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Do All Religions Have Gods of War?

 No, however…

 Common across types of religion
 Polytheistic religions—Gods of war

 Monotheistic religions—Warrior God

 Indigenous religions—Ancestor/spirit involvement

 Inter-group conflict in multiple elements of religion
 Beliefs (in-groups, out-groups, purpose, protection, victory)

 Practices (rituals, standards, offerings)

 Rules (Just war theory, Islamic law)

 Common across space and time
 Major world religions

 Ancient religions

 Indigenous religions
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Is Religion an Adaptation

for Inter-Group Conflict?

 Not “all of religion”

 Not “all religions”
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Is Religion an Adaptation

for Inter-Group Conflict?

 Inter-group war

 Inter-group violence

 Inter-group aggression

 Inter-group competition
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Evolutionary Theories of Religion

Adaptive Non-adaptive

Cooperation War

Solidarity Terrorism

Health
Anti-scientific,

human rights

Coping with loss Cultural disease
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A History of Inter-Group Conflict

 Humans experienced high levels of inter-group conflict

 Warfare common (Wrangham, Keeley, LeBlanc)

 High male death rates

 Significant evolutionary selection pressure

 Major force in human social organization



Selection Pressures Due to Conflict

 Adaptations to deal with this problem (Alexander 1987)

 Large group sizes (to maintain balance of power)

 Group cooperation (to improve effective defense/offense)

 Moralizing gods (to promote cohesion and avoid splitting)



“Dark side” of Cooperation

 Cooperation is a double-edged sword

 Within-group cooperation  between-group conflict

 In-group morality  out-group hostility

 Keeley 1996:

 “Warfare is ultimately not a denial of the human capacity for 

social cooperation, but merely the most destructive 

expression of it”



Cross-Cultural Evidence

Johnson (2005) Human Nature



Support for Alexander’s Thesis

 In-group cooperation (Johnson 2005)

 “Moralizing” Gods significant correlate of cooperation indices:

 Norm compliance (in some tests)

 Loans and use of abstract money

 Central sanctions, police

 Payment of taxes

 Out-group conflict (Roes & Raymond 2003)

 “Moralizing” gods linked to out-group war (greater threat)

 “Moralizing” gods linked to larger societies (better defense)
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Desirable Traits in Warriors

 In-group out-group rhetoric

 Dichotomy of good and evil

Maintain purpose, sacrifice for 

the group, hatred for the 

enemy, willingness to kill; and 

discourage sympathy for the 

enemy, defection

 Belief that they are fighting 

for the forces of good

 Belief that they are fighting 

against the forces of evil

 Supernatural punishment 

for cowardice

 Supernatural reward for 

compliance

Soldiers not willing to fight for 

an unlimited time, against great 

odds, or to die

 Belief that performance will 

be rewarded

 Willing to endure great 

sacrifice

 Willing to die if necessary

 Faith, confidence
Overcoming soldiers‟ fear in 

battle

 Not afraid of the enemy

 Belief that victory is 

possible

 Ritual

 Brotherhood

Hard to attain but essential for 

combat effectiveness
 Strong unit cohesion

Religion’s SolutionAdaptive ProblemDesirable attributes

Johnson (2008) “Gods of War” In: The Evolution of Religion
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Desirable Traits

Good / EvilWillingness to kill

Reward / PunishmentEffort and sacrifice

FaithBelief in victory

RitualUnit cohesion

Role of ReligionDesirable Trait



Rituals Promote Collective Action

 War is the quintessential collective action problem

 Group may benefit from defense/offense

 But individuals better off avoiding risk of fighting

 Fighting may pay as long as there is critical mass

 Overcoming the collective action problem

 Raising expected benefits over expected costs

 Punishment of free-riders

 Signals of commitment (prior to war)



Costly Signals of Commitment

Sosis et al. (2007) Evolution & Human Behavior

Religion offers powerful commitment mechanisms



Religious rituals more effective

Sosis & Bressler (2003) Cross-Cultural Research
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Belief in Victory

Wrangham (1999) Evolution & Human Behavior
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Willingness to Kill or Harm



George Tamarin’s Experiment

 Battle of Jericho (God tells Joshua to kill all inside)

 Israeli school children (8-14)

 “Joshua” (N = 1066)

 66% approved

 26% disapproved

 “General Lin” (N = 168)

 7% approved

 75% disapproved







Evil Other Equates Offense and Defense

Lien (2001) stressed that whether gangs were racist or anti-
racist, their moral attitudes were similar: “Because the 
enemy was thought of as evil and bad, the fight was 
conceived of as a fight in self defense, even though the 
„enemy‟ had not made the first move.…”

Wrangham & Wilson 2004
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The Warrior Prophet?



Muhammad, Islam and War

Good / EvilWillingness to kill

Reward / PunishmentEffort and sacrifice

FaithBelief in victory

Ritual / BrotherhoodUnit cohesion

Religious SolutionTrait

And leadership (God‟s messenger)
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Religion in Irregular War

 Even more important in

 Insurgency

 Terrorism

 Massive imbalance-of-power

 Religion permits an otherwise impossible fight

 Strong cohesion and willingness to participate

 Belief in ultimate victory (even if distant/impossible)

 Greater cause, salvation, afterlife beliefs

 Willingness to kill

 War (not victory) as an end in itself

Horowitz (2009) International Security



Baghdad 2007



“No Atheists in a Foxhole”

 Widespread in Iraq

 Improves

 Military effectiveness?

 Coping strategies?

 PTSD at 25%

 Less PTSD if “right”
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Conclusions

 Religion may be an adaptation for war

 War is the mother of all collective action problems

 Did it require a special solution?

 Compelling adaptive logic

 Continues to be exploited effectively today

 Yes: complex, multifaceted, non-exclusive, exceptions

 Causes of war: If religion an adaptation to inter-group 

conflict, may define when to fight as well as how



Resolves a Paradox?

 Religion promotes both cooperation and conflict

 Perfectly consistent once viewed at relevant level

 Cooperation is largely within-groups

 Conflict is largely between-groups

 Basis in psychology

 Social Identity Theory

 People identify heavily with groups (minimal group paradigm)

 In-group favoritism

 Out-group disfavor

 “In-group/out-group bias” explains paradoxical role of religion

 Origins in evolution

 Given our history of war, religion (in addition to other things) 

promotes in-group cooperation that aids inter-group conflict



From “God: A Biography”
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