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Introduction

Religious belief and behavior raises the following two questions:

(Q1) Does God, or any other being or state that is integral to various religious traditions, exist?

(Q2) Why do humans have religious beliefs and engage in religious behavior?

One can pursue either of these questions independently of the other. Historically, philosophers have expended much effort discussing (Q1), but have spent comparatively little time on (Q2) (David Hume being a notable exception). Conceptually, the questions concern separate subject matter and answers to one question don’t have any obvious entailments to answers to the other question. Scholars in the human and social sciences have worked at answering (Q2), while staying largely neutral about (Q1).


Although these questions are conceptually distinct and have been pursued via distinct enterprises, there is an interesting connection between them. How one answers (Q2) can affect how reasonable individuals can be in accepting a particular answer to (Q1). Consider an analogous pair of questions:


(Q1a) Do aliens from other planets exist?


(Q2a) Why do people believe that aliens from other planets exist?

Suppose that we have a community of people who believe that aliens exist from reading the National Enquirer, a periodical known for fabricating stories. We thus have an answer to (Q2a), and this answer has clear implications for how rational the people in this community of alien-believers are in accepting their answer to (Q1a): once they learn that their beliefs arise from such a patently unreliable source, they would be unjustified, or irrational, in continuing to hold their belief in aliens. In principle, then, answers to (Q2) could affect how rational or epistemically justified people are in accepting a particular answer to (Q1). The genealogy of a belief can impact its epistemic status. But this leaves us with some questions: in what kinds of ways can genealogy affect epistemic status, and is belief in God or any other religious belief rendered doubtful by what we know about their genealogy?


The burgeoning field of cognitive science has given these questions an added urgency. Cognitive scientists, anthropologists, and evolutionary biologists have used the insights in their respective disciplines to construct novel, testable, and naturalistic theories of why humans are disposed to have religious beliefs and engage in religious behavior. These theories in what has come to be known as the Cognitive Science of Religion (CSR) have been described in some detail elsewhere in this volume, so here a description of some of their general features will suffice. Some of these theories say that religious beliefs are byproducts of adaptive cognitive mechanisms that, when used in environments typical of our human ancestors, tend to produce belief in some sort of invisible agent (such as ghosts, ancestor spirits, or gods; e.g., Boyer, 2001; Atran, 2002; Barrett, 2004). Other theories say that religious belief and behavior is adaptive because it helped humans solve various problems of cooperation that, once solved, led to the survival and spread of humans (e.g., Wilson, 2002; 2005; Sosis, 2006). Others say that religious beliefs and behavior are exaptations – they arose as byproducts but were later selected-for (e.g., Bering, 2006; Bulbulia, 2009). These theories are all naturalistic – that is, the explanations they offer do not at any point appeal to the existence of any supernatural entity. The theories assume only the laws of nature and facts and hypotheses about humans and their environment. One might begin to wonder: do these genealogies of religious belief in some way cast doubt on belief in God? Might belief in God be shown to be unjustified, either somewhat analogous to how the genealogy of belief in aliens in the example above shows belief in aliens (for that community of people) to be unjustified, or in some other way? Some would say “yes,” including evolutionary psychologist Jesse Bering, who states that his account of why humans are disposed to have religious beliefs shows that God is an illusion – that God is “a sort of scratch on our psychological lenses rather than the enigmatic figure out there in the heavenly world” (Bering, 2011, p. 38).


My aim in this chapter is to carefully distinguish the various ways in which an answer to Q2 might affect the rationality of believing in God. A literature has sprouted around this exact issue, but it has heretofore focused almost exclusively on one way in which a genealogy for p can affect the rationality of believing p – namely, by the genealogy functioning within a debunking argument. However, there are other ways a genealogy can affect the rationality of a belief. I suggest that we should be interested in whether genealogies more broadly cast doubt on religious beliefs rather than on the more specific issue of whether genealogies debunk religious beliefs. Debunking is one way of casting doubt, but not the only way.


The plan of the chapter is as follows. First, I discuss the notion of casting doubt and distinguish several different ways that a proposition may cast doubt on another proposition. I then discuss in greater detail two ways that theories in CSR might cast doubt on belief in God: via a debunking argument and by undermining reasons for believing that God exists – in particular, religious experience. My main goal is: (i) to argue that CSR does not cast doubt on theistic belief in a few of the primary ways that propositions can cast doubt on other propositions, including via a debunking argument; and (ii) to suggest that one plausible way in which CSR might cast doubt on theistic belief is by undermining various traditional theistic reasons, and to illustrate how this might work with one example of a traditional theistic reason – religious experience.

Casting Doubt

We need to clarify what notion we are interested in when we say that proposition X casts doubt on proposition Y. To cast doubt could mean either: (i) to create or cause doubt; or (ii) to give good grounds for doubt. The first sense plainly isn’t of much interest for our purposes because we are interested in how, rationally, we ought to modify our beliefs in the light of genealogies of religious beliefs. A proposition could in fact cause us to doubt our religious beliefs without actually giving us good grounds to doubt; e.g., seeing some Christians do bad things might cause one to doubt Christianity even though such behavior isn’t good grounds for doubt. The second sense is more apt to our concerns.

The notion of doubt must be clarified as well. There are two relevant locutions: “to doubt p” and “p is now more (or less) doubtful than it was.” Doubting p could mean either: (i) regarding p as less than certain; (ii) suspending judgment about p; or (iii) disbelieving p. The latter phrase can be interpreted as implying that one now has a lower degree of confidence in p than in the past. We are interested in whether CSR gives good grounds for doubting religious beliefs. Nearly all of these senses of doubt fit with our interests, the exception being the first sense, “regarding p as less than certain.” It wouldn’t be terribly interesting if CSR gave good grounds for regarding religious beliefs as less than certain. After all, Descartes showed us long ago that nearly all of our beliefs are less than certain, and it wouldn’t be too surprising or interesting if we found yet another reason to regard belief in God as less than certain. In addition, probably most religious believers don’t treat belief in God as certain.
 With these clarifications in mind, we can now offer the following definition of “casting doubt”:

(CDdef) Proposition X (belief in which is justified) casts doubt on proposition Y = def X gives good grounds for either (i) decreasing one’s degree of belief that Y relative to the degree of belief that would be justified by one’s other grounds for and against Y, in the absence of X, (ii) suspending judgment about Y, or (iii) disbelieving Y.

It is important that belief in X be justified; unjustified beliefs don’t have the power to cast doubt on our beliefs. “I am in the Matrix” doesn’t affect the degree of justification of any of my beliefs about the external world because I have no reason to believe that I am in the Matrix. “I might be in a Matrix for all I know” might affect the degree of justification of my external world beliefs, as my belief in it is justified.


There are at least five interesting ways that a proposition can cast doubt on another in sense CDdef:

CD1. X entails that Y is false.

CD2. X entails that belief in Y is formed in an irrational way.

CD3. X is evidence against Y.

CD4. X removes/undermines what was once regarded as a source of evidence/good grounds for Y.

CD5. X contributes to explaining various phenomena on the hypothesis that Y is false at least almost as well as the hypothesis that Y is true explains the phenomena.

If CD1 were true, then as long as the background evidence for Y wasn’t higher than the background evidence for X, X would give good grounds for disbelieving Y. In CD2, by “irrational way” I mean any kind of belief-forming process that isn’t reliable at getting the truth. If CD2 were true, then X would cast doubt on Y because justified belief that X would give one good grounds for thinking that one’s belief that Y was formed in a way that is not likely to get the truth, and one ought to suspend judgment about propositions, belief in which was formed in this way. If CD3 or CD4 were true, X would cast doubt on Y because belief that Y would be justified to a lower degree than it was prior to knowing X. However, this would not entail that Y is unjustified or false; Y might still be quite reasonable. Whether belief that Y is justified would depend, in the case of CD3, upon how strong the evidence X is against Y and what other sources of justification one had. In the case of CD4, whether belief that Y is justified would depend on how many grounds were undermined, the extent to which they were undermined, and how strong the remaining non-undermined grounds support Y.

The way in which CD5 casts doubt is a little more complicated than the others. The rough idea is this. The more empirical facts that can be explained, and the better those facts can be explained, without appeal to the truth of Y, the less empirical reason there is to believe Y. Occam’s razor grounds this principle, because the more facts that can be explained, and the better they can be explained, without appealing to the truth of Y, the less Y is needed to explain things, and thus the more it appears to be superfluous and empirically unmotivated to believe that Y is true.
 Assume, then, that CD5 is true for two propositions X and Y, and that belief that X is justified. How much doubt is cast on Y? The answer depends upon many factors. First, even if there are no empirical facts that Y is needed to explain, and all empirical facts are explained as well or better without Y, as with assuming Y, there may still be excellent a priori reasons for believing that Y. The above principle only governs empirical evidence, not a priori evidence. Second, if either: (i) there are some facts that Y is needed to explain; or (ii) Y provides at least a slightly better explanation of some facts, then even if X increases the amount that can be explained without assuming Y, there may still be some, or even quite a bit of, reason to believe Y, and so belief in Y may be justified to a lower degree than before (that is, prior to knowing X), but still to a high degree. But if there are no a priori reasons for believing that Y, and there are no empirical facts that Y is needed to explain, and the empirical facts are explained at least as well, or better without Y than assuming Y, then suspending judgment about or disbelieving Y may be justified.

The aliens example in section 1 is an example of CD2 and CD4-type casting of doubt. X = “the people believed in aliens on the basis of the National Enquirer, which is an unreliable source.” Once the people in the community come to be justified in believing X, then one of their sources of evidence is removed (i.e., the National Enquirer), and their belief is shown to have been formed in an irrational way, via an unreliable process.

It is pretty clear that CSR does not cast doubt on belief in God in way CD1, for the CSR theories merely provide a genealogy of religious belief. Any genealogy of religious belief is consistent with the existence of God, as long as the genealogy doesn’t have the form “belief in God arose via process P and God does not exist.” But none of the genealogies have this form; they do not include the second conjunct. They’re concerned simply to describe the process P. This point is widely accepted, even by scholars who think that CSR does in some way cast doubt on belief in God (Bloom, 2009, p. 125; Bering, 2011, p. 195).

Most of the literature has so far focused on whether CSR undermines belief in God by showing that belief in God is formed in an unreliable way. These arguments, which have come to be known as debunking arguments, cast doubt in way CD2 if they are successful. Although debunking arguments are very interesting – indeed, I shall discuss them below – they are not the only way that CSR might cast doubt on belief in God. For a full picture of the epistemic implications of CSR for belief in God, we need to also examine whether CSR casts doubt in ways CD3, CD4, and CD5. After discussing debunking arguments, I shall then turn to consider whether CSR casts doubt in way CD4 by undermining the evidential force of religious experience.

Debunking Arguments

In the aliens example discussed above, the communities’ belief in aliens is undermined because it was shown to have arisen through an unreliable process – a process that does not reliably deliver true beliefs about the subject matter in question. Once one realizes that a belief that one holds has arisen through an unreliable process, one should suspend judgment regarding that belief, for one will then realize that one’s belief is not likely to be true, given how one formed the belief. It is epistemically irrational to believe a proposition that one recognizes as being unlikely to be true from one’s epistemic perspective. Thus, belief in aliens (for this community) is rendered irrational or unjustified; it is debunked by awareness of its genealogy.

Several scholars have argued that belief in God is debunked in a similar way.
 Their argument can be developed as follows. We noted earlier that all of the CSR explanations that have been developed are naturalistic – they explain theistic belief solely by natural processes and the properties (real or hypothesized) of humans and their environment. These processes look unreliable, for humans would still believe in a god of some kind, via these processes, even if there were no gods. These processes are not sensitive to the existence of gods. This sort of sensitivity is ordinarily a good mark of unreliability. For instance, in the aliens example, the people in the community would believe in aliens even if there were no aliens. Consider another example: we learn that Joe tends to perceive orange things as red. He sees a new object and believes it to be red. We know that he would perceive it as red even if it weren’t red and were orange instead. Joe’s ability to distinguish red from orange is unreliable. Since the way that humans form belief in God is unreliable, given the CSR theories (we grant that we are justified in believing one of these theories, for the sake of argument), humans should suspend judgment regarding the existence of God.

This argument can be refined in various ways (see Thurow, 2013), but ultimately, even after various refinements, it fails. It fails because many people believe in God at least partly on the basis of traditional kinds of reasons that have been offered for believing that God exists – religious experience, the appearance of design, the existence of something rather than nothing, experiences of miraculous events or testimony of such events. The CSR theories say nothing about whether any of these reasons are good reasons. If they are good reasons, and one believes in God at least partly because of such reasons, then one is justified in believing that God exists. Furthermore, one is justified even after learning about the CSR theories because those theories do not undermine the evidential force of any of these reasons.

To illustrate my point, consider John Wilkins and Paul Griffiths’ (2012) recent discussion of evolutionary debunking arguments. Wilkins and Griffiths argue that the various evolutionary theories in CSR debunk religious belief because these processes do not track the truth. They argue that in order to avoid this evolutionary debunking argument, there must be a “Milvian Bridge” linking belief in God to evolutionary success “in such a way that selection will favour organisms which have true beliefs” (2012, p. 134). Since there is no such bridge, religious beliefs stand debunked, and religious belief is unjustified. However, Wilkins and Griffiths also argue that science is not debunked by a similar evolutionary argument because there is an indirect Milvian bridge connecting scientific beliefs to truth: evolution has selected for accurate commonsense beliefs, such as belief in the presence of various physical objects, and science is the process of using these beliefs systematically to weed out incorrect beliefs and build a more accurate system of beliefs. Since the results of science are checked by common sense through observation judgments – and common sense is generally reliable – the results of science are generally reliable as well. In other words, science is a reliable byproduct of a system of accurate beliefs (or belief-forming processes) that were selected for, and so there is a Milvian bridge of sorts linking science to the selection of accurate beliefs.

If the traditional theistic reasons are in fact good reasons, then there will be an indirect Milvian bridge linking theistic belief to the selection of accurate theistic beliefs. For in recognizing the traditional theistic reasons as good reasons, humans will be using general abilities to recognize and assess evidence, which are generally reliable and were surely selected for because they are reliable. At any rate, if they were not selected for because they are reliable, the evolutionary debunking argument will show that it is irrational to use our evidence-assessing abilities, which would lead to a deep-cutting skepticism.
 Note that this reply stays neutral on the psychology of our general abilities to recognize and assess evidence – this ability could be a central skill that operates in a roughly subject-independent way or it could amount to a constellation of relatively modularized domain-specific skills. So, whether or not there is a Milvian bridge for theistic belief depends upon whether the traditional theistic reasons are good reasons. If they are, there is a Milvian bridge, and theistic belief avoids the evolutionary debunking argument.

In effect, then, the debunking argument can succeed only if CSR undermines the evidential force of traditional kinds of reasons and arguments; that is, the debunking argument can succeed only if CSR casts doubt in way CD4. This important point should lead us to focus more on whether CSR casts doubt in way CD4; so far the literature on the epistemic implications of CSR has barely touched on way CD4.

My argument assumes that:

 (A1) CSR theories do not undermine traditional kinds of reasons that people have for believing that God exists.

There are a couple of different ways that (A1) could turn out to be false. First, CSR could provide unique reasons for doubting several of the traditional kinds of theistic reasons. We would need to march through the traditional reasons one by one, checking whether CSR casts doubt on each, in order to assess this possibility. I have begun this task in other work (Thurow, 2014), where I argued that CSR undermines C. S. Lewis’ Argument from Desire, but that it does not undermine the cosmological or design arguments. I will continue this task in the concluding section of this chapter by outlining what it would take for CSR to undermine religious experience. Second, CSR could otherwise provide some global reason for doubting our ability to properly assess the traditional theistic reasons. There are two different lines of argument for such a global reason to doubt.

First, it seems plausible that if one is disposed to believe that p, then one will also be disposed to accept arguments for p (and reject arguments against p). Psychologists have uncovered a variety of evidence that humans have just such a disposition, which is often called the confirmation bias. Each of the CSR theories sets humans up with a disposition toward belief in God, which the confirmation bias transforms into a disposition to accept putative reasons supporting the existence of God. Furthermore, this cascade of dispositions would be present whether or not God exists, and indeed whether or not the traditional theistic reasons are in fact good reasons. Once we recognize we have such a disposition, we have grounds for doubting that we accurately assess the traditional theistic reasons. So, if any of the CSR theories are true (and we have good reason to believe it), then we have grounds for doubting that we accurately assess the traditional theistic reasons. We would then not be justified in believing in God on the basis of such reasons. Thus, (A1) is false, and my attempt to evade the debunking argument fails.


There is something right about this line of argument, but ultimately I believe that it fails to challenge (A1). No doubt the confirmation bias together with a CSR disposition to believe that God exists would give humans a disposition to accept putative reasons for believing that God exists, but it is far from clear that this disposition would be strong enough to undermine our ability to assess the traditional theistic reasons. First, if it was strong enough, then it seems that we would have good grounds for doubting our ability to assess any argument or reason regarding any issue where we are disposed toward accepting one position or another. This way lies deep skepticism. Even worse, self-defeat looms. Are we disposed to regard religious belief as justified or unjustified? If we are disposed one way or another, then given the confirmation bias, we have reason to doubt our ability to assess this very argument under consideration (that is, the argument in the previous paragraph).

Second, plainly there are cases where one is disposed to accept p, and reasons offered for p, and yet one adequately evaluates the evidence and believes appropriately. To illustrate this, consider the following two cases.
 Case 1: A father loves his son deeply. His son is accused of raping a girl. There is some evidence for this, but the father firmly believes his son is innocent simply because he loves him. In this case, the father is disposed to believe his son is innocent because of his love for him, and this disposition interferes with his ability to see the evidence. As a result, he is unjustified in his conviction that his son is innocent. Case 2: same father. The father loves his son just as deeply, but now there is substantial evidence that the son is innocent, which the father is aware of, and so the father believes that the son is innocent on the basis of this evidence. In this case, although the father is disposed to think that his son is innocent simply because of the love he has for his son, the father’s belief is still justified. He is aware of the evidence and evaluates it competently. It is true that if he didn’t have such strong evidence, he would believe his son was innocent anyway, but that kind of disposition does not undermine his justified belief in case 2 where he has the evidence of innocence in front of him and he recognizes it as evidence for innocence. So, whether our judgment of the evidence regarding p is affected in an epistemically significant way by a disposition to believe/disbelieve p depends upon the evidence we have, how strong it is, and on our abilities to evaluate the evidence. Some theists may well rationally evaluate the traditional theistic reasons, and those reasons may well be good reasons, even if humans have a disposition to believe in gods by virtue of a mechanism described by one of the CSR theories.

We now turn to a second global reason to be skeptical of our ability to assess the traditional theistic reasons. Derek Leben notes that many people hold religious beliefs at least partially on the basis of traditional theistic reasons. Leben argues, however, that one’s religious beliefs remain debunked by the debunking argument if there is reason to think that the traditional religious reasons are in fact rationalizations, where “rationalizing can be described as a process of ad hoc reasoning about a belief that is already held, usually appealing to information currently available to the rationalizer” (Leben, 2014, p. 343). Are there grounds for thinking that the traditional religious reasons are in fact simply rationalizations? One clear sign that a putative reason is a rationalization is if the putative reason is, upon reflection, quite poor. Although some think that the traditional reasons are very poor, their quality is very much in dispute. Some arguments based on the traditional reasons are clearly poor, but the reasons themselves may make religious belief reasonable even though it is difficult to come up with a convincing argument on the basis of those reasons. Analogously, it is difficult to give an argument for the existence of the external world based on our experiences, although it seems clear that our experiences somehow make belief in an external world rational. So, it is hasty to assume that the traditional reasons are clearly bad, and thus infer on these grounds that the traditional reasons are rationalizations.

Leben presents a different test for determining whether a putative reason R is a rationalization. If an unreliable psychological mechanism M is a better predictor of S’s belief B than is R, then it is more likely that M causes B and R is a rationalization than it is that R causes B.
 Leben (2014, p. 346) then argues that “agent-detection devices can predict a large range of religious beliefs,” while “none of the standard arguments for the existence of God are convincing or influential enough to be the source of more than a handful of actual religious beliefs,” and theists “tend to reject the same type of historical argument” that they often state in support of their own beliefs. So (generalizing a bit), the CSR theories can predict religious beliefs well, whereas the traditional theistic reasons are too weak to predict religious beliefs and are not consistently accepted by theists.

The CSR theories aren’t nearly as good predictors of religious belief as Leben thinks. No CSR theory predicts that humans will believe in Christianity, Islam, Judaism, or any other particular set of actual religious doctrines. The CSR theories predict that religious beliefs will be widespread and that they will tend to have a certain kind of content: they will concern invisible agents who are concerned about human affairs. Predicting an abstract feature of people’s actual religious beliefs is a far cry from predicting actual religious beliefs. CSR theorists readily acknowledge that historical circumstances shape how the general disposition to believe in invisible agents is transformed into a living and breathing religious tradition. And those historical circumstances typically include accounts of events, experiences, and reasons that determine the content of the religious doctrines. Religious experiences, miracles, and the appearance of design in the world all play a role in shaping particular religious traditions. So, the CSR theories do not predict what people believe in (e.g., Christianity); the CSR theories together with accounts of religious experiences (e.g., Paul’s experience on the road to Damascus), historical events (such as Jesus’ life, miracles, death, and resurrection), and perhaps others traditional reasons, all of which are preserved in collective memory by an institution (the Church), come much closer to predicting people’s belief in Christianity. But, then, the traditional theistic reasons play a role in explaining belief, and if those reasons are good, then Christians who are sufficiently well-informed about their tradition may well be justified in their beliefs (and obviously a similar argument can be given for other theistic traditions).

It is true that religious believers in one tradition who accept a historical argument for their own beliefs tend to reject historical arguments offered by the members of other traditions for the beliefs of those other traditions. But this is not a good reason for thinking that historical arguments don’t play a role in explaining people’s religious beliefs. We all believe lots of things on the basis of testimony, but sometimes rightly reject testimonial arguments. Indeed, we often reject some testimonial claims on the basis of other things we think we know from testimony. There’s nothing inconsistent about this – often it is perfectly rational – and certainly the fact that we do this doesn’t at all suggest that our beliefs are rarely explained by the testimony of others. So, the fact that religious believers are resistant to historical arguments given by traditions other than their own doesn’t imply that they are irrational in being resistant, or that they don’t themselves rely on historical arguments for their own religious beliefs.

To review: I have argued that the debunking argument fails because (A1) CSR theories do not undermine traditional kinds of reasons that people have for believing that God exists and people who believe on the basis of such reasons, or who are sufficiently well-informed members of religious traditions that have been shaped by such reasons, may well be justified in their beliefs if those reasons in fact are good. Furthermore, we have not seen any good global reason for rejecting (A1). However, as I mentioned earlier, CSR could provide reasons for rejecting various individual theistic reasons. For my money, this is where we need to look to see if CSR casts any significant doubt on theistic belief. I conclude by briefly outlining how one might investigate whether CSR undermines one of the most central of the traditional theistic reasons: religious experience.

Way CD4 and Religious Experience

So far I have argued that CSR does not cast doubt on theistic belief in way CD1 and that it does not cast doubt in way CD2 unless it provides some local reasons for doubting a variety of traditional theistic reasons. Doing so would cast doubt in way CD4. So, we need to focus on CD4 in our investigation of whether and to what extent CSR casts doubt on theistic belief. Elsewhere, I have argued that CSR undermines C. S. Lewis’ Argument from Desire, but that it does not undermine the cosmological or design arguments (Thurow, 2014). So, CSR can and does cast doubt on theistic belief in way CD4. In this section I will show how the evidential force of religious experience could be undermined by findings and theories in CSR. My aim is to illustrate how CSR could undermine religious experience, not to argue whether and to what extent it does; I believe the science of religious experience is far too young to make any useful judgments on this matter, and in any case it would take much more space than I have here to fully discuss the work that has been done.

There has been recent work investigating which features of the brain produce religious experiences and how they do so.
 One might wonder: if this science continues to develop and produces purely natural explanations of why people have many kinds of religious experiences, would such explanations undermine the evidential force, such as it is, of many peoples’ religious experiences? This question has received some treatment in the literature on religious experience, and most philosophers have argued that findings about how religious experiences are produced can undermine the evidential force of religious experience. Since CSR is broadly concerned with identifying features of the mind that lead humans to find belief in gods and other supernatural agents plausible, the causes of religious experience fall within its ambit. Work in CSR on religious experience may thus be relevant to evaluating the evidential force of religious experience. Jerome Gellman (2001), a defender of the evidential force of religious experience, addresses this issue extensively and argues persuasively that the evidential force of religious experiences would be largely undermined if we had evidence that:

(a) There is a set of naturalistic circumstances C, such that most (perhaps all) subjects who perceive God are in some C-circumstance.

(b) Being in a C-circumstance gives reason to expect or suspect those subjects would have had God perceptions, even if their perceptions were illusory, or being in a C-circumstance gives reason to expect or suspect those subjects had illusory God-perceptions.

(c) There is no set C1 of naturalistic circumstances such that: most subjects who perceive God are in some C1-circumstance and being in a C1-circumstance counts significantly in favor of the subjects having had veridical experiences of God and:

(d) A person’s being in C does not give reason to expect or suspect the person’s perceptions would be veridical, if God existed. (Gellman, 2001, p. 60)

In short, Gellman is saying that religious experience would have little to no evidential force if most religious experiences happen in naturalistic circumstances that would lead people to have these experiences whether or not God exists, and no extra details about those circumstances give reason to think that these experiences are veridical, and there aren’t good grounds for thinking that if God were to exist, then people would experience him in these circumstances. Consider a hypothetical example. Suppose most religious experiences are caused by seizures. People would then have these religious experiences whether or not God exists because people would have seizures whether or not God exists. Suppose no additional details about such experiences give reason to think that the experiences are veridical: for example, we don’t find a correlation between having religious experience-inducing seizures and praying or asking God for some sort of guidance. There is no reason to think that God would appear to everyone who has a seizure, or that what people experience in a seizure would be accurate about God, even if God existed. Gellman is saying that in my hypothetical example, religious experiences would have little to no evidential force.

Why exactly would religious experience have little to no evidential force in the conditions described by Gellman? Suppose (b), (c), and (d) were satisfied for a particular religious experience. Then, we would have reason to think that this experience was produced by natural circumstances that would have held whether or not God existed (and, given (d), we would not have special reason to think that God overdetermined or set those circumstances up in this particular case), and that experiences produced in this way are not reliable, or do not track the truth, in the right kind of way. When we have reason to believe that our experiences aren’t reliably produced or don’t track the truth, then we are not justified in relying on them, despite what their content may prima facie indicate. Both internalists and externalists about justification allow this kind of defeat (although they will quibble about whether to call the lack of proper connection between experience and the facts a lack of reliability, truth-tracking, or proper fit between the content of experience and reality). If (b)–(d) are satisfied when condition (a) is satisfied, then almost no religious experiences will have any evidential force. Of course, partial undermining could also occur if there were fewer religious experiences for which conditions (b), (c), and (d) applied.

Although it is quite possible that the evidential force of a wide range of religious experiences could be undermined if (b), (c), and (d) are satisfied for a wide range of religious experiences, it is not clear that this would be very likely, since (d) could very easily fail to be satisfied by many religious experiences even if there were good naturalistic explanations for those experiences. For example, suppose scientists find a good naturalistic explanation of why some people feel God’s presence in various aspects of everyday life and why it seems to them as though God is speaking to them in prayer. If God exists, then God might well be expected to build into humans some natural way of sensing his presence and feeling as if he is listening. It isn’t clear that we should expect God to directly intervene in the physical causal processes in these everyday sorts of religious experiences. As long as the natural process that explains these experiences in the circumstances in which they arise isn’t too odd to expect God to use, (d) will not be satisfied.

So, if (d) is a genuine criterion, then it seems unlikely that the evidential force of a wide range of religious experiences would be undermined by future scientific endeavors. But there is some reason to doubt whether (d) is a genuine criterion. Suppose (a), (b), and (c) are satisfied. Then, we would know that humans would have nearly all the religious experiences they in fact have whether or not God exists. Such experiences don’t seem sensitive to God’s existence. If our grounds aren’t sensitive to the object of our belief, then we shouldn’t trust our grounds. So, the evidential force of religious experiences would be undermined. But now what if we learn that (d) fails to be satisfied – if God exists, he might very well be expected to use these grounds to reveal himself. So what? How can we tell which it is – whether the grounds genuinely reveal God or whether they don’t? Both options are equally likely simply on the data of the religious experience, given that we know we’d have the experience whether or not God exists, and given that our independent evidence about God’s existence is neutral. But, then, the experiences don’t evidentially distinguish between the existence and non-existence of God. If a piece of evidence doesn’t distinguish between A and not-A, then we should suspend judgment regarding A on the basis of the piece of evidence.

Certainly more needs to be said regarding (d), but suppose what I’ve just argued is correct. There is a different, more plausible, criterion that can take the place of (d):

(d*) Given that a person S has independent reason for thinking that God exists, S’s being in C does not give reason to expect or suspect the person’s perceptions would be veridical, if God existed.

For if S has independent reason for thinking that God exists (via the cosmological argument or design argument or some other non-debunked set of religious experiences), then one would have reason for thinking that the religious experiences for which we have naturalistic explanations that don’t satisfy (d*) are actually designed by God to reveal Himself in a naturalistic way. The evidential force of those experiences would then not be undermined. This illustrates once again, and in another way, my main point in this section: that we need to first evaluate how plausible the traditional theistic reasons are before we are able to evaluate whether belief in God is undermined by CSR. If some of the traditional theistic reasons are good, then a wider range of religious experience will likely escape potential debunking by future scientific discovery than if the traditional theistic reasons are not good.


Gellman goes on to consider a variety of naturalistic explanations of religious experiences and argues that none of these satisfies all four of these conditions. For reasons given earlier, I don’t have the space here to fully evaluate whether he is correct. Instead, I simply observe that: 1) it seems clear that empirical findings about the way religious experiences are produced, including those produced by CSR, can in principle undermine the evidential force of religious experience (whether (d) or (d*) is a genuine criterion for when religious experience is undermined); 2) it is controversial whether and to what extent the evidential force of religious experience is undermined in this way (Gellman is on one side of this issue, while Evan Fales (1996a; 1996b; 2004), e.g., is on the other); and 3) the extent to which religious experience is undermined depends upon the evidential force of various of the other traditional theistic reasons.

Conclusion

CSR has developed fascinating genealogies of theistic belief, which have the potential to cast doubt on religious belief. I have argued that CSR does not: (i) entail that God does not exist; or (ii) undermine, via a genealogical debunking argument, the justification of theistic belief. Even after becoming aware of the CSR theories, theists who believe partially on the basis of the traditional theistic reasons may still be fully rational if the reasons are good. However, CSR may cast doubt on theistic belief by undermining the evidential force of some of these traditional theistic reasons, including religious experience. It takes a case-by-case investigation to determine which of the traditional theistic reasons are undermined, and whether some of the reasons are undermined depends upon the strength of the other reasons. Genealogies of theistic belief, like those developed by CSR, are not nuclear weapons that wipe out the justification of religious belief; if they were, then, like real nuclear weapons, they would take out a whole lot more than the immediate target. However, these genealogies may, more surgically, eliminate or weaken some of the traditional grounds for theistic belief. It takes work and good old philosophy – via an assessment of the evidential force of the traditional theistic reasons – to figure out the extent to which such surgical strikes are effective.
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� This chapter is a sort of companion paper to Thurow (2014), which is engaged in the same project, but focuses on other ways of casting doubt. 


� Much of this section overlaps with section 2 of Thurow (2014).


� Sosis and Kiper (2014) argue that religious adherents commonly doubt their beliefs.


� Peter van Inwagen (2005) discusses an argument like the one I give for a principle like this (without the restriction to empirical evidence. Van Inwagen seems to endorse the principle, but denies that theism is not needed to explain anything (in the essay, strictly, he says that the naturalist hasn’t given good reasons to think that theism is not needed). However, later in the essay he asserts that an assumption of this kind of principle is that belief in God is an explanatory hypothesis. He then goes on to argue that belief in God is not an explanatory hypothesis. Perhaps he thinks that the falsity of this assumption (as he sees it), undermines the principle. But I think this is incorrect. Even if belief in God is not an explanatory hypothesis, God is taken to be the kind of being that is supposed to explain things, and if one found out that God is not needed to explain things, this could, via the principle I have discussed, affect the justifiability of believing that He exists. I discuss this issue in further detail in Thurow, 2014.


� Whether suspending judgment or disbelieving is justified in these circumstances is controversial. The issue is closely connected to the issue of whether disbelief or suspension of judgment is justified for p in the absence of evidence for p. Michael Tooley (Plantinga and Tooley, 2008, pp. 87–93) argues that, in the case of theism, disbelief is justified, while Peter van Inwagen (2005) argues that disbelief would not be justified in these circumstances. I suspend judgment on this issue for the purposes of this chapter. Also, those familiar with the notion of a defeater will note that X provides an overriding defeater in ways CD1 and CD3 and X provides an undercutting defeater in ways CD2, CD4, and CD5.


� In Thurow (2014) I argue that CSR decreases the degree of justification for belief in God a small degree via way CD5.


� See, e.g. Bloom, 2009; Kahane, 2011; Wilkins and Griffiths, 2012; Leben, 2014. Others have discussed, though not endorsed, the argument: Barrett, 2007; Murray, 2009; van Inwagen, 2009; Leech and Visala, 2011.


� See Plantinga’s many essays (e.g. 2002a; 2002b; 2011) defending the evolutionary argument against naturalism.


� This example and some of the phrasing in this paragraph are taken from Thurow (2013) and Thurow (2014).


� Leben does not explicitly state this principle; it is my best interpretation of what best fits with how he describes the test. The principle described is true in Bayesian confirmation theory provided that the P(M caused B and R is a rationalization) and P(R caused B) on other evidence is about equal.


� See, e.g., McNamara, 2009 and references therein.


� This is a version of the debunking argument, now applied to the evidential force of experiences rather than beliefs. I discuss a similar sort of debunking argument for beliefs in more detail in Thurow (2013).






