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As always, I am most grateful to my wife, who acts as a sympathetic but firm editor for what I write, even when, as in the present instance, she disagrees with the views I put forward. I should also like to thank John Floyd, who kindly read through the book in draft and made some perceptive comments which helped me to restructure it, I hope for the better.
The final acknowledgement must of course be to the innumerable people who have given us their inmost reflections about this central aspect of human thought. The Bibliography lists those on whom I have depended most critically in writing, but the list could have been far longer. There may be writers whose ideas I have absorbed so thoroughly as to have forgotten their provenance; if so, I hope I will be forgiven.
This book is in a sense a sequel to my earlier book Totality Beliefs and the Religious Imagination, in which I provided an account of my upbringing as a Roman Catholic, my loss of belief in that faith, and my subsequent exploration of other spiritual paths, notably Transcendental Meditation as taught by Maharishi Mahesh Yogi. At the end of that book I said that I couldn't understand how I had believed some of the things I had believed. Here I look at this question in less personal terms, attempting to explore the nature of religious belief in general and why it persists today.
The position I described myself as reaching was that of metaphysical naturalism, meaning the view that the material world is all that exists. 'Metaphysical' is an acknowledgement that the correctness of this position cannot be finally proved, so I don't claim to have reached ultimate truth. As Bertrand Russell said, we should always entertain our opinions with a certain element of doubt. I am sure that my view of religion is rational, but that does not prove it is right. And I am not setting out here to dismiss religion as based on nothing but illusion, even though I don't subscribe to it myself. This requires a few words of explanation.
I take it for granted that a naturalistic explanation of religion should be an evolutionary explanation. But that does not, in itself, imply that religion is necessarily false. All our thought processes, including our rationality, have after all been shaped by evolution, so religion is no different. There are philosophers and scientists of repute who fully accept the importance of Darwin's great idea yet find they can reconcile this with religious beliefs of various kinds. As they see it, evolution is the means God has used to shape His creation, and the fact that humans have evolved to be religious is evidence that He wanted us to be aware of His existence. So there is no necessary incompatibility between naturalistic and religious explanations for religion; both may be true simultaneously. You don't have to be daft to be religious.
You also don't have to be wilfully obtuse not to be religious, as at least some believers are willing to concede. John Hick is a case in point. He is a Christian theologian who takes a very wide-angle view of religion, citing abundantly from Hindu, Buddhist, Jewish, and Muslim sources. His opinion is that all the world's religions are 'masks' or 'faces' interposed between us and what he calls the 'Real', which can never be known directly. But he doesn't find that there are compelling reasons for anyone to believe this, because the universe is 'ambiguous'. The facts at our disposal permit belief in a transcendent realm but they also permit non-belief, so either option is reasonable. Which side of the fence you come down on depends on your own experience and on how far you are prepared to accept the assurances of others. I agree with this assessment. The springs of our belief or disbelief are usually hidden from us.
In my own case, for whatever psychological reasons, I feel no need to believe in the Real. I think it is right to state this at the outset, because in reading books about religion I generally find it irritating when the author fails to define where he or she stands. I suppose this coyness usually stems from a wish to appear objective and impartial, but of course no one is really objective in these matters, and the reader is then left to guess, from odd allusions or asides, what the author really believes.
At the same time, I don't want to come across as an anti-religious proselytiser, or to give the impression that I am strongly hostile to religion or regard it as an unmitigated evil that has to be fought at all costs, as do some militant atheists. Perhaps, in part, this is because I have had close family connections with at least two convinced Christians my father and my wife and this may have given me an insight into the nature of religious belief that seems sometimes to be lacking in the more aggressive critics of religion whose books I read.
My father regarded his Roman Catholicism as central to his existence. When he was recovering in hospital after a serious operation he told me that he could not imagine living without his religion, and I knew that to be true. As a young man he had seriously considered becoming a priest. Later in life he did become a member of a religious Third Order a kind of religious-in-the-world and later still, after my mother's death, he finally fulfilled his youthful ambition by becoming a priest and a 'monk' more correctly, a Canon Regular in the Order of the White Canons, founded in the twelfth century by St Norbert.
Roman Catholicism tends to be authoritarian and legalistic, with much discussion of what you may and may not do and may and may not believe, but my wife, who is Greek and therefore, like most Greeks, Orthodox, has shown me a version of Christianity that I find more sympathetic.
These personal influences have no doubt helped to shape how I see religion, but on more general grounds I think that religion is one of the most firmly built-in features of the human mind and can probably never be eradicated; at most it can be changed. We need to take it seriously, which is what I try to do here.
Robin Dunbar is among the writers whom I have found very helpful in my thinking about religion, and I shall be drawing on him quite a bit in the course of the book. He is one of those who think that religion is an intrinsic part of human consciousness, and he identifies three quite distinct questions we can raise about religious experience. 1. Why are we the only species that has this experience and believes in a spiritual world alongside the material one? 2. What function did religion have for our remote ancestors, and is it still functional today? 3. When did religion first appear on the scene? I shall look at all three questions and discuss some of the answers that have been given to them.
The emphasis is, of course, on 'some'. Inevitably, this will be a personal selection from the answers currently on offer. Whole libraries could be have been filled with books on the subject, so I am certainly not going to try to cover everything here, even if I were competent to do so. Someone else might have chosen to emphasise quite different aspects, but I hope that those I have selected will give a useful overview of at least the main currents of thought today.
One of the rewards of writing is that it serves to clarify one's own ideas. That has certainly happened to me. When I started the book I thought that I would find most of the explanation for religion in the ideas I discuss in Chapters 3 and 4 namely, that religion essentially descends from a shamanic tradition that goes back as far as the Upper Palaeolithic, some 30,000 to 40,000 years ago. That idea was put forward, mainly by Mircea Eliade, in the mid-twentieth century and became very influential. I suppose I absorbed it then and it became part of my mental furniture without ever being examined very closely. It began to lose ground among scholars by the end of the century, but more recently the work of the archaeologist David Lewis-Williams has given it new life. I find his work fascinating and I think he has made a good case for the view that there may have been shamans in the society of that time. But I am less convinced that a continuous line of development can be traced from that remote epoch into recent times.
I now think that the shamanism theory is less useful as an explanation for religion than I once did, but it remains true that shamanic-type experiences, such as near-death experiences and alien abductions, still occur in our society today and are helping to shape religious ideas, though they are largely neglected by theologians. But the main clues to understanding religion, I believe, lie in our symbol-forming nature, in language and narrative, and in our inability to tolerate the thought of life without meaning. It is these ideas that form the main core of the book.
As I write this, at the beginning of the Year of Our Lord 2009, there are 800 buses trundling through Britain bearing the slogan: 'There's probably no God. Now stop worrying and enjoy your life.' This advertisement is sponsored by the British Humanist Association, but the Methodist Church has thanked them for encouraging a continued interest in God. A spokeswoman for the Church said that the campaign would be a good thing if it got people thinking about the deep issues in life, and that Christianity was for people who were not afraid to think about life and meaning. Theos, a 'theology think tank', takes a similar view. In a largely secular society like that of Britain today, the religious seem to be following the maxim that any publicity is good publicity.
Some atheists found the wording over-tentative. The 'probably' was apparently put in to keep the Advertising Standards Authority happy (though they have received a complaint anyway). Richard Dawkins said he would have preferred 'almost certainly', though he has now come round to the present wording. But whatever you may think of the first sentence, isn't the second sentence a non sequitur? If there is no God, does that mean we have nothing to worry about? If, as we are often told is the case, religion is a principal incentive to moral behaviour (God is watching you so you had better conform, or else), a widespread disbelief in God might promote lawlessness and anarchy, which would surely be something to worry about. Plenty of people think that this is just what is happening in Britain today a general abandonment of religion leading to social breakdown. So perhaps, if disbelief in God becomes more widespread, there will be more to worry about, not less.
Anyway, I question whether worry is a principal consequence of believing in God. The idea of the bus campaign came from Ariane Sherine, a comedian, who was concerned in the previous year when she found Christian sources telling people that if they didn't sign up they would go to hell. But while that is one Christian view, it is probably not the mainstream message today I doubt if Rowan Williams, the current Archbishop of Canterbury, would endorse it and there are probably far more Christians who find their religion a comfort than who think it a threat to their peace of mind. 'Comfort', in fact, is too weak a word; religion is what gives their lives meaning. And if your life ceases to have meaning for you there is certainly something to worry about.
The bus advertisement is intended to nudge people gently towards atheism, but not all forms of disbelief are the same. There are at least two kinds of atheist. Some are like Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, and Jonathan Miller. If you are in this category you either had no religious upbringing at all or, if you did, you ceased to believe in religion at an early age and never looked back. People like this are what I would call untroubled atheists. But there are also troubled atheists, who may have had a religious upbringing, and who in any case experience the reality of the questions that religion is supposed to answer.
I don't mean to say that everyone in this category regrets their atheism. Many don't, but they do think that religion raises important questions that deserve serious attention, whereas untroubled atheists simply dismiss the lot as illusion.
In this category I would include Marghanita Laski, Iris Murdoch, Taner Edis, Ursula Goodenough, and Robert Sapolsky. All these regard religion as important even though they are nonbelievers. Goodenough even participates regularly in services and sings in the choir although she is not a believer.
Laski described herself as an atheist but she wrote extensively about religion; her book Ecstasy: A Study of some Secular and Religious Experiences is the best discussion of mysticism from a secular viewpoint that I know. Murdoch said: 'God does not and cannot exist. But what led us to conceive of him does exist and is constantly experienced and pictured.' And Sapolsky, who was brought up as an observing Jew before becoming an atheist, has said in an interview on YouTube that he constantly thinks about religion and even wishes he could still believe because of the comfort faith brings to those who have it. (Still, he is ambivalent, because he has also said that he might continue to believe there is no God, even if it were proved that there is one!) In the interview he makes the same distinction as I do, between two types of atheist. Some, he says, never had a religious upbringing and find that there is no need to think about religious questions at all because they are self-evidently absurd, and others began from a religious position and renounced it only with pain and difficulty. That is his situation.
Why should anyone regret disbelieving something they are sure is untrue? Sapolsky points to the large number of psychological studies which apparently show that people who believe in God and go to church regularly are happier and healthier than those who don't do these things. Well, perhaps, but even if it's true and it is still possible to pick holes in the research what follows? Are we supposed to believe just for the sake of our health? Belief is not ours to command. It often arises from levels of mental functioning that are not accessible to consciousness, and the reasons we give for our beliefs are not always the real ones. Not to put too fine a point on it, they are often confabulations, stories we tell ourselves that have little or no relation to the real state of affairs. First we have the belief, then the reasons for the belief. As in the trial in Alice in Wonderland, the verdict comes before the evidence.
Most of us inherit our religious beliefs from our parents and from the society in which we grow up. Even if we arrive at them later in life, as a result of conversion, this is seldom a primarily intellectual process. It is then more like falling in love, and indeed conversion and falling in love may have more in common than is often recognised. We can offer reasons why we love someone, perhaps, but these are arrived at after the event, and the same is generally true of religious conversion.
In any case, even if the research showing that those who attend church regularly derive benefit from doing so is correct, it does not follow that the content of their beliefs is what has that effect. It could be due to many other things a healthier way of living or membership of a like-minded group, for example. And it could also be due to something that I shall have a lot to say about in the course of the book: religion gives your life a sense of meaning. If any generalisation about us humans are possible, it is, I think, that we dread any suspicion that we are cast adrift in an indifferent universe. Those who wish to do away with religion often say that science will provide this sense of meaning in the future, but though it does do this for some, they are very much in the minority. Ours is probably the first culture in which the reality of the supernatural has been openly questioned by so many. And even when people do say they are not religious, their unconscious attitudes to such questions are sometimes different from what they profess.
The content of religious beliefs seems strange to outsiders. If ever we succeed in making contact with an alien civilisation (unlikely but not totally impossible), what would most surprise them about us? Pretty high on the list, I imagine, would be the fact that that the vast majority of our species, past and present, have always believed in the existence of invisible beings who are profoundly interested in our activities and interfere with our lives in all kinds of ways. And one of the things that we would want to know about the aliens in our turn is whether they had comparable beliefs, because, either way, that would tell us something very important about our own psychology. If they did, it would suggest that beliefs about spirits were a pretty inevitable accompaniment of advanced intelligence. If they did not, it might follow that we are suffering from some kind of collective mental aberration.
Some secularists have concluded something of the sort. There seem to be few advantages and many disadvantages in holding such beliefs. The spirits are not always friendly, require often costly propitiation (sometimes even involving human sacrifice or self-mutilation), have minds of their own and intentions which may not coincide with ours, can be jealous of attention paid to other spirits, and so on. So why imagine them, if they don't exist?
Many explanations have been advanced by sceptics. Perhaps religion explains natural phenomena and the origin of the world. Perhaps it offers consolation in the face of suffering, illness, and bereavement. Perhaps it provides the promise of an afterlife. Perhaps it is a basis for morality. Perhaps it helps to bind society together and ensure its stability. Each of these suggestions seems to explain some features of religion and, taken together, they may even explain most of them. But critics complain that they do not account for the precise features of religious belief why it takes certain forms and not others, or why anyone should have thought of such crazy-sounding ideas in the first place. There is now a popular view among some psychologists and anthropologists that the attempt to find benefits in religion, either for individuals or for society as a whole, is misconceived. Perhaps, they say, religion has no function but is simply a mistake, a by-product of the way our minds operate in everyday life. I look at this idea in the next chapter, but first I need to try to say what it is I am actually talking about. Unfortunately, this is not too easy to do.
A definition of religion?
Part of the reason that there is so much disagreement about why religion exists is that there does not appear to be much agreement about what the subject matter is. There is no generally accepted definition of religion. Attempts at one often include belief in supernatural beings with whom it is possible to communicate by prayer or in other ways, moral rules and instructions, more or less mythical accounts of the origin of the universe and human beings, ritual and ceremony, and feelings of mystery and awe (what Rudolf Otto called the sense of the numinous). There may be other components as well, such as a conviction that the world has a purpose into which human life fits, and there is also a social aspect which binds the members of the religion together. But while these things do characterise many religions, they are not always all present.
In his book on the origin of religion, Religion Explained, the anthropologist Pascal Boyer does not offer any definition of religion. The nearest he comes to it is to say that 'religion is a convenient label that we use to put together all the ideas, actions, rules and objects that have to do with the existence and properties of superhuman agents like Gods'. This would exclude Theravada Buddhism, which has no belief in a creator god, though it does have rituals. Daniel Dennett is rather less evasive. In his book about religion, Breaking the Spell, he acknowledges the difficulty of defining what he is talking about, but eventually he does take the plunge and defines religions as 'social systems whose participants avow belief in a supernatural agent or agents whose approval is to be sought'. Once again, this seems to exclude Buddhism.
Dennett makes a distinction between 'religion' and 'spirituality'. He explicitly parts company at this point with William James, who defined religion in his great classic The Varieties of Religious Experience as 'the feelings, acts, and experiences of individual men in their solitude, in so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider the divine'. Dennett is prepared to allow such people to be spiritual but he does not call them religious. But 'spirituality' is even more difficult to define than 'religion'.
A slightly eccentric Church of England vicar, who is currently presenting a television series in which he travels round the world with a film crew exploring different faiths, has commented that the USA was the most religious and least spiritual country he visited (in case you were wondering, the most spiritual was India). Here we are back with Dennett's distinction again, and I don't think it is useful. Unlike Dennett, I shall not distinguish between religion and spirituality. In so far as there is a difference, I should say that religion is extrovert, spirituality introvert. They are different faces of the same phenomenon. Which of them you attach more importance to is largely a reflection of your personality.
For Christians, critics such as Boyer who write from an anthropological perspective include a lot of things as religious which the believers would prefer were left out. Witchcraft, magic, and similar activities are usually rejected by Christians as irrelevant or positively evil. Yet new religions such as Wicca are explicitly concerned with them. Although they are not my main interest, I shall have no hesitation in citing them when necessary.
So perhaps Boyer was right not to offer a definition of religion, and I shall not do so here. We do generally think we know a religion when we see one, and that is the principle I shall follow. I shall be covering quite a lot of territory, so here is an overview of the main topics I shall write about and how I think they are inter-related.
An outline of the book
I start, in Chapters 2, 3, and 4, by looking at a number of explanations for religion, all of which provide elements of the answer though none is fully satisfactory as it stands.
Chapter 2 is about a currently fashionable approach, inspired by psychology, sociology, and anthropology, which is essentially dismissive of religion. Religion, on this view, is an unfortunate accident of the way our brains work, a kind of evolutionary mistake inevitable, perhaps, for minds like ours, but regrettable none the less. Currently there are at least three research groups looking at religion from this perspective, according to Jesse Bering, one of the members. Pascal Boyer and Scott Atran are examples of scientists who have written extensively from this standpoint and whose ideas are attracting a lot of attention just now. The strength of this approach is that it quotes scientific research to support its views. The weakness, as an article in The Economist pointed out ['Where angels fear to tread.' 19 March 2008], is that pretty well all those who do this kind of work are (untroubled) atheists and therefore broadly unsympathetic to any kind of truth claims that might be made for religion. This may limit the ways they look at the subject.
Such ideas contrast strongly with the older psychological view I discuss in Chapter 3, which regards religion as probably the most important element in human consciousness! If this ideas is right, religious experience is not an evolutionary mistake at all; on the contrary, it affords glimpses of an ultimate reality that underlies the everyday world. C.G. Jung was prominent in shaping this way of thinking though his ideas have been taken up by many others. This is what might be called an aristocratic version of religion, because it sees religious ideas as being produced by very exceptional people mystics and visionaries.
A prominent advocate of the aristocratic view of religion was the scholar Mircea Eliade, who, largely single-handedly, popularised the notion that the key to understanding the origin of religion is shamanism. Although that idea is not much favoured by scholars today, there have been recent attempts by archaeologists to explain some of the art of the Upper Palaeolithic as evidence for the existence of shamanism at that period. If this is correct, we may be able to trace the origin of religion remarkably far back in time. It may also tell us that there are inbuilt tendencies in the mind to produce the kinds of experience that are described as shamanic trances, visions, encounters with spirits and the like. I discuss shamanism in Chapter 4, with particular reference to the Upper Palaeolithic; I return to the subject of altered states of consciousness in Chapter 7.
All the ideas I have mentioned so far are valuable, I believe, but I don't think they really explain what is most important about religion. In the remainder of the book, therefore, I try to develop another way of thinking about the basic questions. I want to say that what lies at the heart of religion is language and narrative.
In Chapter 5 I begin by exploring the connection between religion and language. Both probably arose together at much the same time in human evolution. This has often been pointed out before, but what has not been so much emphasised is the similarity between the ways in which language and religion are acquired by children. Terrence Deacon has made a strong case for the view that languages have evolved to be easily learnt by children, and that it is legitimate to treat languages as semi-living systems analogous in many ways to parasites, or perhaps to symbionts. I take up this idea and apply it to religion, which I think can also be considered as a parasite or symbiont that is particularly adapted to be taken up by children. Perhaps, by now, religion is so deeply infused in the human brain as to be practically ineradicable.
The importance of stories for religion has been remarked on by many, but critics of religion often seem to forget this, preferring to focus on the seeming illogicality or absurdity of religious beliefs. In Chapter 6 I suggest that religion begins, not with belief, but with narrative. Human beings are story-telling animals and that is how they generally encounter religion as children. Even for adults, religion is more a matter of story than of doctrine. Belief is a secondary elaboration that arises only when religion is challenged by outsiders. It is better to think of religion as a collection of stories rather than as a system of beliefs.
Chapter 7 is about altered states of consciousness: near-death experiences and the like. The reductionists whom I discuss in Chapter 2 mostly downplay or neglect the role of such experiences in religion, but I think they are wrong to do so. Dreams, visions, and 'mystical' experiences have probably characterised our species for as long as we have been fully human, and I find it incredible that they would not have influenced our religious beliefs in all kinds of ways. In particular, they would have helped to shape our ideas of death and the afterlife. In any case, they are certainly important in how we think about religion today.
In Chapter 8 I look at the implications of these ideas for the future of religion, and conclude that attempts to argue religion out of existence on rationalist or scientific grounds are unlikely to succeed. The reason is that human beings nearly always find a lack of meaning in their lives to be intolerable. Death is the ultimate negation of meaning, and religions offer us a way of coming to terms with that and accommodating it in our consciousness. Religions exist because they tell us stories about who we are, where we come from, and where we are going, and the human mind will always tend to generate narratives of this kind.
Chapter 2 Reductionist Explanations
Many modern attempts to explain religion are based in one way or another on Darwinian ideas. One of the first people to attempt to provide an explanation of this kind was Sigmund Freud, who took up a suggestion of Darwin's about the structure of early human societies and gave it a psychoanalytic twist. He imagined these societies as made up of a 'harem' of females dominated by a single alpha male the kind of arrangement that exists today in gorilla groups. Freud went on to imagine that a band of subdominant males, expelled from the group, would return later and kill the alpha male (their father), whom they both feared and respected. This scenario was taken by Freud to be the origin of the Oedipus complex that figured so largely in psychoanalytic theory. Freud also supposed that it was the root of religion, which he thought was a collective attempt to expiate the 'original sin' of patricide.
Freud's account relied on a presumed structure of early human society which is almost wholly speculative. We simply don't know what this society was like, although quite probably it was more like a chimpanzee community, with many competing males rather than only one with breeding rights. A group of this kind would be the opposite of Freud's idea, because it would be the females that left rather than the males. In any case, the theory seems to have emerged chiefly from Freud's wish to bolster psychoanalysis, in which the Oedipus complex was a central element.
A basic question at the outset
An evolutionary view of religion does not necessarily imply that it contributes to survival and reproduction, but often this is assumed and then the theory is described as adaptationist. If we want to put forward such a theory for religion we have to answer an important question at the very outset: how does religion increase the chances of reproduction for believers? If religion has evolved by natural selection it ought to be doing something to favour the propagation of the genes that give rise to it. And that idea, in turn, implies at least two things. First, there must be a genetic component in the production of religious belief. If one or both of your parents are religious, it should be slightly more likely that you too will be religious, even without any cultural input from your parents or the group you live in. Obviously, this is going to be difficult to show. Second, the inclination to religious belief must be shown to increase the chances of leaving offspring. Perhaps religious people would attract more mates, or they would be better parents so their children would be more likely to survive. This, too, is going to be difficult to show convincingly.
A popular line of argument is to say that a tribe which had a common belief system would be more cohesive than one that adhered less firmly to communal beliefs, and that the believers would support one another better in child-rearing and in inter-tribal conflicts as well as in times of adversity due to starvation or other things. While this idea sounds plausible, it suffers from the disadvantage of being based on a form of group selection. Theories of this kind are out of fashion today. Emphasis is now on the reproductive success of individuals, not groups. Most evolutionists agree that group selection is possible in theory, but they think it is unlikely to be important in practice. One reason for this view is that an individual who cheated would do better than the others in the group, at least to start with. There is beginning to be a revival of interest in group selection, though supporters are still in a minority.
There is some evidence to show that human beings are liable to psychological contagion what has been called herd mentality. In experiments at Stanford University in California, Scott Wiltermouth and his team found that when people marched, sang, or danced together they felt increased loyalty to the group. The fondness of fascist leaders for this kind of thing is familiar from the 1930s in Germany and Italy. Most tribal societies do a lot of group chanting and dancing. A possible brain mechanism for such effects comes from work on mirror neurons. These are cells that fire both when we perform an action and also when we see another individual doing the same thing. For example, a mother feeding a child with a spoon may move her mouth in the same way as the child, miming its eating action. Mirror neurons were first discovered in monkeys; whether they exist in humans is unknown though it is likely that they do. Researchers in Holland have found that the brain releases more dopamine when we fall in line with the opinion of our group; dopamine is a neurotransmitter associated with feelings of pleasure.
A rather different evolutionary scenario has been put forward by two psychiatrists, Anthony Stevens and John Price, who start from an evolutionary puzzle: why does schizophrenia exist? Most studies of the illness have found that it has a genetic element a tendency to schizophrenia can be inherited. On the face of it, this is surprising. Being schizophrenic is hardly likely to increase your chances of finding a mate and leaving offspring, so one would expect the gene or genes responsible to have been eliminated in the course of evolution. But what if a tendency to schizophrenia, without frank development of schizophrenia, had an evolutionary advantage?
There are examples of this with other illnesses. One that is often quoted is sickle-cell disease. In its full-blown form this is crippling and, if untreated, is likely to prove fatal. The red blood cells of sufferers assume a sickle shape (hence the name) when the oxygen concentration in the tissues is reduced, and this leads to blockage of small vessels, with pain, disability, organ damage, and even death.
We all get two copies of our genes from our parents; if both your copies are for sickle haemoglobin you will be affected. But if you have one sickle-cell gene and one normal gene you will almost certainly be unaffected though you will have a certain mount of the sickle-type haemoglobin in your blood. In fact, in parts of the world where there is malaria you will be better off, because sickle-cell haemoglobin makes the red cells less hospitable to the malarial parasite, so if you have some you will have an increased resistance to that disease. This, presumably, is why the sickle-cell trait, as it is called, has not been eliminated by natural selection, and why it (along with other haemoglobin variants that have a similar effect) is more common in areas that are subject to malaria. So the gene that produces the abnormal haemoglobin continues to be transmitted, although this has bad results for those who are unlucky enough to inherit both copies.
Sickle-cell disease or trait is inherited in a simple Mendelian way. This is not true of schizophrenia, which is probably the result of the interaction of many genes, and there is still argument about how big the genetic element is in this disease. The genes do not make schizophrenia inevitable for anyone, just more probable. And the important point for the idea put forward by Stevens and Price is that someone carrying these genes might have some psychological features that were suggestive of schizophrenia but would not have the full-blown disease. This would constitute the schizoid personality.
But why would it be an evolutionary advantage to have a schizoid personality? Stevens and Price start from the idea that there is a relation between madness and genius. They look at a number of cases which they think illustrate this connection, and they are not afraid of where their conclusions lead them, for they ask whether Jesus of Nazareth was schizophrenic. They do find certain features in him that are suggestive of schizophrenia and which he shares with other religious prophets, but they say he also presents features which differentiate him clearly from a schizophrenic. A difficulty I found with their discussion at this point is that they seem to take the statements attributed to Jesus in the New Testament at face value. For example, they think that Jesus claimed to be divine and that his followers accepted this, but not all New Testament scholars are convinced that Jesus ever made such a claim or that it would have been comprehensible in a Jewish context.
A crucial feature of their hypothesis is the notion of group-splitting. They suggest that in our ancestral societies there would at times be a need for a group to split up, perhaps when the resources of the site had been exhausted or when it had exceeded its 'ideal' number of about 150 members. (There is a lot of evidence to suggest that 150 is about the number that a group can contain if its members are to know one another personally and interact efficiently.) A charismatic leader would maintain this group size by founding a new group, whose members he would lead away to pastures new, a Promised Land. Such a leader would have certain schizoid features though he (or, rarely, she) would not be frankly schizophrenic. Once again, we are beginning to run up against group selection here, although the theory can still work without it. A charismatic leader of the kind postulated by Stevens and Price would have had numerous opportunities to produce offspring something often seen today in cults, where the (male) leader often has access to a number of mates and so his genes would be passed on. This may explain why genes favouring schizophrenia have continued to be present in our genotype.
s
Sociobiology
Explanations of this kind are frequently labelled sociobiological, because they aim to link culture and biological evolution together. Often we are told that because for most of our prehistory we were hunter-gatherers our minds are still adapted to that situation, and this may have various bad results in modern circumstances. For example, the world-wide increase in obesity is often blamed on our evolutionary origin. For most of our existence as a species, the argument goes, we would have been short of food, so it was an advantage to gorge ourselves whenever there was plenty and to have the physiological ability conserve food energy as fat to see us through the lean times. But in a modern society, with an abundance of food, the result is that we eat more than we need and become fat.
Ideas of this kind have a long history indeed, they go back to Darwin. Many of Freud's concepts are linked to Darwin's, and in the twentieth century writers such as Konrad Lorenz and Desmond Morris popularised these ways of thinking with great success. The term sociobiology was invented by E.O. Wilson in the 1970s and his ideas attracted a huge amount of argument at the time. Wilson was vilified by many and even had a glass of water poured over him at a meeting, but many people did take up his way of thinking and the result was a confusingly-named plethora of academic disciplines: human behavioural ecology, evolutionary biology, evolutionary psychology, and gene-culture co-evolution, for example.
(For a good discussion of this bewildering terminology, see Laland and Brown, 2002. Probably all these ways of thinking about human beings are useful, they believe, but they complain that at the Sunday newspaper level there has ensued a fair amount of sloppy thinking, introducing 'dubious and sensationalist evolutionary arguments to the general public'.)
Theories like those of Stevens and Price assume that religion would have had an evolutionary advantage in the past, although it no longer has today. But what if this idea is mistaken? Some researchers now believe that religion has no survival value and has arisen as a by-product of mental functioning that originated for other reasons. On this view, religion is due to a kind of misfiring of our inherited brain apparatus.
In The God Delusion Richard Dawkins puts forward a tentative hypothesis of this kind. He starts from the analogy of moths flying into candle flames. It is obviously not adaptational to do this: it does not increase the moths' ability to reproduce, quite the opposite. There has been a lot of argument about why moths behave in this unwise way. One suggestion is that they normally use celestial objects such as the sun and the moon to steer by. The advent of local lights such as candles is recent in evolutionary terms so moths have not had time to adapt to it. Candles, unlike the moon, are not usually at optical infinity, so if you use them to steer by you tend to fly in circles until you meet with disaster. The mishap is then a consequence of the way the moth's nervous system has evolved. Moths would be in the same situation as the people who get fat because they eat too much: they are the victims of an adaptation which worked well in the past but is disastrous today.
Whether this explanation for moth behaviour is correct (there are other possibilities) is not important; Dawkins uses it simply to illustrate his general idea, which is that religion may arise from a misfiring of the normal human nervous system. Specifically, he goes on to suggest, the brains of children have been shaped by evolution to believe what their parents tell them, because otherwise warnings about burning their fingers in a fire or avoiding snakes and scorpions would not work. Perhaps they acquire their religious beliefs in the same way. The well-known if apocryphal Jesuit maxim, 'give me a boy for the first seven years of life and he's mine for life' would fit in with this idea.
Dawkins cautions his readers that this idea is simply meant as an illustration of the kind of explanation for religion that might be constructed, so he doesn't want it to be taken too seriously. Actually, I think myself he may be partly on the right lines in linking religion with children's minds, and I shall go on later to present a rather similar idea. But though his suggestion may help to explain how children acquire their religious ideas, it doesn't tell us where these ideas came from in the first place. For this we need to extend the misfiring idea more widely, to include the normal mental mechanisms of adults as well as children. Two prominent representatives of this approach, both of them anthropologists, are Pascal Boyer and Scott Atran.
Evolutionary psychology
In his book, which has the uncompromising title Religion Explained, Boyer starts from evolutionary psychology, which he admits is still very much in its infancy. According to this, evolution has given rise to many specialised systems in the brain, which he calls inference systems. He lists several such systems: an agent-detector, a memory-manager, a cheater-detector, a moral-intuition generator, a system for enjoying and creating stories, and various alarm systems, for example. This is what has been called the Swiss-army-knife model of the mind: there are supposed to be mental tools for doing different things rather than a single intelligence that does all of them. Another metaphor would be the differences between two computer operating systems, Microsoft Windows and Unix. A monolithic system like Windows seeks to provide everything itself. The Unix philosophy, in contrast, is to have a different tool for each task. If you want to do two or three different things consecutively you 'chain' the tools together to work in succession instead of having one program that does the lot.
The brain is supposed to use the Unix philosophy rather than the Windows philosophy. So our brains are made up of numerous functional elements or modules. The important thing to understand about this is that most of what goes on in the brain does not reach consciousness. The inference systems are like so many little demons working away without revealing their presence. (In fact, in the Unix world the word 'daemon' is used to describe various programs that work in the background to perform tasks needed to keep the system running properly.) The results of their work pop up in our minds as beliefs, and we may then attempt to justify them by rational arguments, but that is not how the ideas arise in the first place.
I remember an experience from my childhood which illustrates the action of the agent-detector system rather nicely. When I was aged about five I worked out that the wind was caused by the waving branches of trees. This seemed perfectly logical. I knew that I could make the air move by waving my arms; whenever it was windy the branches of trees moved about, so presumably the trees, which were larger than me, could do the same thing on the grand scale. I put this theory to the adults around me and they rejected it, but I was not convinced. I don't remember whether I supposed that trees were conscious in the way that a cat or a dog is conscious, but I may have done; at any rate, my theory would naturally have suggested such an idea to me if I had thought about it. The attribution of mind to all kinds of natural phenomena has been widespread in many human societies and experiments show that it happens spontaneously in young children. Religious beliefs arise, Boyer says, when these inbuilt automatic systems are set off inappropriately. 'Religious concepts are probably influenced by the way the brain's inference systems produce explanations without our being aware of it.'
What is important here is the normality of the systems involved. For Boyer there is nothing special about religious beliefs. They arise more or less inevitably through the normal functioning of the mind. It has nothing to do with exceptional kinds of experience such as those reported by mystics, nor does it require the presence of a special area in the brain ('God module') to produce it. For minds constituted as ours are, the appearance of religion is more or less guaranteed.
Atran's view is quite similar to this. He supposes that there are what he calls 'innate releasing mechanisms' in the human mind. These are roughly comparable with 'instincts' and provide a means whereby we can respond quickly to a suggestion of a threat from an animal or another human being that we think we can detect in our environment. It is better to err on the side of thinking that there is such a threat than to ignore it, so these mechanisms are set with hair-trigger sensitivity. Better run away from something that might be a leopard than hang around to make sure. This causes us to respond, not only to real threats, but also to inanimate phenomena that mimic the appearance of living agents: apparent voices in the wind or running water, faces in the clouds and so on. And eventually the response became still further removed from actual phenomena in the outer world to encompass imaginary beings derived from dreams and visions. Like Boyer, Atran rejects the idea of a God module, though he is more willing than Boyer to acknowledge the contribution of altered states of consciousness.
Boyer's view of religion has received support from a recent study of brain function in religious belief [Kapogiannis and others, 2009].
The researchers used brain imaging techniques to study how people related to three aspects of belief about God. They claim that specific components of religious belief are produced by well-known brain networks. This is the first study of its kind, but if it is correct it is evidence for the kind of brain mechanisms that Boyer's theory demands.
Assessing the reductionist view
I find the arguments of anthropologists and evolutionary psychologists such as Boyer and Atran to be attractive in many ways. They can be claimed, with some justification, to be more scientific and objective than most of their predecessors'. Much that has been written about religion in the past was speculative theories which people thought up and which sounded plausible, and agreed with some of the facts. But they were open to the objection that those who put them forward had simply selected the features of religion, or the religions, that supported their case, while conveniently ignoring whatever might contradict it. They were also difficult or impossible to test scientifically. What the modern anthropological theorists do is to apply the same methods to religion as they do to other anthropological questions. This gives their views a degree of authority and testability which is often lacking in the older accounts.
And they can make you see the beliefs of your own culture in a new way, as if they were those of a hitherto undiscovered society. If you think of Christianity like this, as if it were the religion of a recently discovered tribe, it begins to look strange. How, you might ask, can people seriously believe in a God who is simultaneously one and three, made up of a father, a son, and a pigeon? And that, of course, is just the beginning; you would learn that people in this society also believe that the son figure had taken human form via a virgin birth, following which he was killed and then miraculously restored to life. Though no longer around, he is going to return to earth at some unspecified future time, and meanwhile the priests of the tribe symbolically eat his body and drink his blood while insisting that this is not mere symbolism but is literal fact. Sometimes he takes animal form as a lamb, and he is also represented with his heart exposed in his chest. Odder and odder. The John Frum religion on the island of Tanna in Vanuatu seems quite tame and rational in comparison. (John Frum, probably a mythic version of an American World War II serviceman, is an object of worship and is expected to return to usher in a period of prosperity and happiness for the islanders.)
But is this wholly fair? A major religion like Christianity is really a very complex system, with ramifications that extend in all kinds of directions in philosophy and art, obviously, but perhaps even in science. Lee Smolin thinks that most of the great physicists, from Newton to Einstein, were motivated by the wish to understand the mind of God. More than one thinker has seen a connection between mediaeval Christian notions of God as the law-giver and the scientific concept of laws of nature that can be discovered by reason.
Even if the reductionist explanation of how magico-religious concepts arise is correct, its advocates still have to do a lot of work to show how such 'primitive' ideas are the source of modern religion. The reductionists point to two changes in human society which they think have interacted with each other to give rise to large-scale religions.
One was the invention of writing. Before this, religious beliefs were fragmented, with many local variants, and they were not worked out as formal systems. Daniel Dennett calls this stage that of folk religions. It changed when religious ideas were written down. Writing began mainly as a means of record-keeping and preserving accounts; the link with religion came later. Most religious texts began life in an oral form this is true of the Vedas and the Buddhist scriptures for example. But later they were written down, and once this happened there was a tendency for the written text itself to be reverenced. This trend perhaps reaches its fullest extent in Islam, but a similar development has appeared elsewhere, for example in Sikhism, in which the text known as the Guru Granth Sahib is regarded as itself being the final guru of the Sikhs. Evangelical Christians who regard the Bible as the literal word of God treat Scripture with a comparable degree of reverence. It is still customary to swear on the Bible in British law courts.
The other change was the development of what Boyer calls guilds. These are the same as priesthoods, the more usual term, but Boyer prefers to speak of guilds because he thinks of them as practising a skill and providing a service in the same kind of way as metal workers or shoemakers. The guilds or priesthoods claim to have special knowledge of the mysteries of faith and practice. Literacy was useful to these guilds, both because writing is a good way of stabilising and preserving their beliefs, and because, at least for a time, it was only the guild members of a society who were literate, which gave them a special status. During the Middle Ages literacy, writing, and education generally were very largely in the hands of churchmen, and as late as the middle of the nineteenth century it was necessary to be in at least minor orders and to sign up to the Thirty-Nine Articles if you were to hold an academic position at Oxford (of course, this was restricted to men).
Widespread religions tend to acquire hierarchies, with a vested interest in maintaining the belief system on which they are the acknowledged experts. This stratification can assume extreme forms, as it did in the Indian caste system. The religious underpinning of class was apparent in Europe in the Middle Ages, where everyone had their God-appointed place, often marked out by the kind of clothing and footwear they were permitted.
One of the most remarkable examples of a prehistoric religion-dominated and priesthood-governed society comes from the island of Malta, in the Mediterranean, and its smaller neighbour Gozo. Dating from the third millennium BCE there were huge underground burial chambers on the islands and literally dozens of temples. Many types of sculpture have been found; the so-called Fat Ladies are the best known, though not all are female. Probably thousands of people were buried in the underground tombs, accompanied by a wealth of grave goods.
Malta today is dry and rocky but it was much more watered and fertile between 5000 and 7000 years ago. But the inhabitants exploited the country and, when environmental degradation ensued, the society became introverted and obsessed with their religious beliefs and practices. By 2500 BCE the islands had become dominated by a powerful priesthood which controlled much of the economic life of the people. There was an overwhelming preoccupation with temple-building, religious art, and ritual feasting, with comparative neglect of the building of villages or domestic dwellings. The result, predictably, was disaster. By 2000 BCE the whole culture had disappeared and been replaced by very different practices, with cremation instead of burial and abandonment of the underground tombs.
Self-appointed specialists
A hierarchical religion is aristocratic. Some of its members are holier than others. At least in the West, the last few centuries have seen a reaction against this. It would be possible to regard the Protestant reformation as a democratising movement within Christianity; one that has continued down to our own day and has taken ever more extreme forms. As I shall suggest later, the modern vogue for seeking ecstatic experience in so-called neoshamanism could probably be seen as the logical continuation of religious democratisation, allied with an emphasis on personal as opposed to collective experience.
The formation of self-perpetuating and self-serving in-groups which regard themselves as a cut above everyone else seems to be a natural human tendency. It is not confined to religion: I have seen something similar happen more than once during my own lifetime in medicine, with the generation of new specialties (guilds) that did not exist before.
What happens is that a number of doctors become interested in something let's suppose it is iridology (the alleged ability of experts to diagnose diseases from the appearance of the coloured part of the eye the iris). At first there are only a few who believe in this. They begin to get together, informally, to discuss their ideas. Other doctors hear about it, some are interested, the numbers attending meetings increase, and they decide to form a society, with a formal constitution and so on. At first everyone is welcome to join, because the society wants to build up membership. Other doctors start to recognise the members as experts in iridology. If a patient asks them about the possibility of consulting an iridologist they say that they know nothing about it but they do know that there are some doctors practising it, and they feel happy to refer the patients to them.
Next, the people who formed the society initially decide to award themselves a diploma in iridology. This means that they are well on the way to forming an iridology specialty. There is now an incentive for doctors to learn iridology, since there is so much popular interest in unorthodox medicine, so they want to obtain the diploma. But this is no longer as easy as it was at the beginning; newcomers are expected to pass an examination set by a board appointed by the society. This, of course, increases the prestige of the society as well as bringing in income as examination fees. At least in Britain, the society is well on its way to final recognition as the Royal College of Iridologists.
I hasten to add that there is no such medical society at the moment in Britain, nor is there likely to be one in the future. The very few scientific studies that have been done show that iridology doesn't work, and few if any doctors take it seriously. But the pattern of recognition I have sketched above has occurred in connection with more respectable medical specialties. I find it entirely credible that something similar happened in religion in earlier times.
The development of a group of doctors interested in iridology would be a form of medical heresy. Although this has not happened, there have been other medical heresies which are quite similar to religious heresies. The best-known of these is homeopathy, which arose at the beginning of the nineteenth century thanks to a medical maverick in Germany, Samuel Hahnemann. He disagreed with the theories and practice of medicine in his day and proposed instead his own doctrine, based on the idea of like curing like. His heretical form of medicine still exists today, much to the annoyance of a good many conventional doctors. Some homeopaths, including some doctors, have an attitude to the subject which has many similarities to religious belief. Established guilds, like established religions, always feel themselves to be under threat from the arising of heretics in their ranks.
Boyer describes two ways in which religious ideas are transmitted. One is the guild method, which is formalised and perhaps rather lacking in excitement, and the other is 'imagistic', with loud music, vivid imagery, and a lot of sensory stimulation. The second type is clearly dominant in Christianity today, and it is also appearing in the syncretist religions that are on the rise in many parts of the world, especially South America. These are highly dramatic and have strong effects on participants, although most would probably find it difficult to explain exactly what beliefs they have acquired as a result. Reports of miracles quite often emanate from such groups. Established religions are nearly always unhappy with phenomena such as miracles and visions, at least when they happen in the present; those that happened in the remote past are easier to accommodate, and some, such as the resurrection of Jesus, may be essential to the faith. What Boyer refers to as the 'tragedy of the theologian' is due to this. Priesthoods need the miraculous to justify their claims, but they don't want too much of it, and they prefer it to be in the past. Present-day miracles are too liable to get out of hand.
An explanation for religion?
So where does this leave us? I think that the anthropologists and evolutionary psychologists have done a good job in demonstrating how inbuilt mental mechanisms might shape folk religion, and they have also suggested, fairly plausibly, how folk religion might begin to be transformed into the major religions we have today. But I am less confident that it is right to say that the great religions are simply scaled-up versions of their predecessors, which seems to be the implication of much that is said by those who take this line. The gulf seems to be harder to cross than they allow. Mainly it is the complex nature of these religions, and their far-reaching ramifications in philosophy and even in science, that I find difficult to account for in reductionist terms. Even if religion did arise in the ways that Boyer, Atran and others suppose, has it not become something else today?
The analogy which comes to mind for me here is the Mandelbrot set. Although this has its origin in mathematics, it fascinates many non-mathematicians for the beauty and complexity of the images it can generate. Starting from the initial picture on your computer screen, you can zoom in, magnifying different parts of it and encountering an endless succession of patterns, which are never the same yet are all recognisably based on transformations of the original. What is remarkable about it is the richness that emerges from what the mathematicians tell us is a simple formula. Religion, likewise, if Boyer and his colleagues are right, begins from a number of basic brain mechanisms, which have worked over the centuries to generate an ever-expanding world of beliefs that, however complex and varied, still belong recognisably to the family of phenomena we call religions.
This explains why the forms that religions take, though astonishingly varied, do correspond to certain recognisable types. Boyer points out that although people believe all sorts of things, some very strange to our ears, they don't believe absolutely anything. However extraordinary a set of religious beliefs may seem to the outsider, they are always contained within certain limits. And these are mostly intuitively obvious to everyone, as he demonstrates by asking his reader to guess which of a number of beliefs are 'real' and which are invented. For example, the existence of a belief that some people have a special organ in their stomachs which comes out of their bodies at night and flies about to cause mischief among the neighbours appears credible to most of those who are told of it (and it does exist). But if we are told that people believe in a God who is all-powerful and all-knowing but who exists only on Wednesdays, we would probably say that no society would come up with this belief, and we would be right. So religions take many forms but there are certain guidelines, and these are intuitively apparent to most of us.
I certainly wish to take the evolutionary view of religion seriously. But if we do, we should remember that there is a well-recognised sequence of events whereby a structure that evolves because it serves one purpose later becomes adapted for a quite different one. The classic example is feathers, which are modified reptilian scales. They probably first evolved in dinosaurs to insulate them against the cold; fossils of feathered dinosaurs have in fact been found in China. Only later did they come to be used for flight by the ancestors of modern birds. This kind of development was first proposed by Darwin. Stephen J. Gould called it exaptation, though the term has been used in more than one way. Another example, involving multiple stages, is the change of fish fins to limbs for walking on land, then to primate hands for grasping branches, and finally to human hands for holding tools.
I think something of this sort may have happened in religion. Perhaps the brain modules Boyer describes did give rise to 'religious' beliefs in the way he described, but with the increasing complexity of society they may have taken on new forms that were only indirectly connected with what they were at the beginning. So religions such as Christianity and Islam may be different in kind as well as in scale from folk religions.
Edward O. Wilson uses 'hypertrophy' to refer to this phenomenon in human cultural evolution. He sees it as the key to the emergence of civilisation. The growth of the teeth of the baby elephant to become tusks and the sprouting of the cranial bones of the elk to produce huge antlers exemplify the process in biology, while, on the cultural level, social systems among our hunter-gatherer forebears have metamorphosed into the extremely complex institutions that exist among us today. I think this is a useful analogy. But we should remember the extinct 'Irish elk', whose antlers were so large that, in the opinion of some palaeontologists, they proved unworkable and contributed to the demise of the species.
We have to be careful here, because in the past there was a tendency to think of religions as developing from vague intimations of truth to their final flowering in our own versions today. This is the equivalent of those drawings which show a succession of figures to represent human evolution. On the left is an ape on all-fours; then comes a bent hairy figure, next a more upright one a shambling Neanderthal with craggy brow and finally the glorious outcome, modern man (invariably with European features). It appears to be hard to escape from this way of thinking. Even modern writers still quite often refer to 'higher' and 'lower' animals, as if they could be placed on a scale of perfection, with 'advanced' and 'primitive' forms.
Applying this scheme to religion, first we had polytheism, but later, as people's thinking developed, we acquired the truer, higher understanding of monotheism. The Jews are conventionally regarded as the first to have made this transition, although the Pharaoh Akhenaten had an intuition of the same truth when he attempted, unsuccessfully, to reform the Egyptian religion to become monotheistic. Freud thought that Akhenaten might have influenced Judaism towards monotheism, but modern Egyptologists find this unconvincing. Christians often see a further line of development in how Jews thought about God, from the tyrannical figure portrayed in the early books of the Old Testament to the loving Father spoken about by Jesus.
I don't want to accept the value judgements implied by this way of picturing religious evolution, but I do think there were probably different applications of religious ideas according to people's varying needs. (Robert Sapolsky suggests that desert religions tend towards monotheism whereas forest dwellers are more likely to be polytheistic.)
Religion and death
A frequent jibe of secularist critics is to accuse Christians of believing in 'pie in the sky'. We are often told that the reason religion exists is that it promises eternal bliss in the hereafter and consolation to the bereaved by telling them they will be united with the person they love in the next life.
Boyer, as usual, has a different take on this. He agrees that religions do talk a lot about death but he points out, correctly, that by no means all of them promise a happy afterlife. Judaism is an obvious example. For most of the Biblical period either there was no afterlife at all or there was a shadowy existence in Sheol, exactly like that believed in during the classical period in Greece. It was not a place of torment but it was definitely to be avoided as long as possible. When Saul needed the advice of Samuel, who had died, he went (contrary to his own recent law) to the Witch of Endor to ask her to summon Samuel's shade. She did so, but he was barely recognisable; only the cloak he wore showed who he was. And when the King of Babylon died and went down to Sheol he was derided by the other spirits for having become as weak as they were. Not until after the Maccabean revolt in the second century BCE did a different idea emerge, and then it was the expectation of bodily resurrection rather than disembodied existence in heaven.
Boyer finds that the reason so many religions pay a lot of attention to death is nothing to do with metaphysics or ideas of an afterlife but is connected with contradictory feelings about dead bodies. Different systems in the brain regard them simultaneously as inert and as dangerous, and the contrary emotions that arise have to be dealt with and recognised. Religion serves this need.
Whether this is true or not and Boyer argues his case well I don't think it negates the fact that, for modern people, religion does have this consoling effect. So perhaps religion evolved for one reason but, as time went by, it came to have different or additional roles. The ability of religion to provide comfort in the fear of death would then be an exaptation, to use Gould's term. It would not have been a function of religion at the beginning but now it is.
In fact, the idea of heaven has itself evolved in Christianity and has diverged a long way from where it started out. The modern understanding current in Christianity today is very different from what the New Testament teaches or from what Jesus would have described to his followers. The majority of modern New Testament scholars find that Jesus was an apocalypticist. That is, his thinking was conditioned by a tradition which held that a figure called the Son of Man would be sent by God to transform society, starting with the Jews but not confined to them. This new state on earth was what Jesus understood by the Kingdom of God. Such views were current in first-century Palestine, for a number of reasons, and were probably linked with Zoroastrian ideas of a Saviour who would appear at the end of time. Apocalyptically-minded Jews believed that God would shortly intervene to overthrow the forces of evil, personified in the first century by the Romans, after which the Kingdom of God would be instituted to usher in a new period of peace and harmony.
Jesus and his disciples expected that all this would happen, not in some remote future, but within their lifetimes. The early Christians still believed that the event was imminent, but as time went by and nothing happened some readjustments became necessary, especially as the first Christians began to die off. We find Paul tackling this difficulty in his first letter to the Thessalonians, where he says that the dead Christians will rise from their graves and then join with the living to greet the Lord in the air before returning with him to his kingdom on earth. But later, many Christians began to interpret Jesus's words in a non-literal sense. Perhaps the Kingdom referred to the community of the faithful on earth, living with one another in peace, or perhaps it meant a judgement that people faced when they died. The Kingdom was now understood as referring, not to this world, but to the next.
Initially, Christians were taught to expect physical resurrection: the Church of England funeral service talks of 'sure and certain hope of the resurrection to eternal life'. Christians are still told to expect a general resurrection at the end of time, but nowadays there is less interest in this and more in the expectation of immediate disembodied existence in heaven. If this is what happens, there seems to be little need for the Last Judgement which Jesus promised, since it could only apply to those who are still alive at the time; everyone else has already been judged at the moment of death. (Some attempts to reconcile the discrepancy seem to envisage the blessed in heaven, and presumably also the damned in hell, returning to earth for a sort of passing-out parade.)
So why this change? I think it is connected with the increasing emphasis in Western thought on the individual. A collective judgement into sheep and goats, saved and damned, as described in Matthew's Gospel may be all very well, but what we really care about is what happens to us. And we don't want to have to wait an indefinitely long time to find out. So religious ideas about death have evolved and changed very considerably over time and have adapted themselves to suit the preoccupations of those who held them.
We touch here on an important idea, which I come back to later (Chapter 5). Religions behave almost like living organisms, that evolve to suit the changing conditions in which they find themselves. For religions, the human minds in which they live are their environment, and mutations arise that can affect their chances of survival. For Christianity, the mutation of belief in a transformation of this world into a belief in heaven as another world ensured its continuation as a religion. But it is characteristic of religions that they can often accommodate inconsistent beliefs without a sense of contradiction, so the notion of a transformation of this world persists in some branches of Christianity today, particularly in the USA.
Conclusion
It would perhaps be possible to combine the account of religion I describe in this chapter with a belief in God. One could say that our evolved brain mechanisms are what God chooses to use to reveal His existence to us. There have been attempts to do show this. Eugene d'Aquili and Andrew B. Newberg do so in their book The Mystical Mind: Probing the Biology of Mystical Experience, where they seek to provide a neurological basis, complete with 'models' and complex diagrams, for the production of myths, the existence of ritual, and mystical experience, including the near-death experience. This leads them to postulate something they call 'neurotheology', which they think provides a basis for a near-universal theology that would be acceptable to all the great world religions. But although they claim to base their views on neurology, their book appears to me to owe more to metaphysics than to science. I get the impression that they start from a settled conviction that mystical experience provides knowledge of ultimate reality and then try to construct a neurological basis for their position.
Boyer, Atran, Dennett, and those who think like them naturally reject all this as completely wrong-headed. Their view of religion is an atheist view. Critics sometimes caricature it as 'nothing-buttery' human beings are 'nothing but' assemblies of chemicals, consciousness is 'nothing but' the electrical activity of the brain, and belief in God is 'nothing but' the result of faulty functioning of certain brain modules.
I can see the force of this objection, but I don't think the reductionist view can be dismissed as easily as that. I find the idea that religion emerges more or less inevitably as the result of normal brain processes quite persuasive. At the same time, I don't think that the mechanisms postulated by the reductionists are anything like the whole story; we need to bring in the symbol-forming propensity of the human mind, which is one of the main themes I develop in the book.
To some extent the position one adopts on these matters is a question of temperament. William James identified two psychological types, which he called tough-minded and tender-minded. Among the polarities they exhibit are the following: materialistic/idealistic, sceptical/dogmatic, and irreligious/religious. In James's categorisation the reductionist school is clearly tough-minded. Freud would also be classified as tough-minded. But there has also been a different movement in psychology, which is much closer to the tender-minded pole. James himself had leanings in that direction, but probably the best know example of a psychologist who took religion seriously was Carl Gustav Jung. I shall look at his views in the next chapter, where I also consider the contribution to religion of Mircea Eliade, who was much influenced by Jung.
Chapter 3 Taking Religion Seriously
For people who dislike the rather dismissive view of religion I described in the last chapter, there is an alternative in the form of depth psychology. This is an umbrella term that covers a wide range of psychological theories, but what they have in common is the idea that our ordinary consciousness is just the visible tip of something much deeper. Myths, dreams, and visions arise from these deep levels and shape the way we experience the world and other people. Depth psychology provides a bridge between science and spirituality which gives it a strong appeal to those with artistic or literary interests as well as to some theologians. The first psychologist to explore these ideas in detail was William James, but today they are probably most strongly associated with Carl Gustav Jung.
Jung and religion
Jung attached great importance to religion. While Freud concentrated mainly on the early years of life, Jung came to be more interested in middle life the 'mid-life crisis' we hear so much about today is one of Jung's contribution to psychiatry. He came to believe that the problems many people encountered in middle life problems that might lead to difficulties with their career or with their marriage, for example were at bottom religious. This did not, of course, mean that they could be solved by going to church or by the adoption of a particular set of religious beliefs, but rather that they were due to a failure to resolve the kinds of question that religions are supposed to answer: what is my purpose in life, how should I live, how should I think about my death? The seeking and finding of answers to such questions constitutes the process that Jung called individuation.
Jung increasingly found that the people who consulted him did not always want to stop when the problems they had come with were resolved. They wished to continue with the analysis because they felt they were learning something of wider significance for their life as a whole. Anthony Storr, a psychiatrist who was influenced by Jung, described it like this. 'Broadly speaking, individuation means coming to terms with oneself by means of reconciling the opposing factors within. It also implies the attainment of one's full human potential, and may equally well be called self-actualisation or self-realization or even the attainment of maturity.' It is not difficult to translate these ideas in religious terms.
In 1959, when he was 84, Jung was interviewed on BBC television by John Freeman. Freeman asked him whether he believed in God. After a pause, Jung replied: 'Difficult to answer. I don't need to believe; I know.' Many Christians seized on this to claim triumphantly that Jung believed in God in the same way as themselves. But it was evident to me from Jung's writings and a friend who was a Jungian analyst and saw the interview with me concurred that Jung's reply was more nuanced than this. What he meant was that he had had experiences of the kind that give rise to our notions of God. Whether there was really 'Someone out there' was something he never appeared willing to commit himself about. But rather as they have done with remarks by Albert Einstein, some theists have taken Jung's answer out of context to support their own views.
Jung always described himself as a scientist. It is difficult not think that he protested too much about this. Certainly his critics have preferred to see him as a mystic and an occultist, and it is easy to understand why. He accepted many of the claims for the paranormal and was prepared to look seriously at astrology, the I Ching, UFOs, and alchemy. He also wrote about theology: one of his most far-reaching ventures in this direction was his Answer to Job, which at least one critic, Joyce Carol Oates, sees as his most important work. In it he argues for the view that God is the author of evil as well as of good and that the great failing of Christianity is to ignore this dark side.
Probably the main way in which Jung differed from Freud was in their respective concepts of the unconscious. For Freud, this was an unpleasant cesspit of repressed ideas and longings, whereas for Jung it was an infinite realm of creativity which is the source of everything we are. This sounds very much like Paul Tillich's Ground of Being, the Tao, Brahman, or John Hick's 'Real' it goes by many names and is a deeply mystical notion. But Jung claimed that it emerged naturally from deep exploration of the mind.
The archetypes
It is from this hidden realm that emerge those important but mysterious mental denizens that Jung named archetypes. The term goes back to Plato, but Jung's adoption of it seems to have been planted in his mind by the realization that many similarities exist in the myths and motifs of widely separated peoples, as well as in the delusions of schizophrenics. When he was studying archaeology in 1910 he came across a recently edited Greek text about the Mithraic cult, in which a vision of a tube hanging down from the sun was recorded; a stream of wind appeared to be blowing out of the tube. This reminded him of a patient he had seen some four years earlier. The man had told him that there was a tube hanging down from the sun, which he said Jung could see if he squinted with half-shut eyes, and this tube was the source of the wind.
Jung admitted that this resemblance might mean nothing, but he was struck by the fact that in certain mediaeval paintings a tube is depicted as reaching down from heaven under the robe of the Virgin Mary. The Holy Ghost flies down the tube in the form of a dove and impregnates the Virgin. Moreover, at Pentecost the Holy Ghost is supposed to have appeared as a mighty wind, and there is a Latin text which says that the spirit descends through the disk of the sun.
This description of Mary's miraculous impregnation sounds somewhat indelicate to modern ears, but it would not have been understood in this way in the Middle Ages. At that time it was supposed that mares could become pregnant when the wind blew on their hindquarters, and this idea was applied to Mary's impregnation by the divine wind of the Holy Spirit.
Such coincidences suggested to Jung that there are inherited predispositions to produce certain mental patterns and ideas, although the precise form these take will vary from place to place, time to time, and person to person. In later years he went on to extend such ideas to explain a vast amount of religious imagery and symbolism. For him, religion ceased to be a matter of dogma or belief, becoming instead the result of processes operating below the conscious level that 'irrupted' into consciousness in the form of dreams and other visions. The potential for such ideas to be interpreted in mystical terms is obvious and Jung himself appears to have done so at times. But it is also possible to put them in a biological context.
One Jungian psychiatrist who has done so is Anthony Stevens, who compares them to those inbuilt patterns of behaviour which used to be called instincts (now a slightly old-fashioned term). Stevens illustrates his idea by means of the behaviour of the male stickleback. When it meets a female who has a swollen belly charged with eggs it pirouettes in a ritual dance as part of its mating behaviour. This performance is built in; the male does not have to learn it. Other examples would be the nest-building of birds or web-spinning by spiders. We, too, may have such mechanisms, though in us they tend to appear differently from the way they do in animals. Archetypes, Stevens believes, can be understood as inbuilt mental patterns. Our tendency to fall in love when we meet a suitable member of our species is an example of such an inbuilt behaviour. And religious instincts would be yet another example. (As I mentioned in Chapter 2, Atran also links religious beliefs with instincts, but he does so in a very different way.)
So it is possible to accept the archetype theory without going down the route of occultism or mysticism, yet the appeal of archetypes for the literary or religious often lies precisely in the justification they seem to provide for esoteric ideas.
Archetypal images often appear in dreams and a Jungian analysis is largely centred on the dreams the person being analysed brings to the sessions. This in itself makes Jung's theories unacceptable to many psychologists today. Sleep researchers are inclined to dismiss dreams as irrelevant by-products of sleep, caused perhaps by the random firing of neurons while the brain is 'freewheeling'. If this view is right, dreams are more or less meaningless and it is a waste of time to try to understand them.
Pendulums swing, of course, and some scientists are now beginning to attach significance to dreams once more, although they still don't give them anything like the importance that Jung did. But at a popular level interest in dreams has never gone away. People have always talked about their dreams and tried to interpret their meaning. In the past they were often thought to be messages from the gods or God, and the Bible provides plenty of examples of this. In the Old Testament Joseph was an expert dream interpreter, and the idea persists as late as the New Testament, where another Joseph receives several instructions in dreams: he is told how to understand Mary's pregnancy, when he should take the family to Egypt to escape Herod's persecution, and when it is safe for them to return.
Still today many people think their dreams are important, and the reliance of Jung's method, which he called analytical psychology, on dreams is no doubt one reason for its continuing popularity. Those who have abandoned formal religion but retain a sense of longing for the sense of meaning which they once found in religion also often find Jung's ideas to be congenial.
A Jungian analysis, of course, is not available to everyone. Although a lot less lengthy than a typical Freudian analysis, it still takes up a good deal of time and it is not cheap. But many later forms of psychotherapy, such as art therapy, owe a lot to Jung and some of these are available more easily and cheaply.
Jung's successors
Jung's theories have had important effects on later thinkers even when their influence is not acknowledged. I have already mentioned the mid-life crisis, which has become almost a clichι to explain the behaviour of middle-aged men when they break up their marriages. The division of people into extroverts and introverts is also due to Jung, although his more elaborate fourfold typology has been less widely accepted. And while Jung did not invent the Rorschach inkblot personality test, his endorsement of it was important in its later widespread acceptance, though its value is being increasingly questioned today.
The transpersonal psychology movement that developed in the twentieth century, particularly in the USA, owed much to Jung. What is distinctive about this is that it is not thought of merely as therapy. 'Transpersonal' means beyond, or through, the personal, and expresses the idea that the individual self is connected to, or an aspect of, something wider, more meaningful, and possibly universal. Transpersonal psychology is concerned with the quest for meaning as well as the relief of symptoms ultimately the two are probably seen as different aspects of the same thing. The form that this quest takes varies: sometimes it is mainly a matter of the relationship to other people, humankind, life, or the planet, and sometimes it is more a matter of spiritual or mystical experience (what Abraham Maslow, the founder of humanistic psychology, called peak experiences).
Transpersonal psychology is not religion but it has a lot in common with religion. In this, as in many other ways, the influence of Jung is obvious. He believed that he had succeeded in uniting spirituality and science by means of psychiatry, for he wrote: 'Here was the empirical field common to biological and spiritual facts, which I had everywhere sought and nowhere found. Here at last was the place where the collision of nature and spirit became a reality.' Therein lies much of its fascination for those who wish to keep hold of the spiritual while not abandoning science.
But Jung's claim to be a scientist does present difficulties. There is no way one can disprove a Jungian insight into a symbol or a dream, no test that could be applied. Either it strikes you as true or it doesn't. This lack of objectivity does not make Jungian ideas valueless, but it does mean that they have to be judged in much the same way as one judges a poem, a novel, or a picture. They are closer to art than to science.
Another problem in going down the Jungian path is that it is easy to lose oneself in an endless maze of archetypes, symbols, images, and esotericisms. Many Jungians, and probably Jung himself, did exactly that. Once again I am reminded of the Mandelbrot set, with its literally infinite succession of pictures, always different, always the same. I have been down that road to some extent myself in the past, so I know how strong the attraction can be. But I now think that, as with the great metaphysical systems of Plato or Spinoza, to which it has a certain resemblance, it is best not to spend one's whole life in those worlds, fascinating though they are. Better to take what they offer and then move on.
Mircea Eliade
A scholar who was deeply influenced by Jung, and whose ideas were to do much to shape theories of religion in the mid-twentieth century, was Mircea Eliade. Jung and Eliade met in 1950 at the annual Eranos conference. Founded by Olga Froebe-Kapteyn in 1933, this takes place over 8 days and is attended by scholars in depth psychology, comparative religion, literary criticism, and folklore. Jung and Eliade saw each other on a number of occasions over the next few years and in in 1952 Eliade conducted a lengthy interview with Jung which was published in a French magazine. Later that year Jung read Eliade's study of shamanism and they had a long intense discussion about it.
The friendship between the two men was helpful to Eliade in another way. In the early 1950s he was awarded a special grant by the Bollingen Foundation, which had been started in 1945 to disseminate Jung's ideas. Several of Eliade's works appeared in the Bollingen Series, which published books related to Jung's thought as well as Jung's own works. In 1953 Eliade gave five two-hour lectures at the Jung Institute in Zurich.
The sympathy between Jung and Eliade is not difficult to understand. Both were deeply interested in mythology, esoteric spiritual disciplines such as alchemy, the mystical literature of the East, dreams and the unconscious, and the failings of modern society. They shared a willingness to accept the reality of the paranormal. Both, also, had encountered hostility from established specialties (the Freudians in Jung's case, the anthropologists in Eliade's). And Eliade, like Jung, was unwilling to say exactly what he thought about the existence of God. Perhaps this was because neither man wished to compromise his scientific credentials more than necessary, or perhaps it was because for both there was a certain vagueness at the centre of their thought.
Eliade wrote voluminously about religion, but particularly about one aspect of it what he saw as its critical dependence on shamanism.
Eliade and shamanism
Eliade's erudition was amazing and intimidating. His library is said to have had over 100,000 books and they were not bought to impress visitors; he had probably read most of them. He was born in Romania in 1907 and died in Chicago in 1986. He learnt English in his youth so as to be able to read Max Mόller and J.G. Frazer; later, at university, he acquired Hebrew, Persian, and Italian. As a postgraduate he studied the Kabbalah and Hermeticism. Indian thought was a major influence on him; he travelled extensively in India for more than three years, studying Sanskrit and investigating yoga and tantra. On his return to Romania he took up teaching and writing, but after the Communist takeover he went into permanent exile. In 1956 he became a visiting professor at the University of Chicago, where he remained for the rest of his life as Professor of the History of Religions. At that time there were very few such chairs anywhere in the world, but within 15 years there were at least 25 in the USA, nearly all of them occupied by his former students.
Eliade would have had no time at all for the reductionist views I outlined in Chapter 2. A religious phenomenon, he wrote, 'will only be recognised as such if it is grasped at its own level, that is to say, if it is studied as something religious. To try to grasp such a phenomenon by means of physiology, psychology, sociology, economics, linguistics, art or any other such study is false; it misses the one unique and irreducible element in it the element of the sacred.'
For Eliade, the roots of religion were to be found in shamanism. He wrote his monumental study of the subject in Paris, shortly after the end of the second world war. It was translated into English in 1964 and became enormously influential, setting the tone for much subsequent writing on shamanism and indeed on the academic study of comparative religion in general for the next half-century. Eliade's position was that shamanism is an ancient form of spirituality which has been of central importance in the development of religion throughout the world. He thought it underpinned Hinduism and Buddhism and indeed that it underlies most if not all religion. Towards the end of his account he said that the original belief of shamanism had centred on a Celestial Supreme Being with whom the shaman could have direct relations by ascending into the sky. The role of the shaman, in his view, was a heroic one, requiring long and arduous apprenticeship and formal initiation. The shaman was a member of an elite group whose task was defence of the 'psychic integrity' of the community against 'the powers of evil'.
Eliade based these views on detailed ethnographic reports from many parts of the world, in much the same way as Sir James Frazer had earlier done in The Golden Bough. Anthropologists no longer accept this as a valid method but it was still popular among scholars of comparative religion in Eliade's day. Some critics have found Eliade's approach to be flawed, saying he selected evidence that supported his case and dismissed as irrelevant whatever did not. He certainly pointed to remarkable similarities in beliefs and practices in many widely separated places, but could these not be taken as showing universal tendencies in the human mind rather than a continuity of influence? But Eliade would not allow that as a possibility.
Whether he was right or wrong about the importance of shamanism, there is no doubt that his work resulted in what might be described as a shamanism industry. Whole academic careers were to be based on it, while at a popular level the ramifications were enormous.
Shamanism and religion
Eliade's views were taken up with particular enthusiasm in the USA, especially by religious believers, because they could be seen as providing support for the widespread nature of 'spirituality'. They were less popular in Britain, where social anthropologists were reluctant to accept such ideas. But one distinguished British anthropologist, Ioan Lewis, did look at shamanism sympathetically. He was not afraid to make comparisons between Christianity and shamanism that were in favour of shamanism. Mainstream Christianity, he thought, was vulnerable to advances in science and technology, unlike shamanism. Traditional Christianity makes God all-powerful and man small and weak. Shamanism elevates humans to the level of the gods, at least for a time. Those who have lost the ability to attain ecstasy in this way can only get hints of it by studying myths or seeking for it in doctrines of salvation.
After this time shamanism began to be more widely discussed both by scholars and by popularisers. It was seen as important, global in its scope, and relevant to modern life. But a major problem remained: as Ronald Hutton points out, there is no generally accepted definition of shamanism. 'During the 1980s and 1990s more and more was published upon it, with the recurrent observation that no consensual definition was being achieved of even the main features of what was being studied with such fervour.'
The homeland of shamanism is generally taken to be Siberia, where the word is pronounced with the stress on the last syllable. But Siberia is a loosely defined area, and it contains many tribes, who use different words to describe the people we call shamans and have widely differing belief systems. To make matters still more complicated, mediums, 'witch-doctors' and others who enter altered states of consciousness have often been described as shamans, even in regions very remote from Siberia. Shamanism is thus an umbrella term to designate a wide variety of practices. The lack of any agreed definition of shamanism makes it easy cite in all kinds of contexts, but there is always the danger that by seeming to explain almost anything it may actually explain nothing. If shamanism is so vague, how can you say that any particular practice is not shamanic?
Hutton, whose account of shamanism is one of the best that I have seen, remarks that writers on the subject have excluded or included whole continents as centres of shamanism according to whim. Some scholars thought there was important evidence of shamanism among native Australians, others said there was not. Several held that shamanism is absent from most of Africa, but another respected scholar found African shamanism to be of central importance. Eliade linked it mainly with hunter-gatherer societies, but most native Siberians were pastoralists, not hunters, and shamanism is found in agrarian societies, such as those of Korea and South Asia. As if all these difficulties were not enough, there was the embarrassing question of how to regard Siberia, supposedly the homeland of shamanism. The whole shamanism story had begun there, but now it was beginning to appear that Siberian shamanism was different from 'shamanism' in other parts of the world. So should Siberian shamanism still be regarded as the original, paradigmatic, form, or was it a different phenomenon?
Hutton finds that four different definitions of shamanism are current.
1. Shamanism is the practice of anyone who contacts the spirit world in an altered state of consciousness. This is a bit vague, and does not distinguish shamanism from trance mediumship and similar practices.
2. The title of shaman is restricted to specialist practitioners who contact the spirit world at the behest of others. This is still a bit vague, since trance mediums would again fit this definition.
3. Shamans are to be distinguished from 'mediums', 'witch doctors', 'spiritual healers' and the like by the use of some particular technique. This would be fine, except that there is no agreement about which technique should be used to make the distinction.
4. Shamanism describes the native religions of Siberia and neighbouring parts of Asia. Hutton find this to be the one unacceptable definition, because shamanism, no matter how you define it, is not the only component of these religions and often not even the main one.
Contemplating all this argument and uncertainty, the non-specialist onlooker might be starting to wonder whether the term 'shamanism' means anything at all. Perhaps it should be abandoned. Yet it does seem to be the only name we have to refer to a group of practices which, while they may not be easy to define, are recognisable as belonging to a certain category. In this, in fact, shamanism is much like religion. Both are difficult to define satisfactorily, but we generally think we know a religion when we see one, and the same applies to shamanism. So perhaps it is not surprising that so many people have seen it as the key to understanding religion.
The function of the shaman is to be a mediator between the society in which he or she lives and the world of the spirits. Shamanism is often a very specialised vocation though in some places many members of the society may participate to varying extents. Shamanism is always a collective phenomenon and the shaman is a performer, who does his or her act in public, for a purpose divination, cure of disease, counteracting spells cast by enemy tribes, or whatever. These individuals therefore have an important role in maintaining the cohesion of the society and the mental stability of its members. The shaman, it has been said, combines the roles of doctor, priest, social worker, and mystic.
A shaman may be male or female, but the relative numbers of men and women involved vary in different societies. There are certain recurrent themes in shamanism, one of the most widespread being a mystic marriage between the shaman and his or her spirit spouse. These relationships are taken quite literally, to the extent that, in Haiti, legal contracts of marriage were drawn up. In fact, the unions entered into in this way were regarded as more binding and were more strongly sanctioned than those between two mortals. A shaman might have such a marriage alongside the ordinary kind, and there would then be a special night set aside for the union to take place in a separate bed. Another type of relationship between man and spirit in Brazil is based on the notion of people being children or siblings of the spirits. Lewis finds both types of relationship existing together in Christianity, where 'the shaman Jesus is the Son of God, direct issue of the Virgin Mary with God, and the traditional Church itself, incarnating the Holy Spirit, is further united to its spiritual Bridegroom, Christ'. This somewhat unexpected juxtaposition obviously provides a basis for the kind of syncretism between Christianity and native religions that is prevalent in South America today.
Shamanism was probably originally associated with hunting and began in hunter-gatherer societies even though it persisted into later times. There always seems to be the concept of a tiered cosmos: heaven above, earth below, and a subterranean world beneath our feet. But this is the merest sketch of a bewildering variety of models of the cosmos in shamanic traditions. Some peoples had a stack of nine worlds; others spoke of three, seven, or nine levels in the sky alone, with more beneath the earth. The earth was sometimes imagined as a disc supported by a giant fish (Terry Pratchett seems to have adopted a version of this for his Discworld novels, with the fish replaced by a turtle.) Alternatively, you could have a heaven with ninety-nine provinces, and a separate realm in the north for evil spirits. There was nothing airy-fairy about all these worlds; they were conceived as physical landscapes as real as our own world, the roof of each level being the floor of the one above. They were inhabited by spirits or by the dead, but spirits also lived at various locations in our own world, so the sphere of action of the shaman extended horizontally as well as vertically. The moon was also a locality in some schemes. When told that Americans had walked on the moon, a shaman expressed surprise that they needed such complicated apparatus to do so. The shamans of his society, he said, went there frequently without the need for any of that equipment.
The shaman's task was to work with the spirits to effect healing and carry out other tasks on behalf of the society. Often though not always, this would entail visiting other worlds. Interacting with the spirits could be a dangerous business: if things went wrong the shaman might go mad or die. The process of training and becoming a shaman usually took many years, and often involved a process of death and rebirth having one's flesh stripped from the bones and then being reconstituted in a new body. A shamanic initiation was in many ways comparable to a psychological breakdown, though this is not to say that most shamans were mad. They had been through the crisis and come out safely, though transformed, on the other side. As I explain below, C.G. Jung had an experience which exemplifies this in a modern setting.
In many societies the shaman would have a relationship to a spirit of the opposite sex, but these were dangerous allies and if treated improperly they might turn and kill the shaman. In many cases the shaman's helpers had animal form and the shaman might take on some of the qualities of an animal spirit or other type of spirit himself. The shaman sometimes reminds me of a Spanish torero, who takes part in a ritualised drama requiring the co-operation of an animal which is an essential part of the performance but which has to be handled with great care and respect if disaster is to be avoided.
Shamans were respected and sometimes feared by their societies. When a shaman died he would often be buried with the tools of his trade, such as his drum (drums were supposed to possess enormous magical power). This could be for use in the afterlife but might also reflect the survivors' superstitious fear of the objects. Archaeologists have found tombs which seem to be those of shamans, some of which have large heavy stones on top. This has been thought to be a mark of respect, but another interpretation is that it indicates fear. If not adequately weighed down the shaman might emerge and be a danger to the living.
This recalls the answer supposed to have been given by an old Irish priest from a rural area who was asked what his parishioners believed about death. 'They believe three things,' he said. 'First, they believe every word that Mother Church says about it. Second, they believe that when you're dead, you're dead, and that's that. Third, they believe you should bury the buggers deep or they'll come back and get you.' While this may be apocryphal, it is interesting that older ways of thinking about the world and our place in it persisted in Ireland longer than in most parts of Europe; and Ireland is known for its megalithic burial chambers from the Neolithic period.
There may be other remnants of ancient beliefs in folklore and religion. I am particularly struck by the fact that in parts of Iberia there are stories of saints emerging from clefts in the rock. This recalls the Upper Palaeolithic, where animals were depicted as if emerging in this way in caves, while bones and other objects were sometimes implanted into clefts in cave walls, as if sending them through to the other side. All this suggests an enduring belief that the rock constitutes a membrane separating our world from the spiritual. Recall, too, that Bernadette's vision at Lourdes took place in a cave.
The role of shaman sometimes overlaps with that of the priest. I came across an interesting example of this recently in modern Greece, where there is a deep-seated folklore belief in the Evil Eye. Greece is not, of course, alone in this; fear of the Evil Eye is found elsewhere in southern Europe and in Iran. If someone suffers a number of illnesses, accidents, or other misfortunes, they are likely to suspect that someone has cast the Evil Eye on them, probably out of envy. In Iran some people are supposed to be particularly likely to have this effect; they are said to have a 'salty eye'.
An acquaintance in Greece found himself in this situation, having suffered a bad accident at work. Although he is not a religious believer he called in a priest to perform a ceremony to remove the malign influence. The priest duly did so and then fell down, having nobly absorbed the evil into himself. Removing the Evil Eye in this way has nothing to do with Christianity and is no doubt much older than Christianity. In this instance the priest was acting as a shaman, whether or not there is a direct line of succession from ancient times down to today. It is believed in Greece that certain people who are not priests also have the ability to remove the Evil Eye; they must be first-born and have been born on a Saturday. Moreover, to be able to perform this role they have to have been 'initiated' by someone else of the same sex who already has the power; this is, again, similar to shamanic initiation.
Neoshamanism
Eliade's view of religion as originally based in shamanism is out of fashion in academic circles today although it continues to be influential elsewhere. It has given rise to a movement that has been called neoshamanism or urban shamanism, which is the attempt to construct a version of shamanism for the modern world. It can be said to date from 1968, when Carlos Castaneda, a Peruvian-born American, published The Teachings of Don Juan.
This book purported to be a record of Castaneda's encounters with a Yaqui (Middle American) shaman, don Juan Matus. Other books followed, to a total of twelve, and are said to have sold more than 8 million copies in 17 languages. Castaneda wrote the first three in the series as if they were the log of a research project, and on this basis he was awarded his bachelor and doctoral degrees at UCLA. Later volumes became increasingly wild and improbable in what they claimed and scepticism about the veracity of Castaneda's writing grew, especially among academic critics. Castaneda himself disappeared from public view in 1973. He bought a large house in Los Angeles which he shared with a number of female followers, who were known as the Witches. Castaneda died of cancer in 1998. The Witches disappeared at this time and it is thought that some at least are dead.
There is little doubt that the whole don Juan saga is fictional. Some of the material appears to have been taken, without acknowledgement, from the writing of an anthropologist, Barbara Meyerhoff, who died in 1985 (though she is said to have endorsed the value of his original research). This has not prevented the acceptance of Castaneda's writing as authentic by large numbers of enthusiasts. Castaneda can therefore be regarded as the founder of neoshamanism.
Castaneda was also endorsed initially by another anthropologist, Michael Harner. who went on to start the Foundation for Shamanic Studies. He had conducted field work in a number of shamanic cultures in the Upper Amazon, western North America, the Canadian Arctic, and 'Lapland'. Like Castaneda, he thought psychedelic agents were important in inducing shamanic altered states of consciousness and he took ayahuasca himself in the Amazon as part of an initiation ceremony. He wrote about these experiences in his book The Way of the Shaman, which has been described as a do-it-yourself guide for people outside a traditional shamanic culture who want to become shamans. The Foundation, started in 1985, has published further books of the same kind and offers week-end courses and classes for would-be shamans. For the more ambitious or adventurous there is a three-year programme, described on the Foundation website as follows: 'It involves intensive extended training in progressively higher levels of very advanced shamanism, including initiations into rare and little-known practices and principles, and is generally recognised as unparalleled in the world [www.shamanism.org].
Critics rightly, I think point to various problems with the attempt to provide shamanic training in this way, including the fact that the material on which it is based is largely native American (which is perhaps hardly surprising, considering that most of the teaching occurs in the USA). Lip service is paid to the (probable) Siberian origins of shamanism, but although most of the features of Siberian shamanism have parallels in North America they are not found all together in any one place or culture. So the 'shamanism' being taught is a composite affair, and claims to have isolated a 'core shamanism' are suspect. Some native Americans have reacted with anger to what they see as a take-over of their traditional ideas and practices in the name of shamanism.
The neoshamanic movement is based on the idea that began with Eliade: that shamanism is a worldwide and very ancient tradition that has shaped most if not all subsequent religious development. This theory is questionable to say the least. But it reflects a modern, and particularly an American, way of thinking about spirituality that it is available to everyone. This constitutes a democratisation of shamanism shamanism for the people. In the past, becoming a shaman usually entailed lengthy training, much mental and physical suffering, and often considerable danger. The shaman had a recognised and important place in society, which he defended against the powers of evil. Modern 'urban' shamans in the USA and elsewhere are mostly more concerned with inner experience and personal development, using techniques that are available to everyone and learnable by anyone who is willing to take the trouble. Their universe is generally conceived as benevolent or, at worst, morally neutral. The authenticity of this version of shamanism is surely questionable, although, given the lack of any agreed definition of shamanism, perhaps it could be defended on that score.
Some scholars sympathetic to shamanism find that the propensity to produce shamanic-type experiences is built into the human mind. In our society anyone who admits to having such experiences will usually be regarded as eccentric or worse, yet there are undoubtedly examples of people who, if they had lived in a shamanic society, would have been regarded as shamans. A short list would include Joan of Arc, Emanuel Swedenborg, William Blake, and Rudolf Steiner, as well as C.G. Jung. In fact, Jung's whole understanding of psychology was largely due to a remarkable series of experiences that occurred to him in the early years of the twentieth century. In the light of these it seems quite reasonable to describe Jung himself as a shaman someone who explores the inner world of the spirits, at considerable personal risk, and brings back insights for the benefit of others.
Jung's shamanic journey
Jung's experience was precipitated by the breakdown of his intense friendship with Freud. This had begun a few years earlier, in 1906, when Jung, then a young and ambitious Zurich psychiatrist, sent his book on word association to Freud. Letter exchanges followed, and the two met in the following year. An extraordinarily close friendship developed between them. It had an obvious 'fatherson' character, though there were also hints of a homosexual element that Jung himself recognised. Although Freud was the older man he was grateful for Jung's friendship. Psychoanalysis was still at an early stage of development, and Freud was encountering opposition from other doctors so Jung's support, amounting to hero worship, was welcome to him. By 1908 Freud was beginning to look on Jung as his intellectual heir and successor, although even at this early stage there were signs of disagreements to come. Freud was somewhat disconcerted by Jung's interest in the paranormal and by hints at ideas of what Jung would later call the collective unconscious, for which Freud had no sympathy. Still, for the time being the relationship between the two men remained very close.
In 1909 Freud and Jung went to America, where Freud had been invited to lecture. During the nine-day journey to New York they analysed each other's dreams, and there began to be tensions between them, though these were still below the surface. While in the USA Jung made a significant new friendship with the psychologist William James, some of whose ideas were congenial to him. These included James's sympathy for religion and his two-fold -classification of people into tough-minded and tender-minded. This has a resemblance to Jung's more complicated typology, which he developed later. By the time he left the USA Jung declared himself to be exhausted, but his overall impression was favourable. Freud's was not; the visit, he said, had been a 'gigantic mistake' and, unlike Jung, he never went back.
Matters did not come to a crisis immediately on their return. At the next Psychoanalytic Congress, in the spring of 1910, Freud insisted that Jung be elected as head of the newly founded International Psychoanalytic Association. Not all the Freudians were happy about this, and nor was Jung himself. He lacked the diplomatic skills that the position required, and he was aware of the rebelliousness in his own nature. Disagreement between Freud and Jung soon arose over several issues, but particularly when Freud announced that he was looking into the roots of religion. It was evident to Jung, even at this early stage in his thinking, that he and Freud had very different ideas on the subject, and this led to other questionings of Freud's theories. Both men continued to protest too loudly their friendship and underlying agreement on fundamentals. They met for the last time in November, 1912. They had a long private discussion at which their disagreements appeared to have been resolved, though afterwards, at lunch, Freud fainted.
Soon after this meeting differences in their attitudes to religion surfaced again. Commenting on a paper Jung had written, Freud paid him a left-handed compliment on his 'great, if unintended' revelation: that mysticism was the result of 'decaying neurotic complexes'. Jung was furious at what he saw as a wilful misrepresentation of his views. He attacked Freud personally, accusing him of neurotic arrogance and of using psychoanalysis to keep his followers in a state of dependence. In his reply, Freud said, in effect, that Jung was failing to see the beam in his own eye while claiming to detect the mote of neurosis in Freud's. Soon afterwards the erstwhile friends agreed to cease their correspondence.
Jung was devastated. Although the break from Freud was partly something he wished for, he also dreaded it. When it came, it plunged him into a state of desolation that may have recalled to him the years of loneliness he had experienced in childhood. It precipitated what some have seen as a period of psychosis.
The events in question began in 1913, shortly after Jung had broken off relations with Freud. Just before this he seemed to have achieved all that he could hope for in the world. He had been Freud's closest disciple, President of the International Psychoanalytic Association, and Editor of the main psychoanalytic journal; he also held a lectureship in psychoanalysis at the University of Zurich. But now he left the psychoanalytic movement and resigned his lectureship. Fortunately he still had some private practice and his wife, Emma, was well-off, so he was still able to live comfortably, though now in isolation from his former colleagues. As if all these professional difficulties were not enough, his marriage came under severe strain because of his attachment to Toni Wolff, a former patient. Toni, who later became an analyst herself, played an important part in helping Jung to come through the near-breakdown he experienced at this time.
Jung now felt the need to go back into his past to try to reconstruct his life. As a boy he had spent a lot of time playing with wooden blocks, using them to build towers, castles, and gates. Now he reverted to doing this again, and it began to unlock the unconscious for him. This would have been an extraordinary thing for a mature professional man to do at that time.
He underwent experiences that were often terrifying. In the autumn and winter of 1913 he had visions of enormous yellow waves that drowned thousands and turned into a crimson sea of blood, and of fountains of blood gushing from the earth. He had nightmares of intense cold arriving from space and turning everything to ice. In retrospect Jung interpreted these experiences as showing foreknowledge of the coming world war, but others have seen them as warning of an impending catastrophic psychosis.
At Christmas in 1913 Jung had what he later called a Great Dream one of those that communicate important information from the unconscious. In it, he was accompanied on a hunting expedition in the mountains by a dark-skinned individual. They heard a blast from a hunting horn, and then saw, high on a ridge, Siegfried, the hero of the Nibelung legend. Jung and his companion both fired their guns. Siegfried fell, mortally wounded, and Jung's companion finished him off. Jung, horrified, could not bear to watch; he ran away, full of guilt, seeking somewhere to hide. He had to choose between descending to the valley below or going upwards. He went up, and it began to rain heavily. He knew that this would erase all traces of the murder, but as his fear of being found out diminished his sense of guilt grew stronger.
At first he could not make anything of this dream. But gradually he came to believe that Siegfried represented his own pride and wilfulness, which had to die. The dark-skinned savage, his companion, was a side of himself that had remained unconscious but which was about to burst out into consciousness. Later, Jung was to describe such 'inferior' aspects of the personality as the Shadow.
The critical point in Jung's breakdown arrived on 12th December. As he described it himself, he was sitting at his desk, thinking about his situation, when he 'let himself drop'. It was as if the ground had literally given way beneath him and he plunged down into the dark depths beneath.
The idea of entering such a state probably arose from work he had done earlier on his cousin, Helene Preiswerk, a spirit medium, whom he had studied for his doctoral thesis in 1899 and 1900. At that time he speculated that the emergence of new personalities in trance states was due to attempts of the future personality to break through. Now he himself was encountering such figures in his descent into the underworld. They appeared to him both in this altered state of consciousness, which he later was to call active imagination, and in dreams. He was able to talk to them and use them as a source of knowledge and illumination. He recorded all this in the so-called Red Book, a thick folio bound in red leather.
There were several of these visionary figures. One was an old man called Elijah, whom Jung later identified as a personification of the archetype of the wise old man. Another, closely linked with Elijah, was Salome, a beautiful young girl, who represented what Jung later called the anima. Not long after he encountered these individuals another figure, Philemon, appeared. He first announced himself in a dream but later Jung met him repeatedly and would even have long conversations with him as he walked in the garden. Jung painted this figure, representing him with bull's horns and kingfisher wings. Shortly afterwards, while walking on the lake shore, he found a dead kingfisher. He attached a lot of significance to coincidences of this kind, which he thought reflected a correspondence between events in the inner and outer worlds. Later he was to attribute such coincidences to what he called synchronicity.
Jung learnt many things from Philemon, especially the knowledge that the inner world of the psyche is real and has a life of its own. Thoughts arise from this level and are in a sense independent of our ordinary consciousness. Many of Jung's ideas about analysis, indeed probably all the main trends in his later thinking, came from this critical period in his life.
There were also immediate practical results. The Salome figure took on flesh and blood in the shape of Toni Wolff, who represented for Jung an aspect of the anima he could not find in Emma. Toni had begun her analysis with Jung a few years earlier, and, like a number of the women who surrounded him, fell in love with him. Exactly when their relationship moved beyond the professional is uncertain, though it was probably in 1911 or 1912. It is likely, though not certain, that they were lovers by this time. Emma realized something was afoot, staged some jealous scenes, and wrote to Freud for advice, apparently without Jung's knowledge. But Toni's role became crucial for Jung in the protracted crisis that began at the end of 1913, and Emma accepted her up to a point: Toni was admitted to the family circle and her relationship with Jung was tacitly acknowledged. She would attend Sunday lunches, though Jung's children were unenthusiastic about her presence. In terms of Jungian psychology, Toni was the 'projection' of Jung's anima, and she helped him to integrate his experiences in his life as a whole.
Gradually Jung began to recover from his psychological ordeal. By early 1916 he was beginning to feel able to start coming to terms with what had happened, though initially still in a strange way. He believed that his house was haunted: his eldest daughter saw a ghostly white presence in her bedroom, his second daughter felt her blanket being snatched away from her, and his nine-year-old son had a disturbing dream. Then, on the following afternoon, the doorbell began to ring incessantly for no apparent reason and Jung knew that something was about to happen. He felt as if a crowd were present and the whole house were crammed full of spirits. The spirits 'cried out in chorus the words, We have come back from Jerusalem where we found not what we sought'. This cryptic utterance prompted Jung to start writing an extraordinary short book, Septem Sermones ad Mortuous (Seven Sermons to the Dead). He produced this by a kind of automatic writing over three evenings. The book has clear gnostic overtones, stemming from Jung's longstanding fascination with gnosticism.
There are clear similarities between Jung's experience and shamanic initiation. Jung's exploration of the unconscious (to use his terminology) was a dangerous undertaking, even if it was forced on him, and it required much courage. He could easily have gone mad or committed suicide. The shaman, likewise, is at great risk when he explores other realms. At least one 'helper'(!) spirit is recorded as telling the shaman that if he refuses to do as she orders she will kill him. Jung speaks of the descent into the depths as a quasi-physical drop into darkness, so the lower world was utterly real to him, as it is to the shaman. Real, too, were the beings he encountered there. Although they were in a sense the product of his own mind, he saw that they had an autonomous existence. In fact, in Jung's case his anima found physical embodiment in his lover, Toni. This can be compared to the mystic marriage of the shaman I described earlier.
Jung was not in control of what was happening, so he had to engage in dialogue with the beings he encountered, just as the shaman does. For both Jung and the shaman, the exploration of these depths can be thought of as an initiation. What happened there would permanently alter Jung's perception of the world and of himself. A Jungian analysis today often includes initiatory elements.
Conclusion
The approach to religion I have outlined in this chapter could be seen as diametrically opposed to the reductionist ideas I looked at in Chapter 2. I describe it as an aristocratic view: mystical or shamanistic experiences are not available to everyone and those who have them can be thought of as an elite. We could also say that the understanding of religion held by Jung, Eliade, and those who think like them is introvertive, whereas the reductionist understanding is extrovertive. Both, perhaps, are needed; neither can provide a full picture on its own.
The interpretation of religion as based on shamanism derives ultimately from depth psychology, and especially from Jung. It depends on the view that the human mind has hidden levels that are not perceptible to ordinary waking consciousness but appear to us in dreams and visions. Certain people are supposed to have the ability to access these levels. They are like pearl divers, who descend into the depths at considerable risk to bring back supremely valuable treasures for the rest of us. This is a seductive idea, and although it is not fashionable today among scientists, there are some archaeologists who think shamanism may be an important clue to the farthest origins of religion in our prehistory. I look at these ideas in the next chapter.
How far back in prehistory we need to go to find something we would recognise as religion is one of the questions that Robin Dunbar thinks are important, although speculating about the origin of religion, like that of language, is notoriously unwise. Some have seen the 'rain dances' of chimpanzees as a primitive form of religion; chimpanzees have also been known to sit for long periods beside waterfalls, as if experiencing a kind of nature mysticism. But these are only vague foreshadowings of religion, if that, and the fact remains that we are the only species on the planet that has true religion, just as we are the only species that has true language. This is because both religion and complex language depend on the ability to use symbolic thought.
Some 24,000 years ago our ancestors were painting animals and other figures (though very few humans) on the walls of caves in southern France and northern Spain. The artistic quality of this work is astonishing and the urge to give at least some of it a 'religious' interpretation is almost overwhelming. But we should not forget that the people who made the art were not the only human species alive at the time. They co-existed with the Neanderthals, who were very like them in most ways yet did not, as far as we know, produce any art. In my Introduction I mentioned the light that contact with an alien civilisation might shed on the almost universal presence of religion in human societies. We may have to wait a long time for the aliens to call on us, but meanwhile the Neanderthals were probably the nearest thing we have had to an alien contact. It is unfortunate that they are no longer with us, but they were around until comparatively recently, and our ancestors did encounter them.
I want to look at what we can infer about the religious activities, if any, of our own ancestors and of our cousins, the Neanderthals, but before doing so we need a bit of scene-setting to show who they were and where they came from.
In the beginning
Until quite recently there were several human-like species in existence. The earliest modern humans (Homo sapiens) go back only about 195,000 years. They lived in Africa. It is generally believed that an ancestral species known as Homo erectus came into being about 1.8 million years ago and persisted until 300,000 years ago. This is still a mere pulse-beat away from us in geological time. Indeed, it is even possible that Homo erectus lived much more recently than this. The small skeleton that was recently discovered on the island of Flores, nicknamed the Hobbit, is thought by some to have been a form of Homo erectus that had become dwarfed as a result of isolation, although this is controversial and another view is that this individual was simply an abnormal modern human. The question is still undecided, although if this is really a dwarf version of Homo erectus it means the species was around as recently as 13,000 years ago, hunting the pygmy elephants that were also present on the island at the time. A delightful thought.
Whether Homo erectus had any form of speech is uncertain, but it seems possible that the ability to speak was evolving throughout the long stretch of time that the species existed. Deacon suggests that its members communicated using fewer vowels and more consonants and oral clicks; sentences would have been shorter and supplemented with more gestures than now.
But whatever their linguistic abilities may have been, Homo erectus is an important actor on the stage. Early specimens had smaller brains than ours but later models had brains close to the modern size. The members of this species were very strong and some at least, such as the 'Turkana Boy', were tall. They may also have been good walkers and runners, perhaps better than us because the pelvises of the women (I find it difficult not to think of them as human) did not need to be as broad as those of modern women because the skulls of their infants were smaller. Homo erectus probably used fire and made fairly sophisticated tools. But perhaps the most significant thing of all about the species is that its members were adventurous. They did not remain confined to Africa but spread out across much of the Old World. Their fossils have been found not only in Africa but also in Asia and Europe. This is the first time that a human-like species extended its range so far from its homeland.
They were not the only early explorers, however. Dating from about 500,000 years ago there are skulls that have features of both Homo erectus and modern humans. These are usually called archaic Homo sapiens and presumably branched out at some point from Homo erectus. There are no sharp dividing lines between these individuals and Homo erectus or between them and modern humans they are a link between us and Homo erectus.
Archaic Homo sapiens is the last common ancestor we share with the Neanderthals, who attained their characteristic form by 130,000 years ago. They lived in Europe and parts of western and central Asia until about 30,000 years ago. They were of about the same height as modern humans of the time but were more strongly built, and their average brain size was if anything larger than ours. They looked different from us, but some palaeontologists think that if a Neanderthal were dressed in modern clothes and shaved he would not attract any particular attention on the street or in the Underground, though not everyone agrees. There is much scholarly argument about what kind of consciousness they may have had and therefore about what inklings of religion, if any, may have been stirring in their minds. But things are different when we come to the Cro-Magnons.
The Cro-Magnons
The earliest modern humans in Europe are usually known as Cro-Magnons, from the place in France where their skulls were first found. They arrived 40,00045,000 years ago. They did not evolve in Europe, but were part of an exodus from Africa that occurred between 70,000 and 90,000 years ago. As they were fully modern anatomically we can be pretty confident that they also had modern minds, and therefore presumably speech, although there are some dissenting opinions.
(Not everyone agrees . Two psychologists, Julian Jaynes and Nicholas Humphrey, have suggested independently that language and modern consciousness are much more recent developments, perhaps going back only a few thousand years. Their ideas need to be kept in mind by anyone who is bold enough to speculate about these matters, but they don't radically alter the developmental sequence I am writing about here, though they would alter the timing. Here I shall assume that the Cro-Magnons had essentially modern consciousness and complex language.)
According to Oppenheimer they reached Europe via at least two routes, both starting from the southern end of the Red Sea. One group went first north and then west, reaching southern Europe between 40,000 and 45,000 years ago. Another wave went northeast at first before turning west and reaching eastern and then northern Europe 33,000 years ago. This wave was also joined by a northward migration along the Indus valley.
The period in which the Cro-Magnons reached Europe is known as the Late Stone Age and lasted, very roughly, from 50,000 to 10,000 years ago. From about 50,000 years onwards there is an apparently sudden increase in the complexity of their culture. A greater variety of tools is made and new materials are used for tools. There is also less uniformity in tool-making, with the appearance of regional styles. Probably body decorations became more elaborate and so did burials. Above all, this is the period at which a rich profusion of art appears, mainly though not exclusively in caves. (There may have been a lot of art outside caves but little of it has survived.) All this appears to be evidence for a great increase in cultural diversity and the development of new ways of thinking the so-called Great Leap Forward.
Not everyone agrees that this timetable is entirely justified or that there really was a Great Leap Forward. Oppenheimer is one of those who argue for a less Europe-centred view of culture. He believes that these new ideas had been developing for a long time previously in Africa and their appearance in Europe was due to importation rather than an on-the-spot development. If he is right, the Great Leap Forward is something of an optical illusion.
Although these changes were not confined to Europe, it was primarily western Europe that captured the attention of early archaeologists and they applied the term 'Upper Palaeolithic' to this period. The great cave paintings that were made in France and Spain, starting about 24,000 years ago, therefore belong to the Upper Palaeolithic. Many archaeologists have seen this art as primarily religious or magical in character.
The Neanderthals natural atheists?
If the Cro-Magnons had modern minds, they were apparently different from their neighbours, the Neanderthals, who have long seemed to me to represent one of the most intriguing and tantalising mysteries in the story of human evolution. There is a huge amount of controversy about these enigmatic people. Was their consciousness the same as ours? Could they speak, and if so, what was their speech like? Could they and the Cro-Magnons understand each other? Did they interbreed? Above all, why did they die out? There are no answers to these and other questions or rather, there are too many answers. You can take your pick.
Language is almost certainly essential for anything we would recognise as religion, so the Neanderthals' speaking ability is bound up with the question of their religion, if any. Many palaeontologists, though not all, think they could speak but not as well as we do. Those who take this view generally have a rather poor opinion of their mental ability, crediting them with a degree of practical intelligence (which indeed they must have had to enable them to survive for so many thousands of years, often in very adverse climatic conditions) but little or no capacity for abstract thought, technological innovation, or artistry.
Doubts about their ability to speak well are largely based on anatomical evidence and it is possible for experts to reach widely divergent conclusions from this. More recently there has been an exciting development: it has been possible to sequence part of the Neanderthal DNA. This shows that they had the same version of a gene, called FOXP2, which is implicated in speech and language. By itself it does not prove that they could speak, but the fact that it is the same in us and them does make it more likely that they could. Incidentally, it also implies that both we and the Neanderthals inherited the gene in this form from our last common ancestor, who lived some 300,000 or 400,000 years ago. So perhaps speech existed even longer ago than is often thought.
In summary, then, it is at least quite possible that the Neanderthals did have a full ability to speak. As for technological innovation, why should they have wished to alter the way they were doing things if these worked well for them? Their tools may not look very elegant to us, but modern flint-knapping experiments suggest that they worked very well, perhaps even better than the Cro-Magnons' more aesthetically pleasing versions. And we have to remember that we have no knowledge of artefacts in perishable substances such as wood and leather, which would not have survived. As Terrence Deacon points out, if African Pygmies had been extinct for thousands of years and we knew of them only from their few surviving artefacts, we would probably consider them to be primitive proto-humans, but in fact we know that they are mentally and physically fully the equal of other humans alive today.
There has long been a tendency to picture the Neanderthals as nasty, brutish, and short, and as having inevitably died out in face of competition from the superior Cro-Magnons. But we do not know why they died out; one possibility, by analogy with what happened to the natives of South America when Europeans arrived, is that they succumbed to diseases brought in by the newcomers to which they had no hereditary immunity. Terrence Deacon thinks it likely that they were fully modern and our mental equals. I have to admit to a sneaking fondness for them. I like to picture groups of Neanderthals gathered round the camp fire in the evening, singing (Steven Mithen credits them with musical ability and a kind of musical speech which preceded modern speech) and reciting long epic poems to one another.
I don't mean to propose this picture too seriously, attractive though it is. The general consensus at present seems to be that the Neanderthals lacked certain features of modern consciousness, particularly abstract and religious ideas. David Lewis-Williams thinks that although they dreamt they didn't remember their dreams, so they could not reflect on any dreams or visions they might have had. Robin Dunbar thinks they lacked the fully human capacity to imagine what other people are thinking so-called third-order and fourth-order thinking.
If a couple of trained modern anthropologists were transported back to the Middle Palaeolithic to live with a group of Neanderthals and study them, Lewis-Williams believes, they would be completely unable to make any progress, so alien would the environment be, but if they were moved on a few thousand years, into the Upper Palaeolithic, they would be as much at home as with any other human society in the world today. He describes the Neanderthals as natural atheists, and speculates that the development of something we would call religion among our own forebears was at least in part a reaction to the Neanderthals. Dunbar also finds the Neanderthals to have been irreligious.
Opinions about the Neanderthals' religion, if any, obviously have to be based on indirect evidence. The ability to think artistically is often linked with religion. If the Neanderthals were artists, their work has not survived, but conceivably it did exist. The other evidence usually cited for religion is burial practices. The assumption is that elaborate burials, often accompanied by grave goods, indicate a belief in an afterlife. Some apparently deliberate Neanderthal burials are known but these may have been merely practical solutions to the problem of what do with the dead. Much was made a few years ago of a grave found at Shanidar, in northern Iraq, in which an elderly Neanderthal (he was aged 40-45, which is old for a Neanderthal) was found in a grave containing a lot of pollen. Some believe that this shows he was buried with flowers, and analysis of the pollen finds that the species in question were mainly those that have medicinal properties. So the speculation runs that he was a shaman. But it is also possible that the pollen was introduced accidentally, by the action of burrowing animals.
Some Neanderthal skeletons have been found in a foetal position, which might imply that they were awaiting rebirth in this world or another, but we have to be cautious about making such inferences. Everett records that the Pirahγs bury some of their dead in a sitting position, and if that were all we knew about them we might deduce all kinds of metaphysical beliefs from the practice. But the Pirahγs told him that the reason they did this was simply because it meant less digging was needed to bury large individuals! Perhaps the Neanderthals thought the same.
Dunbar has an interesting discussions about the Neanderthals' religious ideas, if any. He finds that there are three possibilities. The Neanderthals had large brains, and if that is all that is needed for religion to exist, perhaps they were religious although little evidence to support the idea has survived. Another possibility is that the acquisition of religion may have depended more on software than hardware, so perhaps someone 'just thought of' religion somewhere on the African plains and the idea then spread throughout Homo sapiens communities as a kind of cultural contagion; by chance, no Neanderthal happened on the same idea. The third possibility is that the Neanderthals' brains, though as large as ours, were constructed differently. We do know that their occipital lobes were larger than ours but their frontal lobes were smaller. The occipital area is concerned with vision, so perhaps the Neanderthals had exceptionally good eyesight. The frontal lobes are responsible for abstract thought. This may mean that the Neanderthals were less capable of complex symbolic thought than Homo sapiens and consequently less able to invent religion. Perhaps, Dunbar suggests, this put them at a disadvantage in competing with the newcomers. But which, if any, of these ideas is correct is, he concedes, impossible to know.
Whether the Neanderthals had any religious beliefs or not, they almost certainly cared for the living. There are many findings of Neanderthal skeletons of people who had lived for a considerable time with injuries that were severe enough to make it impossible to hunt or to survive without the assistance of a community. But the evidence for any belief in an afterlife is shaky at best, and it is to the Cro-Magnons that we must look if we want to find any reasonably solid evidence for the beginnings of religion.
The Cro-Magnons as shamans
Perhaps there were no shamans among the Neanderthals, in spite of the Shanidar burial, but what about the Cro-Magnons? Here we touch on an important vein of speculation that has a long history. It goes back as far as the eighteenth century, but, as I explained in the last chapter, the scholar who is most strongly identified with these ideas in modern times is Mircea Eliade. He claimed that the cave paintings of the Upper Palaeolithic depicted shamanic figures, and he was quickly followed by a number of German scholars who held similar views. But others raised various objections. They pointed out that shamanism is not invariably a feature of hunter-gatherer societies, so the fact that people hunted in the Upper Palaeolithic does not automatically tell us that there were shamans at that time. Also, shamanism is very ill-defined, and this makes it difficult to say categorically that it is or isn't present. But above all, it is difficult to argue convincingly from archaeological remains to the beliefs of the people who left the remains.
Criticisms such as these led to a decline of scholarly interest in shamanism as a possible influence on Upper Palaeolithic art, and it faded away until the late 1980s, when two South African archaeologists, David Lewis-Williams and Thomas Dowson, revived it. Lewis-Williams has presented their evidence in detail in his scholarly but accessible book, The Mind in the Cave, where he advocates the idea that shamanism explains at least some of the art of the Upper Palaeolithic. He offers several types of argument for his views.
His starting point is the capacity of the human mind to experience altered states of consciousness, together with the idea that there is a continuous range of consciousness, from ordinary waking consciousness at one end, through dreaming to trance states at the other end. He uses the way we perceive the colour spectrum to illustrate this. We say that the spectrum, as seen in a rainbow, has certain colours red, yellow, green, blue and so on. But this is an arbitrary way of making divisions in what is really a continuous phenomenon. The rainbow doesn't come with labels, and other societies use different classifications for colours. The same is true for states of consciousness, and some recognise states that we do not. None of these need be seen as pathological or abnormal.
Altered states are for Lewis-Williams the key to religion. This view places him implicitly in opposition to those, like Boyer, who think that unusual experiences such as visions are irrelevant to the generation of religious beliefs. But visions are not just of one kind: there are degrees of visionary experience. The simplest are 'entoptic phenomena': visual effects that are produced internally, by the visual system. You can experience these for yourself, simply by pressing on an eyeball to produce a bright spark of light. A more elaborate example would be a migraine visual aura, in which patients usually see a pattern of coloured flashing lights that take a zigzag form. Typically, this begins with a blurring of central vision or a complete central loss (scotoma), which then expands in a semicircle around the visual field, getting wider and wider, until it finally disappears at the edges. There are many variations on this theme, including some very bizarre ones, such as alterations in the size of objects and other effects. It has been suggested that Lewis Carroll used his experiences of migraine aura as a source for Alice's bodily distortions in Alice in Wonderland. The visions of the mystic Hildegard of Bingen have also been attributed to this cause.
Visual hallucinations of these fairly elementary types can occur in many other situations, including the use of techniques specifically designed to produce altered states of consciousness, such as meditation. One common form is said to be a grid pattern; I have seen this myself while meditating. These and other simple visual effects seem to be wired into the human visual system. Reports of near-death experiences often (though by no means always) include descriptions of going through a tunnel, or alternatively of encountering a spiral. I can still remember seeing a garden with a spiral path under anaesthesia when I was having a tonsillectomy at the age of six or seven. This, too, is probably an artefact of the visual system.
Although most of us would probably regard all these visual effects as comparatively trivial, if intriguing, Lewis-Williams thinks that shamanic societies understood them as the portal to altered states of consciousness, because they may be experienced at the initial stages of entry into such states. He points to a variety of 'abstract' motifs on the walls of caves which can be interpreted as representing entoptic phenomena.
Another line of argument uses more recent sources. Although we cannot know what life in the Upper Palaeolithic was like, we may be able to get a clue from modern hunter-gatherer societies which practised shamanism. Although these are all but extinct today, we have fairly detailed information for two recent groups, the San of South Africa and North American native society in the far west. We know what the peoples who made this art intended it to signify, because anthropological evidence exists. Both groups made drawings, including abstract motifs like those found in the caves, which seem to point to a common ground of experiences caused by brain mechanisms found in all modern humans. And there are other similarities between the art of these modern peoples and certain features of Upper Palaeolithic cave art as well.
This is certainly fascinating stuff, but extrapolating from modern cultures to the Upper Palaeolithic is obviously always going to be risky. Still, the theory does appear to explain some otherwise puzzling features of the cave art, especially its frequent location in the deepest parts of the caves. Why would you want to put the Mona Lisa at the bottom of a coal mine?
Mona Lisa in a coal mine?
Upper Palaeolithic art is breath-taking for its sheer beauty and the skill with which it was executed, but it presents many difficulties to those who want to discern its meaning, not the least of which is the fact that some of it was placed deep in caves where it would be very difficult to reach. The answer Lewis-Williams gives for this conundrum is perhaps the most interesting part of his theory. What he proposes is that the people of the Upper Palaeolithic conceived of a multi-tiered cosmos including an underworld, similar to those found in shamanic societies in historical times. The caves were for them the physical embodiment of the shamanic cosmos. The spirit world lay literally beneath their feet and could be entered physically, in waking life, as well as in trance.
For the people of that time, going into the deep caves, which perhaps took place only rarely, just on ceremonial occasions, would be a very profound experience. Even today it produces a strong effect on one, as I know myself from having visited the cave paintings of Niaux, in the Pyrenees. There you walk along a dark passage for a kilometre before you encounter the images, seen now by torchlight rather than a smoky tallow lamp. It is almost impossible to avoid the impression that the whole experience would have been what we would now call religious, characterised by a strong sense of the numinous. We cannot, of course, enter into the minds of our remote ancestors or experience the caves and their images as they would have done, and there was almost certainly more to this than we know: sound, with chanting and drumming, was probably involved as well. The comparison of the caves to a cathedral does not seem out of place.
The shamanic hypothesis can explain other features of cave art too. For example, in many places the artists made use of natural rock features as part of the images. This may mean that they saw the rock surface as a membrane between this world and the spiritual world, and the images were perceived as emerging from that other world. Then there are the depictions of chimeras, human-animal hybrids. There are many present-day accounts of shamans fusing with animal guides, so these images could represent the same process. There are also imprints and outlines of hands, sometimes with fingers missing (mutilated?). Perhaps these tell us something about how the people responded to the caves. They seem to have seen the rock walls as more than merely a canvas to paint on. They saw them as the interface between two worlds, a boundary that was semi-permeable, almost gauzy, like the looking-glass that Alice encounters and passes through into another world.
The shamanic hypothesis is probably the best explanation that anyone has offered for some of the most intriguing features of Upper Palaeolithic art, but the fact remains that a thesis of this kind can never be proved. Some critics say it is a circular argument. First you postulate a shamanic society and then you interpret the images you find in the light of that. Also, only some of the art can be described as shamanic about a tenth, according to one recent estimate. But Lewis-Williams does not claim to have explained all the art. Rather, he thinks he has found that some of it is shamanic and that this must mean that some form of shamanism was practised at this time. This seems plausible, but it is a big step from thaReligion and languaget to claim that all subsequent religion is derived from shamanism.
Together with David Pearce, Lewis-Williams has written a sequel to The Mind in the Cave (Inside the Neolithic Mind: Consciousness and the Origin of Art). Here the authors claim that the shamanism of the Upper Palaeolithic persisted, though in a modified form, into the Neolithic period, surviving in the Near East and also in Ireland. Neither of these localities has caves like those of France and Spain, so the other world was embodied in different ways. In the Near East it was located in burials beneath the floors of houses, while in Ireland it took the form of megalithic tombs. I found this attempt to trace a direct descent from the Upper Palaeolithic into more recent times intriguing but not wholly convincing.
Conclusion
The shamanic hypothesis for the origin of religion is seductive, and I have already said that I accepted it myself for a long time. I no longer think that it is sustainable in its full-blown form it relies too much on indirect arguments and plausible assumptions that may be wrong but where it scores highly is in the central role it gives to altered states of consciousness in the formation of religious ideas. I can't agree with the reductionists that these experiences have no importance for religion, and I explore the question further in Chapter 7. At the same time, I don't want to go down the metaphysical route either, which is where you are likely to end up if you become too deeply absorbed in depth psychology. What we need, I suggest, is an explanation for religion that recognises its central importance in human consciousness but does not entail the acceptance, even tacitly, of hidden metaphysical assumptions. This is what I aim to provide in the following chapters.
Chapter 5 Religion and Language
When I was at school we used periodically to experience what we called 'crazes', in which a particular idea would be taken up by almost everyone in the school for a few weeks. I once started a craze myself. During the summer holiday I began making little darts out of matchsticks. I bound a needle to one end of the matchstick with thread and glued it, and fitted paper fins to the other end. At the beginning of term I took some of these darts back to school with me, and before long everyone was making them. Some boys modified the design, gluing four matches together instead of one and weighted the nose end with Plasticine. I felt that this rather detracted from the elegance and simplicity of my original conception but I had to admit that it made the darts more effective. The high point of the craze was reached when one prefect threw a dart to stick in the bottom of another prefect at assembly.
The craze phenomenon is a good example of a meme. The meme hypothesis was first put forward by Richard Dawkins, almost as an afterthought at the end of his widely read book, The Selfish Gene, where he talks about genes as replicators, which 'want' to reproduce themselves in successive generations. Genes are made of DNA. But the idea of a replicator, he suggests, can be generalised to quite an abstract level. Replicators do not have to be DNA, they can also be ideas. Those that succeed in replicating themselves by securing their transfer from one brain to another are memes. Almost any idea that catches on could be thought of as a meme. Examples often cited include catchphrases, songs you can't get out of your head, and wearing baseball caps back to front. In fact, you could use the meme idea itself as an excellent example of a meme, so widely has it spread. This is what computer programmers would call a recursive phenomenon: the meme idea illustrating itself.
Since Dawkins first suggested it the meme hypothesis has proliferated enormously, so that today we have a 'science' of memetics, textbooks of memetics, journals of memetics, websites on memetics, while references to memes constantly appear in books and articles on all kinds of subjects. But it is not without its critics. One of the most commonly raised objections is a certain vagueness. How does a meme differ from an idea? Still, the fact that it has been so widely taken up does suggest that it expresses something useful. It is probably the application of Darwinian natural selection to the contents of the mind that has made the meme hypothesis so fruitful for many. Memes can be pictured as facing a kind of survival test. They 'want' to be adopted by minds and so to propagate themselves, and those that succeed best in doing this become most widespread.
It is hardly surprising that Dawkins used the meme concept to explain the way in which religious beliefs lodge themselves in our minds and survive; in fact, this was probably the context in which he first thought of it. Other critics of religion quickly took it up. Daniel Dennett has used it extensively, and so has Susan Blackmore, in her book on memetics, The Meme Machine, where she has a whole chapter on the relevance of memes to religion. The chapter is called 'Religion as memeplexes'. By 'memeplexes' she means groups of memes that go together. In this, as in other ways, memes are supposed to be analogous to genes. Genes are never found singly; they travel about in groups. So, too, do memes; they travel about in memeplexes. So Catholicism is a memeplex inside, I suppose, the larger memeplex of Christianity. The Catholic memeplex includes the idea of an omnipotent and omniscient God, the belief that Jesus Christ was the son of God, the Resurrection, the Virgin Birth, the infallibility of the Pope, and so on.
We can take this idea further, and critics of religion certainly want to, by thinking of religious memes as mind viruses. In biology, viruses are parasites. Religious memes are supposed to invade our brains and lodge there, very much in the way that viruses invade and lodge in our cell nuclei. It is pretty well impossible to remove viruses once they have succeeded in writing themselves into our nuclei. (Except by killing the infected cells. This was the solution adopted by the mediaeval clerics who burnt heretics to death.) Religious memes, likewise, are difficult to remove. The natural implication of this is that religions are harmful to those who harbour them.
Perhaps this is too negative. I want to put forward a more neutral view of religion that has a lot in common with the meme idea but takes it in a slightly different direction. I start from a theory put forward by the neuroscientist, Terrence Deacon. In outline, Deacon suggests that languages have evolved to be easily learned by children. I think the same is true of religion. Religion and language are alike in many ways, and especially in how they are usually acquired.
To illustrate how this works I first outline Deacon's theory of language and then apply it to religion.
Learning to speak
All normal humans learn to speak a language. So universal is this that we easily overlook how extraordinary a fact it is. No other species on the planet does it, even in an elementary fashion. There are no primitive languages; all the varieties studied by linguistic anthropologists are of great complexity and sophistication. Laboratory attempts to teach the rudiments of language to chimpanzees have achieved only minimal success in a few of the most apt pupils. They can learn the meaning of words, and can even string words together into 'sentences', but their grasp of syntax is vestigial or non-existent. And the subject of their 'conversations' is nearly always food; they show no interest in abstract philosophical discussions.
It is only in the laboratory that chimpanzees have acquired any ability to understand language. No chimpanzees in the wild have developed language. It is therefore very surprising that young children, who may otherwise show no great evidence of intellectual ability, should be able to learn complicated grammatical rules within a short time, without formal instruction. They have to infer these rules with little feedback from the adults around to guide them, so how do they manage it? The structure of grammar is so complex and difficult that it needs professors of linguistics to describe it, and even then the experts disagree. Most parents have little formal understanding of grammar, so how do they teach it to their children?
So remarkable is this ability that some have apparently supposed that language itself is innate. King James IV of Scotland is said to have conducted a bizarre experiment in 1493 in the hope of discovering the original language of mankind. He had a deaf and dumb woman transported, with two infant children, to the deserted island of Inchkeith, hoping that they would later begin to speak in this original language. The experiment failed, of course; the children did not speak at all. There is some doubt about the authenticity of this account a similar story is told about the Emperor Frederick II in the thirteenth century but if it was carried out, we can be sure that it would have shown that language is not innate but has to be learned.
A much more sophisticated version of what is essentially the same idea emerged in the twentieth century with Noam Chomksy's theory of language acquisition. Unlike (possibly) King James, Chomsky did not propose that language itself is innate, but he did suggest that the ability to learn rules of grammar is in some sense built into the brain. In essence, the theory postulated that there is a 'language organ' in the brain. This idea apparently came to him as a result of reading the work of Panini, an ancient Indian Sanskrit grammarian. Chomsky's theory implies that young children have an innate knowledge of the way that all human languages work, which in turn implies that there is a 'Universal Grammar' underlying all languages. It is not any particular language that is innate, but rather the ability to learn languages and the expectation that they will follow certain patterns which are common to all languages
One version or another of Chomsky's theory is now scientific orthodoxy in many quarters, though it is beginning to come under attack from some linguists. Daniel Everett, for example, finds that the structure of the Pirahγ language probably disproves it.
Deacon, too, points out serious flaws in Chomsky's theory. In short, he does not think the theory makes evolutionary sense. He has several reasons for this opinion, one being that, if such an organ had evolved because it was useful, there should be simple languages in other species, but there are none. Another is that genetic changes take a long time to happen but linguistic change is often rapid, which would make it impossible for brain development to catch up with language changes. So he rejects the Universal Grammar idea and provides instead a hypothesis of his own. This is quite similar in some respects to Dawkins's meme theory, which Deacon does mention in passing, but it is applied on a larger scale not just to ideas or groups of ideas but to whole languages.
rhaps the same is true of religion: we could think of religious fundamentalism as a parasite on religion. At present two religions, Christianity and Islam, are dominant in much of the world and are beginning to give rise, if not to a monoculture, at least to a duocultuMost theorising about how language evolved, Deacon says, has focused exclusively on the brain. Researchers have asked what structures are needed to make language possible. Deacon himself has a lot to say about this, but he maintains that the brain changes are only half the story. We should also think about what has happened to languages, and these, too, evolve.
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