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Abstract

A central claim often made to debunk religious beliefs is that they would be formed
regardless of whether they are true or false. One way to support this claim is to
apply findings from the cognitive science of religion. However, this use of science
in an argument against religious beliefs has been strongly criticized. This article is
about weaknesses in that criticism. I consider two arguments. Firstly, the critic of
debunking can argue that the debunker makes empirically dubious claims about the
origin of religious beliefs. I argue that the debunker can avoid this problem because
the controversial empirical claims are not necessary. General naturalistic assump-
tions about the origin of religion also create worries that support the central debunk-
ing claim. The second criticism focuses on the highly general nature of the claims
or assumptions debunkers make about the origin of religious beliefs. Critics main-
tain that such claims or assumptions, even if true, fail to affect the specific religious
beliefs you or I form. I respond, arguing that this criticism fails to engage with the
most prominent version of debunking, which aims at classes of beliefs. Furthermore,
by making a detour through a related discussion in metaethics, I show how this ver-
sion of the debunking argument can be extended in such a fashion that it applies to a
given individual who forms a religious belief.

Keywords Debunking - Cognitive science of religion - Cultural evolution -
Morality - Natural selection - Justification of religious beliefs

Introduction

Debunking arguments aim to undercut beliefs by establishing that their causal
origins are epistemically dubious (Kahane, 2011; Sauer, 2018). This dubiousness
is for example present when S does not believe p because p is true but because of
something unrelated to the truth of p. For example, S sees a wall that seems red
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and forms the belief that it is red. But in this case the cause of S’s belief is not
the color of the wall but a red light shining on it (Lutz, 2018, p. 1109). In these
arguments,

“There is frequently a contrast between an official story citing the reasons
that would, in principle, be suitable for justifying a belief or practice and
an unofficial one revealing its actual origins, the way it came about, and the
forces that first caused and continue to sustain it.” (Sauer, 2018, p. 1)

The debunkers we shall consider maintain that the official story religious
believers tell is wrong. What really causes their belief in God is unrelated to
God’s existence, and this should lead them to worry. But to provide believers
with a good reason for worry, the debunkers need a convincing “unofficial” story.
Where can such a story be found?

For information about the origin of religious belief, debunkers have to a large
extent turned to the cognitive science of religion (CSR), a field which aims to,

“explain how religious ideas, beliefs, and behaviors arise and recur in
human populations by integrating knowledge on evolution, cognition, brain,
and behavior.” (White, 2021, p. 1)

There are now quite a few debunking arguments based on this research (Brad-
dock, 2016; Davis, 2020; Goodnick, 2016; Kvandal, 2022b; Nola, 2012, 2018;
Wilkins, 2016; Wilkins & Griffiths, 2012) as well as many criticisms and general
discussions (Baker—Hytch, 2023; Barrett, 2007; Clark, 2019; Clark & Barrett,
2011; Clark & Rabinowitz, 2011; De Cruz & Smedt, 2015; Goldberg & Murray,
2009; Jong & Visala, 2014; Kwan, 2022; Launonen, 2021; Murray, 2009; Thurow,
2013, 2014, 2018, 2023; Van Eyghen, 2018, 2020). Since these discussions usu-
ally revolve around monotheistic beliefs, by “religious belief” I shall mean belief
in the God of Abrahamic theism, i.e., Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.

This article defends debunking arguments from two criticisms which both
revolve around the use of CSR to provide an alternative story about the origin
of religion. Firstly, Launonen (2021) and Leech and Visala (2011) point out that
some debunkers appeal to the “standard model” (SM) in CSR. They argue that
because of the serious empirical challenges faced by this model, these debunkers
are in trouble. One response is to empirically update the argument (Davis, 2020).
I argue that this is risky because all substantial theories in CSR are to some extent
controversial. Moreover, it is unnecessary since it is possible to defend debunk-
ing without committing fully to these theories. The second criticism focuses on
the scope of explanation. Thurow and Visala argue that the causal story CSR tells
of the origin of “thin” religious belief does not undermine the “thick” beliefs of
any specific individual, which are largely left unexplained. Hence, it is mislead-
ing to apply such research to debunk the latter (Thurow, 2023; Visala, 2011). I
argue that this criticism does not engage with and therefore fails to refute the
most prominent debunking arguments, which target classes of beliefs. Further-
more, it is not misleading to apply general theories or assumptions to debunk reli-
gious belief on an individual level. To defend this, I apply a related metaethical
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argument regarding the use of natural selection to explain moral beliefs. I con-
clude that these two criticisms do not remove the debunking threat to religion.

Arguing for unreliability: EDAs based on CSR

Two distinctions introduced in a related metaethical discussion will facilitate our
discussion of religion below. Sauer (2018) firstly distinguishes between proximal
and distal debunking arguments. In the former, the epistemically damaging (causal)
information is about the immediate origin of a belief. For example, in the red-light
case, that information concerns the presence of a red light when S perceives the
wall. When S is made aware! of the presence of the light, the evidence in the form of
S’s visual experience is no longer a good reason to believe that the wall is red (Lutz,
2018). By contrast, in distal debunking the damaging information concerns the
ancient past (Sauer, 2018, pp. 73-74). The prototypical example is an evolutionary
debunking argument (henceforth “EDA”). For example, according to the “capacity
etiology argument”, information about the way evolutionary forces in our ances-
tral past shaped the mental capacities that undergird our moral beliefs undermines
those beliefs (FitzPatrick, 2015). A central example of such forces is natural selec-
tion (more on this below). Sauer secondly distinguishes debunking arguments with
narrow and broad scope. A highly narrow debunking argument targets single beliefs
or narrowly delimited classes of beliefs. For example, the debunker might want to
undermine only deontological beliefs, leaving consequentialist beliefs untouched.
By contrast, global arguments target all beliefs in a domain, such as all moral or all
religious beliefs. EDAs are typically global (Sauer, 2018, pp. 71-72).

As Sauer (2018, p. 32) points out, the goal of EDAs is to pose an unreliability-
challenge. We can think of unreliability in terms of the relevant mechanisms being
“off track” with respect to truths in the targeted domain. There are different ways
to flesh out and support the unreliability-claim. According to Wilkins and Griffiths,
the naturalistic science of religion provides no good reason to think that the relevant
processes that produce moral and religious beliefs® track moral and religious truths.
Hence, the processes would produce such beliefs regardless of whether they are true
or false (Wilkins & Griffiths, 2012). To support this, Wilkins and Griffiths argue
that there is no evidence for a link between getting moral or religious truths right
and increasing one’s fitness (Wilkins & Griffiths, 2012). This lack of truth-tracking
undermines the epistemic status of the targeted beliefs.

A possible generic structure for the unreliability-EDA can be formalized as
follows:

(1) “Scientific evidence shows that the mechanisms that produce supernatural beliefs
are unreliable.

! Awareness relates to the notion of an epistemic defeater. See the final section of the paper for more
about the role of defeaters in debunking arguments.

2 By contrast from how I restrict my usage of “religious belief”, Wilkins and Griffiths do not by that
term necessarily mean only Abrahamic theistic beliefs.
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(2) Beliefs that are produced by unreliable mechanisms suffer from an epistemic
deficiency.

(3) Therefore, supernatural beliefs suffer from a serious epistemic deficiency.” (Van
Eyghen, 2018, p. 126)

(1) and (2) can be referred to as the causal and epistemic premises, respec-
tively (Kahane, 2011). (1) makes a claim about the origin of the target-beliefs.
In the evolutionary version of the argument, the origin is distal; the evidence is
about the evolutionary origin of belief-producing structures. We see this focus
on evolution in Wilkins and Griffiths’ argument. But in other EDAs, (1) is based
more directly on research in CSR. More specifically, some arguments apply the
standard model (SM) in CSR to support the unreliability-claim (see e.g., Brad-
dock, 2016; Goodnick, 2016; Nola, 2012). We also find this model in reconstruc-
tions by critics of debunking (Barrett, 2007; Leech & Visala, 2011; Murray,
2009; Thurow, 2013; Van Eyghen, 2018). Given its prominence in the current
discussion, let us look at the SM.

There is no canonical definition of the SM, but the following four components
are usually seen as central. The first is HADD-theory. Barrett (2004) and Bar-
rett and Lanman (2008) argue that humans have an evolved tool or mechanism
for detecting agency. Furthermore, since false negatives (failures to detect agents)
are more fitness-reducing than false positives (over-detection of agents), selection
favors a highly sensitive mechanism which is prone to false positives. For this
reason, this tool is called “HADD?”, or hyper-sensitive agency detection device.
HADD relates to religion in the sense that it biases humans in the direction of
belief in superhuman agents like gods (Barrett, 2004; Barrett & Lanman, 2008).
HADD can be used in debunking. Nola (2012, pp. 172—-178) for example argues
from its hypersensitivity to its unreliability. He concludes that the targeted beliefs
“lack any justification and are thereby debunked” (Nola, 2012, p. 182).

The second component in the SM is a theory about the transmission of reli-
gious concepts known as “MCI theory”. The EDAs of Goodnick (2016) Brad-
dock (2016) and (Kvandal, 2022b) appeal to this theory. MCI theory portrays
religious ideas as concepts with content that to some extent violates evolved
intuitions we have about physical objects, agency, and minds. For example, we
intuitively assume that agency is implemented in physical bodies. But gods are to
some extent counterintuitive, since they are non-physical agents. This makes gods
memorable. In this sense, they are cognitively attractive. Hence, we are biased
to obtain and use such concepts (Barrett, 2004; Boyer, 2002; McCauley, 2011).
Importantly with respect to debunking, MCI-theory (as does HADD-theory) indi-
cates that the mind is biased towards some form of theism regardless of whether
any gods or other supernatural entities exist.

Thirdly, the SM is based on a modular theory of cognition according to which
the mind comprises functionally specialized, genetically inherited mechanisms,
such as HADD, Theory of Mind, and intuitive teleology. Fourthly, in the SM reli-
gion is depicted as an evolutionary byproduct of such mechanisms (Barrett, 2004;
Boyer, 2002). As two critics of the SM put it,
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“The SM purports to deliver a ‘deflationary’ evolutionary explanation of
religion, in the sense that it takes religion to be wholly parasitic on other
functional structures that would be present even if religion did not exist.”
(Powell & Clarke, 2012, p. 460).

The idea of religious beliefs as byproducts of HADD and related mechanisms
can figure into EDAs in various ways (for discussion, see Leech & Visala, 2011,
pp- 304-305; Nola, 2012, pp. 172-173) J. Barrett for example points out how
critics of religion rhetorically use this idea to sow doubts or make religion look
bad. For example, some would say that in virtue of being a functionless byprod-
uct, religion is a cognitive illusion (Barrett, 2007, pp. 62-63).

By adding empirical detail to the above formalization, we obtain what I shall
call a “substantial unreliability-argument”:

S1: Given HADD-theory, MClI-theory, the modularity of mind, and the view that
religion is a. functionless evolutionary by-product, religious beliefs arise from
mechanisms which are unreliable.

S2: Beliefs that are produced by unreliable mechanisms suffer from an epistemic
deficiency.

S3:  Therefore, supernatural beliefs suffer from an epistemic deficiency.

Equipped with a clearer picture of how CSR is used to support EDAs against
religious beliefs, we shall in the following sections discuss two criticisms of such
arguments. The first focuses on S1 (of the substantial version) whilst the second
applies both to the substantial and the generic version by providing a principled
objection to the debunker’s use of science to undermine religion. But before we
get to these, let us observe a third objection to debunking, which we do not dis-
cuss in the current paper. It arises from the work of Plantinga (2000).

Plantinga’s epistemology focuses on warrant, the property which separates
knowledge from mere true belief. Plantinga’s central claim is that from a Chris-
tian perspective, God probably created humans with cognitive equipment capable
of meeting the conditions for warrant (Plantinga, 2000, p. 156). This includes the
“Sensus Divinitatis”, a faculty whose purpose is to produce true beliefs about
God (Plantinga, 2000, p. 179). Extending this, one could interpret CSR mecha-
nisms as the Sensus Divinitatis (Clark & Barrett, 2011). One then has a response
to the debunker, namely that the causal premise is wrong. If Christianity is true,
CSR mechanisms are not unreliable (when producing Christian beliefs). Hence,
to defend the unreliability-claim, the debunker (or “de jure” critic of religion)
would have to deny Christianity (Plantinga, 2000, pp. xi-xii).

I have elsewhere responded to this sort of objection. One of my main points is that
there are serious tensions between relevant findings in CSR and Plantinga’s depic-
tion of the Sensus Divinitatis. In the light of these, to interpret CSR mechanisms as
the Sensus Divinitatis is not plausible (Kvandal, 2020, 2022a, pp. 119-143). There
are also other criticisms of reformed epistemology in the light of CSR (Teehan,
2016; Van Eyghen, 2016) as well as further discussion of the Plantingian response
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to debunking (Goodnick, 2016; Mawson, 2016; McNabb & Baldwin, 2017; Moon,
2021). However, we currently shall consider two different criticisms of debunking.
Let us turn to these.

Criticism 1: debunkers apply flawed explanations of religious beliefs

The first criticism we shall consider focuses on S1 of the substantial unreliability-
argument, where we find an appeal to the SM. The problem is that each component
of the SM faces empirical challenges. We start with HADD-theory, which is dis-
cussed in more detail by Launonen (2021) and Kwan (2022). Here are three chal-
lenges. Maij et al. (2019) looked at whether intuitions about agency are affected by
threat-inducing stimuli. A central prediction is that HADD becomes more hypersen-
sitive when the organism feels threatened. This relates to the notion that false posi-
tives are less costly than false negatives. However, Maij et al. found that subjects did
not become more prone to attribute agency in threat-inducing situations, thus vio-
lating the prediction. Another issue concerns the neurobiological basis for HADD.
Van Leeuwen and van Elk (2019) reviewed neurobiological studies which tried to
pinpoint HADD but failed to find any evidence for it. Finally, HADD-theory presup-
poses a causal relationship whereby intuitions about agency lead to the formation
of religious beliefs (Barrett & Lanman, 2008). After all, HADD relates to religion
because it is supposed to bias the mind towards belief in gods. But according to
Van Leeuwen and Van EIk, priming-studies, the most likely avenue, have repeatedly
failed to establish this causal connection (Van Leeuwen & van Elk, 2019, pp. 7-8).

Purzycki and Willard (2016) argue that many of the empirical studies in MCI
theory are methodologically flawed. The concepts used to gauge people’s mem-
ory, called “MClI-concepts”, are poorly constructed, they argue. For example, it is
not clear whether they involve intuitions shaped by evolution or learned intuitions
shaped by widespread folk-theories. This is problematic because MCls are supposed
to violate the former. According to Purzycki and Willard (2016) this flaw in the
experimental design undermines the support of the theory.

Turning to the third component, N. Barrett (2010) and Jones (2015) argue that the
modular theory is highly problematical. Barrett for example argues that the idea of
specialized input—output modules neglects the way cognition is sensitive to context
(Barrett, 2010, p. 598). Jones objects that the modularity-thesis is not supported by
current neuroscience (Jones, 2015, pp. 19-24). In a recent discussion of the evolu-
tion of cognition, Heyes (2018) agrees, arguing that the evidence does not support
the existence of genetically inherited cognitive mechanisms (see also Davis, 2020,
pp. 192-200). This criticism also applies to the fourth component of the SD, which
claims that religion is the byproduct of such mechanisms. But this final component
has also independently been criticized by scholars who favor adaptationist models of
religion (Bering & Johnson, 2005; Johnson, 2016; Norenzayan, 2013; Norenzayan
et al., 2014; Wilson, 2002). These theories deny that religion is functionless, main-
taining that it rather is shaped by evolutionary forces because of its adaptive nature
for individuals or groups.

@ Springer



International Journal for Philosophy of Religion (2023) 94:299-316 305

Someone convinced by these criticisms might consider the following argument
against the substantial unreliability-EDA. Let us call it “the flawed Standard Model
response” (FSM).

SM1: The causal premise of substantial EDAs from unreliability is based on the
SM.

SM2: The SM is a flawed model of religion

SM3:  Therefore, we should reject substantial EDAs from unreliability

It is obviously beyond the scope of this paper to fully appraise SM2. But, clearly,
the criticism of the SM makes EDAs tied to this model vulnerable. To the extent that
an EDA needs the SM to provide a damaging story, this is clearly a weakness. Here
are two responses the debunker can consider.

Response 1: updating CSR with better theories

In a recent discussion of the epistemic implications of CSR, Davis (2020) provides
a detailed critique of the (SM) view that religion is the outcome of cognitive biases
that result from the way genetically inherited cognitive mechanisms work. Accord-
ing to Davis, there is much better evidence that religion is the product of how selec-
tion acts on culturally inherited information propagated by groups. Dual-inheritance
theories promote that view. Their central thesis is that cultural ideas which promote
prosocial behavior stand the best chances of propagating, because such behavior
enhances the success of the group (Davis, 2020, p. 200). According to such theo-
ries, people do not (proximately) entertain religious ideas because they are geneti-
cally predisposed to do so but because of social learning in the context of a relevant
ingroup. Davis focuses on a version called the “Big Gods theory” (BGT). According
to BGT, belief in Big Gods enhances the cohesiveness of groups by making people
afraid of supernatural punishment. Fear of Big Gods decreases freeriding such as
cheating and increases trust and cooperation in large groups. Furthermore, because
groups believing in such gods outcompete other groups, the belief spreads (Noren-
zayan, 2013; Norenzayan et al., 2014). To indicate support for the theory, Davis
(2020, p. 198) points to evidence provided by Norenzayan (2013), a lot of which
comes from priming-studies. These suggest that brief reminders of Big Gods reduce
rates of cheating (Shariff & Norenzayan, 2007).

In a section devoted to applications of CSR in debunking, Davis criticizes
Wilkins and Griffiths (2012). Recall, they argue that religious beliefs are susceptible
to evolutionary skepticism because there is no link between evolutionary success
and obtaining religious truths. According to Davis, Wilkins and Griffiths tie their
EDA too closely to early theorizing in CSR, which makes their argument vulner-
able to criticism. In other words, he suggests that their argument is as an example of
what I call a substantial unreliability-argument. For example, argues Davis, Wilkins
and Griffiths problematically focus too much on the way selection shapes cogni-
tive mechanisms. Furthermore, they think of evolutionary success as the (genetical)

@ Springer



306 International Journal for Philosophy of Religion (2023) 94:299-316

fitness of the individual rather than that of the group (Davis, 2020, p. 206).> How-
ever, argues Davis, their argument works in a new version, reformulated in terms of
the BGT. Davis presents a reconstruction in terms of purported differences between
science and religion, whereby only the latter is susceptible to debunking. In short,
science avoids that threat because “scientific beliefs are culturally inherited traits
that have been selected for in virtue of their ability to produce, true, accurate pre-
dictions.” (Davis, 2020, pp. 206-207) For example, science involves procedures by
which false theories eventually are rejected. By contrast, no such procedures exist in
religion. Religious beliefs are culturally inherited traits that have been selected for
in virtue of how they promote prosocial behavior. This leads to skepticism because
such beliefs promote prosocial behavior regardless of whether they are true. For
example, fear of supernatural punishment works regardless of whether gods exist
(Davis, 2020, p. 206).

Interpreted as a response to FSM, which is my formulation of criticism 1 against
debunking arguments, Davis’ argument exemplifies a strategy we can call the
“updating CSR response”. In short, by updating the causal premise of the EDA (i.e.,
S1) with newer theories of religion, the debunker avoids being vulnerable to the
criticism of the SM. By including a new theory in the causal premise, Davis thus
defends a substantial unreliability-argument. But this leads to trouble: One must deal
with the threat of new empirical criticism. Not surprisingly for a substantial theory
of religion, the BGT has also been strongly criticized (Baumard & Boyer, 2015;
Levy, 2014; Turchin et al., 2022). Here is an example of a challenge for debunkers
who ground their causal premise in the BGT. BGT claims that belief in Big Gods
led to an increase in the size and complexity of cultural groups after the agricul-
tural revolution. Because of the arrow of causality, Big Gods must therefore have
emerged prior to the formation of large and complex societies (Baumard & Boyer,
2015). But using data from the Seshat Global History Databank, which contains sys-
tematic data about societies from the Neolithic to the industrial revolution, Turchin
et al. found that belief in Big Gods tends to occur after societies crossed the thresh-
old to complexity (Turchin et al., 2022). This undermines the causal claim about
Big Gods (Kvandal, 2022a, pp. 33—34) We should be aware that this study has been
heavily criticized (Beheim et al., 2021). The outcome of this debate is not yet clear.
However, the example illustrates that it is risky to attach an EDA closely to a new,
ambitious theory. Substantial EDAs inevitably will be vulnerable to empirical criti-
cism. For each new model the debunker plots into the causal premise to strengthen
the argument, the critic can update the empirical criticism. The “updating CSR
response” therefore fails to fully answer empirical critics of debunking.

3 1 do not agree with this interpretation. For example, Wilkins and Griffiths also discuss theories where
the central focus is fitness-benefits to the group rather than the individual (see 2012, 142). Furthermore,
even though they discuss “mechanisms”, it is not clear that they mean only the genetically inherited
mechanisms of the SM.
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Response 2: avoiding CSR

In a recent discussion of the extent to which CSR supports debunking arguments,
Launonen (2021) on the one hand focuses on empirical challenges for substantial
versions based on CSR. Nola’s HADD-argument, discussed above, is an example.
On the other, he argues that some EDAs just give the impression that CSR pro-
vides new evidence that religious beliefs arise from unreliable mechanisms. But
that impression, he argues, is misleading, because the central unreliability-claim is
instead based on other considerations (Launonen, 2021). For example, Wilkins and
Griffiths’ argument does not assume the truth of theories in CSR. Rather, it hinges
on two much more general assumptions. The first is that evolutionary science of
religion is methodologically naturalistic in the sense that truths about gods are irrel-
evant to explaining religion. The second is that there is no bridge which links evo-
lutionary success and religious truths. As Launonen points out, since these claims
are not based on CSR, even the falsification of all current CSR-theories would not
seriously damage the argument (Launonen, 2021, p. 424). I agree. Considering this,
Launonen is right that claims about CSR providing new, undermining evidence
against religious belief should not be exaggerated. But the fact that a central EDA
like the one Wilkins and Griffiths defend does not need CSR also has another impli-
cation: Davis’ reformulation is not only empirically risky but unnecessary. This sug-
gests that a better response by the debunker is to avoid substantial EDAs. Wilkins
and Griffiths have shown that this is possible; they make a strong case against reli-
gious beliefs based on two largely uncontroversial assumptions.* This is a significant
strength.

In conclusion, empirical criticism creates trouble for substantial unreliability-
arguments, but they do not remove the underlying threat of debunking. This pushes
the critic to provide a more principled objection. Let us turn a criticism of EDAs
which does exactly that.

Criticism 2: debunkers apply misleading explanations

Visala (2011), Leech and Visala (2011), Jong and Visala (2014), and Thurow (2013,
2014, 2018, 2023) argue that CSR—even if we suppose that its theories are plausi-
ble—fails to provide the right kind of explanation for debunking purposes:

“All the CSR-based genealogies provide at most partial explanations of reli-
gious beliefs. They explain at most why humans have proclivities for forming
and sustaining certain sorts of religious beliefs, but they do not explain why
particular religious communities, or individual people, accept the beliefs they
do”. (Thurow, 2023, p. 130)

* The methodological naturalism in this argument only rules out the supernatural in a scientific explana-
tion. It does not deny the existence of the supernatural. In that sense it is uncontroversial. However, not
everyone agrees with this interpretation of the argument. For example, Baker—Hytch (2023) Launonen
(2021) argue that this argument can be interpreted as assuming a stronger naturalism, which is at odds
with religion.
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“In explaining particular instances of religious behaviours and beliefs, ultimate
explanations of cultural evolution are basically useless: if we want to explain,
for instance, why is it that John believes in God, then we quickly realize that
an answer in terms of cognitive similarities and cultural evolution is far from
being sufficient. Indeed, it might even be misleading.” (Visala, 2011, p. 127)

As we saw earlier, CSR aims to provide evolutionary and cognitive explanations
of religious beliefs and behaviors (White, 2021). Visala invokes Ernst Mayr’s dis-
tinction between ultimate and proximate explanations in biology and argues that
CSR is focused on the former (Visala, 2011, pp. 125-128). In short, proximate
explanations address how-questions and deal with traits in individuals, and ultimate
explanations are about why-questions and focus on the spread of traits in popula-
tions (Mayr, 1961). According to Leech and Visala, the fact that CSR explanations
are ultimate is fatal to unreliability-EDAs. This is because such arguments need to
establish that the relevant proximate mechanisms are unreliable, but ultimate expla-
nations do not achieve this (Leech & Visala, 2011, p. 313).

It follows from this criticism that it does not help the debunker to put newer,
more well-supported theories in the place of the SM. This is because the problem
is not that any of these theories are false but that they cannot be used to debunk any
individual person’s religious belief. Notice also that we now move in a principled
direction. Based solely on a general naturalistic explanation of religion (it need not
be CSR), we can’t deduce why an individual holds a specific version of a religious
belief. For example, Wilkins and Griffiths’ two central assumptions do not answer
such a fine-grained question. If that is necessary for a debunking argument to work,
the debunker is in serious trouble.

Before we formalize this criticism, we make a detour into a related debate in
metaethics. This provides a larger context for our discussion, and as we shall see
later, an argument from the metaethical debate helps resolve the trouble for the anti-
religious debunker. A central assumption many metaethical EDAs make is that evo-
lution is relevant to explaining morality in virtue of how natural selection has shaped
the cognitive capacities subjects use when forming moral beliefs (FitzPatrick, 2015,
p- 884; Kahane, 2011; Mogensen, 2016). Mogensen criticizes this use of evolution
to challenge moral beliefs.> According to Mogensen (2016), debunkers (who focus
on natural selection):

“Must assume that natural selection is in principle able to explain why you or
I have the concept of moral obligation, or why we have a disposition to value
our survival, or something along those lines. Otherwise facts about natural
selection could not give rise to undercutting defeaters for our moral beliefs.”
(Mogensen, 2016, p. 1802)

According to Mogensen, this assumption is challenged by the “negative view
of natural selection”, which states that natural selection does not explain the traits
of individuals in a population. Rather, it explains populational trends, such as the

5 Mogensen discusses problems with using natural selection to debunk beliefs. He does not argue
against debunking in general (see for example, Mogensen, 2016, 1810-1815).
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frequency with which traits occur in a population (Mogensen, 2016, pp. 1802—-1803).
To clarify this view, Mogensen appeals to an analogy: There is a classroom where
only children who read above third grade level are admitted. In this case, a selec-
tion-procedure explains why all the children in the classroom read above third grade
level, but it does not explain why each child reads above that level (Mogensen, 2016,
pp- 1802-1803). To achieve the latter, one needs information about the development
of reading-proficiency in each child. But that would be an example of proximate
(not ultimate) explanation. Hence, one needs something else than natural selection
to make one’s debunking claim (Mogensen, 2016, p. 1800). As this case illustrates, a
selection-procedure which explains the distribution of a trait in a population does not
explain the development of that trait in each member of that population. The simi-
larity to the debate in religion should be obvious. There, critics allege that explain-
ing individual-level doxastic traits requires information, for example, about the
believer’s religious upbringing and other influencing factors (Leech & Visala, 2011;
Thurow, 2023, p. 130; Visala, 2011, pp. 127-128). Seeking a proximate explanation
of belief also entails a need to engage people by asking about their beliefs. That is
very different from the typical debunking strategy of starting from highly general
assumptions.

We are ready to formalize the second criticism of EDAs against religious beliefs.
Let us call it “the misleading explanation response” (MER):

ME1: Naturalistic explanations of religion are in scope and aim ultimate. Such
explanations do not answer proximate questions about the formation of spe-
cific religious traits in individuals (such as beliefs).

ME2: To debunk the specific religious beliefs of individuals, one must proxi-
mately explain how they in each case formed, showing that the responsible
mechanisms were unreliable.

ME3:  Therefore, naturalistic explanations of religion - even if successful - fail to
debunk the religious beliefs of specific individuals.

Since CSR focuses on ultimate explanation, MER applies to substantial unrelia-
bility-EDAs where the scientific evidence for unreliability comes from this field. But
MER also applies to generic unreliability-EDAs. Recall, the causal premise of the
generic argument states that “scientific evidence” indicates that the relevant mecha-
nisms that produce religious beliefs are unreliable. If that evidence does not come
from substantial theories of religion, the most relevant alternatives for the debunker
are general naturalistic theories or assumptions (and not individual-level interviews
or other fine-grained observations). For example, MER applies to Wilkins and Grif-
fiths’ argument because of its appeal to the naturalistic nature of evolutionary expla-
nations of religion. Let us further appreciate that the problem made explicit by MER
is a mismatch between the wide scope of the explanation in the causal premise of
the EDA and the narrow scope of the target-domain, namely the belief or beliefs
that are undermined. We can think of this from the first-person perspective and ask
rhetorically, “does it follow from some general claims about the origin of religious
beliefs that I, a religious believer, have done anything epistemically problematical
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in believing in God?” The right answer, according to MER, seems to be “no”. But I
think this is wrong.

We have seen that the critics are adamant to stress that EDAs do not under-
mine the religious belief of specific individuals. But central EDAs, such as
Wilkins and Griffiths (2012) are global in scope. These (distal) global EDAs
use causal information about the ancient past to undermine beliefs on the coarse
level of classes of beliefs. Their primary goal is to indicate the epistemic defi-
ciency of the target-classes rather than any given token. MER fails to estab-
lish that it is misleading to use the distal causal information in CSR or related
fields or to use general naturalistic assumptions to undermine religious belief
as a class. For example, there is no mismatch in terms of scope between a gen-
eral theory or assumption about religion and the class of religious beliefs. MER
therefore does not remove the threat from a debunker who tries to establish the
epistemic deficiency of religious beliefs in general and therefore does not focus
on the belief-tokens of a given individual.

However, is it misleading to apply CSR or related research or assumptions to
debunk single beliefs? This initially seems more plausible because then the mis-
match-issue reemerges. More formally, does MER succeed in refuting what Sauer
(2018) calls distal narrow debunking arguments, i.e., arguments which use infor-
mation about the ancient past to debunk a very narrow class of beliefs or just one
belief? To show why MER also fails to achieve this, I will adapt an argument from
the related metaethical debate.

To support his argument that the negative view of natural selection challenges
EDAs based on natural selection explanation, Mogensen (2016) provides the fol-
lowing case, which originally stems from White (2010). S has gone to a party
where the host decided that would-be guests would either be allowed to enter or
would be murdered based on their answer to a question about whether Napoleon
invaded Egypt. By flipping a coin, the host decided that “yes” results in a fun
evening and that “no” results in death. According to Mogensen, in this situation,
a selection-procedure which fails to track truth about Napoleon explains why S
belongs to a group whose members believe that Napoleon invaded Egypt. But this
does not challenge S’s belief, since the procedure fails to explain how S formed
it (Mogensen, 2016, p. 1806). This point about explanation should by now be
familiar. But in a recent response, Witteveen (2021) provides an amended version
with an interesting twist which suggests that this criticism fails to show that the
negative view rules out individual level debunking. S enters the party because he
provided the answer which, as the result of the coin-toss, functioned as an admis-
sion-ticket. But then S has sexual intercourse with another party goer, T. Eventu-
ally, S and T’s offspring, S*, inherits the Napoleon-belief from S and T. Growing
up, S* eventually realizes that a truth-indifferent selection-procedure accounts for
why she holds this belief. The same applies to other individuals in the offspring
generation:

“On either outcome of Adam’s coin toss, the party offspring were guaran-
teed to inherit Napoleonic beliefs that were favored by a truth-indifferent
selection process. Since you happen to be among the party offspring, you
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inherited Napoleonic beliefs whose proliferation was not related to their
truth-value. Therefore, selection challenges the justification of your beliefs
about Napoleon”. (Witteveen, 2021, p. 6018)

As Witteveen (2021) points out, in the original scenario selection happens
after the beliefs have been formed. Because of this, it fails to affect the beliefs
on an individual level. Mogensen is therefore right that S’s belief in the original
Napoleon-case is not undermined (Witteveen, 2021, p. 6017). But in the amended
scenario, selection occurs prior to the belief-formation of the individuals in the
offspring-generation:

“The precedence of selection to belief formation in later generations opens
up the possibility that selection affected the basis on which those later
beliefs were formed” (Witteveen, 2021, p. 6017).

Mogensen and Witteveen then agree that a belief which already has been
formed can pass epistemically untouched through a truth-indifferent selection-
process at a later stage. Their difference concerns cases where selection happens
before the belief arises.

This case shows us that when prior truth-indifferent selection affects the belief
that an individual currently forms, selection challenges that belief. The same is
true of other belief-tokens affected by the same selection procedure. We can apply
this case to our discussion of religion. Importantly, in the evolution of religion,
selection is clearly prior to belief-formation in the current generation. This is
highly plausible regardless of whether one applies the SM, BGT or general evolu-
tionary theorizing. Furthermore, on any naturalistic theory, that process is indif-
ferent to religious truth. This supports a global EDA which concludes that the
class of religious beliefs of the current generation is epistemically dubious. We
then direct our focus at an individual in the current generation who inherits her
religious belief from this class. We assume that this process involves some sort of
social learning (for an account of how social learning is relevant to the formation
of belief, see Van Leeuwen & van Elk, 2019). Furthermore, this is not necessary
for the argument to work, but depending on how convinced we are by CSR, we
can also grant that various cognitive biases (described earlier) are involved. The
individual then realizes that her belief is a token of the epistemically dubious
class. She is then akin to S* in Witteveen’s case, and a process involving selec-
tion challenges her religious belief. Hence, we have a distal narrow EDA, the use
of distant causal information to challenge a very narrow class of beliefs or just
one belief. In conclusion, therefore, MER has failed to show that it is misleading
to apply general naturalistic explanations to undermine religious beliefs on the
level of individual doxastic differences.
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An internalist and an externalist version of the argument

Notice that in the argument above, the individual realizes that her belief stems
from a challenged class of beliefs. This glosses over some complexities which
emerge once we ask whether the argument assumes internalism or externalism
about justification. To indicate that the argument works on both views, I will
briefly outline two different versions. Internalism is the view that all justifi-
cation-relevant factors are internal to the subject. Externalism denies this and
hence grants that some such factors are external (Goldman & McGrath, 2015,
p. 42). On Bergman’s interpretation, “internal” refers to something the subject
is aware of and internalism claims that S’s belief that p is only justified if a
justification-conferring factor is present and S is aware of that factor (Berg-
mann, 2006, p. 9). Given this view, an initial challenge for the debunker is that
the causal premise of the EDA solely describes external factors. Thus, even if
truth-indifferent selection has shaped a class of current-generation beliefs, that
fact itself has no epistemic bearing. But when the individual realizes that her
belief stems from the challenged class, that fact becomes internal. We can view
this realization as a mental state defeater, which means a mental state, such as
a belief or experience, which removes the justification of a belief (Bergmann,
2006, p. 155). As Baker—Hytch (2023 p. 109) suggests, internalist debunkers can
thus add an extra step to the initial argument to make sure it is specified that the
causal story enters the purview of subject.

By contrast, given externalism, the additional step does not seem neces-
sary. A sound EDA can challenge a class of religious beliefs even if no reli-
gious believer is aware of this. This challenge applies to all tokens of that class.
We can then say that the EDA describes various facts about the distant origin
of religious beliefs which are incompatible with these beliefs being justified.
Those arguing this way are what White (2010, 575) calls “blocking debunkers”,
since they argue that various facts (described in the causal premise) block jus-
tification. Is the individual’s realization that her belief stems from a dubious
class relevant in this perspective? For example, if there is no justification to be
defeated in the first place, what role might it have? Perhaps only a minor role.
White suggests that it could be relevant in helping the subject realize that her
belief was never justified in the first place (White, 2010, 575). This suggests
that her awareness of the problem would contribute to greater self-insight, by
letting her appreciate her situation, epistemically speaking.

In concluding, let me stress that it is not necessary to my criticism of MER
that a successful EDA removes the possibility of justification. My main point has
been that MER fails to establish that EDAs based on CSR or general naturalistic
assumptions inevitably fail to challenge religious beliefs on the fine-grained level
of each individual believer. It is an open question how, in each case, the individ-
ual responds to that challenge and whether it can be resisted, such that justifica-
tion can be regained.

@ Springer



International Journal for Philosophy of Religion (2023) 94:299-316 313

Conclusion

We have considered two criticisms of EDAs against religious beliefs. Firstly, some
critics focus on the empirical evidence meant to support the causal premise, i.e., the
one which provides an unofficial story to create reasons for doubt or worry in the reli-
gious believer. It is possible to find that story in CSR. However, basing that story on
the standard model (SM), which consists of early theorizing in CSR, now rejected by
many, is not a good idea. Furthermore, the Big Gods theory, a newer and for some
a much more promising theory, also faces challenges. This indicates that basing the
causal premise on a substantial theory of religion is risky. Furthermore, it is unneces-
sary. Wilkins and Griffiths’ influential argument works by avoiding too much empiri-
cal detail and by making two largely uncontroversial assumptions. We then considered
another and more troubling criticism of debunking. This criticism states that to debunk
the specific religious beliefs you or I hold one needs to explain how each of them were
formed. Furthermore, to base such explanations on general theories or assumptions is
misleading because of the mismatch between the scope and aim of the explanation and
the narrowness of the debunking-target. To answer this challenge, I made a detour to a
related debate in metaethics, where critics of debunking make a similar point regarding
explanation of morality. I argued that there is nothing misleading about using general
naturalistic explanations of religion in distal global EDAs, which aim at religion as a
class. Furthermore, the fact that naturalistic explanations of religion are general does
not rule out distal narrow EDAs. When subjects obtain their belief-tokens from an epis-
temically dubious class of beliefs (something a global EDA first needs to establish),
that dubiousness is also inherited. I finally outlined an internalist and externalist version
of this argument.

Acknowledgements The author would like to thank Lari Launonen, Teresa Katherine Aslanian, and an
anonymous reviewer for their helpful and interesting comments and suggestions.

Funding Open access funding provided by University Of South-Eastern Norway.

Declarations
Conflict of interest The author has no relevant financial or non-financial interests to disclose.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License,
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as
you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Com-
mons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article
are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is
not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission
directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licen
ses/by/4.0/.

@ Springer


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

314 International Journal for Philosophy of Religion (2023) 94:299-316

References

Baker—Hytch, M. (2023). Debunking arguments in parallel. The cases of moral belief and theistic
belief. In D. E. Machuca (Ed.), Evolutionary debunking arguments. Ethics, philosophy of reli-
gion, philosophy of mathematics, metaphysics, and epistemology (pp. 105-128). Routledge.

Barrett, J. L. (2004). Why would anyone believe in god? Altamira Press.

Barrett, J. L. (2007). Is the spell really broken? Bio-psychological explanations of religion and theistic
belief. Theology and Science, 5(1), 57-72. https://doi.org/10.1080/14746700601159564

Barrett, N. F. (2010). Toward an alternative evolutionary theory of religion: Looking past computa-
tional evolutionary psychology to a wider field of possibilities. Journal of the American Acad-
emy of Religion, 78(3), 583-621. https://doi.org/10.1093/jaarel/1fq019

Barrett, J. L., & Lanman, J. A. (2008). The science of religious beliefs: Cognitive science of religion.
Religion, 38(2), 109-124.

Baumard, N., & Boyer, P. (2015). Empirical problems with the notion of “Big Gods” and of prosocial-
ity in large societies. Religion, Brain & Behavior, 5(4), 279-283. https://doi.org/10.1080/21535
99X.2014.928349

Beheim, B., Atkinson, Q. D., Bulbulia, J., Gervais, W., Gray, R. D., Henrich, J., Lang, M., Monroe,
M. W., Muthukrishna, M., Norenzayan, A., Purzycki, B. G., Shariff, A., Slingerland, E., Spicer,
R., & Willard, A. K. (2021). Treatment of missing data determined conclusions regarding moral-
izing gods. Nature, 595(7866), E29-E34. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-021-03655-4

Bergmann, M. (2006). Justification without awareness: A defense of epistemic externalism. Oxford
University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/0199275742.001.0001

Bering, J., & Johnson, D. (2005). “O Lord... You perceive my thoughts from afar”’: Recursiveness and
the evolution of supernatural agency. Journal of Cogntion and Culture, 5(1-2), 118—142. https://
doi.org/10.1163/1568537054068679

Boyer, P. (2002). Religion explained: The human instincts that fashion gods. Vintage: Spirits and
ancestors.

Braddock, M. (2016). Debunking arguments and the cognitive science of religion. Theology and Sci-
ence, 14(3), 268-287. https://doi.org/10.1080/14746700.2016.1191878

Clark, K. J. (2019). God and the brain: The rationality of belief. Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.

Clark, K. J., & Barrett, J. L. (2011). Reidian religious epistemology and the cognitive science of reli-
gion. Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 79(3), 639—675. https://doi.org/10.1093/
jaarel/1fr008

Clark, K. J., & Rabinowitz, D. (2011). Knowledge and the objection to religious belief from cognitive
science. European Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 3(1), 67-81.

Davis, T. (2020). Dual-inheritance, common sense and the justification of religious belief. In R. Peels,
J. De Ridder, & R. Van Woudenberg (Eds.), Scientific challenges to common sense philosophy (pp.
191-214). Routledge.

De Cruz, H., & Smedt, J. D. (2015). A natural history of natural theology: The cognitive science of theol-
ogy and philosophy of religion. The MIT Press.

FitzPatrick, W. J. (2015). Debunking evolutionary debunking of ethical realism. Philosophical Studies,
172(4), 883-904. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-014-0295-y

Goldberg, A., & Murray, M. J. (2009). Evolutionary accounts of religion Explaining and explaining away.
InJ. Schloss & M. J. Murray (Eds.), The believing primate. Scientific, philosophical, and theologi-
cal reflections on the origin of religion. Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/
9780199557028.003.0010

Goldman, A. 1., & McGrath, M. (2015). Epistemology. Oxford University Press.

Goodnick, L. (2016). A De Jure criticism of theism. Open Theology, 2(1), 23-33. https://doi.org/10.1515/
opth-2016-0003

Heyes, C. M. (2018). Cognitive gadgets: The cultural evolution of thinking. The Belknap Press of Har-
vard University Press.

Johnson, D. (2016). God is watching you: How the fear of God makes us human. Oxford University Press.

Jones, J. W. (2015). Can science explain religion? Oxford University Press.

Jong, J., & Visala, A. (2014). Evolutionary debunking arguments against theism reconsidered. Interna-
tional Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 76(3), 243-258.

Kahane, G. (2011). Evolutionary debunking arguments. Nous, 45(1), 103—125. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.
1468-0068.2010.00770.x

@ Springer


https://doi.org/10.1080/14746700601159564
https://doi.org/10.1093/jaarel/lfq019
https://doi.org/10.1080/2153599X.2014.928349
https://doi.org/10.1080/2153599X.2014.928349
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-021-03655-4
https://doi.org/10.1093/0199275742.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1163/1568537054068679
https://doi.org/10.1163/1568537054068679
https://doi.org/10.1080/14746700.2016.1191878
https://doi.org/10.1093/jaarel/lfr008
https://doi.org/10.1093/jaarel/lfr008
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-014-0295-y
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199557028.003.0010
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199557028.003.0010
https://doi.org/10.1515/opth-2016-0003
https://doi.org/10.1515/opth-2016-0003
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0068.2010.00770.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0068.2010.00770.x

International Journal for Philosophy of Religion (2023) 94:299-316 315

Kvandal, H. (2020). The god-faculty dilemma: Challenges for reformed epistemology in the light of cog-
nitive science. International Journal of Philosophy and Theology, 81(4), 404-422. https://doi.org/
10.1080/21692327.2020.1753095

Kvandal, H. (2022a). God naturalized: Epistemological reflections on theistic belief in light of the
new science of religion (Vol. 11). Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/
978-3-030-83178-3

Kvandal, H. (2022b). Troubled navigation: Evaluating the theistic Disposition. In God naturalized:
Epistemological reflections on theistic belief in light of the new science of religion (pp. 163—185).
Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-83178-3_7

Kwan, K.-M. (2022). An atheistic argument from naturalistic explanations of religious belief: A prelimi-
nary reply to Robert Nola. Religions (Basel, Switzerland ), 13(11), 1084. https://doi.org/10.3390/
rel13111084

Launonen, L. (2021). Debunking arguments gain little from cognitive science of religion. Zygon, 56(2),
416-433. https://doi.org/10.1111/zygo.12683

Leech, D., & Visala, A. (2011). The cognitive science of religion: A modified theist response. Religious
Studies, 47(3), 301-316.

Levy, G. (2014). “Be careful, or you’ll act corruptly and make a carved image for yourselves, in the form
of a figure, the likeness male or female” (Deut. 4: 16): A commentary on Norenzayan’s Big Gods:
how religion transformed cooperation and conflict (2013). Religion, 44(4), 614—-621. https://doi.org/
10.1080/0048721X.2014.937055

Lutz, M. (2018). What makes evolution a defeater? Erkenntnis, 83(6), 1105-1126. https://doi.org/10.
1007/s10670-017-9931-1

Maij, D. L. R., van Schie, H. T., & van Elk, M. (2019). The boundary conditions of the hypersensitive
agency detection device: An empirical investigation of agency detection in threatening situations.
Religion, Brain & Behavior, 9(1), 23-51. https://doi.org/10.1080/2153599X.2017.1362662

Mawson, T. J. (2016). Cognitive science of religion and the rationality of classical theism. In R. Trigg &
J. L. Barrett (Eds.), The roots of religion. Exploring the cognitive science of religion (pp. 149-165).
Routledge.

Mayr, E. (1961). Cause and effect in biology: Kinds of causes, predictability, and teleology are viewed by
a practicing biologist. Science (American Association for the Advancement of Science), 134(3489),
1501-1506. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.134.3489.1501

McCauley, R. N. (2011). Why religion is natural and science is not. Oxford University Press.

McNabb, T. D., & Baldwin, E. D. (2017). Divine methodology: A lawful deflection of Kantian and Kan-
tian-esque defeaters. Open Theology, 3(1), 293-304. https://doi.org/10.1515/0pth-2017-0023

Mogensen, A. L. (2016). Do evolutionary debunking arguments rest on a mistake about evolu-
tionary explanations? Philosophical Studies, 173(7), 1799-1817. https://doi.org/10.1007/
$11098-015-0579-x

Moon, A. (2021). Circular and question-begging responses to religious disagreement and debunking
arguments. Philosophical Studies, 178(3), 785-809. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-020-01458-3

Murray, M. J. (2009). Scientific explanations of religion and the justification of religious belief. In J.
Schloss & M. J. Murray (Eds.), The believing primate. Scientific, philosophical, and theological
reflections on the origin of religion. Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/
9780199557028.003.0009

Nola, R. (2012). Do naturalistic explanations of religious beliefs debunk religion? In J. M. Greg Dawes
(Ed.), A new science of religion. Routledge.

Nola, R. (2018). Demystifying religious belief. In H. Van Eyghen & G. Van den Brink (Eds.), New devel-
opments in the cognitive science of religion. Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.
1007/978-3-319-90239-5_5

Norenzayan, A. (2013). Big gods: How religion transformed cooperation and conflict. Princeton Univer-
sity Press.

Norenzayan, A., Shariff, A. F., Gervais, W. M., Willard, A. K., McNamara, R. A., Slingerland, E., & Hen-
rich, J. (2014). The cultural evolution of prosocial religions. The Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 39,
1-19. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X14001356

Plantinga, A. (2000). Warranted Christian belief. Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/01951
31932.001.0001

Powell, R., & Clarke, S. (2012). Religion as an evolutionary byproduct: A critique of the standard model.
The British Journal for the Philosophy of Science, 63(3), 457-486. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjps/
axr035

@ Springer


https://doi.org/10.1080/21692327.2020.1753095
https://doi.org/10.1080/21692327.2020.1753095
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-83178-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-83178-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-83178-3_7
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel13111084
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel13111084
https://doi.org/10.1111/zygo.12683
https://doi.org/10.1080/0048721X.2014.937055
https://doi.org/10.1080/0048721X.2014.937055
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10670-017-9931-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10670-017-9931-1
https://doi.org/10.1080/2153599X.2017.1362662
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.134.3489.1501
https://doi.org/10.1515/opth-2017-0023
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-015-0579-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-015-0579-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-020-01458-3
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199557028.003.0009
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199557028.003.0009
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-90239-5_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-90239-5_5
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X14001356
https://doi.org/10.1093/0195131932.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/0195131932.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjps/axr035
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjps/axr035

316 International Journal for Philosophy of Religion (2023) 94:299-316

Purzycki, B. G., & Willard, A. K. (2016). MCI theory: A critical discussion. Religion, Brain & Behavior,
6(3), 207-248. https://doi.org/10.1080/2153599X.2015.1024915

Sauer, H. (2018). Debunking arguments in ethics. Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/
9781108529181

Shariff, A. F., & Norenzayan, A. (2007). God Is watching you: Priming god concepts increases prosocial
behavior in an anonymous economic game. Psychological Science, 18(9), 803—809. https://doi.org/
10.1111/1.1467-9280.2007.01983.x

Teehan, J. (2016). Cognitive science and the limits of theology. In R. Trigg & J. L. Barrett (Eds.), The
roots of religion. Exploring the cognitive science of religion. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/
9781315553207-10

Thurow, J. C. (2013). Does cognitive science show belief in god to be irrational? The epistemic con-
sequences of the cognitive science of religion. International Journal for Philosophy of Religion,
74(1), 77-98. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11153-011-9300-y

Thurow, J. C. (2018). Debunking and fully apt belief. Filosofia Unisinos, 19(3), 294-301. https://doi.org/
10.4013/fsu.2018.193.11

Thurow, J. C. (2014). Does the scientific study of religion cast doubt on theistic belief? In M. B. Patrick
Kain (Ed.), Challenges to moral and religious belief. Disagreement and evolution (pp. 277-294).
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Thurow, J. C. (2023). Rationalization, reasons, and religion. In D. E. Machuca (Ed.), Evolutionary
debunking arguments. Ethics, philosophy of religion, philosophy of mathematics, metaphysics, and
epistemology (pp. 129-159). Routledge.

Turchin, P., Whitehouse, H., Larson, J., Cioni, E., Reddish, J., Hoyer, D., Savage, P. E., Covey, R. A,
Baines, J., Altaweel, M., Anderson, E., Bol, P., Brandl, E., Carballo, D. M., Feinman, G., Korotayev,
A., Kradin, N., Levine, J. D., Nugent, S. E., & Frangois, P. (2022). Explaining the rise of moralizing
religions: A test of competing hypotheses using the Seshat databank. Religion, Brain & Behavior,
ahead-of-print, 55, 1-28. https://doi.org/10.1080/2153599X.2022.2065345

Van Eyghen, H. (2016). There is no Sensus divinitatis. Journal for the Study of Religions and Ideologies,
15(45), 24-40.

Van Eyghen, H. (2018). Is supernatural belief unreliably formed? International Journal for Philosophy of
Religion, 85(2), 125-148. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11153-018-9671-4

Van Eyghen, H. (2020). Arguing from cognitive science of religion: Is religious belief debunked? (1st
ed.). Bloomsbury Publishing Plc. https://doi.org/10.5040/9781350100329

Van Leeuwen, N., & van Elk, M. (2019). Seeking the supernatural: The interactive religious experience
model. Religion, Brain & Behavior, 9(3), 221-251. https://doi.org/10.1080/2153599X.2018.14535
29

Visala, A. (2011). Naturalism, theism, and the cognitive study of religion: Religion explained? Routledge.

White, R. (2010). You just believe that because. Philosophical Perspectives, 24(1), 573-615. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1520-8583.2010.00204.x

White, C. (2021). An introduction to the cognitive science of religion: Connecting evolution, brain, cog-
nition and culture. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351010979

Wilkins, J. S., & Griffiths, P. E. (2012). Evolutionary debunking arguments in three domains: Fact, value,
and religion. In J. M. Greg Dawes (Ed.), A new science of religion (pp. 133—146). London: Rout-
ledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203086131

Wilkins, J. (2016). Is religion or science debunked by the evolution of cognitive faculties? In H. De Cruz
& R. Nichols (Eds.), Advances in religion, cognitive science, and experimental philosophy (pp.
19-38). Bloomsbury Publishing Plc. https://doi.org/10.5040/9781474223812.ch-002

Wilson, D. (2002). Darwin’s cathedral: Evolution, religion, and the nature of society. University of Chi-
cago Press.

Witteveen, J. (2021). Evolutionary debunking arguments and the explanatory scope of natural selection.
Synthese (Dordrecht), 198(7), 6009-6024. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-019-02446-9

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps
and institutional affiliations.

@ Springer


https://doi.org/10.1080/2153599X.2015.1024915
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108529181
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108529181
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2007.01983.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2007.01983.x
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315553207-10
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315553207-10
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11153-011-9300-y
https://doi.org/10.4013/fsu.2018.193.11
https://doi.org/10.4013/fsu.2018.193.11
https://doi.org/10.1080/2153599X.2022.2065345
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11153-018-9671-4
https://doi.org/10.5040/9781350100329
https://doi.org/10.1080/2153599X.2018.1453529
https://doi.org/10.1080/2153599X.2018.1453529
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1520-8583.2010.00204.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1520-8583.2010.00204.x
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351010979
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203086131
https://doi.org/10.5040/9781474223812.ch-002
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-019-02446-9

	Why the debunking threat won’t go away
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Arguing for unreliability: EDAs based on CSR
	Criticism 1: debunkers apply flawed explanations of religious beliefs
	Response 1: updating CSR with better theories
	Response 2: avoiding CSR

	Criticism 2: debunkers apply misleading explanations
	An internalist and an externalist version of the argument
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements 
	References




