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A ‘Counterblaste’ to the New Cognitive Science of Religion:

How Cognitive, Scientific, or about Religion?

Ivan Strenski2020

1. Apres La Deluge 

Reading Armin Geertz’ 38 page and 200 footnote (sic) onslaught against my modest critiques of 

Cognitive Science of Religion (CSR) reminded me how it felt getting drenched by a tropical 

cloudburst in a place like Hilo, Hawaii – rainiest city in the USA.1 Although wet at first, it all 

passes, and one is soon dried by the hot tropical sun. Geertz’s stormy mix of points -- some 

dubious, others half-so, others again of some interest -- soon evaporate under the hot sun of 

critical inspection.  Geertz and I may seriously disagree about methods and theories. I should 

stress that I regard this exchange as a cognitive or intellectual matter, not a personal one. My 

articles made quite clear which specific propositions of CSR I found objectionable, and why I did

not feel that CSR merited a dedicated chapter of attention in Understanding Theories of Religion.

In my view, the results of CSR did not live up to its own self-promotions. As noble as CSR’s 

aspirations might, or might not, be, ambitions alone are poor substitutes for achievements. The 

current discussion aims to provide my candid assessment of what Geertz has advised me is a new

and improved CSR (393).

2. For the Record….

1 See both my reply to Testa, Ivan Strenski, "Much Ado About Quite Alot: A Response to 

Alessandro Testa’s Review of Strenski, Understanding Theories of Religion," Studi e Materiali 

di Storia delle Religioni 85, no. 1 (2019). Also, "What Can the Failure of Cog-Sci of Religion 

Teach Us About the Future of Religious Studies," in The Question of Methodological 

Naturalism, ed. Jason Blum (Leiden: Brill, 2018).
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Before moving on, however, I need to address a few unfortunate comments by Geertz, namely 

that my alleged “claims that the organizers of the Toronto Congress deliberately snubbed and 

silenced Russell McCutcheon are tantamount to libel” (399).2  This is false.  I never asserted that 

“a group of hundreds or more CSR scholars around the world are actively excluding Russell 

McCutcheon because of his criticism.”  The simple truth of my claims about McCutcheon and 

some of the CSR scholars is there for all to see. In my remarks to Testa, I quoted McCutcheon’s 

own words lamenting his longstanding dismay and disappointment at having his work generally 

ignored by CSR leadership.3 For the record, here are those exact words as they originally 

appeared in my reply to Testa, including words quoted from McCutcheon.4

McCutcheon bristles at the way CSR’s advocates – once is closest colleagues – 

have literally ignored his critical work. In another place, McCutcheon rather 

plaintively laments that for CSR’s proponents (in his words): “my subsequent 

work is rarely cited by these writers -- work that has argued that any use of the 

category religion is a socio-political technique of management....” ... Worse yet, 

McCutcheon ends this complaint, heaving a sigh of resignation in the process, as 

it were by saying that CSR’s dismissal of his work is “perhaps, to be expected.”5

2 On a point of personal privilege, I reject in the strongest terms Geertz’s unmerited ad hominems

-- of my “angrily” having “used abusive language” to attack him “personally” in the course of an

extended “rant and rave,” (365) or of “having used hegemonic prerogative … to silence CSR 

scholars,” and not just that but to “essentialize and demonize them” (393). None of this is true. 

Proof of this is that he cannot cite examples supporting any of these slurs.

3 Strenski, "Much Ado About Quite Alot: A Response to Alessandro Testa’s Review of Strenski, 

Understanding Theories of Religion," 21.
4 Ibid.
5 Russell T McCutcheon, "Everything Old Is New," in Failure and Nerve in the Academic Study 

of Religion, ed. William Arnal, Willi Braun, and Russell T McCutcheon (Sheffield: Equinox, 

2012), 84 n14.; cited in Strenski, "Much Ado About Quite Alot: A Response to Alessandro 

Testa’s Review of Strenski, Understanding Theories of Religion," 21.



3

I am quite confident readers can decide whether or not McCutcheon’s explicit words of dismay 

support my view that “Russell McCutcheon was ‘cruelly unpersoned’” by the CSR leadership. 

Armin, his family and mine have known each other for 30 years or so. I have enjoyed the 

hospitality of his home, as he and his family members have mine. Those memories remain sacred

to me. I prefer to regard Armin’s insinuations of “libel” as flawed judgments made hastily from 

overzealous and/or careless reading. 

In the spirit of comradeship, I do admit being mistaken in claiming that “50% of the plenary” 

sessions at the 2010 Toronto IAHR were dominated by CSR. The number is closer to 33%. I was

erred, in part because I confused “plenaries” with “keynote” addresses and “Special Academic 

Sessions.” “Plenaries” and “keynotes” differ substantially. “Plenaries” are featured addresses 

funded from the persons or institutions outside of the Congress organization. All “keynotes,” on 

the other hand, originate by invitation from the relevant Congress organizing committees. 

Perhaps, Geertz could also inform us why the list of the congress’s ten “Special Academic 

Sessions,” were all CSR presentations – all ten. Did these count as “keynotes”? I’d appreciate it 

if Geertz set the record straight. 

In any event, my problem with the 2010 Toronto Quinquennial was not primarily with an 

emphasis upon CSR, whether in plenaries, keynotes, or both. As I wrote to Testa: “As organizers

of the meeting,…[they] surely had the right to shape the meeting according to their tastes, to a 

certain degree. They do the work; they deserved to hold the ‘Big Megaphone’.”6 What soured 

congress attendees was the effective elimination of  actual opportunities for featured speakers to 

be challenged or questioned in an open, public forum. Why no Q&A immediately after featured 

presentations, while the issues were still hot and the audience still present? Why were all Q&A 

sessions delayed until 8AM, the following morning!!  It seems disingenuous for Geertz to insist 

that this early morning scheduling afforded congress attendees ample opportunity to voice their 

critical concerns. I should add that much about the Quinquennial was very good, and very 

efficiently organized, to boot. Kudos to Don, Luther et al for that. While an awful lot was great 

6 "Much Ado About Quite Alot: A Response to Alessandro Testa’s Review of Strenski, 

Understanding Theories of Religion," 22.
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about the Congress, I still contend, perhaps in an excess of desire to control the meeting’s 

narrative, the organizers seriously overstepped. 

But, enough of the past. I wish to address my remarks to Geertz in the form of querying the    

content of each letter of CSR, as it were. What do the “C”, “S” and ”R” of the new CSR really 

mean in Geertz’s telling?  Do they stand up to critical inspection?

3. In with the New CSR? Or, More of the Old?

Attentive readers will first note Geertz’s article never contests the arguments I made against first 

generation CSR in my two papers, one from 2018, the other in 2019.7 Instead, Geertz complains 

that I am not current on the new, improved and greatly expanded CSR. In Geertz’s view, “The 

whole point of this response is to demonstrate that much has happened in the CSR since the 

1990s” (368). My critiques of CSR do not touch the new CSR because “The field is so broad that

it cannot possibly fit into Strenski’s essentialized ‘CSR theory’.” (372-3) 

All well and good as far as assertions may be concerned. But Geertz would surely agree that 

assertions and persuasive arguments are two different things. So, a series of questions remain 

about Geertz’s assertions: Is the new CSR is really as different as Geertz claims?  Ironically, 

after what must be well over 10,000 words and 200 footnotes, Geertz’s “Reply” offers little 

incentive to move me off my original position. Instead, Geertz has opened many new avenues of 

skepticism. What does he mean by the “C” of CSR? -- “cognition” ? What, as well, of the “S” 

and “R”--  about the luxuriant growth and theoretical status of the new CSR? So, any critic, like 

the present author, owes Geertz their attention, and to try to assess the consequences of the 

encounter for the future of a secular study of religion, to which we are both committed in our 

different, and perhaps irreconcilable ways. That is what I intend to do here.  Is the new CSR 

defensibly cognitive, scientific and about religion?  

7 "What Can the Failure of Cog-Sci of Religion Teach Us About the Future of Religious 

Studies."; "Much Ado About Quite Alot: A Response to Alessandro Testa’s Review of Strenski, 

Understanding Theories of Religion."
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4. What Is the “C” in the New CSR?

For one thing, in order for Geertz’s counter to my critique to succeed, the theoretical content of 

the new CSR he proclaims will actually need to differ fundamentally from that of the first-

generation. Geertz’s canard of “essentialism” aside, either CSR, old or new, has an identity, 

static or not, or it does not. If it does, then he should be able to discuss its properties critically 

without making lame accusations of a trendoid “essentialism.” If CSR, old or new, has no 

identity, either static or not, that puts Geertz into the peculiar position of touting something that 

dos not differ significantly from anything else. 

Geertz wants to make a moving target of his new CSR. As he notes about the new CSR:  “Today,

the field is wide open. CSR scholars study all aspects of religiosity in the field, the lab, in texts 

and in personal interviews, and are not content with armchair reflections” (369). Fair enough. I 

am comfortable thinking about things with fuzzy edges or permeable boundaries. Yet, the new 

CSR recognizably continues the key theoretical orientation of the ‘first-generation’ CSR of 

Lawson, McCauley, Boyer and others. Thus, both old and new  CSR seek to explain religion, not

to understand it; the concept of religion remains theistic – belief in supernatural beings; religion 

originates and evolves according to Darwinian adaptational principles; CSR is a “cognitive” 

study to the extent that the brain is the focal object of inquiry; cultural and mentalist discourse is 

not explainable in cultural and mentalist terms but in terms of reference to brain events. While I 

found superficial changes in orientation, this central CSR core remained intact.

So, is there really a fundamentally new CSR of which Geertz is so proud and widely-published a 

member? Or, are there simply many more people on the CSR “bandwagon,” pursuing many 

different subjects, in many more venues? 

First, it seems that instead of more people studying “cognition,” many more meanings and 

referents have been assigned to the word, “cognition” than for first generation CSR. Indeed, so 

many more meanings have been assigned to “cognition” that the word seems stretched to the 

point of meaninglessness. Impressive at first glance, is the list Geertz offers of a deluge of 33 
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new topics in all embraced by the new CSR (369-72, notes 33-58) – among them, morality and 

moral behavior, atheism, concepts of self and identity, gender, power relations, persuasion, death

and the dead, violence, extreme ritual behavior, re-incarnation, mysticism, magic and witchcraft, 

prayer, pilgrimage, dreaming, embodiment and ritual, emotion, tool use, imagination, autism, 

deprivation, memory, healing, historical descriptions of religious behavior and ideas, the 

evolution of religion, philosophical issues…. (369-72) Moreover, Geertz assures us there is 

“much, much more” to their study of “all aspects of religiosity in the field, the lab, in texts and in

personal interviews” (369). Fine. But has “CSR” then become another fashionable, but 

essentially blank, label to slap onto a congeries of disparate activities lacking a conceptual 

center? The first-generation CSR confined itself to studying “mental representation of 

supernatural beings and ideas.” (369) But what is there “cognitive” about Geertz’s list?  If 

“healing” is cognition, why isn’t “tool use”? It actually looks as if Geertz believes that 

practically anything could be “cognition.” Does he? For, if he does, then “cognition” means 

nothing. 

5. CSR in Another Key

Lest readers think I lack all sympathy with a cognitive approach to religion, let me make what 

may seem an odd admission. The fact is, I have always felt that some version of what one might 

construe as CSR made intuitive sense, even though I have not much practiced it. About the 

nature of cognition, for instance, Geertz makes the perfectly agreeable point that “attempts to 

interpret or explain religious behavior and thought that do not pay heed to human cognition and 

psychology are insufficient” and that “all scholars have implicit assumptions about human 

psychology and mental processes, but many scholars do not subject their assumptions to 

reflection or debate and thus may foster hidden agendas.” (386) I could not agree more, even if 

I’d want to put in an equally strong word for history, the human and social sciences. I think I 

have a fair sense of what the “C” in CSR meant for first generation CSR -- Lawson, McCauley, 

Boyer, Whitehouse, Guthrie, Sperber and others. Put crudely, at least about the belief in gods, 
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these first-generation CSR types proposed that natural processes of thinking inevitably gave rise 

to thinking about superhuman beings. 

Such an insight has not been foreign to my thinking about aspects of what is commonly called 

“religion” – say, belief in gods. In this sense, like E. B. Tylor 149 years ago, I concede that much

of what passes as “religion” involves the belief in superhuman spirits, such as gods. Moreover, 

ordinary analogical thinking – “cognition” -- about relations with human persons becomes the 

basis for generating the belief in the existence of these immaterial, supernatural beings – but all 

without brain-talk. In the hands of other resourceful social scientists, such as the “neo-Tylorian,”

Robin Horton, this insight has been extraordinarily fruitful for exploring “modes of thought,” put

to the service of understanding “religion” in traditional societies.8 For at least 50 years, I have 

admired Horton’s landmark comparative social anthropological studies of traditional African 

thought and Western science as exemplary exercises in comparative sociology of knowledge.9 

Horton argued that the Nigerian talk of “the gods” – what some would call their “religion” – was,

in a way, not really religion at all. Instead, it should be better seen as a personalist alternative to 

Western science, insofar as both were attempts to explain the world, however, expressed in 

different idioms. Their differences arose from the fact that the Nigerians used a personal idiom of

expression, based in their richly intimate interpersonal experiences of other people, as a source of

analogies to explain the world. As the film, “The Gods Must Be Crazy” intimated, if a Coca-Cola

bottle should fall from the heavens, the cause lies in the gods acting in some “crazy” way. A 

8 Robin Horton, Patterns of Thought in Africa and the West (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1993); Robin Horton and Ruth Finnegan, Modes of Thought (London: Faber and Faber, 

1973); Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger (London: Penguin, 1970); Natural Symbols (New York

City: Vintage, 1973); Risk and Blame (London: Routledge, 1992); In the Wilderness: The 

Doctrine of Defilement in the Book of Numbers, vol. 158, Journal for the Study of the Old 

Testament Supplement Series (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993); Robin Horton, "Neo-Tylorianism: 

Sound Sense or Sinister Prejudice?," Man n.s. 3, no. 3-4 (1968).
9 "African Traditional Thought and Western Science: Part I. From Tradition to Science. Part Ii. 

African Traditional Thought and Western Science," Africa: Journal of the International African 

Institute 37, no. 1-2 (1967)..
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superhuman being – a “god,” if you will – intended to throw the bottle to earth with some sort of 

willful purpose in mind. It hadn’t fallen accidentally from an overflying humanly-devised 

mechanism – such as an airplane -- causing it to fall to earth according to the impersonal laws of 

physics. The difference? Western science resorts to the impersonal idiom to account for the 

arrival of the Coca-Cola bottle, and thus used notions like mechanism, atoms, forces, and such. 

Thus, talk of the “gods” and other superhuman beings acting “crazy” -- or whatever – is what 

Westerners saw as “religion.” Yet, it was in fact just traditional Nigerian theoretical explanatory 

talk – their ‘science,’ if you will. Horton’s cognitive studies differed from what Geertz calls “first

generation CSR,” in his Durkheimian appeal to cultural and social factors to account for the 

Nigerian (“religious”) way of explaining things, rather than to the brain-talk beloved of  the 

CSR. But I to ask how Lawson, McCauley, and the new CSR have improved upon Horton? 

At least two other ways occurred to me about how I have come to “think” about the study of 

religion and politics that might be congenial to generic CSR.  The first, regards religion and 

politics as mutually related theoretical entities. I have made stabs at understanding them to be 

mutually in relation to one another, notably in Why Politics Can’t Be Freed from Religion 

(2010).10  There, I argued that religion and politics should be thought of as occupying opposite 

ends of a conceptual continuum. Both things we call “politics” and “religion,” respectively, 

combine the use of both power, force, coercion (potestas), on the one hand, and authority, 

legitimacy, values (auctoritas) – often referred to as the “spiritual” dimension -- on the other. 

But given religions or politics will combine these elements in various proportions, in different 

measure. Although religions often wield power, one cannot “think” religion without “thinking” 

authority. Can one name a thing called “religion” which lacks any component of authority, 

legitimacy, values and so on? In some limited cases, one might even think of a religion that 

minimizes potestas to an absolute minimum, while maximizing auctoritas to an extreme. One 

thinks of early Buddhism, Jainism, Daoism, the Qumran community, the Amish, Quakers and the

like. It, however, must immediately be doubted whether these really “zero-out” potestas entirely.

10 Ivan Strenski, Why Politics Can't Be Freed from Religion: Radical Interrogations of Religion, 

Power and Politics (Oxford: Wiley/Blackwell, 2010)..
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As long as a religion has “territory,” it is hard to see how all considerations of potestas can be 

eliminated. 

On the other hand, although politics also makes use of auctoritas, one cannot “think” politics 

without “thinking” power. Indeed, one can even think of a brutal, cynical politics that seeks to 

rule by the exercise of power (potestas) alone. The later stages of certain totalitarian or 

authoritarian regimes seem to fit this description of operating under conditions of absolute sheer 

coercion. As police states, they rule by pure brute force, terror, intimidation, coercion, whilst 

forgoing any pretense of legitimacy, morality or consent of the governed. One reason, for 

instance, that Islam or medieval Catholicism are often accused for not being “really religions” is 

their reputations, at least, of being enterprises so dominated by the pursuit of potestas that their 

spiritual side – auctoritas – gets effectively effaced. Conversely, a reason some ostensibly 

political movements are charged with being “religions” in large part is their dominance by myth, 

ritual or a cult of the leader. Emilio Gentile’s reading Mussolini’s fascism comes to mind, as 

does the Iron Guard of Mircea Eliade’s Romania, Norman Cohn’s study of millennial 

movements, or Vittorio Lanternari’s Religions of the Oppressed.11 

Another example takes its start from observations that some people ‘make a “religion” out of 

politics.’ Their devotees deify Donald Trump or Bernie Sanders to such an extent that, 

cognitively speaking, in the minds of their supporters, these leaders are, in effect, superhuman -- 

believed incapable of doing wrong. Olivier Roy has turned this insight around against certain 

groups, commonly seen as religious, such as right-wing Evangelicals.12  He argues that the fact 

of their lining up exclusively and unanimously with Trump or the GOP, in effect, means that they

have adopted a religious attitude to them. These Evangelicals are “not politic.” They do not 

11 Norman Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium (New York City: Oxford University Press, 

1970); Emilio Gentile, The Sacralization of Politics in Fascist Italy, trans. Keith Botsford 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996); Vittorio Lanternari, Religions of the Oppressed 

(New York City: Alfred Knopf, 1963); Nicholas M. Nagy-Talavera, The Green Shirts and 

Others (Stanford: Hoover Institution, 1970); Ivan Strenski, Four Theories of Myth in Twentieth-

Century History (London/Iowa City: Macmillan/Iowa University Press, 1987).
12 Olivier Roy, Is Europe Christian? (New York City: Oxford University Press, 2020)..
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make pragmatic choices and distinctions between parties, such that on occasion, they favor one 

over the other, as they reveal imperfections. Instead, they invest all their devotion into one – the 

perfect party and perfect candidate. This makes a religion out of their politics.  

If Roy is right, he gives added weight to the adage that “politics is the art of the possible,” the 

realm of the imperfect. And, if that is so, from a cognitive point of view, then perhaps the reason 

we have “religion” is so that we can cogitate further – think -- about the unconditioned, the 

changeless, the sublime, the transcendent, limitlessness, timelessness, incorporeality, perfection, 

infinity, eternity -- in short, all those thought-objects commonly grouped as “religious”? We have

religion in order that the mind can clear cognitive space for thinking about and acting with 

respect to such objects, governed, as they are, by rules applying to objects outside of everyday 

reality. In cognitive terms, “religion ” is nothing but a device that human thinking has created to 

give itself cognitive space in which to think and act with respect to what lies outside the 

boundaries of ordinary human cognitive operations.

I offer these examples to evidence that, in my own way, that I think I do understand what value 

CSR -- at least some iterations -- might have. I simply have serious reservations about the way 

the CSR touted by Geertz has taken shape. I believe it has taken the wrong turn in several places 

in its history. 

6. What’s Missing from Geertz’s Notion of Cognition?

Since CSR deals chiefly with studies of  “C” – cognition -- Geertz conveniently supplies an 

inventory of  referents of this “C.” It includes studies characterized by such rubrics as “Animism 

and Anthropomorphism… Hyper-Active Agency Detection Device, Counterintuitive Ideas 

Epidemiology of Representations. (368) In addition, Geertz affirms that the “C” in CSR also 

means studies of “reasoning and the interactions between logic and discourse… the mechanics of

the Zulu wedding rituals, …the simulation modeling of the ritual competence theory….” And so 

on (368f). All these would be recognizable standard fare even for first-generation CSR. 
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Geertz however criticizes me for not keeping up with the output of CSR since then. It would be 

churlish not to be impressed by the multiplication of all “the other things” Geertz  says that CSR-

types now study. One must also be impressed by what may be the seemingly large numbers 

pursuing the study of religion under the CSR banner. That counts for something, although, 

frankly, one is not sure what. Are those numbers best explained by the sociology or psychology 

of knowledge, by ideological predispositions, or what? In Galileo Galilei’s day,  astrologers 

doubtless took comfort in their vast numbers over against a few upstart astronomers. As far as 

something called, “science,” it is impossible to know the significance of what raw numbers of 

CSR practitioners mean. 

Moreover, sober evaluation of a research program, such as Geertz outlines, cannot permit itself 

to be misled by the mystification inherent in mere popularity – in the “bandwagon” phenomenon.

How many of these areas of study really qualify as specifically cognitive studies of religion? For 

instance, in celebrating the alleged progress marked by a “whole array of methodologies… being

used to test all kinds of hypotheses and theories” (367), what establishes these studies as 

“cognitive”?  What binds this “whole array of methodologies… being used under the rubric of 

“cognitive”? Aside from a fleeting reference to “predictive processing’ (375) Geertz says little. 

Even clarifying the point that “predictive processing” is “using the brain as a “proactive creator 

instead of a passive receiver of environmental and social stimuli… “where the “brain predicts 

what is going to happen based on both bottom-up and top-down processes,” doesn’t really help. 

How are “brains” supposed to produce acts of mental judgment, like “predicting”? Geertz or I 

may or may not “predict” what is going to happen, but no “brain” has ever “predicted” anything. 

What is the difference for astrology to assert that “the stars” predict some event than for CSR to 

assert that “brains” predict some outcome? But in doing so, Geertz commits an elementary and 

horrendous category-mistake to say that “brains predict.” “Brains” may be the venue for the 

conduction of electrical charges, firings of synapses and so on. But “brains” do not predict in any

but a metaphorical way. Geertz may wish he could leap-frog over decades of philosophical 

inquiry on the relation of mind to brain, but his loose talk about brains predicting risks of making

unintelligible nonsense of CSR.
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7. Do “Big Numbers” Implicate Cognition?

But, the “C” of CSR apparently has wider meanings for Geertz. He also suggests that the “C” of 

the new CSR may have a future cooperating with the “new growth in big data and digital 

approaches… playing a significant role in cognitive approaches… to develop new databases on 

human history and prehistory” (378). Geertz cites the work of Frederick Tappenden and Edward 

Slingerhand with approval. What Geertz, Tappenden and Slingerhand seem to have in mind is 

the application of “powerful, new statistical analyses and, the possibility of using mathematical 

modeling for a variety of purposes” (378). 

All well and good. It would be well for religious studies to catch up with mainline empirical 

sociology, archeology, text studies and so on in the use of “big numbers.” But in itself, the use of

“big data” operations seems to have nothing to do with “cognition.” Despite Geertz’ admission 

that CSR-types, Tappenden and Slingerhand, feel that these computational methods still need to 

be “’coupled with knowledge of the human mind drawn from the cognitive sciences’” (379), he 

celebrates their results! Nothing yet has been achieved here, even if much is promised. Geertz 

surely knows the difference, although he fails candidly to admit it. 

More than that, as far as the cognitive character of the new CSR goes, while this sort research 

may all come to a glorious end, attentive readers will note that Geertz fails to say how this 

collaboration with “big data” counts as cognitive study. Indeed, “big data” are precisely what we 

do not know. “Big data” are useful, at a minimum, because they offer researchers a way to detect

objective patterns in a field of facts to vast to be thought. For instance, I may think that 

Evangelical voters prefer racist candidates. But short of a rigorous analysis of big numbers of 

Evangelical voters provided by statistically-sound accumulation of “big data,” one cannot know 

whether my suspicions are true. In this way, “big data” research do not seem programs of 

cognitive studies. 

If I am correct in indicting Geertz for having stretched the meaning of “CSR” beyond all 

recognition, it may explain why he is so ill-equipped to say what the “cognitive” component of 
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such collaborations with “big numbers,” for instance, is. In Geertz’s expansive description of the 

new CSR, it seems to study everything by no definite method. Bizarrely, he touts his criticism of 

“CSR proponents for their extreme focus on mental representations” (366), when that focus at 

least was elemental to a meaningful notion of what the “C” of CSR meant. Why would not a 

“focus on mental representations” continue to be a pre-eminently a cognitive matter? So, at the 

very least, it seems to me that Geertz needs to reconsider his criticism of his first-generation CSR

colleagues for, in effect, hewing to a univocal notion of cognition. They, at least, let cognition be 

cognition, rather than everything under the sun. Because Geertz seems to want to label so much 

as “cognitive” study, he seems to think everything is or could be a sort of “cognitive” study. 

After a sufficient exposure to such loose talk, I begin thinking that Geertz has no clue what 

“cognitive” study is. 

8. What is the “S” in CSR? Rigor above All

What does the declared interests in something called CSR tell us – specifically about the “S” – 

the scientific character of CSR? Among other things, the history of science teaches us to 

scrutinize claims of scientificity. The appearances of science might just be the trappings of 

science. Being dressed in a white lab coat, with test tube in hand, “doth not a scientist make.” 

What about Geertz’s views arouses my suspicions that Geertz is doing something of the same 

thing as those chaps in their white coats? 

As I mentioned briefly, Geertz makes much of the abundance and variety of CSR studies since 

the first generation. But what would the abundance and variety of alchemical and astrological 

studies in the Renaissance have proven about the state of alchemy or astrology as sciences? It 

might only indicate that alchemists and astrologers had invested enormous energy in confirming 

beliefs, rather than being rigorously critical of the potential status of these beliefs as scientific. 

Geertz thus seems to believe that the new CSR’s immense appetite for tests, experiments, 

“research done in a lab and in the field” (373), “neuroscientific experiments” (374), “big data and

digital approaches… new data bases… new statistical analyses” (378), “simulation” testing 

(381), likewise vouch invariably for the scientific status of CSR. He goes on for 10 endless pages
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(373-82, notes 59-109) touting the scientific credentials of CSR on the basis of its commitment to

these techniques. 

But, while what Geertz documents may indicate substantial scientific activity, any serious critic 

of science will want to warn readers not to mistake the trappings of science for the real thing. 

Alchemy never lacked for confirming experiments, elaborate ones at that; anyone reading the 

astrology column in a daily newspaper can “test” for the truth of their horoscope, as well. But 

neither alchemy nor astrology are sciences.  What made “science” -- chemistry out of alchemy -- 

was not endless experiment, but “rigorous experiment” – a notion utterly absent from Geertz’s 

accounts of CSR. (By the way, pace Geertz’s infatuation with experiments, astronomy is a 

science, despite not being experimental.) Geertz seems to think because some CSR theses pass a 

confirmation test that this certifies the scientific status of a given CSR thesis. Not so.  There is no

end to the confirmation of astrological and alchemical theses. And, rather than reproach 

humanities scholars for their lack of rigor. Geertz might take his own advice and not only urge 

CSR “to subject their favorite hypotheses to tests” – but to rigorous tests at that! (381)

“Rigor” in CSR experiments might begin with stipulating conditions of falsifiability, 

falsification, and so on: What would have to be true, for any of the results of any case of the CSR

experiments that Geertz lists, for a given result to be falsified? What are conditions that would 

have to apply so that one would withdraw a CSR thesis, or admit it to be false? Thanks to the 

scourge of the COVID19 pandemic, some of us are beginning to understand this kind of 

guarantee of rigor. We are beginning to understand why experimenting for an effective vaccine 

requires more than simple confirmation tests. The gap between a real “scientific” test for the 

efficacy of a vaccine and a bogus test is enormous. Tests of hydroxychloroquine are, for instance,

only anecdotal. They do not past rigorous scientific muster because they are not submitted to the 

same rigorous standards as professional tests of vaccines. As abundant as the talk is of how 

hydroxychloroquine works is, we never hear of submitting hydroxychloroquine to falsification, 

“blind” or “double-blind” tests. We never hear of tests for the efficacy of hydroxychloroquine 

that compare the results of administering it with the results of tests where it is not  administered. 

Anecdotal confirmation has been the only criterion of efficacy. Geertz’s eager celebration of 



15

CSR’s devotion to simple experiments reminds one too vividly of claims that experiments prove 

hydroxychloroquine effective against COVID-19.

Entirely different is professional testing for the efficacy of a vaccine. Here, one checks the results

of confirmation of efficacy, by testing for disconfirmations – falsifications – as well. If half the 

subjects received the vaccine in a trial, and half received innocuous injections of saline solution, 

what results would obtain? This procedure addresses the falsification challenge: what would have

to be true to show that the original thesis were false? In testing a vaccine, that would risk the 

outcome of subjects not being injected with vaccine, but with a saline solution. We would have 

greater confidence that the test vaccine succeeded if its administration was confirmed by 

immunization from the virus, while an administration of saline solution did not correlate with 

immunization. What if saline worked – was confirmed -- as well as a vaccine? How much 

confidence would one have in that vaccine? Scientific tests for an effective vaccine also include 

so-called “blind” and “double-blind” provisions – both of which seek to eliminate the natural 

bias toward self-fulfilling results. In a “blind” test, either the subjects or the tester is kept 

ignorant of the nature of the solutions being injected, whether that be vaccine or saline. In a 

“double-blind” test, both subjects and testers remain ignorant of the nature of the solutions being 

injected. Where are Geertz’s examples of how CSR submits its claims to such analogous 

rigorous testing?

As for CSR, Geertz, nowhere to my knowledge in his article, even broaches the critical issue of 

falsification as a measure of scientificity. The word “falsify” or its variants, “falsifiability”, 

“falsification” and so on are absent from the vocabulary of his article. Yet these are elemental 

notions in the philosophy of science, even if contested in the literature. Never mind “blind” or 

“double-blind” tests to eliminate confirmation biases. Geertz shows no evidence of even being 

aware of these criteria of scientific rigor. If I am mistaken and overlooked where Geertz or those 

he cites, have discussed falsifiability, I am prepared to be instructed. If the examples he lists do, 

in fact, establish the rigor of their experiments by subjecting their results to a falsification test, I 

should like to know. Those that do in fact conduct “rigorous” experiments could then be further 

evaluated for the scientificity of their results according to other relevant criteria. Sadly, in piling 

on example upon example of confirmational testing and experiment, Geertz conveys the distinct 
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impression that he thinks confirmation alone serves both as a necessary and sufficient condition 

of scientificity. He is wrong.

9. Two Cultures

Another claim relevant to the –“S” – scientific status of CSR involves Geertz’s claim that CSR 

plays the noble role of bridging the gap between the sciences and humanities (392-3). At the 

same time, he ridicules the idea of the “two cultures” being in any significant way distinct from 

one another, implying that CSR has solved the problems of opposition involved here. For Geertz,

the paradigm of this division is “Husserlian-Verstehen” Naturswissenschaft/Geisteswissenschaft 

opposition. However, Geertz erroneously insinuates that I am committed to this sort of thinking 

(392). That irresponsible charge, however, won’t wash, since my earliest publications on 

reductionism, stretching back into the 1970’s, as well as my critique of  Eliade’s theory of the 

autonomy of religion, say otherwise.13 Geertz betrays further ignorance of some of my most 

significant publications of the past 15 years, where I employ extensive use of the same “big 

numbers” analysis so beloved of Geertz’s CSR. Most of these may be found in a leading, 

mainline interdisciplinary political science/political philosophy periodical, such as Terrorism and

Political Violence.14  

13 Four Theories of Myth in Twentieth-Century History; "Reductionism and Structural 

Anthropology," Inquiry 19 (1976).
14 See “Sacrifice, Gift and the Social Logic of Muslim ‘Human Bombers,’“ Terrorism and 

Political Violence 15/2 (2004): 1-34. “Prospects for the Death of Europe: Islam, Christianity, the 

Future Identity of Europe” Terrorism & Political Violence 32/3 (March 2020): 654-80.  “How to 

Dishonor Honor Killing and How Not to Pursue Moderate Islam” Terrorism & Political 

Violence  31/5 (August 2019): 1126-40. “Philosophy of Conspiracies and Conspiracy Theories: 

The New World of Disinformation and Its Critique” Terrorism & Political Violence  33 

(forthcoming 2021) and in a Festschrift for Bruce Lincoln, “Moscow, Third Rome and the Uses 

of Ressentiment: An Essay in Myth Criticism”, Irreverence and the Sacred: Festschrift for Bruce

Lincoln, Hugh Urban, ed, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), pp. 42-60 Finally, also 
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Further evidence that Geertz may not know of what he speaks about overcoming the humanities -

sciences  dichotomy, comes from his own critical essay of my critiques of CSR. As far as I can 

detect, his article is a classic piece of purest traditional “humanities” critical writing, without a 

shred of cognitive science employed to expose the alleged failings of my critiques of first-

generation CSR. I see no “science” in Geertz’s article and even less “cognitive science,” 

whatever that may be. So, Geertz himself seems quite content to write and publish from the POV

of an autonomous humanities when it suits his polemic purposes. In his own academic practice, 

Geertz fails to adhere to the overcoming the “two cultures,” himself. “Physician, heal thyself.” 

What these examples show is that real differences still remain between the humanities and 

sciences -- rightly understood – even if they need not be of Geertz’s Husserlian ‘straw man.’ 

Geertz shows no familiarity with, say, the monumental contemporary work on hermeneutics of a 

Charles Taylor. Philosophers like Taylor practice a philosophy of science and history of science 

that itself cannot be described as “science” in the same sense as the “sciences” he studies. As I 

understand Taylor, and as I (and McCutcheon, at his best) have tried to practise in our critical 

conceptual work, the critical humanistic studies of science we’ve undertaken seek to make 

rational evaluations of the conceptual soundness of the sciences themselves. Science-critique is 

not itself “science,” but conceptually and logically prior to science. If Geertz doesn’t like to 

name it “humanities,” let him choose whatever term pleases him. The differences remain 

whatever we choose to name them.

My own work in the history and philosophy of the sciences has tended to share what is, in effect, 

the vision humanities as being ‘handmaiden’ to the sciences. In this sense, the science-critique I 

have pursued differs from the “science” it studies. As such, it is logically pre-scientific. 

Following the lead of others like Robert Alun Jones and Quentin Skinner in my extensive work 

on the Durkheimian school of sociology, I have tried rigorously to pose the question of why 

great social scientists and Religionswissenschäftler like the Durkheimians have ‘thought they 

forthcoming in January 2021 is a major essay crossing the boundaries separating law, religion, 

ethnicity, LGBTQ studies and informed by “big numbers” analysis:  “On the Jesuit-Maronite 

Provenance of Lebanon’s Criminalization of Homosexuality” Journal of Law and Religion 

(36/1).



18

were right’ in posing social-scientific theories of religion.15  I thus have sought to understand the 

nature of the historical contexts of discourse that permitted theorists of religion, like the 

Durkheimians, to conclude that they were ‘right’ in their urging certain explanations of 

religion.16 However, rigorous, logical and systematic these efforts of mine may be, I do not 

confuse them for the, often avowedly, ‘scientific’ efforts at explaining religion as, say, 

undertaken by Durkheim, Freud or evolutionist “science of religion” scholar, C. P. Tiele. 

Primarily because Tiele appealed to evolutionary models of the growth of religions, Tiele 

believed he was doing a “science of religion.”17 Durkheim and Freud had their own rationales for

believing they were doing science. My study of Tiele aimed to understand why he thought he 

was right to think he was doing “science,” given that most of today’s religious studies do not 

think Tiele was doing “science.” In the role of a “humanist” -- an historian and philosopher  of 

science -- I was seeking to know what the conditions of being a science guided Tiele’s “science 

of religion.” 

10. Brains, Minds and Cultures: A Tale of Unresolved Relations

In addition to the humanities/science relation, I also appreciate that Geertz sees this issue as more

than the relation of humanities to sciences. From an article of his on the hermeneutic 

anthropologist, Clifford Geertz, the cognitive science claim of the “co-evolution” of culture and 

brain merges with the issue of the relation of science to the humanities. 18

15 Robert Alun Jones, "On Quentin Skinner," American Journal of Sociology 81 (1981); Quentin 

Skinner, "Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas," History and Theory 8 (1969).
16 See my most recent effort in this vein, Ivan Strenski, "Why Durkheim Really Thought That 

Buddhism Was a ‘Religion’ (in Memoriam, Massimo Rosati)," Religion 51 (2020).
17 "An Episode in the History of the “Science of Religion”: C. P. Tiele’s Indecisive Scientific 

Practice," in Explaining, Interpreting, and Theorizing Religion and Myth Contributions in Honor

of Robert A. Segal ed. Nickolas P. Roubekas and Thomas Ryba (Leiden: Brill, 2020).
18 Armin W. Geertz, "The Meaningful Brain:  Clifford Geertz and the Cognitive Science of 

Culture," in Mental Culture: Classical Social Theory and the Cognitive Science of Religion, ed. 
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Before engaging Geertz, I accept that the brain may be malleable – to a degree -- in response to 

culture, and vice versa. As an amateur student of the wolf-to-dog transition, I have, for instance, 

been impressed by some recent research indicating that the human cultural process of 

domestication of foxes and wolves produces both physical and psychological changes in these 

foxes and wolves that result in what we call “dogs” – indeed, “dogs” of various breeds. But, as 

all grateful dog-lovers know intuitively, the vector of causality also goes from dog to human. 

This “co-evolution” is captured in the adage: “People take the wolf out of dogs, while dogs put 

humanity into people.”  Human dog-owners often learn love, empathy, loyalty, humor, joy, 

playfulness, companionability, reciprocity and so on, from sharing their lives with dogs. 

Criminologists and law enforcement personnel suspect that humans who mistreat pet dogs are 

likely to lack empathy for other humans, as well. 

But accepting mind-culture co-evolution does not entail ready acceptance of what Geertz 

describes as “understanding human evolution as a co-evolutionary gene-culture process” (my 

emphasis) (392). Limping analogies, rather than literal descriptions of the relation of genes to 

culture, typify this discourse. That fact alone should warn us that we are a very long way from 

adequate scientific language for describing the relation between genes and culture. Geertz begins 

by saying of Merlin Donald’s work that “The most significant fact of human cognition is that it is

deeply and irrevocably enculturated.” Well and good. But thus far, Geertz makes no mention of 

biological entities, such as brains or genes. 

That soon ends as Geertz takes a radical turn to say that “Donald was not talking about simple 

socialization. He was arguing that ‘culture effectively wires up functional subsystems in the brain

that would not otherwise exist’.”19 But Donald’s colorful – and question-begging -- resort to 

metaphorical talk of “wiring” and “subsystems” should not mislead us as it has apparently led 

Geertz astray. Donald only traffics in figures of speech here. The brain contains no “wires,” nor 

is it clear what is the reference to “subsystem.”  I do not doubt that the transition from higher 

primates to homo erectus entailed differences in the brain’s make-up. But it is only speculation to

attribute them solely to co-evolution with culture and not, say, to changes in genes caused by 

D. Xylgalatas and W. W. McCorkle (Durham: Acumen, 2013).
19 Ibid., 191.
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direct physical agents. Returning to my example of co-evolution of humans and dogs, how long 

does Geertz think that dogs would need to be incorporated into human cultures before, say with 

the aid of laryngeal surgery, their newly co-evolved genetic make-up permitted them to speak a 

human language? In the same article Geertz also claims that

… stone tools are a significant factor behind the expansion of the brain. Stone 

tools are irrefutable evidence of the coevolution of human brains and technology, 

and the most important challenge for cognitive scientists today is not to deny the 

obvious, but rather to explore the relationships between the brain and complex 

tool-use and tool-making.20

Intuitively, I find this suggestive, even if  the coevolutionary process of  “expansion of the brain”

and the culture of tool-making remains suggestive metaphors, at best. Besides, how do we know 

if one part of the process came first, rather than as co-evolution? Further, how malleable are 

brains? And, what is the relation of brain to the way we think – “mind”? 

Furthermore, in general, how subject to change are brains in response to culture or technology? 

Have other tool-using animals, such as Bowerbirds, shown either an evolution in their mating 

rites or their tool-making or tool-use? Thus, I remain unpersuaded about Geertz’s confident 

vision of a specific gene-culture connection, since one-for-one correlations have not yet been 

proven to exist between discrete cultural facts and specific genes or brain-states. There might 

well be a time when correlations can be demonstrated. But until there is, it is much less 

misleading to talk about the relation of culture to mind. “Mind” better reflects the truth of our 

primitive stage of knowledge than premature claims to understand the brain and genes more than

we do now. While it is unclear how genes relate to culture, thinking remains in large portion a 

cultural category. In that sense, “I would have liked to see more competent philosophical 

discussion” from Geertz (393). Moreover, a lot more humility about the actual achievements of 

CSR, such as these culture-gene connections, would be in order as well.

20 Ibid., 194.
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11. Prayer and the ‘So What?’ Issue

Continuing in the same vein, my article, “What Can the Failure…,” I pointed out how Geertz 

oversells the scientific status of the results of a recent experiment with prayer. “The personal 

prayers and the Santa Claus requests lit up the same part of the brain,” Geertz breathlessly 

announced,  “while the more abstract, formulaic and theological Lord’s prayer as well as the 

traditional nursery rhyme lit up a different part of the brain.” I responded to this claim with an, 

admittedly, irreverent, “So, what?” Geertz took umbrage. But was it so wrong to query the 

importance of these results, peremptory, as it might have been?21 Geertz would be better advised 

to explain the significance of such a correlation. It is not obvious what’s the “news” here? How 

does it change the way we look at the world, at religion? After all, everyone knows that both 

personal prayers and individual requests from Santa Claus are personal requests. Why should we

expect there to be a difference in their correlation with parts of the brain?

In light of the vacuity of Geertz’ personal prayer/Santa Claus comparison, I was taken aback that

Geertz would not appreciate the significance of Marc Bloch’s classic analysis of how feudal 

values shaped modern prayer attitudes. Marc Bloch showed how the solemn rites of medieval 

political vassalage shape the religious ethos and embodied ritual life of post-medieval 

Christianity. Bloch’s research is widely acknowledged upended our view of Europe’s religious 

world. Is it commonplace knowledge to Geertz that kneeling in prayer with hands folded was not

de rigeur until after feudal period? Does Geertz think that doing so carried with it the same 

meanings as the previous Old Testament habit of standing in prayer with uplifted arms? Can he 

be so glib once he realizes that becoming a vassal demanded submitting to the rite of kneeling 

before one’s lord with their two hands enfolding one’s own? Does Geertz still feel his 

peremptory “so, what?” is a fit response, once we appreciate that to become the loyal vassal of a 

“lord” was to “become the man of another man” – to forge the strongest bond between two 

humans in feudal society? Is Geertz that unmoved by the different modes of religious  sensibility 

entailed in adopting the proper attitude to prayer that all he can manage is “so, what?” I cannot 

21 Strenski, "What Can the Failure of Cog-Sci of Religion Teach Us About the Future of 

Religious Studies," 214.
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actually believe Geertz lacks that degree of sensitivity to the power of history in reshaping our 

world.

My sense of dismay at Geertz’s insensitivity is admittedly deep. To show precisely why, let me 

compare Geertz’s CSR’s perspective on the study of prayer to see how it measures up to Bloch’s 

historical and socio-cultural analysis. When Geertz wants to tout CSR’s insights into prayer, he 

singles out his own work, “Comparing Prayer: On Science, Universals, and the Human 

Condition.”22 There, Geertz announces a viewpoint that seems consistent with his expansive new 

CSR approach. Thus, “There are many aspects of prayer that can be analyzed using different 

methodologies which together can give us an understanding and a few explanations of 

prayer.”(397) We must attend to them all. Therefore, 

prayer, being the human behavior that it is, consists of semantic, social, 

psychological and neurobiological dimensions…. [and] No one of these 

dimensions, taken by itself, is a sufficient explanation of that human behavior we 

call prayer. Taken together, however, they are superior to all other explanations. 

(397)

Having assembled these dimensions, Geertz narrows his focus to biology. He tells us that he 

“tried to formulate a theoretical model that tries to encompass and encapsulate the dynamics of 

what he calls a bio-cultural theory a religion.” The plunge into biology becomes necessary 

because of his (incorrigible?) belief that “Culture cannot be understood or explained by itself.” 

Beyond humans being cultural, they are also “biological, somatic and emotional creatures.”  

Thus, to do a properly scientific study of prayer, Geertz feels we need to examine these “various 

aspects of this human reality and the inter-relations between their parts….” For Geertz, this sort 

of omnibus approach embodies “what science is about.” (398)

In reaction, I must confess considerable disappointment in Geertz’s implied understanding of 

science and its methods. First, note that no research questions guide Geertz study. He says 

22 Armin Geertz, "Comparing Prayer: On Science, Universals, and the Human Condition," in 

Introducing Religion: Essays in Honor of Jonathan Z. Smith ed. W. Braun and R.T. McCutcheon

(Oakville: Equinox, 2008).
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nothing about what problems his inquiry proposes to address, to solve. How can that be a sign of 

good science? Instead, Geertz simply delves mindlessly into things, presumably because ‘they 

are there,’ so to speak. But science doesn’t work that way: it is built upon research questions and 

problems. Why does water boil at different temperatures at difference altitudes? Why is there a 

slight perturbation in the orbit of Pluto? Why do ships at sea seem to sink below the horizon as 

we recede from each other? Why do we pray on our knees with folded hands, instead of how the 

Bible depicts the pious at prayer? Why, as first-generation CSR asked, do people believe in 

gods? What is missing in Geertz’s account of a CSR approach to prayer is how and why Geertz’s

venture into biology answers some proper research question. This makes for rather poor basic 

scientific practice. But perhaps I am being unfair to Geertz. Let’s see if things improve when we 

take up an example of what Geertz takes to be the high-order CSR work of U. Schjødt’s study of 

prayer.

In his recent attack, Geertz refers to a similar experiment, with the same, I should say, ludicrous 

results of which I complained in my reply to Testa (24-5). These experiments, performed by U. 

Schjødt, and published in what Geertz assures us is “a top-notch neuroscience journal… with 

significant results that have brought international attention” (394). Geertz assures us that it  

“important” that Schjødt has “shown that even simple procedures such as prayer draw on various

areas of the brain” (394-5). Back again, Geertz promises that “This is not as obvious or trivial as 

Strenski thinks” (395). Let us see what Geertz thinks it means to be “important.”

Here, then, is Geertz in his own words: First, the set-up background. Geertz claims that “Many 

American neurotheological and meditation studies have the express religious intention of 

locating one particular area of the brain dedicated to “religious experience” in the singular” 

(395).23 Second, Schjødt’s rebuttal. “Schjødt has empirically demonstrated that neurological 

evidence does not support such a hypothesis,” says Geertz (395). Third and finally, having 

established that different parts of the brain seem to correlate with different sorts of religious 

23 Note that Geertz, oddly, fails to cite a single example of these “many American 

neurotheological and meditation studies,” or whether they even merit being taken seriously. 

Victories of ‘straw men’ are hardly worthy of Geertz’s boasts.
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experience, Geertz quotes Schjødt’s triumphant statement of conclusions that he finds so 

impressive. 

…praying to God is an inter-subjective experience comparable to ‘normal’ 

interpersonal interactions…. Participants mainly think of God as a person, rather 

than as an abstract entity…. Praying, which lies at the center of all religions, is a 

complex phenomenon…. Our finding that personal prayer and the Lord’s prayer 

activate different neural regions adds force to the general assumption in the 

comparative study of religion that religious practices and experiences are very 

diverse phenomena….  (395-6) 

Incredible to believe, Geertz celebrates these pedestrian results, leaving readers like me shaking 

their heads in consternation. Perhaps Geertz will understand why? First, why is it news that 

praying to God is like talking to another human being? Second, who questions that believers 

think of God as person? Third, why is it remarkable that prayer is a complex thing? Four, what 

could explain why both Geertz and Schjødt think that the claim that religion is quite diverse 

escapes being labeled monumentally trivial?

Well-confirmed as these hypotheses may or may not be, readers will wonder, further, where their

guarantee of “rigor” is to be found? Under what conditions, for example, would Schjødt’s 

principal conclusions like the following be falsified: 24 “Praying, which lies at the center of all 

religions or, that “personal prayer and the Lord’s prayer activate different neural regions”? One 

will search in vain, at least in Geertz’s account of Schjødt’s experiment for any such desiderata 

of real science. And, pray tell, to whom would such platitudes be relevant? Sadly, Geertz leaves 

us with a parade of trivia and commonplaces. I frankly don’t know whether to laugh or cry. Yet, 

24 I note here a point discussed earlier at length in my discussion of the question of whether CSR 

is “scientific.” Schjødt apparently confines the relation of experiments to scientific practice to 

one of mere “confirmation.” To him, the “rigor” or scientificity of an experiment lies in the 

experiment’s “confirming” a given hypothesis. But I have argued above that “falsification” rather

than confirmation really tests whether an experiment qualifies as “scientific.”
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there is Armin Geertz blowing his trumpet for what can only be called empty truisms about 

prayer. 

By contrast, Marc Bloch’s comparative social history of the relation of feudal political structures 

brims with consequential suggestions about the way prayer was re-imagined to conform to the 

ethos of feudal Europe – an ethos, that one could argue – persists to this day, and against which 

many believers struggle. The time has come for CSR to emerge from its information silo and 

begin speaking with power to those outside. We are owed an explanation of why what seem 

trivial commonplaces show what a splendid contribution to the study of religion CSR is.

12. Co-Evolution and Evolution: But on Whose Terms?

CSR has also linked its claim to be a scientific enterprise – the “S” of CSR -- to its embrace of 

Darwin’s theory of adaptationalist evolution by means of natural selection, as articulated in The 

Origin of the Species. In this light, CSR singles out evolutionary psychology as a central feature 

of its theoretical armory. Emblematic of this association, CSR scholar, Joseph Bulbulia boasts 

specifically of CSR’s commitment to adaptationalist accounts for the origins and nature of 

religion. 

Whenever a new feature of religious cognition is noticed or discovered it can be 

linked to an adaptive psychological system as a non-selected after-effect…. If we 

view religion as an aspect of the social mind, we can begin to understand how the 

excessive costs associated with it may actually be exquisite adaptations that 

selection targeted enhance.25 

But legitimate questions about the scientific status of the evolutionary psychology favored by 

Bulbulia’s threaten to expose CSR as “bad science.” Leading theoretician of evolution, Yale 

Ornithologist, Richard O. Prum charges that “Contemporary evolutionary psychology” has a 

“commitment”  to “the universal efficacy of adaptation by natural selection” that is “profound, 
25 Joseph Bulbulia, "The Cognitive and Evolutionary Psychology of Religion," Biology and 

Philosophy 19 (2004): 664.
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constitutive, often fanatical.” Indeed,  the “application of the concept of adaptation to human 

biology is the organizing principle of the field.” This is so to the extent that adaptation by natural

selection becomes a quasi-religious dogma in the hands of evolutionary psychologists, and alas, 

CSR. No other sort of driver of evolution is allowed into the game. Notes Prum, “There is never 

any doubt what the conclusion of any evolutionary psychology study will be.” In archetypally 

dogmatic style, evolutionary psychology subordinates open inquiry to the maintenance of 

adaptationalist dogma: “The only question is how far the study will have to go to get there.”26 

The moral here is that CSR’s axiomatic appeal to adaptation may doom it as bad science. In its 

incorrigible commitment to adaptation as the sole driver of evolution, CSR falls victim to 

dogmatic intellectual prejudice as easily as any religion, as Prum’s observation shows. Prum is 

hardly alone in exposing the scientific pretenses of evolutionary psychology, as the work of 

Bolhuis, Buller, Richardson and many others, published in top-notch journals and by world-class

presses, amply confirm.27 The work of these critics of single-minded adaptationism should serve 

as a salutary warning for CSR. To conclude this essay, in my discussion of the “R” of CSR, I 

would like to show how CSR might, therefore, do better in being “S” -- science -- by its use of 

evolutionary theory than it has up to this point with its exclusive commitment to adaptationalism.

Having done so, regrettably, CSR has thrown in its lot with the wrong theory of evolution.

I happen to consider myself a complete Darwinian – meaning, a Darwinian who embraces the 

whole of Darwin’s vision. But I find that CSR limits itself to, at best, a mere half of Darwin’s 

vision of evolution. Rather than being fully Darwinian, CSR seems to have lined up more 

consistently with the American, Alfred Wallace, and his reduced version of Darwin’s vision of 

evolution.28 Wallace sought, in effect, to limit Darwin’s vision to adaptation via natural selection 

and, in the process, suppressed the import of The Descent of Man.  

26 Richard O. Prum, The Evolution of Beauty (New York City: Anchor, 2018), 227.
27 J. J. Bolhuis et al., "Darwin in Mind: New Opportunities for  Evolutionary Psychology," PLoS 

Biology 9 (2011); D. J. Buller, Adapting Minds: Evolutionary Psychology and the Persistent 

Quest for Human Nature (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2005); R. C. Richardson, Evolutionary 

Psychology as Maladaptive Psychology (Cambridge: MIT Press 2010).
28 Prum, The Evolution of Beauty, 12.
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Natural selection acts perpetually and on an enormous scale”— so enormous that 

it would “neutralise” any other evolutionary mechanisms. Wallace set in motion 

the transformation of Darwin’s fertile, creative, and diverse intellectual legacy 

into the monolithic and intellectually impoverished theory with which he is 

almost universally associated today.29 

Today’s neo-Darwinians are, in fact, really neo-Wallaceans.30 In effect, CSR is not Darwinian, 

but also Wallacean, as well. 

Recent scholarship has brought out the importance of Darwin’s The Descent of Man.  There, an 

esthetic notion of evolution prevails. It counters, and complements, The Origin of the Species 

adaptationalist concentration on evolution by means of natural selection. Wallace, in effect, 

“laundered out of Darwinism itself [sexual and esthetic drivers] in order to preserve the 

omnipotence of the explanatory power of natural selection.”31 CSR, as well, attends only to 

evolution by natural selection, and in doing so offers only a partial view of the place of evolution

in religion. In this great overlooked work, The Descent of Man, Darwin argues that evolution is 

conditioned by desire – by the pursuit of sexual pleasure -- and by the love of beauty, as much as

by the desire to realize successful utilitarian adaptations to the environment, etc. But CSR knows

nothing of this. Instead, it is stuck in the narrow, and often banal, utilitarian notion of adaptive 

evolution, made lately into a fad by CSR village-atheist culture heroes, Daniel Dennett and 

Richard Dawkins, respectively. 

This new reading of Darwinian evolution in terms of the additional element of desire and beauty 

as drivers of evolution comes from Yale professor of  Ornithology, Richard O. Prum. The plan of

Prum’s book: 

We are forced to entertain the Darwinian possibility that beauty is not merely 

utility shaped by adaptive advantage. Beauty and desire in nature can be as 

irrational, unpredictable, and dynamic as our own personal experiences of them. 

29 Ibid., 54.
30 Ibid., 12.
31 Ibid., 18.



28

This book aspires to bring beauty back into the sciences—to reanimate Darwin’s 

original aesthetic conception of mate choice and elevate beauty to a mainstream 

subject of scientific concern. 32 

While we know in general why Darwin found natural selection a powerful driver of evolution, it 

is not generally known why Darwin balanced natural selection with sexual and esthetic drivers of

evolution in The Descent of Man. Prum gives us one answer. Beauty happens, and makes sense 

in and for itself: “Natural selection cannot be the only dynamic at work in evolution, … because 

it cannot fully account for the extraordinary diversity of ornament we see in the biological 

world.”33 Many species manifest far too much esthetically extravagant adornment for such 

display to have anything to do with successful adaptation or survival strategies. Judged by the 

criterion of promoting success in natural selection, excessive ornamentation would fail utterly. 

Devotees of Darwin will recall how the extravagance of the feathers of the Peacock made 

Darwin “sick” because of their uselessness for the purpose of survival. Therefore, “Within sexual

selection, Darwin envisioned two distinct and potentially opposing evolutionary mechanisms at 

work.” The Origin of the Species dealt with “the first mechanism, which he called the law of 

battle, was the struggle between individuals of one sex— often male—for sexual control over the

individuals of the other sex.…” But The Descent of Man brought out a “second sexual selection 

mechanism’.”34 Darwin called this “the taste for the beautiful.” It “concerned the process by 

which the members of one sex—often female—choose their mates on the basis of their own 

innate preferences.”35 Thus, in Descent, “Darwin viewed sexual selection and natural selection as

two distinct and frequently independent evolutionary mechanisms.”36 Wallace, so influential in 

today’s neo-Darwinian thinking, “set in motion the transformation of Darwin’s fertile, creative, 

32 Ibid., 12-3.
33 Ibid., 21-2.
34  ibid., 22.
35 Ibid., 21.
36 Ibid., 25.
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and diverse intellectual legacy into the monolithic and intellectually impoverished theory with 

which he is almost universally associated today.”37 

13. What Is the “R” in CSR? A Case Conceptual Banality

What implications has this balanced perspective on the drivers of evolution for religion? Does it 

help us understand the evolutionary success of theism? Does it help us understand it perhaps 

better than CSR’s fixation on Big Gods and superhuman beings – all notions of deity particularly

well fitting for The Origin of the Species stress on “the law of battle… the struggle between 

individuals of one sex— often male—for sexual control over the individuals of the other sex.…” 

Let me suggest, in closing, that, wedded dogmatically as it is to The Origin of the Species’ 

account of evolution via natural selection, CSR has blinded itself to the contrasting account of 

evolution laid out by Darwin in The Descent of Man. From the viewpoint of The Descent of Man,

theism would persist because a world of provident divine creation would inevitably exceed in 

rapturous beauty the view of a world of randomness and life-or-death struggles for survival.  

None of this entails any kind of proof of divine existence, nor even an approval of a theistic 

worldview. As an atheist myself, I somewhat grudgingly admit that a theistic view of the cosmos

radically exceeds in beauty the nihilistic view of an even brave atheism. Especially when one 

considers how awash in musical sublimity, architectural grandeur, poetic magic and graphic 

artistry the religions have been, this esthetic view of the evolutionary success of theism would 

seem to make a great deal more sense why theism remains so widespread than the superhuman 

beings’ thesis or “Big Gods hypothesis,” as far as Geertz has given us to understand them (379).

For all the ink Geertz spills claiming how much present-day CSR has advanced over CSR’s first-

generation, the “R” in CSR then remains substantially the same. However Geertz may dodge and

weave, CSR conceives religion in essentially the same banal Tylorian animist/theistic way it has 

from the beginning. In one sense, this doesn’t matter: if CSR wants to be a discipline devoted to 

the study of how and why people believe in gods, ghosts, demons, superhuman personal beings 

37 Ibid., 54.
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or agents, so be it. But please don’t identify such a course of study with the study of “religion”  

as such. Yes, some of the reasons we call something “religious” or “religion” will have to do 

with its having such animistic/theistic bases. But not all and, perhaps not even, more 

interestingly, most of those things we want to call “religious” or “religion” are theistic. And, I am

not even primarily thinking of Buddhism, Jainism, Daoism, and other atheistic religions. Are 

dharma, Dao, totem, sacred, profane, guru, ritual, sacrifice, meditation, mystic, enlightenment, 

holy, prophet, wisdom, salvation, yogin, rta, and so on  “religious” notions because of some 

intrinsic and necessary connection to superhuman beings or agency? While each may be 

contingently related to a superhuman being, none necessarily are.

14. Agreed! Deconstructive Criticism of “Religion” Is Not Enough

That I accept that studying religion requires some, at least relative,  acceptance of a concept of 

religion should please Geertz. It means I agree with him and Jeppe Sinding Jensen that the 

deconstruction of the concept of religion must be complemented by its conceptual 

reconstruction. Russell McCutcheon and I parted ways here long ago, leaving me a supporter 

Sinding Jensen and Geertz versus McCutcheon’s endless criticism.38  By the way, this example 

should also please Geertz since it means I agree with him and Jeppe Sinding Jensen that the 

deconstruction of the concept of religion must be complemented by conceptual reconstruction. 

If Geertz had only bothered to read what I have written on the subject of defining religion -- Why

Politics Can’t Be Freed from Religion (2010) for one -- he would not have so grotesquely 

confused my approach to conceptual critique with McCutcheon and Asad’s respectively, as he 

does (385).39 I have always characterized my differences with McCutcheon, Asad and Fitzgerald 

in the following formula: they are confined to studying the concept of religion alone; I, and I 

38 Ivan Strenski, "On "Religion" and Its Despisers," in What Is Religion?, ed. Thomas Idinopulos 

and Brian Wilson (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1998); "Review of Russell T. Mccutcheon, Critics, Not 

Caretakers: Redescribing the Public Study of Religion," JAAR 70, no. 2 (2002).
39 "Talal Asad’s ‘Religion’ Trouble and a Way Out," Method and Theory in the Study of Religion 

22, no. 3 (2010).
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think Geertz, Jensen and other CSR types, to studying with a concept of religion. I thus agree 

that religious studies is about the study of religion, not the study of “religion,” although we need 

to be critical of our categories, too. My difference with Geertz and the CSR crowd is, at least, 

about the CSR’s exclusively animistic definition of religion. A principal fallacy in this approach 

is that CSR has no answer to the question of what makes the belief in superior or superhuman 

beings and agency “religious.” 

We need to suppose some concept of religion, however corrigible, in order to call what we do a 

“study of religion.” Had Geertz only bothered to read what I have written on the subject of 

defining religion -- Why Politics Can’t Be Freed from Religion (2010) for one -- he would not 

have so badly confused my approach to conceptual critique with McCutcheon and Asad’s 

respectively, as he had (385). I have always characterized my differences with McCutcheon, 

Asad and Fitzgerald in the following formula: they are confined to studying the concept of 

“religion” alone; I, and I think Geertz, Jensen and other CSR types, are devoted to studying with     

a concept of religion. 

I thus agree with Geertz that religious studies is about studying religion, not just the study of the 

concept of “religion,” although we need to be critical of our categories, too.40  My difference with

Geertz and the CSR crowd is, at least, about the CSR’s exclusively animistic concept of religion.

It is indeed better for the study of religion to settle, however corrigibly, on a working definition 

of religion than to run in circles, as I believe McCutcheon finally does with his program of 

endless criticism. 

But CSR also needs to do much better in conceiving religion than it has by adopting Tylor’s 

frankly sclerotic animism. It is just not good enough, as Geertz does implicitly, to observe that 

all is well because the belief in super-human beings is very widespread. “It is indisputable that 

the vast majority of people on the planet,” says Geertz in support of this view, “believe or think 

40 "On "Religion" and Its Despisers."; "Review of Russell T. Mccutcheon, Critics, Not 

Caretakers: Redescribing the Public Study of Religion."; "Why It Is Better to Have Some of the 

Questions Than All of the Answers," Method and Theory in the Study of Religion 15, no. 2 

(2003); "Talal Asad’s ‘Religion’ Trouble and a Way Out."
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about or are raised up in a social environment filled with supernatural creatures”(369) But it is 

just not good enough, as Geertz does implicitly, to observe that the belief in super-human beings 

is very widespread. Why is such a notion so broadly deployed?  Why is such a notion so broadly 

deployed?  (I realize that CSR has been dedicated to answering just this sort of question – 

wrongly, as I happen to believe.) A further vulnerability in CSR is its lack of an answer to the 

question of what makes this belief in superior or superhuman beings and agency “religious”? Is 

the belief in ghosts, Super-Heroes, magic, ET and so on, something we want to call “religious”? I

have lately argued that a better conceptualization of religion can be found in what I call 

Durkheim’s second definition of religion and/or the South Asian notion of dharma, as “making a 

life.”

15. Concluding Remarks: The Risks of Rhetorical Excess  

Perhaps what I shall say here will help Geertz respect the sincerity of my skepticism about the 

scientific character of CSR?  If so, that would be a good outcome, in part, because it just may be 

the case that what separates us reduces to a matter of taste -- de gustibus non disputandum. I 

realize how frustrating it must be to someone who has devoted the bulk of their mature academic

life to CSR, like Armin Geertz, to be told that the issues that consume him leave other folk cold, 

disinterested and frankly puzzled as to why anyone would find what he does “important.” But 

even Geertz’s account of the new CSR leaves me indifferent. I doubt I am alone in this regard.  

In this vein, I would wager that the leading predictor of why someone would find Geertz’s CSR 

discoveries “interesting”, “important” and so on, is their being CSR scholars themselves. At 

worst, I suspect that CSR is a “bandwagon” science – one that has built for itself a silo of self-

confirming discourse, within which its inhabitants broadly agree about CSR. At its best, the 

construction of such information silos is common in the sciences, since often novel scholarship 

requires, at least for a while, the concerted efforts of specialists who primarily talk only to 

themselves and other silo inhabitants. I suspect that Neils Bohr, Erwin Schrödinger, Werner 

Heisenberg, Max Born and other quantum mechanics physicists of the time found themselves in 

such an information silo. In the absence of the laser, semiconductors, transistor, microprocessor, 
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nuclear power and weapons, how widely would the “importance” of quantum mechanics be felt 

even today? The quantum physicists felt they could only be understood by a small circle of 

fellow physicists about the theoretical matters that so obsessed them. The question is whether 

Geertz, Bulbulia, Slingerhand, and the others are the Bohrs, Schrödingers, Heisenbergs, and 

Borns of CSR or not? 

In this light, I would like to offer some friendly advice to Geertz and CSR colleagues. They too 

seem to me to show the signs of “bandwagon” science and, therefore, cannot expect those 

outside readily to grasp the importance or interest of their obsession. So, they might devote much

more energy to making their case to outsiders – like me, for instance – just why and how the 

results related to CSR  “will have lasting impact” (377), be “exciting” (379), not “trivial”, “very 

important” ... “highly interesting” (380), “intriguingly led to new developments” (380), 

“promising”, “top” (385), “top-notch” (394),”significant results” (394), “tough”, “intelligent”, 

“insightful” (399) or all the other far too-often-repeated celebratory modifiers Geertz constantly 

uses in his paper. A lot more explanation and a lot less exclamation and self-congratulation, 

please.

Inevitably, Geertz’s frequent use of this kind of question-begging rhetoric only heightens the 

suspicions of critical readers. Isn’t it a standard ‘best practice’ to lay the arguments and evidence 

before the reader to let them decide? I think critical readers will react to Geertz’s self-celebratory

rhetoric by quietly saying to themselves that they will be the judge of whether the ‘hype’ is 

justified or not. If these results really deserve the plaudits Armin thinks they do, the truth will 

out. Let the results of CSR research speak for themselves. In my reply to Testa, I mentioned how

I saw the same rhetoric of a surfeit of “pretense and glowing promises, but without product” at 

work in Tom Lawson and Bob McCauley’s Rethinking Religion way back in the 1990’s.41  With 

regret, I see that 30 years later, Geertz continues to use the same question-begging rhetoric. In its

own self-interests, CSR might consider explaining how and why its results are important, 

interesting and the like, rather than declaring that they are. What may seem a mere point of 

41 Strenski, "Much Ado About Quite Alot: A Response to Alessandro Testa’s Review of Strenski,

Understanding Theories of Religion," 23.
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rhetoric, nonetheless, captures an essential unhappiness with CSR – the much-touted results do 

not live up to the “hype.” 
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