of the mind ’ s strategy for interpret-
ing and classifying the world. Furthermore, religious systems tap into deeply 
ingrained psychological and moral intuitions, and thus are subjectively 
experienced as compelling. These cognitive tools that underlie and nourish 
religion are part of our psychological makeup and cannot be argued away. 

 It is, of course, possible for individuals to develop a worldview that 
rejects religious belief. It is possible to create the conditions that forestall 
the development of religious interpretations of experience or that weaken 
the powerful emotional force religion so often generates. 31  One can live a 
purely secular life (which is not the same thing as a purely rational life, 
although deliberate reasoning will likely have to play a more signifi cant role 
than it typically does). A non - religious life is an option for humans, and an 
option that brings with it all the possibilities for moral commitment and 
meaning others fi nd in a religious existence. This is not in question. Rather, 
the question is one of scale, of extent. Can a secular life ever become the 
preferred alternative for humans on a large scale? 

 Given the ingrained mental and emotional pre - dispositions that are 
entwined with religion; given that religions have shaped, and been shaped 
by, the cultural landscape for thousands of years, becoming an integral, 
often implicit component of human culture; given the precarious, uncertain, 
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and anxiety - provoking environment we continue to inhabit (just the sort of 
environment to prime those psychological mechanisms that underlie reli-
gious beliefs); and given the relative weakness of deliberate reasoning in 
comparison to emotionally laden, quick, intuitive judgments (which are 
responsive to systems, like religion, that are designed to trigger these judg-
ments), it seems that religion, in some form or another, will continue to be 
a central part of life, for a great part of humanity. 32  

 So, for better and worse, religion is here to stay. The issue then is not 
whether to dispense with religion or not. Instead, the question is, Given 
religion, is it possible to create conditions that trigger those individually 
rewarding, pro - social expressions, while minimizing the conditions that give 
rise to religion ’ s more lethal side? For humanity ’ s sake, we must hope so. 
And so we reach the fi nal issue: What can our understanding of our evolved 
moral and religious psychology contribute to this project? 33   

  Responding to Religion, Ethics, and Violence: 
Some Proposals 

 One aspect of religious psychology implicated in religious violence is the 
sense of certitude that accompanies belief. When that certitude extends to 
moral beliefs, disputes are readily perceived in black and white terms. From 
this perspective, moral ambiguity, which is part of a thoughtful analysis of 
human affairs, is washed away by the certitude imparted by being on God ’ s 
side. John Collins argues that the Bible has  “ contributed to violence in the 
world precisely because it has been taken to confer a degree of certitude 
that transcends human discussion and argumentation. ”  34  This is the reli-
gious expression that so incenses Harris, and rightfully so. To  “ know ”  you 
are right is to cut off from the start any possibility of a reasonable resolu-
tion. The only  “ reasonable ”  response in the face of an obviously wrong 
and possibly evil position is to combat it  –  forcefully and relentlessly. 

 To counter the dangers of certitude we must stimulate critical thinking. 
Despite the secondary status of reason compared with emotionally colored 
intuitions, it can be an effective force in human affairs  –  but it needs to be 
fostered and nurtured. Working with Haidt ’ s insights, we have identifi ed 
two conditions that trigger a more refl ective cognitive response: when our 
intuitions confl ict and when we are called to justify them to others who do 
not share them. So, one strategy to counter the certitude of religious intui-
tions is to introduce competing intuitions, and there are at least two ways 
to do this. 

 One method is already in practice in many areas: Introduce people to 
alternative religious worldviews in a manner that treats all the alternatives 
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as viable expressions of humanity ’ s religious impulse. The more an indi-
vidual comes to appreciate another religion as a legitimate option for decent 
human beings, rather than as some foreign system embraced by the  “ other, ”  
the less likely that person is to dismiss other viewpoints. Whether intended 
or not, this is the moral benefi t of introducing children to world religions 
at an early age, before their religious tradition becomes for them the only 
legitimate worldview. By exposing children to diversity we provide them 
with the mental tools that work against certitude and prejudice. 

 Of course, some parents oppose such religious education on the very 
grounds that it can lead children to grow up thinking that all religions are 
equally valid. But we should be very wary of those who want children to 
grow up thinking that any one religion is the only true religion; such an 
attitude is a major ingredient in religious violence. 

 Another way to counter the certitude of religious belief is to subject those 
beliefs to critical examination. To foster a discussion of religion, not from 
a confessional perspective but from a critical perspective, is a step toward 
a more civil public discourse on religion and on issues important to religious 
traditions. This is where Harris et al. can play a valuable role. The impres-
sive popular success of the  “ new atheists ”  is a telling sign that there is 
receptivity to a critical evaluation of religious claims. It is not clear how 
much of their audience was already disposed to hear a critique of religion 
or how much of their success is a  “ preaching to the choir ”  phenomenon. 
My sense is that this is certainly part of their success but that there is a 
sizable and growing portion of the population open to a more critical dis-
cussion of religion. While all the polls show Americans remain among the 
most religious people in the industrialized world, they also show that the 
way in which religion is lived is moving away from traditional forms. There 
is a greater openness to explore various religious expressions, and even 
secular alternatives to religion, such as humanist groups and ethical culture 
societies. 

 This indicates that the groundwork is there to establish a public, critical 
discussion of religion. This is a much needed antidote to the often extreme, 
unquestioning, and unquestioned stream of religious pronouncements that 
fl ow regularly from so many popular television and radio religious fi gures, 
and not a few political leaders. We need a critical context in which such 
pronouncements can be assessed and judged. This is a concern not only for 
the non - religious but for the vast number of religious believers who cannot 
relate to what passes as religious discourse in this country. This is where 
the work of the  “ new atheists ”  could have played a constructive social role, 
but I fear they have squandered much of that opportunity. 

 I do believe that the  “ new atheists ”  have made a contribution by putting 
religious criticism back on the public radar, and I am in sympathy with a 
great deal of what they have to say. Their criticism of some very infl uential 
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and popular forms of religious traditions is well taken. Religion often plays 
a very negative role in the modern world: It can impede scientifi c and 
medical progress, and it can have an adverse impact on a wide range of 
social and political issues. I also agree with Richard Dawkins that religious 
belief and values are accorded an undeserved degree of respect in public 
discourse and that religious sensitivity to criticism is treated with excessive 
deference. 35  This is done in the name of religious tolerance, of course. 
However, in shutting down public criticism of religion we cut ourselves off 
from one of the sources available for engaging our rational faculties, and 
leave the fi eld to ancient moral biases. The  “ new atheists ”  understand this 
point, and it is, I believe, what animates their work. This is a morally laud-
able goal and I am happy to join them in its pursuit. 

 My problem with their analysis  –  and this is where they squander their 
opportunity to make a real contribution to public discourse  –  is that the 
conception of religion they work with is too thin. They tend to take one 
version of religious expression, and a more extreme, infl exible version, and 
treat that as if it were  “ religion ”  itself. Their critiques lack the nuance and 
the critical study that the subject requires. As Jonathan Haidt puts it, 
 “ When I read the New Atheist books  …  I see battlefi elds strewn with the 
corpses of straw men. ”  36  Now, the version of religion they target is a real 
phenomenon, and one that is the source of signifi cant social challenges. It 
needs to be addressed. But the manner in which this is done, by its crude 
reduction of the religious impulse to this extreme version, becomes offensive 
to many religiously oriented individuals who do not practice such an 
extreme religious tradition. In fact, it becomes offensive to even those who 
are not religiously inclined. My experience in teaching and speaking on 
these issues has brought home to me that even those who might otherwise 
be receptive to the content of their arguments are turned off by the uncivil 
tone of their rhetoric. This uncivil tone may cause more damage than their 
critical arguments do good, and an understanding of our evolved psychol-
ogy makes this evident. 

 One of the effects of the  “ new atheists ”  is to promote an in - group/out -
 group mentality. Their rhetoric is so divisive, their moral vision so clear, 
and the urgency of the problem so great that they threaten to re - create in 
secular terms the conditions that underlie religious violence. We can see this 
in Harris, for example. In the following passage he argues against religious 
moderates:

  I have written elsewhere about the problem I see with religious liberalism and 
religious moderation. Here, we need only observe that the issue is both 
simpler and more urgent than liberals and moderates generally admit. Either 
the Bible is just an ordinary book, written by mortals, or it isn ’ t.  …  If the 
Bible is an ordinary book, and Christ an ordinary man, the basic doctrine of 
Christianity is false.  …  If the basic tenets of Christianity are true, then there 
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are some very grim surprises in store for nonbelievers like myself.  …  So let 
us be honest with ourselves: in the fullness of time, one side is really going 
to win this argument, and one side is going to lose.  37     

 We should be able to recognize in this passage the dichotomous thinking 
that we identifi ed as a major aspect of our evolved moral psychology. This 
psychology underlies secular as well as religious worldviews, and here we 
see it in Harris. In the end, there are winners and losers. Either Jesus is 
divine and one side is right, or he is not and the other side is right. In 
extending his attack to moderates and liberals, Harris is denying that there 
is any middle position, or neutral side. You are on the side of reason or the 
side of religious fanaticism (by giving comfort to the enemy); you are either 
with us or against us. And just as we found when we looked at religious 
violence, the stakes of the battle have been raised to the highest levels: 
 “ religion poisons everything, ”   “ the end of faith and the future of reason. ”  

 The predisposition to divide the world into in -  and out - groups is easily 
triggered. By explicitly dividing the world into the religious and non - reli-
gious, Harris et al. trigger this mechanism in their audience and force them 
to take sides. Am I on the side of reason or am I on the side of God? Given 
our understanding of how deeply embedded god - beliefs are within our 
moral psychology, to force this choice is to force one to choose between 
the relatively weak pull of rationality against the emotionally laden, deeply 
intuitive, morally colored beliefs associated with god. This will often be a 
losing battle. It need not be a losing battle, but by couching the terms of 
the issue in an either/or way, Harris moves the issue into an arena where 
the odds all favor religion. But there is no reason to make this move. It is 
not a battle between reason and superstition, between reality and delusion, 
between the religious and atheists. The world, and our psychology, is much 
more complicated than that, much richer than that. 

 The battle is between a reasoned, critical approach to the issues that face 
us as individuals and communities and an approach that leaves us prey to 
a psychology designed to function in a much different world. Granted, 
religious superstition and prejudice are serious social concerns  –  but this is 
not the whole of religion. Serious problems demand serious responses, and 
this means not giving in to the natural and emotionally satisfying tendency 
to give voice to our own moral prejudices. An effective critique of religion, 
and the development of an effective response to its dangerous expressions, 
must work with a more nuanced reading of religion, and a more empirically 
grounded understanding of the religious mind, that avoids an unjustifi ed 
division of the world into opposing camps. 

 Clearly, this is what animates my evaluation of religion. My deepest hope 
for this book is that it will, to some small degree, move the critical evalu-
ation of religion out of the arena of in - group/out - group rhetoric and provide 
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some insight into the moral psychology that informs these issues and so 
allow for a more effective response. To develop this response we need to 
keep in mind how religion works, for better and worse. 

 On the pro - social side of the ledger, religious morality has functioned to 
extend the force of our moral sense to a larger and more complex society. 
It gives shape to our moral psychology and imbues that moral sense with 
a feeling of intuitive  “ rightness ”  that can make moral claims compelling. It 
has helped to sustain the conditions that allowed the development of a deep 
and powerful altruistic tendency in beings comprised of ultimately  “ selfi sh 
genes. ”  It has nurtured our sense of belonging to a reality larger than our-
selves and of a connection to our fellow beings that gives to our existence 
the possibility of meaning and purpose that are among life ’ s most rewarding 
qualities. Now, none of these achievements requires religion, but religion 
has contributed signifi cantly to these moral accomplishments, and continues 
to contribute to them. 38  

 The tragic fl aw in religious moral psychology begins with drawing a 
boundary around the group, setting it apart from the other. This creation 
of a boundary line was essential to creating a sense of communal identity 
and marking out the extent of moral obligation, but doing so also sets the 
limit of moral obligation  –  and it is this moral divide that creates the condi-
tions for religious violence. Creating this divide is not unique to religion; it 
is a basic cognitive strategy for beings like ourselves who in order to succeed 
in evolutionary terms needed to discern clearly who to trust and who not 
to trust, who is in and who is out. It has its roots deep in our moral psy-
chology, and in ways both large and small shapes our moral response to 
the world. Religion, however, serves as an amplifi cation device for this 
mental tool. By connecting the in - group with a divine judge and enforcer, 
and by raising the stakes for being on the right side of that divide, religion 
 –  at least monotheistic religion  –  has imbued this divide with deadly power. 
These two aspects  –  setting a moral boundary around an in - group and 
raising the stakes  –  are recognized by scholars to be common to religious 
violence. To address religious violence we must devise ways to counter 
these. 

 In his important study,  Terror in the Mind of God , Mark Juergensmeyer 
notes that in almost all of the incidents of religious violence he has studied, 
 “ the script of cosmic war is central. ”  39  A key element in elevating a confl ict 
to cosmic levels comes from seeing it through a religious lens:

  When a struggle becomes sacralized, incidents that might previously have 
been considered minor skirmishes  …  are elevated to monumental proportions. 
The use of violence becomes legitimized.  …  What had been simple opponents 
become cosmic foes.  …  the process of satanization can transform a worldly 
struggle into a contest between martyrs and demons.  40     
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 In cosmic war, you are either on the side of good or on the side of evil, and 
this clears the path for what Marc Shell calls the  “ barbarism of universal-
ism ”  41   –  a means of negating the very humanity of those in the out - group. 
To counter the conditions that generate religious violence we need to un-
derstand what contributes to the escalation of confl ict to such fervent 
levels. 

 Important work is being done on this topic by Scott Atran. We met Atran 
earlier as a key player in developing an evolutionary understanding of reli-
gion. He is also working to apply the insights provided by the behavioral 
sciences, including cognitive and evolutionary psychology, to the phenom-
enon of suicide terrorism. To defend ourselves against this particularly 
deadly manifestation of religious violence we need to understand the social 
and psychological conditions that support it  –  and this is a weak point in 
current responses to terrorism. Atran points out that some popular charac-
terizations of suicide terrorists, shared by many in the U.S. government, as 
 “ evil ”  individuals, uneducated and impoverished, is not supported by the 
evidence. 42  

 In fact, studies show that suicide bombers tend to be relatively educated 
and economically stable in comparison to the general population of their 
communities. Such individuals seem to be motivated by a sense of  “ relative 
deprivation, ”  in which political and social conditions  “ produce diminishing 
opportunities relative to expectations, thus generating frustrations that 
radical organizations can exploit. ”  43  It is frustration with thwarted oppor-
tunities for social and personal movement, often the result of living in 
depressed environments or oppressive societies, that creates the conditions 
that lead individuals to be open to terrorist organizations. 44  

 Atran argues that to understand how this frustration is turned into 
deadly action we need to attend to the institutional aspects of suicide ter-
rorism, how it is that terrorist institutions convince stable, educated indi-
viduals to turn themselves into walking bombs, willing to kill not only 
themselves but scores of other humans. They accomplish this by tapping 
into our evolved psychology. The preparation for suicide missions often 
begins by forming recruits into small, closely knit groups, creating a  “ family 
of cellmates  …  willing to sacrifi ce for one another as a parent for a child. ”  
This taps into the psychology of kinship to foster a willingness to give all 
for a  “ fi ctive brotherhood. ”  45  

 We have considered ways in which groups motivate individuals to over -
 ride their evolved instinct for self - preservation through various forms of 
indirect reciprocity, moving people to sacrifi ce for the good of the group in 
order to promote their inclusive fi tness via benefi ts, direct or indirect, to 
their extended kin. These methods succeed in getting individuals to commit 
to socially necessary, although personally dangerous projects. The same 
psychological strategies that societies use to get individuals to become police 
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offi cers, fi refi ghters, and soldiers can be manipulated to get individuals to 
blow themselves up for the good of the community. 

 But despite this effective manipulation of our evolved moral psychology, 
Atran argues,  “ religion may also be needed. ”  46  Consistent with the view of 
religion set out in this book, Atran points out that with religious terrorism 
the sacred values embedded in all religions are  “ manipulated  …  for the 
organization ’ s benefi t at the expense of the individual. ”  47  And by introduc-
ing a  “ sacred ”  aspect into a confl ict, the terms of that confl ict are altered. 

 A study by Atran and colleagues provides suggestive evidence that a 
confl ict seen as involving sacred values, as opposed to secular ones, changes 
the reasoning used to assess the possible resolutions. In a secular confl ict 
over land, for example, instrumental reasoning may lead one side to be 
willing to concede in exchange for fi nancial compensation. But when that 
confl ict is seen in sacred terms  –  as a confl ict over  “ holy land ”   –  instrumen-
tal attempts to resolve the dispute actually increase the intensity of the 
confl ict. They tested this with a survey of those embroiled in the Israeli -
 Palestinian confl ict, which many on both sides see in sacred terms. Their 
research supported the hypothesis that people  “ would react with outrage 
and support violent opposition to any attempt at compromise over sacred 
values for instrumental reasons. ”  48  And this should make sense to us now. 

 Something having  “ sacred ”  value taps into all the emotional and cogni-
tive predispositions that constitute our religious moral psychology. These 
give support to the bonds of society and the sense of purpose we get from 
having our good intertwined with that of the group. Strong emotional reac-
tions, such as moral outrage, signal our commitment to the group in which 
we seek our good, and serve to over - ride rational calculations of self -
 interest. The offer to give up what is sacred is an offer to defect from the 
moral bonds of society. Being perceived by others in my group as willing 
to break my commitment undermines my reputation and threatens to cast 
me into the out - group. We have seen how evolution has designed us to be 
very sensitive to such situations. 

 So, another lesson of an evolutionary study of religion and morality is 
that to treat religiously tinged issues as if they were mere disagreements 
over the terms of a deal to be settled by rational compromise is to com-
pletely misread what is going on, and may indeed instigate a violent 
response. In this regard it is signifi cant to note that Atran et al. did fi nd 
that compromise in sacred disputes is possible. While  “ instrumental benefi ts 
increased opposition to compromises over sacred values, we found that 
opposition decreased when the deal included the adversary making a sym-
bolic compromise over one of their own sacred values. ”  49  

 Compromise between adversaries makes sense only when each side feels 
it is receiving something of comparable value for its sacrifi ce or that their 
opponent ’ s sacrifi ce is of comparable value. Mere material compensation 
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cannot be comparable to something with sacred value, and to suggest as 
much is insulting. Insults to our reputation, as an individual or a group, 
are serious threats to our future well - being. They cannot be tolerated. But 
if the exchange is conducted on a sacred level by both sides, insult is 
avoided, as is the need to use violence to protect the integrity of one ’ s 
reputation. 

 In considering the apparently intractable nature of the Israeli - Palestinian 
confl ict, it has been suggested that this is a prime example of how religion 
contributes to violence and hatred  –  and I believe this is correct (without 
suggesting that religion is the sole or primary culprit). The religious coloring 
of this confl ict changes the nature of the problem, and does indeed make 
resolution more diffi cult as it raises the stakes and taps into powerful, 
emotional dispositions not readily susceptible to rational arbitration. In an 
ideal world it would be wonderful to strip away the religious fervor of this 
confl ict by getting those involved to see through the unfounded pretensions 
of their religion ’ s claims. But we do not live in an ideal world. The world 
we live in is one in which we need to take into account the psychological 
mechanisms underlying religion if we hope to resolve such confl icts  –  or as 
Atran puts it, if we want to stop this deadly use of religious devotion, we 
need to study the  “ confi gurations of psychological and cultural relation-
ships ”  that lure  “ mostly ordinary people into the terrorist organization ’ s 
martyr - making web. ”  50  

 The work of Scott Atran provides a valuable insight: If we want to 
combat religious violence we need to recognize the role religion plays in 
triggering deeply ingrained moral and emotional responses, the ways in 
which religion changes the very nature of a confl ict. 

 Religious values are embedded in a moral psychology that was designed 
to contribute to our inclusive fi tness. This is so central to evolutionary 
success that we have powerful emotional predispositions that serve to 
promote this goal. Threats to our religious values trigger these deep emo-
tional reactions and contribute to the sense of urgency and infl exibility that 
characterize so much religious violence. We need to recognize just what is 
at stake psychologically in a religious dispute if we are to have any hope 
of a peaceful resolution. Regardless of our sympathy or antipathy toward 
religion, we ignore religion ’ s signifi cance at our own peril. And to respond 
to religion without a sound understanding of how it shapes our behavior 
and our perceptions is morally irresponsible  –  for after all, it is not merely 
our own peril we risk. 

 The other key element in the structure of religious violence is the bifurca-
tion of human beings into in - groups and out - groups, with the consequent 
moral differential that comes with it. This pronounced tendency in human 
nature  –  often implicit, unconscious; though sometimes conscious but 
rationalized  –  to treat those we identify as  “ us, ”  as part of  “ our group, ”  
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with greater moral sensitivity and leniency, while being less morally sensi-
tive and more morally critical of the  “ other, ”  of those not  “ one of us, ”  
amplifi ed by the certitude and cosmic urgency supplied by a religious per-
spective, is implicated in much of the violence and hatred that mars our 
world. 51  Combating this moral prejudice is not only part of a response to 
religious violence, it must be part of the task in responding to violence in 
general. How might we counter this? 

 It might appear that the obvious move is to do away with all boundaries 
between groups  –  if no divide between in - group/out - group, then no moral 
prejudice against the out - group. But this raises questions. It is one thing to 
propose such a move, even to rationally justify it, and quite another to 
implement it. What we are talking about is a quest for moral universalism 
or moral egalitarianism, in which all are part of the moral in - group, and 
all are equal. Such moral goals are admirable, but we have seen how dif-
fi cult they are to actualize. When we examined the example of Christian 
universalism we discovered the insidious in - group/out - group divide lurking 
deep within that system; and Islam, which refused to cast Jews and Chris-
tians into a morally suspect out - group, nevertheless drew that moral bound-
ary against all other faiths and non - faiths. In setting this boundary, however 
broadly it was drawn, both  “ universal ”  religions set conditions that allow 
the demonization and moral devaluation of the  “ other ”   –  those outside the 
bounds of universal moral concern. This is not simply a criticism of those 
religions  –  although it is that  –  but it also demonstrates the diffi culty of 
formulating a truly universal moral community. 52  

 Philosophical systems of ethics have also attempted to erase this moral 
boundary. Immanuel Kant identifi ed rationality as the necessary and suf-
fi cient condition for moral agency and argued in a very persuasive manner 
for the absolute equality of all moral agents, and all moral obligations. 53  
The Utilitarian school set sentience as the condition for moral concern, 
thereby placing all sentient beings on the same moral plane in terms of 
evaluating our obligations. 54  These are admirable attempts to erase the 
limiting conditions on moral concern, and I believe they have contributed 
to expanding our moral awareness, but they too face problems: In demand-
ing a rational and impartial evaluation of moral dilemmas these systems 
strain too mightily against our evolved psychology. 55  

 Our morality is a function of our moral sense, much more than it is of 
moral reasoning. 56  Moral reasoning is important but it gains its effi cacy by 
tapping into this evolved moral sense. It is our moral sense that creates our 
sense of moral signifi cance and supplies the feeling of obligation and duty. 
A hypothetical purely rational being might be profi cient at determining a 
cost/benefi t analysis but could not determine what factors have the moral 
worth to be entered into that calculation. Such a being would not be a 
recognizable moral being (as countless science fi ction scenarios attest). To 
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propose a moral system that demands we subjugate our moral sense to some 
rationalized conception of morality is to propose we start down a path that, 
if successful, would undermine our moral nature itself. We can be grateful 
that evolution has produced a psychology well guarded against such a 
possibility. 

 To develop a practicable response to religious violence, and the moral 
prejudices that generate it, we need to work with the constraints imposed 
by our evolved psychology. 

 As we have seen, these constraints are not absolute  –  we can stretch the 
conditions of our moral imagination  –  but neither are they absolutely fl ex-
ible. Recognizing this is not to surrender to fatalism or to determinism, nor 
is it to deny the possibility of moral innovation, but we must work with 
realistic expectations of what innovation may accomplish. 

 The reasoned conclusions that all humans possess moral worth; that we 
are all members of one extended family (a lesson that evolution teaches as 
effectively as any religious tradition); that we should judge people on the 
 “ content of their character, ”  rather than on any signal of group affi liation, 
are major moral accomplishments and the basis of a truly universal ethics. 
However, these are the results of critical refl ection. The challenge is to 
transform them into embedded moral intuitions. But how is this to be done 
given our deep predispositions to group thinking? If the in - group/out - group 
divide triggers our moral sensitivity to others, do we weaken our moral 
sense if we eliminate that divide? Moral universalism advocates we see all 
humans as part of our group, and this is an important move in expanding 
the circle of our moral community  –  but can there be an in - group without 
an out - group? Philosophical attempts may be successful on theoretical 
grounds, but that is not what moves people. Attempts to neutralize this 
predisposition to group - thinking may require we snap our biological leash. 
I believe a much more promising strategy is to develop ways to extend it. 

 Our study of religious moral traditions attests to this. The history of 
these traditions shows the possibility of redefi ning the in - group, of extend-
ing the boundaries of the group. As environmental conditions change, 
threats and challenges change. This has an impact on what constitutes the 
in - group, and we instinctively understand this. A perhaps facetious, though 
telling, bit of evidence can be gleamed from science - fi ction works. In every 
sci - fi  show that treats an invasion of Earth from extra - terrestrials, the entire 
globe joins together into one community to confront the danger. This makes 
perfect sense to the audience, on an intuitive level. The alien invaders have 
redefi ned the boundaries of  “ us ”  and  “ them. ”  Since  “ them ”  are the non -
 earthly invaders,  “ us ”  includes everyone on earth, regardless of previous 
affi liations along national or ethnic lines. 

 The question then is, Barring such a fortuitous invasion, how do we 
redefi ne the boundaries of the group? While we are not facing the threat of 
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space aliens, we are in fact facing threats of a global nature, requiring a 
global response. The threat to the planet ’ s environment is just one, but an 
important one. Focusing on the worldwide dangers posed by global warming 
and climate change should redefi ne the boundaries of the group. It threatens 
us all and can be met only by a worldwide response. However, I fear that 
the threat of environmental disaster seems too distant, too vague a threat 
to extend our sense of in - group (this despite the fact that the threat is not 
distant or vague). I believe, though this is just speculation at this point, that 
the conditions that might truly enlarge our sense of moral community must 
be something that triggers more basic psychological needs. 

 In this regard, the threat of terrorism fi ts the bill. The insecurity that is 
engendered by the fear that even the most innocuous daily activity may 
place one in mortal danger clearly touches humans in a very powerful way. 
The fact that terrorism respects no national, ethnic, or religious boundaries 
actually makes those boundaries less signifi cant. If a sense of in - group moral 
identity requires an out - group other, terrorists may serve. 

 The problem here is that the rhetoric of both terrorists and the opponents 
of terrorists appropriate the language of group identity. Take for example 
the constant reference to  “ Islamic terrorism, ”  on the one hand, and, on the 
other, of terrorists warning of the evils of  “ the West ”  and the West ’ s  “ war 
on Islam. ”  Such rhetoric perpetuates the perception that this is a battle 
between competing groups, and triggers all the moral biases that follow in 
the wake of such a perception. This may, however, point to a strategy for 
expanding our moral sense. Instead of waiting for conditions to arise that 
will trigger a response that can redefi ne our sense of our in - group, perhaps 
we can recast our interpretation of current events so as to mute the percep-
tion of  us versus them . Just such an approach is set out by Nobel laureate 
Amartya Sen. 

 In  Identity and Violence ,  Sen  focuses on the human propensity to divide 
the world into distinct categories  –   “ those belonging to  ‘ the Islamic world, ’  
 ‘ the Western world, ’   ‘ the Hindu world, ’   ‘ the Buddhist world ’     ”   –  and he 
recognizes the moral peril that this entails:  “ a fostered sense of identity with 
one group of people can be made into a powerful weapon to brutalize 
another. ”  57  

 Such classifi cations unjustifi ably restrict our identity. Humans do not 
belong to one group only, nor do they simply identify with one group. A 
person may be religiously a Christian, ethnically Chinese, nationally an 
American, politically a Republican, professionally an electrician, personally 
a member of the ACLU, and so on. All of these affi liations may make 
important demands on an individual ’ s sense of identity, and establish a 
sense of belonging and obligation to others, enmeshing the individual in 
numerous, perhaps over - lapping in - groups. To choose just one of these and 
make it  the  defi ning identity of an individual is a form of reductionism Sen 
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calls  “ singular affi liation. ”  58  This ignores complexity of personal identity 
and narrows the fi eld for fi nding a basis for commonality. Sen calls the 
failure to recognize this  “ identity disregard. ”  59  

 This is a vitally important point. Our moral sense is triggered in a posi-
tive way and at a very intuitive level by identifying someone as a member 
of the in - group; identifying someone as the out - group has very different 
psychological consequences. While the noble aspiration to see all humans 
as part of my in - group has signifi cant practical limitations, Sen alerts us to 
another option. Humans have diverse identities and belong to many in -
 groups. This richer sense of identity provides numerous points of possible 
connection between individuals that otherwise may be overlooked if people 
are classifi ed by singular affi liation. The diverse nature of our identities 
provides a moral resource that can be tapped into to counter a simplistic 
in - group/out - group divide. 

 In one sense this is a fairly common strategy, to highlight what we share 
rather than what we do not. But as common - sense as this may seem, it 
needs to become a self - conscious move in order to counter the pervasive 
tendency to reduce people to singular affi liations. Sen points out the par-
ticularly pernicious role this plays in terms of religious violence  –  take, for 
example, the notion of  “ Islamic terrorists. ”  

 To speak of  “ Islamic terrorists ”  reduces the identity of the terrorists to 
a single affi liation, that is, Muslim. Of course, some terrorists actually are 
Muslims, but this label implies that it is being Muslim that makes them 
terrorists, when, in fact, these terrorists also have multiple identities. To 
identify them simply as Muslims reduces the complexity of the factors that 
contribute to making these particular Muslims violent, dangerous human 
beings. The problem is not that we do the terrorists a disservice; we are 
doing ourselves a disservice by limiting our ability to understand the condi-
tions that lead to terrorism. 60  Now, one of the factors, perhaps an important 
factor, that leads an individual into terrorism may be Islam; religion does 
play a causal role in religious violence. But Islam is, as are all religions, a 
multifarious, complicated set of beliefs, practices, interpretations, and 
rituals that has no essence that can be said to lead people into terrorism, 
although there are elements of Islam that can contribute (just as there are 
within Christianity and Judaism). 

 Also, by reducing terrorists to a singular affi liation we facilitate the 
engagement of in - group/out - group moral discrimination. Constantly cou-
pling  “ Islam ”  and  “ terrorism ”  can foster a psychological bond between 
those two concepts that (1) is unjustifi ed, as most Muslims are not terror-
ists, and many terrorists are not Muslims; (2) reduces the moral regard we 
extend to all Muslims, regardless of their behavior, and disregards their 
other group affi liations, many of which over - lap signifi cantly with those of 
non - Muslims; (3) enables terrorists to categorize the  “ war on terrorism ”  as 
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a war of the West against Islam, which enhances the sense of us versus them 
and thereby reduces our moral status in the eyes of others. Sen sees this as 
particularly self - defeating:

  It is, of course, not surprising at all that the champions of Islamic fundamen-
talism would like to suppress all other identities of Muslims in favor of only 
being Islamic. But it is extremely odd that those who want to overcome the 
tensions and confl icts linked with Islamic fundamentalism also seem unable 
to see Muslim people in any other form than their being just Islamic.  61     

 One of the lessons to be taken from this study of our moral psychology 
is that words matter, rhetoric matters. The way we speak about people and 
the language we use to identify them classifi es them, and this classifi cation 
triggers psychological mechanisms that engage our in - group/out - group 
mentality and our moral reactions. Some people refer in a derogatory 
manner to  “ political correctness, ”  as if that were simply about not hurting 
people ’ s feelings, but there is something else at stake in the language we 
use. How we talk about people affects how we intuitively categorize them, 
and this is a fi rst step to how we morally evaluate them, and, in turn, how 
they categorize and evaluate us. 

 We can also impose a singular affi liation upon ourselves, cutting our-
selves off from connections to a larger world and richer existence. Sen sees 
this limiting approach to identity inherent in many educational and child -
 rearing practices, particularly in faith - based schools. He is critical of a 
movement in the United Kingdom to extend the number of faith - based 
schools to include a broader array of religious traditions. This is done in 
the name of equity and diversity, but Sen sees it as counter - productive. 
Consistent with our understanding of the role of reason, Sen argues that 
the  “ opportunities for cultivating reason ”  are much greater in a mixed 
environment in which people (in this case, children) are confronted regu-
larly with diverse views and practices. This is more likely to occur in  “ less 
sequestered places of learning ”  than in faith - based schools, where a sense 
of singular affi liation is more likely to develop. In a poignant and morally 
powerful conclusion, Sen writes:  “ In the schooling of children, it is neces-
sary to make sure that  smallness  is not  ‘ thrust upon ’  the young, whose lives 
lie ahead of them. Much is at stake here. ”  62  

 There are dangers in classifying people in ways that reduce the complex-
ity of identity, and learning this lesson may help us avoid fanning the fl ames 
of religious violence. A singular focus on religious identity is a  “ problematic 
way of trying to reduce the hold of religious sectarianism. ”  63  To deal more 
effectively with our in - group/out - group mentality as that relates to the 
problem of religious violence, Sen says,
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  The question we have to ask is not whether Islam (or Hinduism or Christian-
ity) is a peace - loving religion or a combative one  …  but how a religious 
Muslim (or Hindu or Christian) may combine his or her religious beliefs or 
practices with other features of personal identity and other commitments and 
values. To see one ’ s religious  …  affi liation as an all - engulfi ng identity would 
be a deeply problematic diagnosis.  64     

 The advantage of such an approach is that it works with the human 
tendency, the human need, to identify with communities. Rather than striv-
ing to break the leash that leads us to divide the world into groups, we 
must recognize this is a widespread tendency that creates myriad groups 
that can command our allegiance as an in - group. The greater the emphasis 
we put on the diversity of groups that count as  “ in, ”  the less over - riding 
signifi cance any one group is accorded; the more conscious we become of 
the richness of human identity, the greater the opportunity to fi nd the com-
monality that allows us to see the  “ other ”  as  “ us. ”  65  This is a much more 
promising path to enlarging the moral community than attempts to erase 
all boundaries in the name of some idealized universal solidarity. 

 This is not to disparage universal solidarity. Rather, it is a call for a more 
pragmatic approach to enlarging the sphere of our moral concern. I do 
believe there are conditions that unite us all into a moral community and 
that there is a basis for a universal moral system. However, I must admit, 
following the example of academic candor set by William James, that at 
this point I leave the bounds set by evidence and enter the realm of  “ over -
 beliefs. ”  66  Not that these views are without empirical grounding, nor are 
they inconsistent with our evolved psychology; they are but one way of 
pulling all this material together, one I trust I can argue for, but will not, 
at this time, for fear of imposing too much on the reader ’ s good will and 
patience. However, in closing the chapter on this discussion, and thereby 
closing the book, I will venture to set out those conclusions I draw most 
readily from all that has come before.  

  Conclusions 

 Let me start by being blunt: I do not believe any belief is  “ sacred. ”  Beliefs 
are the product of social and psychological processes. These are natural 
processes that result in conclusions that must be evaluated on the basis of 
the evidence for them, and the ends they produce. Beliefs are not sacred, 
only truth is sacred, and the only holy offi ce is the enduring pursuit of it. 
This is a credo that would serve humans well, for the pursuit of truth  –  not 
the possession or protection of truth  –  is an open - ended, on - going process, 
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and one that can be pursued only by a community of inquirers, 67  and it is 
one, by its very nature, that demands the engagement of our critical 
faculties. 

 The fundamental premise of this book is that evolution has endowed the 
human mind with a common set of mental tools to categorize, interpret, 
and respond to the challenges of our environments. This does not deny the 
real differences between human beings or human cultures, as this common 
evolved mind fi nds diverse expression in response to diverse and dynamic 
environments. Also, as we possess the ability to step back from our intui-
tions and refl ect on them it is possible to mold those intuitions into novel 
confi gurations; add to this the mental tools that make culture a causal force 
in giving shape to human existence, and we can see that the evolutionary 
model of psychology and morality does not condemn us to biological deter-
minism; but neither does it support the view of human nature as a blank 
slate nor countenance any version of cultural determinism. 

 Our evolved psychology provides a common ground from which we may 
address moral confl icts. The basic contours of this psychology create the 
possibility for true moral dialogue and understanding. Morality serves the 
evolutionary function of promoting inclusive fi tness within a social environ-
ment, but that is its  ultimate  function; we live in the  proximate  world. On 
the level of our lived experiences, we can translate ultimate evolutionary 
goals into proximate terms and say that the function of morality is to 
promote a stable social environment that can support the individual fl our-
ishing of its members, and we can see that a stable social environment can 
be established and maintained only by the active contribution of its members 
to the common good. 

 How to defi ne human fl ourishing, and how to organize a society condu-
cive to fl ourishing individuals, is open to discussion and experimentation. 
There is no reason to think that there is only one way to achieve these goals. 
This conclusion supports moral and cultural diversity. It does not, however, 
support moral or cultural relativism. To the degree that a culture does not 
establish the conditions conducive to the fl ourishing of its members, that 
society is morally defi cient  –  it is not fulfi lling its moral function. And to 
the degree that an individual is not contributing to the achievement of 
society ’ s moral function or, worse, is hindering that goal, that individual is 
morally blameworthy (although such contributions are only part of an 
individual ’ s rightful moral concerns). This, of course, is another articulation 
of the moral pragmatism I introduced earlier. However, pragmatism is a 
moral method; here I am suggesting a value system  –  one that is consistent 
with moral pragmatism  –  and this is best termed  humanism.  

 Humanism is a somewhat vague term, open to different interpretations 
and misreadings, so allow me to stipulate what I mean by the term: Human-
ism is a moral system in which the central value, in regards to which moral 
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judgments are made and moral questions decided, is the well - being  –  physi-
cal, emotional, intellectual, social, spiritual  –  of human beings; given our 
social nature, this entails as an essential component of human fl ourishing 
living in stable, functioning societies that provide for its members opportu-
nities to pursue the good. A practice, tradition, or law is good just to the 
degree that it serves these moral ends; it is bad to the degree that it works 
contrary to these ends. 

 Humanism does not deny the diverse sources of identity that constitute 
human beings, nor does it seek to minimize that diversity. In fact, human-
ism celebrates human diversity as a testament to the richness of human 
existence  –  but just to the degree that this diversity does not impede the 
central values of humanism. A humanistic value system would not eliminate 
moral disagreements and confl icts; nor would it result in a homogeneous 
moral code or social system. It would, however, work with a basic frame-
work of what is a morally acceptable variant  –  only to the degree that a 
variant can be said to contribute to human fl ourishing and social justice 
can it claim moral worth. 

 In this system the basis for moral judgment is not, however, any particu-
lar identity or affi liation, but is the pragmatic method we have set out. 

 Interestingly, as I pointed out earlier, there was a moment within early 
Christian moral history that moved toward such a view. When Jesus rejected 
family and ethnic affi liation as the conditions of kinship with him, he sub-
stituted in their stead moral action:  “ [H]e who does the will of my Father 
is my mother, and brothers and sisters. ”  I claimed that this move, also found 
in other ancient religious and philosophic moral traditions, was a high -
 water mark in human moral progress: To see others as part of my group 
not because of any incidental affi liation but because of their moral behavior 
opens up the possibility of a functional universalism. The group is open to 
all who act morally. I also pointed out that this achievement was quickly 
subordinated to faith in Jesus as the basis of membership, closing off that 
most promising path for moral progress. 

 It is not fair to blame Jesus or Paul for this. The idea that we can make 
moral behavior the sign of membership for the in - group makes sense only 
if we can agree on what constitutes acceptable moral behavior. Since evolu-
tion designed us to see acceptable moral behavior as that which my group 
designates as acceptable, breaking away from this mindset is very diffi cult, 
even today. But I do believe that today, with the advancements made in 
moral philosophy, and the more recent advances in moral psychology, we 
have the ability to set out a common framework for acceptable moral 
behavior that can resonate with humans, whatever group or groups they 
identify with  –  and humanism is that framework. 

 Humanism, however, is controversial, at least within the United States 
where it is often presented as the opponent of religion. So, how does 
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humanism, as I am using it, relate to religion? Actually, based on the analy-
sis we have made of moral psychology and its religious expression, we can 
see that humanism can relate quite well to religion. The argument I make 
for humanism is that it embodies, in proximate terms, the ultimate goals 
that an evolutionary morality supports but extends moral concern beyond 
narrowly defi ned in - groups. I have argued that the various religious moral 
traditions we have considered, for all their diversity, are really expressions 
of the same evolved moral psychology. Given that, these traditions also 
embody on some level the humanistic value of human fl ourishing within 
stable, just societies. Humanism can be promoted within a religious system; 
it need not be a strictly secular system. 

 This does not mean that religions are humanistic simply because they 
are expressions of our evolved moral psychology. Religious traditions devel-
oped to serve the goals of individuals and societies at the stage of human 
development when those systems arose. To the degree that these systems 
persisted they served those goals admirably. However, as social conditions 
change, moral systems must keep pace if they are to continue to promote 
human fl ourishing, but given the generally conservative nature of human 
culture and practices, this will not always happen. A moral system can 
outlive its usefulness but still continue to exert an infl uence due to the col-
lective weight of its cultural and religious history. A religious tradition can 
come to serve its own interests as a tradition, rather than serving humanistic 
ends (and this is true of other systems, as well, both cultural and political). 
So, a religion is humanistic just to the extent that its values place human 
fl ourishing at the center of the moral world. With this defi nition, there are 
many religious expressions that are deeply humanistic, but clearly there are 
many that are not. 68  We must also point out that there are secular traditions 
that are not humanistic, either. So, in the end, the key designation is  human-
ism ; whether that humanism is expressed in religious terms or secular terms 
is morally irrelevant. 

 Support for this conclusion can be taken from the fact that one of the 
greatest philosophers of humanism, John Dewey, though himself clearly 
secular in his worldview, when he sought to express his moral hopes for 
humankind, expressed it in terms of a faith. 69  Dewey wrote,

  We who now live are parts of a humanity that extends into the remote past, 
a humanity that has interacted with nature. The things in civilization that we 
most prize are not of ourselves. They exist by the grace of the doings and the 
sufferings of the continuous human community in which we are a link. Ours 
is the responsibility of conserving, transmitting, rectifying and expanding the 
heritage of values we have received that those who come after us may receive 
it more solid and secure, more widely accessible and more generously shared 
than we have received it. Here are all the elements for a religious faith that 



 religion evolving  219

shall not be confi ned to sect, class, or race. Such a faith has always been the 
common faith of mankind.  70     

 If we hope to counter the destructive impulses embedded in religious 
psychology, while continuing to avail ourselves of the sources of meaning 
and wonder that religion at its best inspires, then we need a religious expres-
sion  “ not confi ned to sect, class, or race. ”  Humanism, expressed so beauti-
fully in Dewey ’ s passage, whether in its secular or religious garb, is that 
common faith that must be nurtured. Here I do not use faith as Sam Harris 
uses it  –  belief without evidence  –  for the humanism that Dewey and I 
advocate is the fruit of a deep engagement with the best science has to offer 
in terms of understanding the human condition. Instead, it is faith in the 
sense that Paul Tillich used the term: an ultimate concern, 71  a personal 
and deep commitment to a moral vision that can shape and sustain our 
strivings. 

 To the extent that the analysis of religion offered in this book is correct 
then it is only a humanistic religion, one that embraces a self - critical, prag-
matic approach to its own moral traditions, that can lay claim to our moral 
allegiance in the modern world or can deserve a place in the public square. 
All others threaten to trap us into cultural constructs that perpetuate a 
moral outlook designed for a much smaller, and much crueler world. We 
can no longer afford, nor need we accept, ideologies that so painfully con-
strict our moral vision. A larger world, and a richer existence, are there for 
the making.         
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