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About the book

In the provocative and enlightening book *The Belief Instinct*, author Jesse

Bering takes readers on an intellectually engaging journey into the depths of

human nature to uncover the psychological mechanisms that give rise to our

innate belief in the divine. Bering, a prominent cognitive psychologist,

delves into the intricate workings of the human mind, arguing that our

religious convictions are not merely cultural relics, but are deeply rooted in

our evolutionary history. Through a compelling blend of scientific research,

philosophical inquiry, and captivating narrative, Bering answers age-old

questions about morality, consciousness, and the afterlife, offering a fresh

perspective on why belief in something greater than ourselves is a universal

trait across cultures and societies. Whether you're a steadfast believer or a

curious skeptic, this thought-provoking book is an invitation to explore the

fascinating origins of our spiritual instincts and discover what it means to be

human in a world perpetually cradled in belief.
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About the author

Jesse Bering is a renowned psychologist and science communicator, best

known for his work in the interface of psychology, religion, and human

behavior. Holding a Ph.D. in psychology, Bering has carved a niche for

himself by exploring how evolutionary biases inform our beliefs, subtly

influencing cultural norms and human interactions. His background in

psychology is complemented by his engaging, often humorous writing style,

making complex scientific ideas accessible to a wider audience. Bering has

penned numerous controversial yet thought-provoking articles and books

that challenge mainstream perspectives on topics like religion, sexuality, and

morality. Aside from "The Belief Instinct," his repertoire includes titles like

"Perv" and "Suicidal," each disclosing his bold curiosity and commitment to

expanding the dialogue on the psychological underpinnings of human

nature. His work not only intrigues but also ignites significant discourse on

how we think about ourselves and others.
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chapter 1 Summary: THE HISTORY OF AN ILLUSION

The History of an Illusion

Gorgias and the Illusion of Interconnectivity

Gorgias, a charismatic philosopher from ancient Greece, was renowned for

his rhetorical prowess and the ability to captivate audiences with his verbal

skills. Despite his impressive linguistic abilities, Gorgias was troubled by

the fact that even the most articulate language failed to fully convey the true

essence of one's mind to another. This notion was deeply rooted in the belief

that linguistic constraints prevent a perfect transmission of subjective

experiences, leaving the communication of inner thoughts distorted and

incomplete. As a result, Gorgias contemplated the unsettling possibility that

other minds might not exist in the same way as one's own, establishing him

as a philosophical solipsist, someone who doubts the existence of others'

consciousness beyond their own.

Modern Reflections on Gorgias’s Thoughts

A modern reflection on Gorgias’s concerns is provided by Nicholas
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Humphrey, who calls attention to the inherent loneliness stemming from our

inability to fully access others' minds. Despite physical closeness with

others, human beings experience a profound solitude due to the

insurmountable barrier separating one consciousness from another. Although

inherently isolating, this solipsistic view also affords individuals a

narcissistic pleasure, as each person uniquely possesses their own worldview

controlled entirely by their mind. The isolated nature of human cognition is

a focal point in discussions regarding how language and societal constructs

impact personal perceptions, reinforcing the notion that thoughts and

understanding are ultimately solitary experiences.

Theory of Mind and Human Uniqueness

The concept of “theory of mind” describes the intrinsic human ability to

attribute mental states like beliefs, desires, and intentions to oneself and

others. While language and culture were historically cited as distinctive

human traits, the theory of mind has since been recognized as a paramount

cognitive ability that sets humans apart from most animals. Pioneering work

by Jane Goodall and others expanded understanding of animal behavior and

questioned the supposed cognitive gap between humans and other primates.

However, despite significant overlap in behaviors, it's argued that humans

uniquely possess a highly developed theory of mind, an adaptation arising

from evolutionary pressures to navigate complex social environments.
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Debates on Animal Cognition

Debates on whether other animals possess a theory of mind persist.

Psychologists like Daniel Povinelli argue against the assumption that

animals have human-like cognitive functions, suggesting that behavior

observed in animals could be misinterpreted through anthropomorphic

lenses. Conversely, studies by researchers such as Michael Tomasello

indicate that chimpanzees may exhibit some level of theory of mind,

evidenced by their strategic behavior in competitive situations. Yet

skepticism remains, with scientists divided on the matter of whether

non-human primates, or other animals, share this attribute with humans to a

meaningful extent.

Theory of Mind and the Perception of Inanimate Objects

The theory of mind extends beyond its social functions, leading humans to

attribute mental states and intentions to inanimate objects—such as vehicles

or computers—especially when these objects exhibit unexpected behaviors.

Such anthropomorphism arises from an evolved hypersocial brain,

predisposed to perceive agency and intentionality even where there are none.

Experiments with infants and films like Heider and Simmel’s triangle
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animation illustrate how deeply ingrained this cognitive bias is, showcasing

the human tendency to craft narratives and relationships rooted in

mind-attribution.

God as a Product of Human Cognition

The application of theory of mind extends into the realm of religion and

spiritual belief, posing the provocative idea that deity figures might represent

projections of the human cognitive architecture rather than external,

independent beings. The notion that God could be an illusion fostered by an

evolutionary patch in our theory of mind raises questions about the nature of

religious belief and the origins of spiritual concepts. It invites contemplation

on whether belief in divine entities is an artifact of the human brain, a

construct developed to provide meaning and order to human existence, or a

reality glimpsed through uniquely human cognitive abilities.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Theory of Mind and Human Uniqueness

Critical Interpretation: Imagine waking up each day equipped with a

distinctive set of cognitive tools that set us apart from nearly every

creature on this planet. The conversation about human uniqueness

reaches an apex when you delve into the "theory of mind," where you,

unlike most animals, have the remarkable ability to attribute thoughts,

intentions, and feelings not only to yourself but to others. This gift is

your passport to understanding complex social dynamics, allowing

you to empathize, anticipate others’ actions, and navigate through a

world woven with intricate human interactions. Harnessing this

defining trait, you can forge deeper connections, foster understanding,

and create a more compassionate existence. In embracing the idea that

how you perceive the world is fundamentally different from others,

you can celebrate the rich tapestry of human experience, ultimately

paving the path toward a life brimming with empathy, insight, and

inclusive wisdom.
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chapter 2 Summary: A LIFE WITHOUT PURPOSE

Life Without Purpose

Introduction to Darwin's Dilemma

Charles Darwin, the father of evolutionary theory, often portrayed as a

staunch atheist, had personal struggles conceptualizing the universe without

invoking a divine creator. Despite his groundbreaking work in "On the

Origin of Species" (1859), Darwin admitted in his autobiography (1876) to

battling with the idea of a purposeless universe. He felt compelled to believe

in a "First Cause" with an intelligent mind, suggesting a deist perspective.

The Role of Theory of Mind

Darwin lacked the understanding of the "theory of mind"—a concept later

described as an evolved cognitive capacity enabling humans to attribute

mental states to others. Darwin’s perception of the universe as purposeful

might have stemmed from his cognitive tendency to impose intentionality

and purpose on his observations, a common cognitive bias inherent in

humans.

Jean-Paul Sartre's Existential Atheism
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Jean-Paul Sartre, a notable atheist and existential philosopher, offered

significant insights into human inclination towards purpose. As a child,

Sartre had a brief, intense experience of feeling observed by a punitive God,

which he quickly rejected. Sartre criticized the notion of God creating

individuals with specific purposes, arguing instead for human freedom to

define their own existence.

Existentialism and Human Purpose

In his lecture at Club Maintenant in 1945, Sartre famously declared

"existence precedes essence," challenging the religious idea that humans are

created with predefined essences. He argued that humans first exist and then

define their own essence through actions and choices, promoting personal

freedom over divine determinism.

Biological Constraints and Misconceptions

Although Sartre rejected predetermined purposes, he underestimated

biology’s influence on behavior and decision-making. Cognitive

predispositions and individual differences affect our ability to choose good

over evil. The human tendency to attribute purpose to life becomes

problematic when it promotes misconceptions and fuels teleological

reasoning—thinking that everything in existence is "for" something.
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Science and Religious Beliefs

The modern atheistic perspective, as seen in Richard Dawkins’ "The God

Delusion" (2006), dismisses the question of life's purpose as logically

unsound. However, the persistent human inclination to seek purpose, which

contradicts the randomness portrayed by evolutionary psychology,

demonstrates how deeply ingrained such beliefs are in our species’ cognitive

apparatus.

Philosophical Struggles with Purpose

Sartre and other thinkers, despite their atheism, often wrestled with lingering

feelings of preordained purpose due to deep-seated cognitive biases and

cultural conditioning. Sartre admitted to feeling "expected" or "called forth,"

illustrating the internal conflict between his atheistic beliefs and

subconscious creationist feelings.

Purpose and Origins in Childhood Development

Developmental psychologists like Jean Piaget and Deborah Kelemen

observed children’s tendency to apply "teleo-functional reasoning,"

ascribing purpose to natural phenomena. Without scientific education, this

bias persists into adulthood, complicating the acceptance of evolutionary
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principles over creationist ideas.

Cognitive Tendencies and Religious Thinking

Research shows that children, independent of religious upbringing, naturally

gravitate towards creationist explanations for natural phenomena. Cognitive

researchers propose that teleo-functional reasoning is an innate aspect of

human cognition, making creationist thinking more intuitive than

evolutionary explanations.

Conclusion: Cognitive Illusions and Belief

The human proclivity to view life as having inherent purpose speaks to the

power of cognitive illusions. These biases challenge the rational acceptance

of purposeless existence as described by scientific principles. By

understanding the cognitive origins of these beliefs, we can better navigate

the conflict between religious narratives and evolutionary facts, illustrating

the complex dance between our evolved cognitive capacities and cultural

influences.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Existentialism and Human Purpose

Critical Interpretation: Imagine waking up tomorrow morning with a

fresh perspective: existence precedes essence. You're not bound by a

celestial blueprint mandating specific roles or outcomes. Instead, you

start your day by crafting a new chapter of your own story. You hold

the pen, free to choose your path, write your essence through the

consequences of your decisions. With each action, whether born out of

spontaneity or deep contemplation, you sculpt a unique identity,

defying any preordained essence. When grappling with life's setbacks,

you're reminded that, much like a sculptor, imperfections are just part

of the process, teaching you depth and resilience. You're the artist of

your existence, with freedom as both your canvas and your brush, and

each day is an opportunity to redefine what it means to thrive,

independent of any celestial decree. The exhilarating realization is

that, despite inevitable constraints, you carry the inherent power to

shape your purpose with courage, creativity, and authenticity.
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chapter 3: SIGNS, SIGNS, EVERYWHERE SIGNS

The Illusion of Divine Messages in Natural Events

This chapter explores the human tendency to attribute meaning and divine

messages to natural events, a behavior rooted in our evolved theory of mind.

Our brains are wired to perceive patterns and intentions, often leading us to

interpret natural disasters or rare occurrences as signs from God or other

supernatural agents. This chapter critically analyzes this cognitive bias and

its implications.

Human Interpretation of Natural Events as Divine Signs

Humans often perceive natural events as more than their physical

manifestations due to an inherent theory of mind, which enables us to

attribute intention and meaning. This cognitive tendency becomes evident

when individuals, notably public figures like Ray Nagin, interpret
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chapter 4 Summary: CURIOUSLY IMMORTAL

Exploring Concepts of Immortality and Afterlife Beliefs  

Psychological Insights from Fiction and Reality  

In André Gide’s novel "The Counterfeiters," the character Monsieur de La

Pérouse's contemplation of suicide serves as a compelling example of how

our evolved theory of mind complicates our understanding of death. Despite

being a materialist, La Pérouse hesitates to use the pistol he has for his

suicide, gripped by an irrational fear of the impending noise, which reveals a

psychological block in reasoning about non-existence. This complex

relationship between our thoughts on future selves and afterlife reveals how

we tend to conceive death through the lens of conscious experience, showing

our struggle in visualizing a complete absence of consciousness.  

Cultural Influences and the Afterlife Narrative  

Death’s ambiguity remains a focal point across cultures and mediums, from

religious beliefs suggesting an eternal soul to popular culture fixated on

ghosts and other supernatural entities. The common belief is that our essence

or soul unhinges itself at death, transcending physical demise. Yet cognitive

science and social psychology, through theories such as "terror management
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theory," attempt to explain this deep-seated belief as a comfort mechanism

against the fear of nonexistence. However, research illustrates no significant

correlation between death anxiety and afterlife belief, suggesting other

cognitive processes, like the theory of mind, underpin these beliefs.  

The Cognitive Challenge of Imagining Death  

Our theory of mind, which allows us to project into others' experiences,

falters when applied to death, as we cannot simulate non-existence through

conscious experience. Psychologists argue that our cognitive architecture

instinctively resists imagining complete psychological inexistence. Studies

document that people, irrespective of their explicit beliefs about death, often

envision some form of continuity after death. This is an inherited cognitive

distortion, evident among both religious believers and "extinctivists"—those

who believe consciousness ceases at death. Notably, Cotard’s syndrome

patients, who believe they are psychologically immortal despite bodily

death, highlight this cognitive conundrum.  

Children’s Perspectives on Death and Afterlife  

Developmental studies show that even young children, who understand

biological cessation, still envision minds continuing after death. This

psychological-continuity reasoning decreases with age and cultural exposure

but suggests an innate predisposition to perceive an afterlife. Children
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naturally gravitate towards the concept of spiritual existence, a notion that

culture then elaborately decorates with specific beliefs and rituals. Thus,

rather than being purely indoctrinated, afterlife concepts resonate with

inherent cognitive tendencies for mental continuity.  

Cultural Narratives and Person Permanence  

The cognitive bias towards imagining continued existence post-death is

supported by the concept of "person permanence," where absence from sight

doesn’t equate to non-existence. This bias fosters belief in the afterlife as a

place where the deceased lead mental lives. Stories surrounding missing

individuals or deceased loved ones further illustrate this tendency,

emphasizing how naturally cognition perceives the deceased as continuing

elsewhere. The pervasive dualistic thinking—separating soul and

body—complicates but doesn’t negate the inclination to visualize souls as

having physical presence in an afterlife.  

Concluding Remarks on Afterlife Illusions  

Ultimately, while cultural factors do play a role in shaping afterlife beliefs,

cognitive predispositions driven by our theory of mind fundamentally

underpin these beliefs. The delusion of psychological immortality transcends

wishful thinking’s explanatory power, requiring us to acknowledge cognitive

routines as the origin of such intuitive beliefs, reinforced through adherence
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to logical reasoning over inherited intuition.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Our Evolved Theory of Mind Complexities

Critical Interpretation: Imagine standing at a crossroad, deeply

reflecting on the unkown journey that follows our mortal end. In

Chapter 4 of "The Belief Instinct," you unravel the complexities of

grappling with the concept of non-existence. What stands out is how

deeply ingrained cognitive patterns, shaped by evolutionary forces,

cast a shadow on our ability to fully grasp the cessation of

consciousness. You are reminded that while sitting with the discomfort

of this unfathomable reality, it is your evolved theory of mind that

buoys you, urging you towards narratives that comfort with continuity

rather than finality. This informs your daily life, encouraging you to

brave the innate fear of nonexistence, and to appreciate the tender,

intangible connections and meaning you create in the present—where

reality and afterlife notions meet. Embrace this nuance not just as a

defiance against your fear, but as a way to lead a mindful, fulfilled

life, where each moment feels like a meaningful echo long after it

recedes into the past.
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chapter 5 Summary: WHEN GOD THROWS PEOPLE
OFF BRIDGES

Summary of Chapter 5: When God Throws People Off Bridges

Introduction to the Yarmouth Bridge Disaster

The chapter opens with the story of William Cooke, a circus owner, whose

publicity stunt led to the tragic collapse of a suspension bridge in Great

Yarmouth, England, in 1845. Hundreds of spectators, mainly children,

gathered to watch Cooke's bathtub stunt but rushed to the bridge’s center,

leading to its collapse due to structural flaws. The disaster resulted in about a

hundred fatalities, significantly impacting the community.

Religious Interpretation and the Search for Meaning

Post-disaster, many sought to understand the calamity's meaning, with some

sermons attributing it to divine punishment. This reflects a common human

tendency to seek explanations through moral and religious lenses, even when

the causal reasons are known. The narrative explores how people often tie

moral significance to random events.

Causal Reasoning and Supernatural Thinking
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The story is utilized to discuss how humans naturally seek explanations for

events, often invoking God or divine reasoning. This is tied to our cognitive

predisposition to find meaning and order in chaos, even attributing events to

divine intentionality when no clear human or natural cause is discernible.

This phenomenon is explored through examples like the 2002 Webbers Falls

bridge collapse and Jean Piaget's work on child psychology, illustrating how

both children and adults often link morality with chance events.

Scientific Perspectives on Suffering and God

Harvard psychologists Gray and Wegner's research is discussed, showing a

correlation between suffering and belief in God. They argue that people,

when confronted with suffering without a clear human instigator, tend to

attribute it to God. This idea is aligned with the concept that reason and

religion are both responses to the innate human desire for explanations.

Cultural and Psychological Perspectives

The text discusses how different cultures mix supernatural and logical

explanations for misfortunes, like witchcraft beliefs among the Azande and

HIV perceptions in South Africa. Even with scientific understanding,

cultural and psychological factors often preserve superstitious thinking.
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Narrative Psychology and Personal Beliefs

The discussion shifts to narrative psychology, explaining how people

construct personal stories around life events, viewing them through either a

"contamination" or "redemption" lens. The chapter examines how people

often unconsciously structure their lives as narratives, with events having

inherent meaning, sometimes attributed to fate or divine will.

The Role of God in Human Psychology

The chapter concludes with reflections on the human need for narrative

closure and the attribution of life events to supernatural forces. Even atheists

might unwittingly fall into patterns of thinking that ascribe intentionality or

fate to life events. This inherent psychological bias is juxtaposed with

cultural narratives and personal experiences, suggesting that our drive to

understand and find meaning reflects a fundamental human trait.

Conclusion

Through various historical, cultural, and psychological lenses, the chapter

illustrates how humans instinctively search for moral and existential

meaning in events, a tendency that often directs them to God or similar

constructs, irrespective of scientific awareness or religious belief.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Narrative Psychology and Personal Beliefs

Critical Interpretation: Imagine the turbulent clouds of uncertainty that

sometimes gather around the events in your life. Just like the

spectators on the Yarmouth Bridge, you find yourself grasping for

stability when unexpected chaos ensues. It's within this turbulent

space that you may find inspiration in narrative psychology—an idea

explored vigorously in Chapter 5. 

### Embracing Your Story

Pause for a moment and picture your life as a detailed tapestry, woven

with threads of both joy and unexpected adversity, each narrating a

unique story. You might realize the power of framing events through

the lens of 'redemption' rather than 'contamination.' A choice that

profoundly transforms how you interpret your experiences. When

faced with challenges or unexplained events, constructing a personal

narrative that sees setbacks as opportunities for growth can empower

and invigorate your spirit.

Envision sudden misfortunes not as divine punishments or mere chaos

but as pivotal, teachable moments calling for resilience and deeper

self-understanding. The narratives you build around these experiences
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serve as compasses, guiding you through life's unpredictable tides.

Finding meaning in moments of hardship lays down a pathway

towards healing, personal evolution, and ultimately, a more profound

appreciation for the intricacy of the human journey.

By consciously crafting the stories you tell yourself about your

experiences, you can inspire growth, compassion, and a renewed sense

of purpose—transforming life's unexpected twists from bridges of

narrow uncertainty to avenues of meaningful discovery.
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chapter 6: GOD AS ADAPTIVE ILLUSION

Summary of Chapter 6: God as Adaptive Illusion

Understanding Primate Behaviors and Theory of Mind

Before the evolution of the theory of mind, early humans exhibited

behaviors similar to other social primates such as chimpanzees—impulsive,

hedonistic, and uninhibited. Without the ability to understand others'

thoughts and feelings, these early humans did not experience complex

emotions like shame or pride as modern humans do. This lack of theory of

mind meant they had little reason to restrain themselves, whereas humans

today are intensely aware of others' perceptions due to their evolved

cognitive capabilities.

Impact of Social Evaluation

The development of a theory of mind has led humans to be highly sensitive
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chapter 7 Summary: AND THEN YOU DIE

Chapter 7: And Then You Die

Deathbed Myths and Theories on God

The chapter begins by addressing a well-circulated myth that Charles

Darwin recanted his theory of evolution on his deathbed and reverted to

Christianity. This narrative, largely attributed to Lady Hope, has been

debunked by historical evidence and Darwin's family members. The author

emphasizes that even if Darwin had a moment of religious reconsideration, it

would not undermine the scientific validity of evolution. Such conjectures

are seen more as appeals to authority rather than contributing to the

scientific discourse.

The Human Appeal to God in Times of Despair

The text further explores the natural human tendency to invoke God during

times of fear and despair, highlighting the predictably human responses of

even staunch atheists under dire circumstances. This propensity for belief, or

appeal to a higher power, is depicted as an inherent cognitive trait rather than
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an indication of divine reality. The author questions whether these evolved

intuitions should be trusted as gauges of external reality since they may stem

from cognitive biases rather than objective truths.

The Illusion of a Moral Watcher

The chapter delves into the adaptive illusion of a moral god, suggesting that

belief in such an entity historically served to control human behavior by

acting as a moral overseer. With modern advancements and increased

surveillance in developed societies, the need for such an illusion becomes

less relevant. However, the instinctual belief persists because it is a deeply

ingrained part of human cognition.

The Liberation from Illusion

The text discusses the implications of recognizing the belief in God as an

illusion, arguing that this realization allows individuals to see themselves

more clearly and recognize the unique cognitive abilities humans possess.

The author reflects on the evolution of human thought and the

unprecedented position modern humans find themselves in, with scientific

evidence challenging the necessity of a personal God.
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Facing Mortality and Finding Meaning

As the chapter concludes, it reflects on the nature of death and the historical

interpretations of an afterlife. The author emphasizes that death is a natural

end, devoid of any supernatural continuation. Despite philosophical

arguments like Pascal's Wager, which advocate for belief in God to avoid

existential loss, the author advocates for a realistic acceptance of life's

finitude. The narrative encourages living meaningfully in the present,

acknowledging only the real-world consequences of actions.

Ultimately, the chapter underscores the personal responsibility to find

purpose without reliance on supernatural constructs, urging readers to make

the most of their existence in the interconnected human experience before

death inevitably arrives.

Section Summary

Deathbed
Myths and
Theories on
God

This section addresses the myth of Darwin recanting his evolutionary
theory on his deathbed, attributed largely to Lady Hope, and highlights it
as an appeal to authority rather than affecting the scientific basis of
evolution.

The Human
Appeal to
God in
Times of
Despair

Explores the tendency of humans to invoke God in fearful and
desperate situations, framing it as a cognitive trait. Questions the
reliability of these intuitions as reflections of reality.
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Section Summary

The Illusion
of a Moral
Watcher

Discusses how belief in a moral god served as a behavioral regulator
historically but is less necessary today due to modern advancements.
The belief persists as a deep-seated cognitive instinct.

The
Liberation
from Illusion

Argues that realizing the illusory nature of belief in God allows for
clearer self-understanding and appreciation of unique human cognitive
abilities, emphasizing a scientific rather than supernatural interpretation
of existence.

Facing
Mortality and
Finding
Meaning

Reflections on mortality, rejecting supernatural continuations after
death, and advocating for meaningful living in the present. Emphasizes
responsibility to find purpose independent of religious constructs.
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