Psychological Approaches to the Study of Religion

Introduction
The label 'Psychology of Religion' suggests that the field is a branch of psychology concerned with subject of religion, along the lines of educational psychology or sports psychology or clinical psychology, and the number of works published under this and related headings would indicate that it is quite a sizeable branch.  The fact is, however, that the psychology of religion is very much on the periphery of mainstream psychology.

In Britain psychologists of religion are more likely to be found in Religious Studies or Theology departments than Psychology ones.  The same is true in the United States, though less so.  There are more psychologists and students of psychology in America than in Britain; the American people tend to be more religious than the British, and America is the birthplace of the psychology of religion.  Hence American psychology departments are more likely to offer courses in the psychology of religion than are their British counterparts.  Even so, many of these are located in institutions of higher education that are or were religious foundations.

Furthermore, mainstream psychologists often express a concern about lack of rigour in works on the psychology of religion and a suspicion that psychologists working in this area frequently suffer from some kind of conflict of interests.  This conflict arises because many psychologists of religion are both trained psychologists and members of religious organisations.  This, to say the least, makes psychologists of religion different from most other psychologists.  Ever since 1916, when James Leuba published his study on the religious beliefs of scientists, the results of investigations into psychologists' attitudes towards religion have remained consistent: psychologists tend to be less religious than other scientists, and their attitudes towards religion more sceptical and dismissive than those of other scientists.

The issue of why non-religious psychologists are suspicious when their religious colleagues undertake studies of religious phenomena is a complex one.  Yet some factors are clearly more influential than others.  A religious person is one who, at the very minimum, believes in some kind of trans-empirical reality or dimension of existence, a dimension beyond the reach of the senses or their extensions.  Terms for this dimension are many and varied.  Some of the more well known ones are sacred, spiritual, numinous, divine, transcendent and supernatural.  By contrast, a non-religious person denies the existence of any such dimension or at least is highly sceptical about it.  Consequently, religious and non-religious psychologists bring very different presuppositions or assumptions to the study of religion.

The non-religious psychologist will usually seek to explain religious phenomena without reference to any trans-empirical reality, whereas the religious psychologist will want to leave open the possibility that such a reality might be an influential factor.  Both groups will probably admit that we are not yet in a position to prove or disprove the existence of a divine realm, but their personal convictions about the matter will inevitably influence the ways in which they go about gathering and interpreting information.

Some writers have sought to address this issue not in terms of religious identity but in terms of methodology.  Instead of arguing that differences in approach to religious phenomena can be understood by reference to the religious affiliations of psychologists they present the issue as one of varying degrees of commitment to the principle of parsimony: that where two or more explanations can offer a comprehensive account of a phenomenon the simplest is to be preferred.  Some psychologists (who may appear to be anti-religious) seek to apply this principle more rigorously than others (who may appear to be pro-religious).  However, it is by no means always easy to determine which of two explanations is actually the simplest, and psychologists can claim parsimony for very different kinds of explanation.

Most accounts of psychological phenomena are complex.  The religious psychologist would thus be inclined to argue that there comes a point in any explanation of religious experience where it becomes more parsimonious to acknowledge the sacred as the cause than to continue seeking psychological mechanisms which explain how it is that the person having the experience came to think that it was caused by contact with some trans-empirical realm.  By contrast, the non-religious psychologist would tend to argue that explanations involving a trans-empirical reality are always less parsimonious than explanations not involving one.  The trans-empirical is always an extra factor for such psychologists.  Moreover, from this point of view, explanation by reference to a supernatural realm is no explanation at all, it is simply exchanging one unknown for another.

Another way of dealing with this issue is to make a distinction between the psychology of religion and religious psychology.  The former would then refer to the application of psychological methods and data to the study of religious beliefs, experiences and behaviours; the latter to the use of psychological methods and data by religious people for the purpose of enriching and/or defending religious beliefs, experiences and behaviours.  This is certainly a valid and useful distinction.  It does not, however, offer a complete solution, for there is inevitably a hazy border zone between the two activities.  Furthermore, there is a suspicion on the part of both religionists and mainstream psychologists that there is a constant tendency for improper encroachment to occur.  

Many religionists regard any attempt to apply psychology to religion without recognising the uniqueness or sui generis character (see p.    ) of the latter as fundamentally misguided.  From this perspective even religious psychology, perceived by many to be the friend of religion, is seen to undermine the unique status of religion by simply seeking psychological explanations of that which, by definition, is beyond the scope of empirical science.  From the point of view of non-religious psychologists, works which might seem to fall within the category of the psychology of religion may actually be religious psychology in disguise, seeking to soften the impact of psychological research on the claimed uniqueness of religious phenomena rather than offering psychological insights into them.  Gordon Allport's division of religious people into 'intrinsic' and 'extrinsic' types (see pp.    ) would be regarded by some psychologists as religious psychology masquerading as psychology of religion.

This issue cannot be avoided, as some writers have sought to do, by claims that psychology is not about truth and falsity.  Psychological studies of religious phenomena have the potential for profound influence upon the beliefs and practices of religious people. Consequently, they will continue to be regarded as a threat by many religionists and as a vehicle for exposing the pretensions of religious people by many psychologists.  This may well lead religionists who have some psychological training to construct protective strategies which shield religion from the full penetration of psychological scrutiny.  Similarly, psychologists antagonistic towards religion may well develop thoroughgoing critiques which fail to recognise the real benefits that many people gain from accepting the trans-empirical as a reality.  This issue will be addressed in greater detail in the final section. 

The psychology of religion is clearly a controversial field which inevitably touches on the truth or falsity of religious beliefs and offers an arena within which  radically different accounts of religious phenomena can be presented.  If we think of works on the psychology of religion as maps for the territory of religious experience then it appears that they are frequently incompatible.  Some map the equivalent of a flat earth, others map a spherical one; some give priority to the shape of continents, others to their size.  Knowing this, the student can look forward to a journey of exploration every bit as exciting, every bit as confusing, every bit as dangerous and every bit as enlightening as those of the early explorers who pushed out into lands described on their maps with the words 'Here there be dragons'.

The Development of the Approach

The study of religion from a psychological perspective is almost as old as the discipline of psychology itself.  Contemporary psychologists are fairly unanimous in regarding Wilhelm Wundt as the person who turned psychology into a science by establishing a psychological laboratory at the University of Leipzig in 1879.  In 1979 the American Psychological Association endorsed this opinion by commissioning a silver medal.  One side of this medal bears the portrait and name of Wilhelm Wundt, the other bears the words 'a century of scientific psychology'.  It may be, however, that it is actually William James, an American and a major figure in the psychology of religion, who really deserves this honour.

James was appointed to the faculty of Harvard University in 1872, when he took up the post of instructor in Physiology.  Four years later he offered the first American course in Physiological Psychology and ' ... by securing the use of two small rooms in which to house psychological apparatus, he founded, almost without realising it, the first laboratory for experimental psychology in the United States'.
  Since this occurred some three years before Wundt's famous initiative a case could be made for regarding James as the founder of scientific psychology.

Two factors worked against James being accorded such recognition.  First of all, James' laboratory was not specifically designated as being for psychological enquiry.  Secondly, when he founded the laboratory James was not working in a psychology department.  At that time the study of psychology was usually undertaken in philosophy departments and James did not move into philosophy until his appointment as Assistant Professor of Philosophy in 1880.  In short, until 1880 James' experimental work in psychology was regarded as research in physiology.

In 1891 James published his magnum opus, The Principles of Psychology, and then, in 1902, The Varieties of Religious Experience.  These were to be his two great contributions to psychology for his later writings, such as Pragmatism, were almost entirely philosophical in their orientation.  Indeed, whilst many psychologists were seeking to free themselves from their association with philosophy James remained relatively content to continue his academic life as Professor of Philosophy at Harvard, a post he occupied until his retirement in 1907.  This again helps to explain why his course and 'laboratory' are not generally regarded as initiating the scientific study of psychology.

At the same time that psychologists were seeking to separate psychology from philosophy other scholars were separating the study of religion from Theology.  F Max Müller's Introduction to the Science of Religion (1873) and  Natural Religion (1889), along with E. B. Taylor's Primitive Culture (1871) helped to create a climate in which it seemed appropriate to apply the newly emerging methodologies to the study of religion. European scholars dominated the early anthropological, historical and philological explorations of religion but, apart from a few studies such as Francis Galton's statistical investigations into the efficacy of prayer (1869, 1872), it was the Americans who pioneered psychological investigations.

The principal figures in this almost exclusively American venture were G. S. Hall, E. D. Starbuck, J. H. Leuba and William James.  Less prominent, but still influential, were E. S. Ames, G. A. Coe and J. B. Pratt.  G. S. Hall founded the first 'school' of religious psychology at Clark University, of which he was president from 1888 to 1920.  It was Hall who invited Freud and Jung to America in 1909.  His own specialism was the moral and religious education of children, a subject on which he lectured frequently throughout the 1880's.  His publications in this field include 'The moral and religious training of children' (1882),  'The religious content of the child-mind' (1900), 'Some fundamental principles of Sunday school and bible teaching' (1901) and his two-volume text Adolescence: its psychology, and its relations to physiology, anthropology, sociology, sex, crime, religion and education (1904).  He also established the first journal  in the field: the American Journal of Religious Psychology and Education, which, in various forms, was published between 1904 and 1915.

Hall was somewhat overshadowed by two of his students, E. D. Starbuck and J. H. Leuba.  The former was very much the religious psychologist, and his work has been described as typical of the Clark school's approach.  One of his primary aims was to facilitate a reconciliation between religion and science.  By contrast, Leuba was highly critical of both religious constructions of experience and the hypocrisy of many religious people.

Starbuck is most well known for his The Psychology of Religion (1899), which is primarily a study of religious conversion.  The research for this actually began at Harvard where he worked  under William James, though it was completed at Clark under the supervision of G. S. Hall.  In this study Starbuck demonstrates, among other things, that for the population on which it is based, namely Protestant Americans, religious conversion is predominantly a phenomenon associated with adolescence and that those who are converted suddenly, who have a 'conversion experience', tend to slide back towards their former condition more readily than their counterparts who are converted gradually.  Their conversions also tend to motivated by fear, e.g. of eternal damnation, more often than those of the gradual converts.  Starbuck's hope was that this work would be of practical value to religious educators.

Like Starbuck, Leuba investigated the phenomenon of conversion.  Indeed, he was the first academic psychologist to publish a study on this subject: 'A study in the psychology of religious phenomena' (1896).  However, his most famous works deal with the relationships between occupation and religious beliefs, and with mystical experience.  He found that eminent scientists tend to be less religious than their non-eminent fellows and that, among scientists generally, psychologists are less religious than any other group.  In his classic study of mysticism, The Psychology of Religious Mysticism (1926), Leuba, in partial anticipation of the Humanistic psychologists, concluded that mystical experience serves the mystic in an essentially psychotherapeutic fashion.  As a means to this end, however, he deemed mystical practices to be inferior to the methods of modern psychotherapy.

The last, but certainly not the least, of the early pioneers of psychology of religion in America was William James.  As mentioned above, James' major contributions to psychology were The Principles of Psychology and The Varieties of Religious Experience.  An interesting feature of these works is that they overlap so little.  Principles hardly ever mentions religious experiences, even when they could offer material to illustrate the treatment of topics such as "possession".  Likewise Varieties is as much a philosophic as a psychological text and psychological theories are rarely called upon directly to explain religious experiences.  The primary link between the two is, perhaps, James' emphasis on subconscious or subliminal mental processes being the primary medium through which religious "realities" are apprehended in experience.  In the concluding chapter of Varieties he writes, 

'Let me then propose, as an hypothesis, that whatever it may be on its farther side, the 'more' with which in religious experience we feel ourselves connected is on its hither side the subconscious continuation of our conscious life ... it is one of the peculiarities of invasion from the subconscious region to take on objective appearances, and to suggest to the subject an external control'.

In statements such as the above James is clearly in anticipation of and in agreement with the ideas of Carl Gustav Jung.  Like Jung, James is equivocal about the reality of a 'more' that transcends the subconscious or unconscious region.  He classifies himself as a supernaturalist rather that a naturalist - to the relief of believers - but qualifies this with a comment which underscores his uncertainty on the matter and maintains his identity as a scientist:

'All that the facts require is that the power should be both other and larger than our conscious selves.  Anything larger will do, if only it be large enough to trust for the next step.  It need not be infinite, it need not be solitary.  It might conceivably even be a only a larger and more godlike self, of which the present self would then be but the mutilated expression ...'

James' views also anticipate later studies in Humanistic and Transpersonal psychology.  Like Maslow and other Humanistic psychologists, James took as the object of his investigation not the experiences of the average believer but those of men most accomplished in the religious life, the pattern-setters, whose experiences '...are most one-sided, exaggerated and intense'.
  He was concerned with the human potential for religious experience more that its actuality in everyday lives.  Like many of the Transpersonalists (and his contemporary James Leuba) he found parallels between religious and therapeutic transformations.  Although for purposes of presentation James distinguishes what he calls 'the religion of healthy mindedness', the religion of the 'once-born', which is optimistic in character, from the religion of the twice-born, which is, at least in its early stages, shot through with pessimism, he admits that the goal of each is essentially the same and that ' ... in many instances it is quite arbitrary whether we class the individual as a once-born or a twice-born subject'.
  That goal is the identification of a person's 'real being' with 'the germinal higher part of himself '.
  Such an identification, what James elsewhere calls 'inner unification'
 corresponds quite closely with what C. G. Jung calls 'the process of individuation' and what other therapists call personality integration.

Although in places James' comments seem very much a product of the age in which they were composed (his positive valuation of asceticism would win little approval today) most of them have stood the test of time well.  His views on mysticism, for example, his subject in 'the vital' chapter from which the other chapters [of Varieties] get their light, are as relevant and insightful today as when he first expounded them almost a century ago.  He was, perhaps, being wiser than he knew when, in bringing his discussion of mysticism to a close, he wrote,

'The fact is that the mystical feeling of enlargement, union and emancipation has no specific intellectual content whatever of its own.  It is capable of forming matrimonial alliances with material furnished by the most diverse philosophies and theologies, provided only they can find a place in their framework for its peculiar emotional mood'.

The Varieties of Religious Experience  rightly deserves its status as the classic text on the psychology of religion from the early period and remains a valuable textbook for all with an interest in the field.  It also represents one of the high-water marks in the first phase of the subject's evolution.  That phase came to a relatively abrupt end, for a number of reasons.  From around 1915, when Hall's journal finally gave up the ghost, to around 1930, when the psychology of religion almost ceased to exist as an identifiable field, there was a period of gradual decline, punctuated by a small number of notable publications such as J. B. Pratt's The Religious Consciousness (1920) and J. H. Leuba's The Psychology of Religious Mysticism (1926).  This decline was precipitated by changes taking place in both religious and psychological circles.

On the religious side, liberal theology was largely replaced by a more literalist one which exhalted the status of biblical revelation and was hostile to the questioning approach exemplified in the psychology of religion.  On the psychology front things were changing too.  Psychoanalysis and Behaviourism became the dominant forces within American psychology.  Both were antagonistic towards religion.  Consequently, from 1930 to around 1960 the psychology of religion languished on the periphery of psychology. Since the early 1960's, however, there have been signs of a modest reawakening of psychological interest in the study of religion, particularly among social psychologists and others with an interest in subjects such as Altered States of Consciousness, physiological changes accompanying religious practices, the psychology of myths and symbols and the relationships between religiosity and mental health.  Religious psychology has also blossomed in diverse ways, perhaps finding its most prominent expression in Transpersonal Psychology.  Each of these developments is rooted in different notions about the characteristics of psychology, particularly with regard to its purpose and its methodology.

The Characteristics of Psychological Approaches
Disciplines within the social sciences are rarely as unified as their counterparts in the natural sciences.  It is appropriate to speak in terms of 'branches' when referring to the specialisms of researchers in physics or chemistry or biology.  Some physicists concentrate on nuclear or subatomic processes, others on cosmology, others on electromagnetism and so on, yet they are in substantial agreement about the nature of the physical universe which is the object of their study.  The same cannot be claimed for sciences such as psychology.  This is hardly surprising for, as zoologist Richard Dawkins points out, 'We animals are the most complicated things in the known universe'.
  Consequently, psychology presents us not with 'branches' which are, at least in principle, mutually illuminating but with 'schools' which frequently offer radically different and often conflicting views about the nature of the human psyche and the best way of studying it.

One way of locating these schools in relation to each other is to focus on the methods they employ to obtain information and to test or support the theories they generate.  In social science the word 'hard' is often used to characterise those approaches which seek to approximate he rigour of the natural sciences in terms of theory formation and testing.  Experimentation and mathematical analysis lie at the heart of such approaches.  By contrast, those approaches which emphasise observing people in natural settings or joining them in various activities or talking with them tend to be characterised as 'soft'.  Sometimes the terms 'quantitative' and 'qualitative' are employed to refer to these differences.

At the hard, quantitative end of the psychology spectrum are physiological psychology, behaviourism, cognitive psychology and, moving more towards the centre ground, social psychology.  At the soft, qualitative end are the various psychodynamic schools associated with influential theorists such as Sigmund Freud (psychoanalysis), Carl Gustav Jung (analytical psychology) and Melanie Klein (object-relations psychology) as well as the Humanistic, Existential and Transpersonal psychologies.  These 'softer' traditions within psychology often have their roots in psychotherapy, a field of applied psychology where different schools have proliferated.
  One recent survey lists over 250 varieties, each claiming distinctiveness for its theories and techniques, many of which are found in different forms within religious traditions.

The divisions on the psychology spectrum outlined above are not, however, absolute.  Researchers investigating phenomena such as meditation, for example, often pursue their enquiries by employing a wide range of methods.  Qualitative information derived from the self-reports of meditators is employed alongside physiological data on brainwaves, heart rate, galvanic skin response and so on, as well as statistical results from psychometric tests and questionnaires.  Even so, the background orientation of such multi-method researchers will inevitably influence  the extent to which one or other technique in dominant and which results are regarded as most significant.

It should not be thought, however, that only psychologists from the 'soft' end of the spectrum demonstrate an interest in religion;  nor that such psychologists always attach a positive value to religion.  Neurological, physiological and behaviourist studies of religious experience have been undertaken and are often quite illuminating, though it is true that such investigations are relatively rare.  Likewise, although most of the pro-religious psychology of religion is undertaken by researchers from the 'soft' end of the spectrum, some of religion's most strident critics are also properly located there.  Sigmund Freud is probably the most well-known of them.  The approach adopted in this section will therefore take the hard-soft spectrum of psychological schools or perspectives as its primary organisating principle and the positive or negative valuations of religion by psychologists from these schools as a secondary one.

The early psychology of religion in America exhibited qualitative and quantitative methodologies  (e.g. individual case studies and questionnaire-based studies of populations) in roughly equal measure.  The same was not true for Europe, where, apart from the occasional statistical investigations of writers such as Francis Galton, the psychological interest in religious phenomena was mainly seen in therapeutic circles.  Notable among early European investigators are Theodore Flournoy  (Swiss) and Pierre Janet (French).

Flournoy, like his friend William James, was profoundly interested in the phenomenon of mediumship (which suffered a considerable decline in popularity during the twentieth century but is currently making something of a comeback under the label of 'channelling').  Although theoretically committed to a position of neutrality with regard to the existence of spiritual entities his approach tended to be thoroughly naturalistic, i.e. if he could explain spiritual experiences by reference to psychological factors alone he would do so.  In his most famous study of mediumistic and spiritistic phenomena, From India to the Planet Mars , Flournoy consistently explains his subject's experiences of the spirits of deceased or extraterrestrial persons and her memories of her own previous lives in purely psychological terms (through his concepts of subliminal or subconscious mental processing, autosuggestion and cryptomnesia - the 'reappearance of memories profoundly buried beneath the normal waking state, together with an indeterminate amount of imaginative exaggeration upon the canvas of actual facts').

Janet was a psychiatrist who, like his more famous contemporary Sigmund Freud, studied at the Saltpêtrtière hospital in Paris under Jean Martin Charcot.  As a quite brilliant theoretician he both studied and developed a conceptual framework for understanding the psychology of neurosis, obsession and hysteria.  Perhaps his most significant contribution to the psychology of religion is his concept of dissociation (désegrégation), which has been elaborated in the form of neo-dissociation theory by Ernest Hilgard and applied to religious experiences by psychologists such as John F. Schumaker.  His most famous investigation in this field is probably his case study of a patient at the Saltpêtrière whom he called 'Madeleine'.  This woman exhibited periodic manifestations of stigmata (bleeding wounds matching those traditionally associated with the crucified Jesus) and experienced a range of 'mystical' states ranging from the ecstatic to the diabolic.  These states, he suggested, were expressions of what he called 'psychasthenia', a kind of obsessive-compulsive disorder which would now be classified as a dissociative disorder in psychiatric manuals such as the American Psychiatric Association's Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders.
Whilst Janet was studying patients with mental disorders at the Saltpêtrtière and noticing the religious elements in many of them one of his younger contemporaries, the Viennese doctor Sigmund Freud, was also noticing the connection between abnormal psychological conditions and religion.  Freud's first paper on the subject, 'Obsessive Acts and Religious Practices' (1907) focused primarily on the parallels between meticulous and repetitive activities engaged in by the person suffering from an obsession and the meticulous, repetitive character of religious rituals.  Both, claimed Freud, display a talismanic quality, they are essentially protective in nature.  Religion could thus be seen, he suggested, as a universal obsessional neurosis and obsessional neurosis as a private religious system.

Freud's negative valuation of religion persists throughout all his later writings on the subject.  In the positivist tradition of French philosopher Auguste Comte (who coined the term 'sociology'), he assumed that humanity was entering a third stage of intellectual development.  The first stage was the theological  (where the world was understood in terms of gods, spirits and demons);  the second the metaphysical (where the world was understood in terms of philosophical abstractions such as 'essence' and 'substance'), and the third the scientific or positive stage (where the world would be understood in terms of scientific principles).  His own system of psychoanalysis  was believed by Freud to be a major contributor to the scientific outlook.  As he argues in The Future of an Illusion, his sole purpose in writing was to demonstrate the need for humankind to take the third step.

Psychoanalysis, like other schools of psychotherapy which are often grouped together under the heading of 'psychodynamic' (such as Carl Jung's Analytical Psychology, Alfred Adler's Individual Psychology  and Melanie Klein's Object-Relations Psychology), is founded on the idea that the mind or psyche is not homogenous but divided into various sub-systems.  Most significant of these in Freud's scheme are the conscious (that which is in awareness), the preconscious (that which can be brought into awareness by an act of will - or spontaneously) and the unconscious (that which is repressed from awareness and not normally available to it).  Despite the inaccessibility of the unconscious subsystem it plays an important part in the activity of the psyche. Most importantly, it can be in conflict with the conscious mind and split off from it - possessing a kind of semi-autonomous existence.  Not infrequently unconscious processes affect a person's perceptions and behaviour in profound ways.

A good example of such effects can be seen in what psychoanalysts call 'projection'.  According to psychoanalytic thought, significant others in our childhood make powerful impressions on our minds  In later life, if we encounter a person who triggers in some way the memory of that significant other then aspects of our internal image of that 'other' are projected onto the new person.  Our behaviour in relation to that person then becomes distorted by the projection because we are not just dealing with them but also with the person from our past (who may still be living) who we superimpose on them.

In the years when Freud was first developing his system of psychoanalysis he began to notice that the kind of material most often repressed by his patients was that relating to what he called sexual seductions in childhood.  This led him to suggest in some of his early papers on the origins of neurosis that these disorders were a result of what would now be called child sexual abuse.  Such arguments were not only rejected by the families of his patients they also provoked hostility from his medical colleagues and polite Viennese society in general.  Shortly after experiencing these reactions to his theory Freud undertook what was later known as his 'heroic' self-analysis and this, in turn, led him to make a number of fundamental changes to his theory.

First of all he introduced the notion of infantile sexuality : the idea that from birth until around the age of five children are highly sexual beings, though not in the narrow genital-oriented sense that is prominent among adults.  From about five onwards, according to this theory, children enter a period of 'latency', that is, a period in which sexual development comes to a temporary halt, until the hormonal explosion which occurs at puberty.  The most important element in this theory of infantile sexuality is what Freud called 'the Oedipus complex'.  This name is taken from the Greek myth of Oedipus, a prince of Thebes who, unwittingly, killed his father and married his mother.  The central idea is as follows.  At the peak of developing infantile sexuality the male child becomes aware of his parents' sexual relationship and starts to desire his mother for himself.  He feels, however, that she has betrayed him by giving her favours to his father, whom the child now sees as a rival who, ideally, should be removed from the scene.  To the small boy, however, the father appears both omniscient and omnipotent and this, coupled with his discovery of the female genitals (which, to him, are simply a castrated version of his own) leads him to fear castration by his father.  The outcome of this realization is that the boy forsakes his mother and takes the path of obedience to his father by developing a super-ego (a combination of ego or personal ideal and conscience) which, in essence, is an internalized form of paternal requirements or regulations.

A number of writers have claimed that Freud later developed a theory of an 'Electra complex' in girls (based on the Greek story of Electra, who plots the death of her mother, Clytemnestra, for murdering her father King Agamemnon).  Freud was certainly ambivalent on the matter.  In the essay 'Transformations of Puberty' (1905), for example, he states, in a footnote added in 1920, that 'Every new arrival on this planet is faced by the task of mastering the Oedipus complex:  anyone who fails to do so falls a victim to neurosis'.
  By 1931, however, he had changed his mind about this and wrote, '... what we have said about the Oedipus complex applies with complete strictness to the male child only and that we are right in rejecting the term 'Electra complex' which seeks to emphasise the analogy between the two sexes.  It is only in the male child that we find the fateful combination of love for the one parent and simultaneous hatred for the other as a rival'.
  It was, in fact, C.G. Jung who coined the term Electra complex in 1913.  Since the two of them had a falling out shortly after this it may be that Freud was not so much rejecting the idea of a female version of the Oedipus complex (his theory seems to require it) as rejecting the originator of the term 'Electra complex'.

Whether understood as universal or as restricted to the male the idea of the Oedipus complex was regarded by Freud and by many subsequent psychoanalysts as the cornerstone of his entire theory.  Indeed, Freud claimed that recognition of the importance of the Oedipus complex was  '... the shibboleth that distinguishes the adherents of psychoanalysis from its opponents'.
  Not surprisingly, it is a key concept in his interpretation of religious phenomena.  Religious ritual, with its obsessive characteristics, protects human beings from becoming neurotic by protecting them from the latent force of repressed Oedipal desire.  Freud's later writings on religion elaborate the relationship between religion and the Oedipus complex along two different lines:  one connected with the origins of the two in the human species (the phylogenetic explanation); the other with their origins in the individual (the ontogenetic explanation).

In the case of his phylogenetic explanation Freud seeks to trace the Oedipus complex and religion (or, more correctly, totemism, which he regarded as a precursor to religion) back to an actual event or a great many actual events of the same kind, that took place when our ancestors were just becoming human.  His account of these events and their significance can be found in Totem and Taboo  (1913).

Using material from Charles Darwin's observations of gorillas and William Robertson Smith's work on totemism and sacrifice, Freud 'reconstructed' the decisive event(s) at the dawn of humanity. At that time, he argued, the first people lived in small groups or 'hordes' in which a single, powerful male was the sole mate for all the females.  Male offspring, once they left the protection of their mothers, were either expelled from the group or subdued by the dominant male, their father.  In the course of time, some of the non-dominant males started to live in groups and co-operate in hunting large game.  This eventually led to groups of young and individually less powerful males defeating and killing the more powerful ones who dominated groups of females.  With some groups this simply resulted in a struggle to become the dominant male, but in others a kind of agreement was reached in which the males shared the females amongst them.

In the latter kind of group, rituals which celebrated the killing of the dominant male were instituted.  At these rituals the flesh of the formerly dominant male was symbolically consumed by the participants who, in this way, both assuaged the guilt they felt at killing their father and strengthened the solidarity of the group.  Hence, rituals such as the Christian Eucharist recall not just the founder (in this case Jesus of Nazareth), who is identified with the Primal Father, but also symbolically connect with the original act of parricide.  This was not all.  The co-operative enterprise and the repression of instinctual drives (each male would have wanted all the females for himself) constituted the foundation for the development of human civilization.

The plausibility of this rather fantastic story in established by the discussion preceding the account of the primal horde in Totem and Taboo.  In that discussion Freud seeks to show that totemism, which he regarded as the oldest form of religion and social organisation has two principal characteristics: 1) a prohibition against incest.  Sexual intercourse may only take place between people of different totem clans - consequently, males may not have sexual relations with their mothers or sisters;  2) a regular feast at which the totem animal is killed and consumed by the male members of the clan.  Individual members are prohibited from killing the totem animal, hence the 'feast' both spreads the guilt ensuing from such an act and binds the clan members together.

If we substitute the father for the totem animal, as, claims Freud, do contemporary primitives who live under a totemic system and 'describe the totem as the common ancestor and primal father', an interesting pattern emerges.  In the words of Freud,

'If the totem animal is the father, then the two principal ordinances of totemism, the two taboo prohibitions which constitute its core - not to kill the totem and not to have sexual relations with a woman of the same totem - coincide in their content with the two crimes of Oedipus, who killed his father and married his mother, as well as the two primal wishes of children, the insufficient repression or the reawakening of which forms the nucleus of perhaps every psychoneurosis'.

The Oedipus complex is thus derived from an original traumatic incident (or number of incidents) which somehow became incorporated into the biological inheritance of all human beings and provided the impetus for the development of religious  thought and behaviour. 

In the case of the ontogenetic explanation, found primarily in The Future of an Illusion  (1927), Freud describes religion as an individual response to the pressures of life, a response which needs to be understood in the context of a boy's resolution of the Oedipus complex. Religion is 'born from man's need to make his helplessness tolerable'.
  One step towards achieving this tolerability occurs when men anthropomorphize the forces of nature in order to have a relationship with them.  Thus the birth of the gods.  Monotheism is simply a continuation of this process whereby the projection of a father figure attains omnipotence and omniscience and the appropriate behaviour becomes that of submission.  Such moves and the various doctrines deriving from them are, says Freud, '...illusions, fulfilments of the oldest, strongest and most urgent wishes of mankind'.
  Illusions are not necessarily false, however.  As Freud makes clear, 'of the reality value of most of them we cannot judge;  just as they cannot be proved so they cannot be refuted ... [however]...examples of illusions which have proved true are not easy to find.'

Being creatures of habit, when encountering a seemingly uncaring universe, in the face of which they feel helpless, humans resort to strategies that have worked for them before.  The young boy resolves his Oedipal conflict by accepting paternal authority and integrating it in the super ego.  The adult resolves his helplessness by submission to god: a projection of the father figure onto the universe at large. The problem with such a solution is, of course, not just that it is based on an illusion  but, more seriously, it inhibits psychological and emotional maturation, reinforcing, as it does, the individual's replay of childhood patterns. This problem need not persist, however, for whereas religion only kept the neurosis in check psychoanalysis offers the possibility of a complete cure.

Freud's most well-known collaborator, Carl Gustav Jung, did not share this negative valuation.  Rather, he viewed religion as a vehicle for channelling the symbolic communication between the unconscious and the conscious minds.  Indeed, he claimed that a religious outlook is essential for psychological well-being in the second half of life.  This seems to be in total opposition to the views of Freud but in fact it is not.  Freud thought of psychoanalysis as something that could replace religion in the course of intellectual evolution; Jung thought of his own analytical psychology as doing the same job as religion and, for some people, doing it better.  Thus both systems were regarded by their originators as alternatives to religion, systems which address the same issues as those addressed by religion and which resolve those issues in a new and better way.

Psychoanalysis and Analytical Psychology are psychodynamic systems, that is, both think of the human psyche as having relationships between parts of itself, relationships which can be harmonious or disharmonious in varying degrees.  From this common base they proceed in different directions, however.  For Freud, the unconscious is strictly a personal affair, created in the course of an individual's lifetime and filled with repressed psychic material.
  For Jung, in addition to the personal unconscious there exists an infinitely more important collective unconscious.  This is a repository of tendencies and forms which have found varied expression at different times and in different places during human history.  As he states in the second of his Terry lectures on 'Psychology and Religion', 'the true history of the mind is not preserved in learned volumes but in the living psychic organism of every individual.'

Jung was led to this view primarily from his observations of psychotics, particularly schizophrenics, during his years as a resident psychiatrist at the Burghölzli hospital in Zurich (1900 - 1909), and by his own brush with insanity towards the end of that period.  These experiences taught him that some of the ideas and images arising in the mind of psychotics cannot have come from any kind of conscious experience, rather they must, he inferred, be generated by 'an autonomous unconscious mind'.  Total domination by this unconscious mind results in madness but partial domination offers the possibility of psychological growth.  Indeed, Jung's idea of psychological maturation is rooted in the idea of integrating the conscious and unconscious minds.  Jung's model of these 'minds' is, however, richer and more complex than Freud's.

A notable feature of Jung's account of the psyche is his tendency to personify its processes.  This is particularly true of the archetypes of the collective unconsciousness such as the wise old man, the great mother, the animus, the anima, the hero etc..  At the level of consciousness is 'the persona', the mask, the 'you' which is presented to society.  People often have a number of personae for different social roles and situations.  Sometimes these can even operate at an unconscious level.  As Joseph Campbell comments, some of the masks '...go deep, very deep, much deeper than we know.'
  Also at the level of consciousness is the ego.  This is built up in the course of  person's lifetime, growing out of the unconscious.  The ego's primary function is the discrimination of differences and the creation of a conscious view of the world.  It is the centre of the consciousness.

At the next level is the personal unconscious, 'which contains all that one would like to forget and all that one does not wish to admit to oneself or anybody else and which one prefers to believe is not true anyhow'.
  According to Jung, 'We have an abysmal fear of that lurking horror, our personal unconscious.'
  His name for the contents of the personal unconscious is 'the shadow'.
  With this image we encounter a particularly ambiguous aspect of Jung's thought.   The shadow, like the ego, develops in the course of the present life.  It is the same gender as the ego and they can be regarded as two sides of our personal psyche, the conscious and the unconscious.  In some places, however, Jung describes the shadow as an archetype,
 and archetypes are located in the collective unconscious.  If the shadow is an archetype then it cannot be equated with the personal unconscious which, in Jung's words, constitutes 'the personal and private side of psychic life'.
  One thing is clear, however, the path towards psychological integrity begins with the exploration of the personal unconscious and its 'shadow' qualities.  Through this one gains access to the collective unconscious.

The contents of the collective unconscious are non-specific. They are patterns or forms 

which are only given individuality when they manifest in consciousness in the context of a particular society. Jung gave these forms the generic name of archetypes.  He describes them thus:

'...in the mythology and folklore of different peoples, certain motifs repeat themselves in almost identical form.  I have called these motifs 'archetypes' and by this I mean forms or images of a collective nature which occur practically all over the earth as constituents of myths and at the same time autochthonous individual products of unconscious origin.  The archetypal motifs presumably derive from patterns of the human mind that are transmitted not only by tradition and migration but also by heredity.'

Every individual is affected by the archetypes and, if he or she wants to arrive at psychological maturity, has to confront and integrate them into an harmonious fusion with the conscious mind to form what Jung calls 'the self', the whole person.

The means by which an individual arrives at psychological intergration is called by Jung 'the process of individuation'.  It is this process which constituted for Jung a viable alternative to the conventional religion of his father, a religion he could never accept but whose absence left him with a sense of incompleteness.  Throughout much of his later writings Jung's sense of loss in this respect is eloquently attested, and although he clearly identified himself as a Protestant Christian
 he often betrays what is almost a longing for a lost Roman Catholic past.  Yet he was never able, nor did he seem inclined, to convert.

In Jung's day many Protestants and ex-Protestants were displaying an interest in 'the wisdom of the east'.  Jung too was a serious student of both Indian and Chinese ways of thinking, though he did not feel that they were suitable to fill the gap left by a declining Christianity.  In The Integration of the Personality he writes, 

'Will we be able to clothe ourselves, as though in a new garment, with ready made symbols grown on foreign soil, saturated with foreign blood, spoken in a foreign language, nourished by a foreign culture, interwoven in a foreign history, and so resemble a beggar who wraps himself in kingly raiment, a king who disguises himself as a beggar?  No doubt this is possible.  Or are we not commanded somewhere, to hold no masquerade, but perhaps even to make our own garment ourselves?'

The last phrase is the key.  The new garment was not to be Rudolf Steiner's Anthroposophy nor Helene Blavatsky's Theosophy, both mentioned frequently in Jung's writings, but his own Analytical Psychology.

Religion for Jung was not to be identified with what he called creeds or dogmas, though these might at times be useful.  In his view it is better understood as an experience or an attitude.  As an experience it is an encounter with the numinosum  (a term he took from Rudolf Otto) which 'seizes and controls the human subject who is always rather its victim than its creator.  The numinosum - whatever its cause may be - is an experience of the subject independently of his will'.
  Interestingly, he describes the experience of psychosis in much the same terms, as an involuntary yielding to an irruption from the unconscious (= the numinosum).
  It is in this encounter that the beneficial function of dogma can be observed.  Dogma provides a symbolic alternative to immediate experience, and acts as a buffer between the conscious mind and the overwhelming power of the unconscious.
At this point Jung parts company with Otto.  For Otto the numinosum was 'wholly other', a different order of being, an ontologically separate entity.  For Jung, on the other hand, the numinosum, which is the collective unconscious, which the ancients called 'God',
 is, whilst being experienced as 'wholly other', in fact, a part of each and every human being.
  The gods, which are personifications of unconscious contents,
 and god, a personification of the collective unconscious,
 are actually projections of the psyche onto the universe at large.  Like Freud, Jung believed that '... the development of consciousness requires the withdrawal of all the projections we can lay our hands on ...everything of a divine or demonic character outside us must return to the psyche'.
  The religious life is thus internal in essence.
In its initial stages it involves the recognition that many so-called 'perceptions' are, in fact, projections.  The shadow provides a good example, for how many of us have noticed just how easily we attribute bad qualities to others and deny them in ourselves whilst at the same time being aware of a lurking recognition  that those qualities are actually part of own makeup?   This recognition of projections, in  this case an encounter with our shadow self, is one of the early stages on the journey to psychological wholeness, the religious journey.  In the course of it there will be many encounters with manifestations of the unconscious, with the archetypes.  The journey itself is represented at the unconscious level by the archetype of the hero's quest.  All these encounters have one purpose:  to provide the ego or consciousness with the opportunity to confront the archetypes and integrate them into the psyche.  The archetypes are not independent of each other but are interconnected.  Exploration of the collective unconscious thus initiates encounters with all the archetypes, which can be overwhelming and therefore dangerous - hence the journey is understood as a hero's  quest.

At the end of this quest lies the experience of the Self, of wholeness, of psychological integration, or reconciliation with the numinosum.  Then the conscious and unconscious aspects of the psyche function harmoniously.  Jung's conception of the Self is a symmetrical one, conscious and unconscious are equally balanced.  This ideal of symmetry pervades Analytical Psychology; thus the ideal psyche is balanced between introversion and extroversion.  Asymmetrical religious symbols such as the Christian trinity are rendered whole by the addition of a fourth factor: the feminine.  For Jung, then, religion was fundamentally psychological in nature.  For the heroes and heroines it provided guidance (and sometimes misguidance) on the journey to psychological wholeness.  For the more mundane personality it provided symbolic alternatives to direct experience of the numinous which would maintain their psychological stability whilst, at the same time, connecting them to a deeper level of meaning within themselves.

Perhaps because of his great erudition, perhaps because he was less highly motivated to establish a 'school' of psychology, Jung never became as influential as Freud in psychotherapeutic circles. When the two men visited the USA in 1909 Jung was in the middle of his psychoanalytic stage and the interest they generated was in psychoanalysis, which became increasingly influential in subsequent years.  After the second world war,  psychoanalysis became the major form of psychotherapy in America.  By that time behaviourism had taken a firm hold on the minds of academic psychologists.  Throughout the 1950's these two, behaviourism and psychoanalysis, were the two dominant forces in the USA and, to a lesser extent, Great Britain.  Towards the end of this decade, however, a third 'force' began to emerge in American psychology : Humanistic Psychology.

Most prominent among the founders of the movement were the theoretician Abraham H. Maslow and the psychotherapist Carl Rogers.  They wanted to humanize psychology (behaviourists spent most of their time studying animals) and to understand the healthy as well as the sick (psychoanalytic accounts were based on clinical work with people suffering from various kinds of mental and emotional problems).  The developments they initiated coincided with the rise in popularity of existential philosophy and existential therapy which, along with an enthusiastic reception from the emerging counterculture, helped the movement to achieve widespread influence in American society.

Fundamental to Humanistic thinking was Maslow's idea of a hierarchy of needs.  This notion, first sketched out in 1943, worked on the assumption that humans have an innate tendency to grow into happy, moral people, all they need are the right conditions.  To support this view he developed a theory of motivation based on the concepts of deficiency and growth.  He argued, as many before him had done, that a primary motive for human action is the removal of discomfort or the reduction of tension.  So, if people feel tired or hungry or lustful or bored  they engage in activities that will reduce the discomfort caused by those feelings.  This he called deficiency motivation.  Some human activities, however, seem to be motivated by non-deficiency factors.  Hobbies, games and some kinds of helping behaviour would be examples of activities which fall outside the deficiency model.  To explain such activities Maslow proposed the idea of growth motivation.  However, he claimed that it is only when deficiency needs have been met that growth needs begin to emerge.  The implications of this are clear.  If we want people to grow into happy, moral and fulfilled adults we must ensure that their basic deficiency needs such as hunger, thirst, sex, security, belonging and esteem are met.  Only then will they spontaneously manifest the motivation to actualize their full potential.

This approach to human needs led Maslow to study the healthiest and happiest people he could find, people who could give some indication of the kind of person everyone could become given the right conditions.  Such people Maslow called 'self-actualizers'.  In the essay 'Self-Actualizing and Beyond' Maslow explains that different people self-actualize in different ways because self-actualization is being true to oneself, and every person is different.
  He also makes it clear that self-actualization is not an all-at-once affair, rather it is an ongoing process of improvement and adaptation.

One thing many of the self-actualizing people he studied had in common was a propensity for having what he called peak experiences.  These are similar to mystical experiences and give access to Being Cognition - a perceptual state in which phenomena are perceived in their connectedness, in their unity; a state where facts and values merge.  Peak experiences themselves are transitory but they offer a glimpse of the goal.  For the duration of the experience, says, Maslow, people actually become self-actualized.  Just before his death, however, he moved away from this position somewhat.  In an essay entitled 'Theory Z' he distinguishes between two types of self-actualizers: 1) those who have little or no experience of transcendence (i.e. peak experiences) and 2) those for whom transcendent experiences are important and even central.

Another group identified by Maslow in his 'Theory Z' essay is made up of people who are not self-actualizers but who do have peak experiences.  Interestingly, in terms of his hierarchy of human potential, Maslow locates these 'peakers' between the self-actualizers who have peak experiences and those who do not.  This latter group are then described as 'merely healthy self-actualizers.'  More significant than this, however, is his claim that these self-actualizers live in the D-realm, the realm of deficiency needs and deficiency cognitions.  This move amounts to a substantial re-definition of self-actualization.  In Maslow's earlier work the self-actualizing person was said to live in the B-realm, the realm of Being Cognitions and growth needs.  Now, the 'merely healthy' self-actualizers are deemed to be less advanced in terms of personal development than non-self-actualizing 'peakers' or 'transcenders'.  In short, becoming a self-actualizer is no longer the natural pinnacle of human growth.  Now the aim is to become a transcender.  It is better to be a self-actualizing transcender than a non-self-actualizing one, but both represent higher states than that achieved by the merely healthy self-actualizer.

What seems to have happened is that towards the end of his life Maslow began to put more value on peak experiences than the integrated fulfilment of D-needs and the pursuit of growth needs.  This shift probably reflects his growing identification with the emerging field of Transpersonal Psychology, at the heart of which lay the concept of Altered States of Consciousness.

The notion of peak experiences certainly lay at the heart of Maslow's treatment of religion.  In the book Religions, Values and Peak Experiences
 he was concerned to criticize both science and organised religion for being too one-sided and, therefore, pathological.  Value-free science is dangerous, he claims, because it so easily becomes anti-human; likewise anti-intellectual religion easily becomes arbitrary and authoritarian, frequently supporting 'daily evil'.  The main reason for the modern degeneration of religion is that organized religions tend to be run by 'non-peakers', people who shy away from peak experiences.  For Maslow, the rationale for any religious organization is the communication of knowledge about peak experiences and the methods for attaining them to non-peakers.  If, however, this tasks fall into the hands of non-peakers the enterprise is doomed to failure.

Maslow was advocating a program for bringing the best of science and the best of religion together to create '...an expanded science, with larger powers and methods, a science, which is able to study values and teach mankind about them.'  The framework for such an expanded science was to be provided by Humanistic Psychology.  In his later years, however, Maslow found even the loose boundaries of Humanistic Psychology too constraining.  In 1967 he gave a lecture on 'The Farther Reaches of Human Nature' in which he introduced the idea of a fourth force' in American psychology.  The name chosen for this fourth force was Transpersonal Psychology,  though almost up to the launch of the movement's journal in 1968 transhumanist psychology was the favoured title.

In a letter to Anthony J. Sutich, one-time editor of the Journal of Humanstic Psychology and first editor of the Journal of Transpersonal Psychology, Maslow described the new 'force' as follows:

'The emerging 'Fourth Force' is specifically concerned with the study, understanding, and responsible implementation of such states as being, becoming, self-actualization, expression and actualization of meta-needs (individual and 'species-wide'), ultimate values, self-transcendence, unitive consciousness, peak experiences, ecstasy, mystical experience, awe, wonder, ultimate meaning, transformation of the self, spirit, species-wide transformation, oneness, cosmic awareness, maximal sensory responsiveness, cosmic play, individual and species-wide synergy, optimal or maximal relevant inter-personal encounter, realization, and expression of transpersonal and transcendental potentialities, and related concepts, experiences and activities.'

Early contributors to the new journal included Roberto Assagioli, Kenneth Wapnick, Daniel Goleman, Baba Ram Dass, and Charles Tart, who edited a collection of articles under the title Transpersonal Psychologies
 and another under the equally 'transpersonal' title of Altered States of Consciousness.

The new movement, however, never won the recognition of psychologists in the way that Humanistic Psychology had.  Indeed, some were inclined to regard it as more of a religion than an approach to psychology.
  It is easy to understand why.  In her 1980 overview of the field Marcie Boucovalas indicated that Transpersonal Psychology sought to investigate not only everything that fell within the purview of Humanistic Psychology, including  the study of transcendent and enlightenment experiences, it also embraced the study of 

'... the planetary field of mind and the unification of consciousness as well as psychic phenomena including ESP, dreams and dream studies, human and cosmic energy systems, energy transformation, energy flow, and subtle forms thereof, out-of-body experiences; alternative methods of healing; purported personal recall of past lives; "mystical union", and religious phenomena ... [and]...human potential, parapsychology, psychedelic holistic medicine, ecology, phenomenology, eastern disciplines (studied and applied in proper context), Western psychology, philosophy, religion, science and mysticism, body disciplines such as t'ai chi and akido, etc.'

Whatever value these studies have in themselves their inclusion within the scope of Transpersonal Psychology expands the discipline of psychology beyond the borders of what a large number of its practitioners would regard as acceptable.  Whether, in the long run, the transpersonal approach will prove to be the vanguard of psychological study, as its adherents claim, or remain on the mystical fringe of the discipline, as its critics predict, remains to be seen.  In the meantime, anyone interested in the interface between psychology and religion can hardly afford to ignore it.

The approaches to the psychology of religion outlined above clearly represent the 'soft', qualitative end of the psychology spectrum as they take their theoretical inspiration from personal experience, clinical work and, not infrequently, the writings of philosophers.  The theories are tested (where notions of theory testing are not anathema) in the context of psychotherapy, personal development workshops and individual experimentation with the induction of altered states of consciousness (e.g. meditation, hypnosis).  Social psychologists also employ many of these qualitative methods, but they are often supplemented by more rigorous quantitative  strategies.  This borderzone character of Social Psychology derives, in part, from its history.  Some social psychologists are trained and work in university departments of sociology;  others are trained and work in departments of psychology.  Qualitative methods tend to predominate among the former; quantitative ones among the latter.

Quantitative methods include not just experiments (the ideal of many social psychologists, particularly psychologically trained ones) but also psychometrics (mind measures), usually questionnaires administered, ideally, to a representative sample of the target population.  The results of psychometric investigations are generally expressed in terms of correlations, which are quite different from the cause-effect relations sought by experimentalists.  To state that two events or processes or characteristics are correlated is not to claim that one causes the other; it may do, but it is just as likely that both are caused by some third factor.  Correlation simply means that two or more factors vary together.  For example, prejudice and dogmatism are positively correlated but few people would want to claim that either caused the other.  One important thing to understand about correlation is that the strength of the correlation is more important than its direction.  Correlations are measured on a scale which runs from -1 to +l;  scores close to either extreme indicate a strong connection or relationship whilst scores close to the centre point of O indicate a weak connection.  Strong connections indicate that the relationship between the factors is unlikely to be a chance happening whereas weak connections suggest little or no significant relationships between factors.  Thus, a positive correlation of +0.2 provides less useful information than a negative correlation of -0.8.  Positive correlations simply indicate that factors change in the same direction, i.e. as one increases the other increases.  Negative correlations indicate that factors change in different directions, i.e. as one increases the other decreases.

Socio-psychological studies of religion have been overwhelmingly correlational.  This is partly because of the difficulty in designing experiments to test relevant hypotheses and partly because many of the social psychologists involved in the study of religion have personal/ethical reservations about conducting experiments in connection with this subject.  The experiments which have been undertaken have, however, produced some surprising and powerful results.  It should also be mentioned that most of the psychological investigations of religious phenomena have been undertaken by social psychologists.  Between 1950 and 1974 approximately 70% of publications on the psychology of religion were attributable to social psychologists, and the proportion has probably increased since then.

The social psychology of religion is a vast field.  Furthermore, it does not tend to generate outstanding individual figures who are committed to the pursuit of a vision of religion and psychology and the founding of a new school.  A brief survey of the most influential ideas is, therefore, impossible by definition.  The concern of this section will, accordingly, be to illustrate,  through the consideration of examples, the three principal methods employed by social psychologists in their studies of religion:  experimental, correlational and observational.

Experimental studies of religion have tended to be offshoots of other socio-psychological enquiries.  The experimental protocols were thus designed to investigate one issue and then adapted to facilitate a study of the religious dimensions of it.  The research of David Bock and Neil Warren offers a fine example of such adaptation.  It was inspired by the work of Stanley Milgram on obedience to authority, the first details of which were published in 1963.  Milgram had put naive subjects into a situation where they thought they were administering, under the direction of an experimenter, increasingly painful electric shocks to an innocent person as part of an experiment to assess the effects of punishment on learning.  In order to obtain some idea of the kinds of responses they would be likely to encounter, the experimenters explained the procedure to 39 psychiatrists, 31 college students and 40 middle class adults from various occupations and asked them how far they would go in administering the shocks (which were graded in 15 volt increments between 15 and 450 volts).  Shocks in the 15-60 range were labelled Slight Shock;  those in the 75 - 120 range Moderate Shock;  135 - 180  Strong Shock;  195 - 240  Very Strong Shock;  255 - 300 Intense Shock;  315 - 360 Extreme Intensity Shock;  375 - 420 Danger: Severe Shock; 435 - 450 XXX.  Only 11 thought they would go beyond the Strong Shock ceiling of 180 volts.  Of these, only five were prepared to administer shocks in the 255-300 volt range.  No one was prepared to administer shocks of more than 300 volts.  Later, other groups were asked to predict the behaviour of 100 average Americans in the experimental situation.  The results were very similar to those obtained when individuals were asked to predict their own behaviour.

When Milgram and his colleagues ran the experiment they found that the predictions were wildly inaccurate.
  All subjects administered shocks of 300 volts or above and 65% of them (26 out of 40) went on to administer shocks of 450 volts.  Other versions of the experiment which either brought the 'learner' (receiver of the shocks) into closer proximity with the 'teacher' (provider of the shocks) or reduced contact between the experimenter and the 'teacher' or introduced other 'teachers' who disobeyed the experimenter's orders were all designed to weaken the experimenter's influence on the 'teachers'.  Even in experiment seven, when the experimenter was absent from the room, 20.5 % of subjects (teachers) administered the maximum degree of shock.  In seeking to explain the vast discrepancy between predictions and results Milgram suggests that  'Although a person acting under authority performs actions that seem to violate standards of conscience it would not be true to say that he loses his moral sense.  Instead, it acquires a radically different focus.  He does not respond with a moral sentiment to the actions he performs.  Rather his moral concern now shifts to a consideration of how well he is living up to the expectations the authority has of him.'

Milgram's findings disturbed a great many people, not least because they presented a far less flattering view of human nature than the ones most people seemed to entertain at that time.  Yet they also offered a ray of hope.  Some people did resist.  If the bases of their resistance could be understood we might be able to find ways of teaching people how to resist authority figures who demand that we act in an immoral way.  Did religion have anything to offer here?  Bock and Warren's research was designed to answer that very question.

The hypothesis they set out to test was that religious 'moderates' would be more likely to disobey harmful commands from an authority figure than would religious 'extremists' or non-religious people.  The reasoning which led them to formulate their hypothesis in this way was, it should be noted, completely arbitrary, being based essentially on an assumption that religious 'moderates' were in some way more balanced than the other two groups.  30 subjects were involved in the experiment and allocated to one of the above-mentioned categories on the basis of their responses to Brown and Lowe's Inventory of Religious Belief and Broen's Religious Attitudes Inventory.  When the results were analysed at the end of the experiment they showed exactly the opposite of what Bock and Warren had predicted.  The religious extremists and the non-religious  were more disobedient than the religious moderates.

How were these results to be explained?  Neither Bock and Warren's interpretation in terms of Gordon Allport's Intrinsic-Extrinsic scale of religiosity nor R.L. Gorsuch's proposal that moderates were conventional Americans who have a lesser capacity for independent decision making than those in the other two groups are convincing .  In fact, neither comment tells us anything, they simply re-present  the data in terms of different categories.  One reason for this is probably that both Bock and Warren and Gorsuch attempted to explain the behaviour of the two disobedient groups in terms of the same motivations and predispositions when, in all likelihood, the groups behaved in the same way for different reasons.  Gorsuch's idea that high disobedience was due to a capacity for independent decision-making may well be true for the non-religious group but it probably does not do justice to the motivations of the religious extremists.

Milgram's own research provides some clues as to why this should be so.  One of his subjects was a teacher of Old Testament  liturgy at a major divinity school.  After administering 150 volts this man declined to go further and responded to the experimenter's directive to continue with the words 'If he [ the learner] doesn't want to continue, I'm taking orders from him.'
  At this point the experiment was terminated.  In the post-experimental debriefing he states that the best way to strengthen resistance to inhumane authority is to have god as one's ultimate authority.  As Milgram observes, both when refusing to continue administering the shocks and when recommending a strategy of resistance this man advocates not independent decision making but the substitution of one authority for another.  In both Milgram's and Bock and Warren's studies the authority figure was secular.  It is tempting to speculate about what would have happened if the experimenter in Bock and Warren's investigation had been a clergyman.

Another piece of experimental research on religious issues that was developed from earlier research on non-religious ones is John Darley and Daniel Batson's 'Good Samaritan' study.
 Following the murder of Kitty Genovese in front of numerous bystanders, none of whom did anything to help her, John Darley, Bibb Latané, Judith Rodin, Irving Piliavin, Leonard Bickman and others devised a range of experiments to identify the crucial factors determining whether an individual in distress received help or not.  Darley and Batson's study concentrated on the relationship between dispositional or personality factors (mainly religious orientation), situational factors and ongoing activity.  40 students from the Princeton Theological Seminary participated.

Each participant completed six questionnaires on religious orientation and was then assigned to one of two tasks : 1) prepare a short talk on the parable of the Good Samaritan;  2) prepare a short talk on the relevance of seminary training in the modern world.  After being allowed time in which to prepare their talk the participants were instructed to go to another building to have it tape-recorded.  Unbeknown to them, each participant had been assigned to one of three subgroups: 1) those who were told they were late and to hurry to the next building;  2) those who were told they were on time and to go to the next building promptly;  3) those who were told they had time to spare but they might as well go over to the other building anyway.  En route participants had to pass through an alleyway where they passed a scruffily dressed man (a collaborator of the experimenters) slumped in a doorway who coughed and groaned as they went by.  If the participant stopped and offered help the man told them was alright and had just taken some pills for his condition.

When Darley and Batson analysed the results they found that differences in religious orientation and differences in task were not statistically significant in terms of who helped and who did not.  Differences in the hurry factor were statistically significant.  Those who were not in a hurry offered help more often than those who were.  When the questionnaire responses were analysed in detail Darley and Batson found a significant correlation between the type of help offered by participants and their scores on two of the religious orientation scales : 'doctrinal orthodoxy' and 'religion as quest'.  Subjects who scored high on doctrinal orthodoxy tended to adopt a style of helping that was '...directed toward the presumed underlying needs of the victim  and was little modified by the victim's comments about his own needs.'
  In most cases this meant taking the reluctant collaborator for a drink and informing him about the benefits of accepting Jesus.  By contrast, those who scored high on the religion as quest scale adopted a style of helping which  was '... more tentative and seemed more responsive to the victim's statements of his need'.  This usually meant that 'questers' accepted the collaborator's statements that he was in process of recovery and not in need of help and went on their way.

This study, along with Milgram's and a host of others, indicates that whilst personality or dispositional factors do play a part in determining human behaviour they are usually less influential than situational ones.  This fact has not, however, deterred a multitude of social psychologists from seeking to identify differences in religious orientation usually by employing correlational methods.  Much of this endeavour can be understood as a defensive reaction on the part of religious social psychologists to the results of surveys and other kinds of correlational studies which have shown that religious people as a group tend to be more dogmatic, more intolerant, more prejudiced, and more racist than the American population as a whole.  The main purpose of these endeavours to identify different religious orientations or personality types was to show that only some types of religious people exhibit the undesirable (at least to liberal intellectuals) characteristics mentioned above.  Moreover, they also sought to show that those who did exhibit such characteristics were not genuinely religious.  There is, these investigators assumed , a truly religious type of person who does not exhibit high degrees of prejudice etc. and who can be distinguished from the inauthentically religious by reference to the nature of their religious commitment.  The most straightforward way to get to the heart of this issue is to focus on the concepts of intrinsic and extrinsic religiosity which, according to M.J.S. Meadow and R.D. Kahoe, '...have produced more research, debate and controversy than any other dimension in the psychology of religion.'

In 1959 Gordon Allport published an article on 'Religion and Prejudice' in which he addressed the following question :  '...how does it come about that religious people tend to be more prejudiced than non-religious people, while at the same time most of the fighters for equality and brotherhood throughout the centuries have been religiously motivated?'
  Leaving aside any discussion of the legitimacy of his claim that 'most of the fighters for equality and brotherhood throughout the centuries have been religiously motivated,' Allport approaches the question he poses by focusing on two variables in the motivations of religiously oriented freedom fighters: the doctrines of their religion and the view of humanity derived from their early experiences.  To elucidate these variables he offers two hypothetical case histories. In the first case the religious teaching is incongruent. As Allport puts it, 'Christ came into the world to save all men - black, brown and white - but dreadful things will happen if any but a white man should move into the neighbourhood'.
  The child '... has deep psychological needs engendered by insecurity, inferiority of status, suspicion and distrust ...'  His lifestyle is 'one of exclusion - of barring from my presence out-groups which threaten my comfort.'
  In the second case, with regard to religious teaching, 'The child's mind is, as in the other case, early tuned to favours that God can render...'
 and also to the teachings of revelation and election.  In terms of the child, '...the youngster we are now describing has the benefit of basic trust and security within the home.  He does not need to look on people as threats to his well being.  He does not need to use religion as a talisman.'

Allport's answer to his initial question would thus seem to be that early experience within the family is the more important variable of the two.  In other words, the kind of religion a person ultimately adopts and the way they use it is determined primarily by personality factors laid down in childhood.  He seems reluctant to accept his own answer, however,  and goes on to propose a distinction between extrinsic and intrinsic forms of religion.  Extrinsic religion '...is a self-serving  utilitarian, self-protective form of religious outlook, which provides the believer with comfort and salvation at the expense of out groups.  Intrinsic religion marks the life that has interiorized the total creed of his faith without reservation, including the commandment to love's one neighbour.  A person of this sort is more intent on serving his religion than on making it serve him.'

Seeing this distinction as a vehicle for separating 'true' religion from the religious factor which had been found to be highly correlated with prejudice, intolerance and the like, a number of scholars began to construct psychometric scales for distinguishing the sheep (fighters for equality and brotherhood) from the goats (the prejudiced and intolerant).  Most well-known and well-used of these scales  are those developed  by Wilson in 1960, Feagin in 1964 and Allport and Ross in 1967.
  Unfortunately, the reliability coefficients on all these scales were low, that is, their ability to distinguish between intrinsic and extrinsic types was quite limited.  Sometimes people would score high on one count and low on another, which illustrated Allport's original idea of a bipolar scale.  In other cases, however, people obtained high or low scores on both counts.  This led some writers to propose that two separate dimensions  were being measured and that the results should be measured on an orthogonal (90º ) scale (see Figure 1).  It also led Allport to create two new categories: indiscriminately pro-religious (those who scored high on both measures); indiscriminately anti-religious (those who scored low on both measures).
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Despite the poor results obtained with these scales they have been employed more than any other measures of religiosity and thereby come to assume a status they do not deserve.  They will be discussed in more detail below.

The third significant method used by social psychologists is the observational.  Observation is employed to collect information and, more importantly, to test theories in naturalistic settings.  A fine example of the latter use is provided by the work of Festinger, Riecken and Schachter.
  One of the most influential theories in social psychology in the 1960's and 1970's was Leon Festinger's theory of cognitive dissonance.  Shortly before the publication of his major work on the subject in 1957 Festinger collaborated with Riecken and Schachter in the study of religious groups who actively proselytised for converts despite prophecies they had believed in having been disconfirmed.  Festinger and his colleagues hypothesized that the proselytizing activity arose not out of a confidence that the beliefs of the group were true but out of a desire to reduce the cognitive dissonance that the disconfirmation had engendered.

In Festinger's theory, cognitions, i.e. beliefs, opinions, knowledge and so on, can be either consonant (in agreement, compatible, harmonious) or dissonant (in conflict, incompatible, inharmonious).  Cognitive dissonance produces discomfort and this motivates people to reduce the dissonance, usually by changing beliefs etc., adding new information to one set of cognitions in order to reduce the prominence of the other set, or ignoring one set of cognitions in the dissonant relationship.  Seeking new members after the disconfirmation of a prophecy is an example of strategy two.  But under what conditions would a group adopt this strategy rather than one of the others?  Festinger and his colleagues stipulated five conditions that would have to pertain for proselytising to occur after the disconfirmation of a prophecy: 1) there must be a conviction; 2) there must be a commitment to this conviction; 3) the conviction must be amenable to unequivocal disconfirmation 4) such unequivocal disconfirmation must occur;  5) social support must be available subsequent to the disconfirmation.

Fortunately for the team, a newspaper report of a group which seemed to fit the conditions was published in September 1954.  The prophecy was that on December 21st that year a gigantic flood would swamp a named North American city and that the members of the group would be saved by extra-terrestrials.  Members of the team quickly joined the movement as clandestine participant observers.  They found that the group did indeed meet all five conditions and, after the prophecy had failed to come true, its members embarked on a quest to recruit more members, though some adopted strategy one and left the group.  Here, observational methods were employed not so much to gather information, as in phenomenological enquiry (see chapter three), but to test the theory.  A subsequent test was undertaken a few years later by J.A. Hardyck and M. Braden.
  These writers discovered a group who seemed to meet the five conditions but did not increase their proselytising after disconfirmation of a prophecy.  They suggested, therefore, that additional conditions be added to the list to allow for the differences between the two groups which seemed to be responsible for the different patterns of behaviour following disconfirmation.  However, it may be that their group did not actually meet condition four as the group later claimed that they had taken a non-prophetic message to be the prophecy and, foolishly, acted upon it.  

The final perspective to be considered in this section is less homogenous than those discussed above.  It includes all those studies of religious phenomena which have adopted a quantitative, experimental approach or have analysed religious phenomena in terms of information already obtained by such methods.  The psychologists, psychiatrists and physiologists who have undertaken these studies form no school, are affiliated to no movement.  The studies constitute little more than a loose collection of speculations and observations awaiting the arrival of a theory which can weave them all into an intelligible pattern. That theory should not be too long in coming, however, for some of the key components are already in place.

The behaviourists, who dominated American psychology for over three decades (1930's 40's 50's and into the 60's) had little time for religion, and this goes a long way towards explaining why the psychology of religion languished during those years.  B.F. Skinner, most influential of the behaviourists  throughout that period, thought that religious behaviour was conditioned in exactly the same way as other forms of behaviour.  To appreciate the nature of this claim some idea of what behaviourists mean by the word 'conditioned' is required. 

Two types of conditioning are usually distinguished: classical conditioning and operant conditioning.  The first of these is generally associated with the work of the Russian physiologist I.P. Pavlov, who noticed, in the course of his studies of the digestive system of dogs, that animals which originally salivated at the sight of food began to salivate at the sight of the keepers who brought it, even when they did not have any food with them.  Pavlov experimented a little and found that if dogs were exposed to some stimulus, such as a bell, just before feeding the salivation response could be evoked by that instead of the food, again, even if the food did not always follow the stimulus.  The generalization from this pattern of association and behaviours is essentially what constitutes classical conditioning.  In the normal course of events stimuli from the environment tend to evoke certain kinds of reflex responses from living organisms.  Salivating in response to food or jerking in response to a loud bang would be examples.  Pavlov described such stimuli and responses as 'unconditional'.  Conditional stimuli are those which become associated with unconditional stimuli, often because of temporal proximity (i.e. bell rings then food appears), and then become able to elicit the same response (which is then known as a conditional response) that the unconditional stimulus generated.

It is clear from this that behaviour modification can be achieved by the simple exercise of pairing stimuli.  A person who is told by a social superior to bow whenever the two meet and then hit with a stick soon learns to bow at the sight of the superior.  Operant conditioning works in a similar fashion except that, in this case, the behaviour comes before the stimulus so to speak.  Desired behaviour is rewarded, undesired behaviour is punished.  Such rewards and punishments are known in behaviourist circles as reinforcers, the former being positive reinforcers the latter negative ones.  For Skinner, then, if one wants to know why people act in religious ways or hold religious beliefs simply look to the pattern of conditioning, both classical and operant, to which the person has been exposed.

In post-war Britain conditioning theory was combined with studies on physiology to produce a new perspective on religion.  After working with soldiers suffering from battle neurosis during the second world war, psychiatrist William Sargant, who had grown up in a strongly Methodist family, encountered some of Pavlov's later writings on conditioned reflexes and psychiatry.  In Battle For The Mind Sargant outlines Pavlov's explanation of how exposure to stress can have a profound effect on conditioning.  Highly stressed individuals were frequently seen to have their recently conditioned behaviour patterns eradicated in the course of such exposures.  They also became highly responsive to new sources of conditioning.  The reason for this, suggested Pavlov, was that in stressful situations the brain becomes overloaded and breaks down to protect itself.  Such breakdown, what Pavlov called 'transmarginal inhibition', exhibits degrees or stages of intensity.  In the first, emotional response is flattened: strong and weak stimuli evoke the same level of response.  In the second stage, weak stimuli evoke more intense responses than strong ones (probably because strong stimuli simply deepen the inhibition, they are too strong to respond to).  In the third stage, previously conditioned patterns of behaviour are often reversed:  a disliked food becomes liked, a liked person becomes disliked.

This third, ultra-paradoxical, stage, as Pavlov called it, exhibits many of the characteristics normally associated with hysteria and other hypnoid conditions.  In particular the individual becomes highly suggestible and new patterns of conditioned behaviour can become established.  Pavlov's dogs experienced this condition when the laboratory in which they were housed was flooded.  Many dogs died and, thereafter, the survivors tended to respond to even a trickle of water with a degree of fear more suited to a life-threatening situation.  Sargant realised that the soldiers he had treated had been transmarginally inhibited and unable to clear the traumatic experience from their minds.  The reason his abreactive therapy worked was that by getting a solider to relive the trauma again (with the help of emotion-intensifying drugs) he had recreated the fluid, suggestible state of transmarginal inhibition and this had allowed the conditioned patterns laid down during the trauma to be released.  After a period of rest his patients started to become 'their old selves' again, i.e. their older patterns of conditioning became re-established.

The connection between this material and religion came when Sargant, seemingly inadvertently, was glancing through one of John Wesley's journals.  He realized, almost in a flash, that Wesley's preaching strategy was a highly effective method for deconditioning and then reconditioning people.  The hellfire and brimstone sermons created a state of acute stress in the listeners, suggestibility increased and then an escape was offered: conversion, the point at which conditioning is reversed, 'I will show you him  that was a lion till then, and is now a lamb; him that was a drunkard, and is now exemplarily sober; the whoremonger that was, who now abhors the very 'garment spotted by the flesh'.

Like the water in the case of Pavlov's dogs, exposure to symbols, behaviours etc. associated with the original conversion experience would have the tendency to re-evoke and reinforce the change it brought about.  Wesley was, understandably, keen to ensure that his converts underwent such reinforcing experiences and so he established follow-up procedures to keep them within the fold.  Converts were divided into groups of twelve who met weekly under the guidance of a 'class leader', a person who also made weekly visits to their homes.

Sargant's recipe for successful conversion was then, to create a hypnoid state, through stress induction, emotional arousal or some other means, suggest alternative patterns of belief and behaviour and follow up the experience with regular reminders.  The decline of Methodism in modern times, according to Sargant, is largely due to the abandonment of this formula.  It has not been entirely lost to the Christian world, however.  The services of modern charismatic and evangelical groups would be immediately recognisable to Sargant, as would the activities of anti-cult deprogrammers - many of whom refer to Sargant's work as a kind of operational manual.

Already in Battle for the Mind  but in more detail in The Mind Possessed Sargant extended his analyses of religious experiences to cover phenomena such as ritual trance and spirit possession.  In so doing he recognised that exposure to stress was just one method of bringing about a state of heightened suggestibility or trance.  Many traditions promote trance experiences through rhythmic drumming and dancing and, in the case of possession, states of dissociation as well.
  Although he does not acknowledge Pièrre Janet directly it is clear that Sargant has his concept of dissociation in mind when writing about these phenomena.

More recent studies have elaborated Sargant's generalizations in a number of ways.  Stephen Gilligan, for example, has argued that a trance state (essentially a state where conscious mental processes are disconnected from their executive, monitor-evaluator roles and unconscious processes - which are less conceptual and more experiential than conscious ones - are allowed a free rein) can be cultivated by many methods.  Most prominent among these are '... rhythmic and repetitive movement (dancing, running rocking, breathing exercises, etc.); chanting (meditation, prayer, group rituals, chants at rallies or sports events, the repetitive self-talk of  depression, etc.); attentional absorption (on a mantra, the hypnotists's voice, an image, an idea, the television, etc.); and balancing of muscle tonus (via relaxation processes, massage, drugs such as alcohol or valium, rhythmic movement, etc.).'
  The fact that many of these practices are frequently employed in religious contexts will be immediately apparent to anyone familiar with the history of religions.

Clinical psychologist John Schumaker has woven this and other related material into what he calls 'a unified theory of religion, hypnosis and psychopathology'.
  He proposes that religion and all other forms of 'reality distortion' arose as a direct response to the emergence of higher cognitive capacities in human beings.  Possession of these capacities brought about two primary changes in the way human beings perceived the world.  In the first place, we developed the ability to think of our own mortality; in the second, perhaps as a result of the cognitive  transformations that led to the first, we experienced a need to perceive order in our world. As Schumaker puts it, 'At one stage [in our evolutionary history], our brains reached ... a "historical discontinuity", a developmental threshold wherein we became capable of recognizing , and being negatively affected by, disorder.'
  The way we dealt with distressing aspects of otherwise beneficial cognitive developments was to separate these higher cognitive faculties from other forms of mental processing.  This, in turn, enabled the brain to "dissociate itself from its own data."  The human brain' ... gained the ability to (a) selectively perceive its environment, (b) selectively process information, (c) selectively store memories, (d) selectively disengage from already stored memories, and (e) selectively replace dissociated data with more "user-friendly" data.  Ultimately, this empowered human beings, like no animal before us, to regulate their own reality.

This regulation of reality has mainly been undertaken, at the cultural level, by religion.  In Schumaker's view, religions are cumulative traditions of reality distortion whose purpose is to keep the spectres of mortality and chaos at bay.  They are, to use theologian John Bowker's term, 'licensed insanities.'  Psychopathology also represents an attempt at reality distortion but it is unlicensed, i.e. not culturally sanctioned, and, individual because it is far less successful than religion.

The group distortions we know as religions exhibit, in most of their manifestations, techniques for inducing a trance state (dissociation) combined with reality-distorting suggestions.  Usually the induction techniques are applied in a ritualized context which facilitates the autosuggestion of previously learned material (as in the case of meditation) or heterosuggestion from one or more leaders (as in the case of dances, sacrifices and other kinds of group activities).  Although group and individual rituals might seem dissimilar on the surface both work by utilising the dissociative capacity of the mind.  We can believe one thing with one part of our mind and something completely different with another.  For those with a talent for dissociation what Festinger called 'cognitive dissonance' will rarely prove as problematic as he assumed.

Schumaker's dissociative trance state exhibits many affinities with what Julian Jaynes calls 'bicamerality.'
  According to Jaynes, the consciousness experienced by modern human beings is a relatively recent phenomenon.  The pre-literate cultures of the ancient world such as the Greeks of the Iliad and the Indians of the Vedas were not 'conscious' in the way we are.  Jaynes' understanding of consciousness is rather different from most commonly held notions.  He distinguishes consciousness from what he calls 'reactivity' or responsiveness to environmental stimuli.  When we are conscious of something we are directly aware of it, yet there is much that we do of which we are unaware.  A pianist playing a piano is not conscious of his playing (he would probably make errors if he were), though he would probably use his conscious attention to learn a piece that he will later play fluently without being conscious of so doing.

Similarly, consciousness is not the opposite of unconsciousness in the sense of being knocked out. It does involve being aware, but in a special kind of way.  In fact, argues Jaynes, consciousness '...need not be involved in speaking, writing, listening or reading.  It does not copy down experience, as most people think ... It is not necessary for making judgements or simple thinking.  It is not the seat of reason, and indeed some of the most difficult instances of creative reasoning go on without any attending consciousness.  And it has no location except an imaginary one.'
  Rather, '...consciousness is an operation rather than a thing, a repository, or a function.  It operates by way of analogy, by way of constructing an analog space with an analog 'I' that can observe that space, and move metaphorically in it.  It operates on any reactivity, excerpts relevant aspects, narratizes and conciliates them together in a metaphorical  space where such meanings can be manipulated like things in space.  Conscious mind is a spatial analog of the world and mental acts are analogs of bodily acts.'

This consciousness, which most of us take for granted and many assume to have evolved when humans became a distinct species, first appeared, according to Jaynes, towards the end of the second millennium BCE.  Prior to that most human beings were 'bicameral'.  Decisions were made not by imagining what to do and what the likely outcomes might be but by a voice which had complete authority over an individual, the voice of a god.  The god's voice was, according to Jaynes, an auditory representation of society's values, regulations etc., probably stored in the right temporal lobe of the cerebral cortex and communicated to the speech and comprehension centres in the left temporal lobe, primarily Wernicke's Area, via the anterior commissure (a bundle of nerve fibres connecting the temporal lobes).  The experience of hearing such a voice would have been very much an experience of total and commanding authority which automatically initiated behaviour.  To hear really was to obey.

This pattern of mental functioning was a consequence of the development of language, which, Jaynes suggests, took place between about 70,000 BCE and 8,000 BCE.  Bicameral processing began to emerge towards the end of this period and dominated human experience until the emergence of consciousness.  These changes were not genetic except in the sense that the human brain exhibits a plasticity which allows its functioning to change as a result of and in response to experience - particularly experience in infancy.

As consciousness emerged so too did religion, an attempt to maintain or re-establish communication with the gods - the sources of authority and guidance.  Consciousness, with its mind space, analog 'I' and personal narrative, inhibits such communication.  Religions, therefore, employ methods for displacing consciousness, for re-establishing bicamerality.  Hypnosis, for Jaynes, is essentially a method of achieving such a displacement or dissociation.  In this he is in agreement with Schumaker.  The emphasis is somewhat different though.  For Schumaker, consciousness makes us aware of disorder from which we feel the need to escape; for Jaynes, on the other hand, it makes us aware that we have lost a sense of order which we desire to regain.

Both Jaynes' and Schumaker's accounts are rather speculative, but they connect in some interesting ways with much 'harder' research in the field of neurophysiology.  Michael Persinger, professor of psychology and head of the Neuroscience Research Group at Canada's Laurentian University, has been studying the neurophysiology of religious experiences for the last 20 years.  His most significant finding is that the occurrences of religious experiences are highly correlated with brief activations of the temporal lobes of the brain.  These patterns of activation he calls Temporal Lobe Transients (or TLTs for short).  Stimulation of the temporal lobes can produce subjective experiences of intense meaningfulness, profundity, conviction, depersonalization, forced thinking and perceptual alteration.  Often such experiences have a pronounced religious character.  So much so that Persinger uses the term 'God Experience' to indicate the general nature of experiences prompted by temporal lobe stimulation.   '... a Catholic, for instance, is more likely to see Mary, a Protestant will see Christ, an Islamic, of course, Allah.  Although more typically it's less a 'vision' exactly, more a sense of 'presence' - a presence, nevertheless, usually understood by subjects as supernatural'.
  Indeed, Persinger comments that visions are not even the second most common way of experiencing God, that honour goes to experiences of 'hearing God'.

Apart  from the kinds of electrical stimulations employed by Persinger and his colleagues (they have recently developed a helmet to do this), Temporal Lobe Transients are most usually initiated by lack of oxygen, lack of blood sugar or reductions in blood flow.  The kinds of behaviours  and experiences producing such conditions include sojourns at high altitudes, low-level (yogic) breathing, fasting, illnesses of various kinds and stresses of various kinds, e.g. loss of a loved one, anxiety about anticipated death.  There are also periods in the human life cycle when TLTs are more frequent: adolescence and old age (exactly what Starbuck and Jung would have predicted had they known about TLTs).

The involvement of the temporal lobes and the pronounced auditory component in the God Experiences studied by Persinger suggest significant links with the ideas of Jaynes.  Indeed, Persinger himself recognises the parallels.
  There are also connections between this research and that of Schumaker and Sargant in that Persinger recognises stress as a significant trigger for experiences of dissociation which allow processes generated in the right cerebral hemisphere to flood into the left, or, put another way, stress can displace conscious processing which, in turn, allows unconscious processing to become more prominent.  Of course the exact relationships between left and right brain, conscious mind and unconscious mind, and experiences of dissociation are still being debated in psychological and neurological circles.  What is clear though, is that the outlines of a powerful explanatory paradigm are gradually being sketched out, and that it will not be long before all research in the psychology of religion has to be cognizant of it.

Issues and Debates 

Given the diversity of perspectives within the psychology of religion the scope for disagreement and dispute is considerable.  Yet it would be inaccurate to claim that the field is characterized by controversy.  This is partly because interaction between advocates of various perspectives is quite limited.  Psychoanalytic studies of religion tend to rely, almost entirely, on psychoanalytic materials; socio-psychological studies on research within social psychology; transpersonal studies on transpersonal investigations and so on.  Dispute and debate occurs mostly within rather than across perspectives.  Psychoanalysts rarely critique social psychologists; social psychologists rarely critique psychoanalysts.  Put another way, the lack of cross-perspective interaction and the isolated nature of much research in the psychology of religion points to an absence of general theories in the field.  James Dittes bemoaned this fact in 1969 when he suggested that the lack of sustained development of theory was the primary reason why 'publications today are not substantially advanced over the earliest writings'.
  In 1985, Spilka, Hood and Gorsuch reiterated Dittes' concern.

Issues and debates within perspectives are certainly of interest to the student seeking an overview of the field, not least because by their resolution, by the elimination of erroneous interpretations of evidence, progress in the scientific understanding of religion can be made.  Two examples of within-perspective debates will be considered below.  At the same time, a study of the psychological dimension of religion raises general questions which call for a multi-perspective response.  This is particularly true when we want to understand the relationship between the religious dimension of life and other significant aspects of our experience of being human such as social control, personality development and mental health.  In such cases, all perspectives have a contribution to make.  Collections of essays on such themes are, at present, few and far between but, as they multiply, we can hope that some scholars will use them to go beyond the confines of their own perspective and develop general theories of religious psychology that will be able to integrate work from all perspectives or provide good reasons for regarding the contributions of some as misguided.  One of these issues:  the relationship between religion and mental health, will be considered below.

The theory of the Oedipus complex lies at the heart of Freudian psychoanalysis.  Some psychoanalytically-trained therapists and theoreticians have downplayed this element within their system but many continue to regard it as central.
  For Freud, as we have seen, any understanding of the roots of religion in the human psyche has to take account both of how the Oedipus complex emerged and was dealt with in archaic human societies and how it emerges and is dealt with in the lives of individual human beings.  Influential though it may be, there are good reasons for rejecting the Oedipal theory of the origins of religion.  This is not to claim that Freud's account of the motivations that generate religion is totally false.  His emphasis on the protective and wish-fulfilling aspects of religion in The Future of an Illusion is unlikely to be entirely misplaced.  Indeed, writers without a psychoanalytic background also emphasize this as a significant factor, but without any reference to Oedipal issues.
  The Oedipus complex may be a factor in the development of some individuals and an understanding of it may be helpful when seeking to make sense of their beliefs and behaviours, but as a primary factor underlying all forms of religion it must be rejected.

Freud's 'reconstruction' of the the origins of totemism and religious culture has been challenged by many writers, both in terms of the inappropriateness of modelling early human communities on those of gorillas and in terms of Robertson Smith's characterization of totemism.  Freud was certainly aware of criticisms of Robertson Smith when he wrote Totem and Taboo in 1913, more so in 1939 when Moses and Monotheism was published.  Yet even in the latter work he refused to acknowledge the deficiencies in Robertson Smith's account.  For many scholars Freud's unwillingness to modify his theory in the light of conflicting evidence rendered his work unscientific.

The dogmatic way in which he clung to the ideas that the Oedipus complex was transmitted down the generations by some biological mechanism and that it was a universal phenomenon reinforces the suspicion that even if Freud had started out intending to be scientific other factors soon intervened and transformed psychoanalysis from a budding science into a system of metaphysics.  With regard to the biological inheritance of the Oedipus complex, Freud states in Moses and Monotheism, that 

'The work of analysis has, however, brought something else to light which exceeds in its importance what we have so far considered.  When we study the reactions to early traumas, we are quite often surprised to find that they are not strictly limited to what the subject himself has really experienced but diverge from it in a way which fits in much better with the model of a phylogenetic event and, and in general, can only be explained by such an influence.  The behaviour of neurotic children towards their parents in the Oedipus and castration complex abounds in such reactions, which seem unjustified in the individual case and only become intelligible phylogenetically— by their connection with the experience of earlier generations.  It would be well worth while to place this material, which I am able to appeal to here, before the public in a collected form.  Its evidential value seems to me strong enough for me to venture on a further step and to posit the assertion that the archaic heritage of human beings comprises not only dispositions but also subject-matter—memory traces of the experience of earlier generations.  In this way the compass as well as the importance of the archaic heritage would be significantly extended.

On further reflection, I must admit that I have behaved for a long time as though the inheritance of memory-traces of the experience of our ancestors, independently of direct communication and of the influence of education by the setting of an example, were established beyond question.  When I spoke of the survival of a tradition among a people or of the formation of a people's character, I had mostly in mind an inherited tradition of this kind and not one transmitted by communication.  Or at least I made no distinction between the two and was not clearly aware of my audacity in neglecting to do so.  My position, no doubt, is made more difficult by the present attitude of biological science, which refuses to hear of the inheritance of acquired characters by succeeding generations.  I must, however, in all modesty confess that nevertheless I cannot do without this factor in biological evolution.  The same thing is not in question, indeed, in the two cases: in the one it is a matter of acquired characters which are hard to grasp, in the other of memory-traces of external events—something tangible, as it were.  But it may well be that at bottom we cannot imagine one without the other'.

Most scientists, both natural and social, are, however, quite prepared to do without such an inherited factor.  Indeed, they would be at a loss to discover a mechanism by which it could operate.

An early rejection of the idea that the Oedipus complex was universal came from anthropologist Bronishaw Malinowski, who found no evidence for the existence of an Oedipus complex among the Trobriand Islanders.
  Even psychoanalysts have been sceptical about the universality of this pattern.  Dr. H. Kosawa, first president of the Japanese branch of the International Psychoanalytic Association, found no evidence for it among the Japanese.  American-based psychoanalysts Eric Fromm and Karen Horney also criticized Freud for failing to recognize the cultural dimension of the Oedipus complex.  Horney argued that not only was the Oedipus complex not universal, it was not normal.  Rather, its presence is an indication that something is wrong in the family.  In The Neurotic Personality of Our Time she writes:


'...I know of no case in which it was not neurotic parents who by terror and tenderness 
forced the child  into those passionate attachments, with all the implications of  possessiveness and jealousy described by Freud'.

Freud's granddaughter recently arrived at a similar conclusion.

In short, the issue now facing psychoanalysts is not whether the Oedipus complex is universal, but whether it is part of any non-neurotic person's experience of childhood and whether, therefore, it can be regarded as an influence on their religious outlook and attitudes.  Why then did Freud make the seemingly preposterous claim that all religion is rooted in the Oedipus complex, explicitly denying the possibility that any other factor such as an 'oceanic feeling' could give rise to the phenomena of religion?

In a controversial study, The Assault on Truth, Jeffrey Masson has argued that Freud's theories of infantile sexuality and the Oedipus complex are the consequences of his failure of nerve.  They are Freud's creative responses to rejection and represent a betrayal of his patients and, as Masson puts it, 'an assault on truth'.
  As mentioned above, Freud initially took the neurotic symptoms exhibited by his patients to have been caused by sexual abuses in childhood.  Only when he had been rejected by the Viennese medical establishment and polite society did he 'discover' infantile sexuality and the Oedipus complex and present them as phases in the development of all people.  If Masson's arguments are accepted, these two characteristics of childhood are imaginative constructions of Freud's own mind, designed to act as a substitute explanation for conditions the actual course of which his society refused to even contemplate.

Whatever the modern consensus, however much it has been criticized, the Oedipus theory was more acceptable to Freud's society than was his seduction theory and he was faced with the choice of ostracism or changing his views.  He took, according to Masson, the path of least resistance.  Despite this, the rejection of his early work was, in all likelihood, a traumatic experience for Freud and it seems quite feasible, employing psychoanalytic concepts, to think in terms of him repressing his earlier understanding of neurosis-causation in order to develop his new theories.

When viewed in this way, Freud's phylogenetic explanation for the origins of the Oedipus complex and religion can be seen to exhibit what, in psychoanalytic parlance, is called 'the return of the repressed'.  As far as I am aware, the account of the primal horde represents Freud's only attempt to trace the Oedipus complex back to actual events.  It parallels the tracing of neuroses back to actual events in childhood and it is interesting to note the tenacity with which he held on to it.  It is not impossible, therefore, that his commitment to the phylogenetic theory was an unconscious re-affirmation of his earlier view that the origins of neurosis lie in actual rather than fantasy events.  The Oedipus theory was also a product of Freud's self-analysis
 and hence a possible example of what Masson calls our tendency to universalize our own neuroses by turning them into philosophical theories.

These are just speculations, but they do offer some kind of explanation for the fact that Freud, a dedicated follower of science who proudly proclaimed that his own illusions were not, unlike religious ones, incapable of correction,
 was extremely reluctant to sacrifice this contentious theory about the origins of neurosis and religion.  It must have been difficult if not impossible for him, having rejected seduction and elaborated the theories of infantile sexuality and Oedipal neuroses , to return to an explanation rooted in actual events.  The phylogenetic explanation pushes the neurosis-causing events back into a pre-historical era, thereby freeing his patients' parents and relatives from implication in the trauma, whilst preserving the actuality of the first cause.  This explanation can, then, be regarded as Freud's personal myth, his psyche's method of dealing with the deception he practised on himself.  If so, the likelihood of religion being a product of Oedipal conflicts is extremely slight.  

This does not mean, however, that no religious systems are rooted in Oedipal conflicts.  The Oedipus complex is an identifiable neurosis and insofar as religious systems display Oedipal characteristics they can be regarded as attempts to play out neurotic issues on a world or cosmic stage.  Towards the beginning of The Future of an Illusion Freud states that the religion and culture to which his comments are particularly directed is 'present-day white Christian civilization'.
  It may well be the case then, that even if Freud had renounced the universality of Oedipal neuroses and accepted them as consequences of a disturbed childhood he would still want to maintain that the characteristics of Christianity are those one would expect to find in a tradition derived from the philosophical elevation of this particular neurotic outlook.  Other religions would then, presumably, be thought to derive from other kinds of neuroses, a view presented by Masson in The Oceanic Feeling.  If this were the case, the distinctive nature of any religion would be determined by reference to the particular neurosis from which it originated.  The methods by which people could escape from the limitations imposed by their religions would then be as varied as the treatments for different neuroses.

It was noted in the 'characteristics' section above that Allport's distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic forms of religion has been so widely employed that is has acquired a status it does not deserve.  Indeed, it will be argued here that this distinction has generated more heat than light, more confusion than clarity.  Nowhere is this confusion better illustrated than in Meadow and Kahoe's 'model of personal religiousness'.  The basis of this model, which attempts to synthesize the work of Batson, Broen, Brown and Spilka with various formulations of the intrinsic - extrinsic (I-E) concept, is that everyone's religious life begins in the extrinsic mode.  Then, as religiosity matures, it passes through the observation and intrinsic stages, climbing finally to the autonomous stage (see figure 2).
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There is a certain aesthetic appeal to this model  but little else.  For example, in terms of the intrinsic-extrinsic distinction it ignores Allport's categories of 'indiscriminately pro-religious' and  'indiscriminately anti-religious'.  More generally, it conflates the categories of a number of other scholars without subjecting the contributory scales to factor analysis in order to determine whether they do, in fact, all measure the same things.  This kind of model is, to say the least, premature.  The research just does not support it.  Some scholars have gone even further and suggested that the I-E concept and the data emerging from work based on it is theoretically impoverished and has contributed little to the psychological understanding of religion.

L.B. Brown and J.E. Dittes have both argued that the I and E orientations are more like pervasive personality characteristics than religious orientations, and this would certainly fit with the obvious conclusions to be drawn from Allport's original essay.
  In 1971 Richard Hunt and Morton King reviewed all the major works on the I-E concept and concluded, among other things, that although the results preclude employing I and E as poles of a single axis, separating them and forming two independent scales (the orthogonal variation) did not produce two clearly independent factors.  At that time, no versions of the I scale produced one consistent I factor.  On the E scale, the only consistent factor emerged from six items on Feagin's extrinsic scale.  Hunt and King called it 'the instrumental/selfish combination'.

One of Hunt and Kings's principal conclusions was that the only factorially acceptable definition of extrinsic religiosity derives from Feagin's six items and that '...I as a single religious dimension should be abandoned, as a label and as an idea'.
  In addition, they, like Brown and Dittes, reckoned that the I-E material points to pervasive personality variables rather than some kind of irreducible religious dimension of life.  Their recommendation was that psychologists  of religion should abandon the attempt to identify irreducible religious factors and focus their attention on the common centre of socio-psychological study, namely the effects people have on each other's beliefs and behaviour.  Their call has, however, gone unheeded in many quarters.

In 1990, L.A. Kirkpatrick and R.W. Hood jr. published an article on essentially the same lines as that of Hunt and King.
  They pointed out the invalidity of the I and E scales and the conceptual confusion surrounding them, and encouraged psychologists of religion '...to move beyond a simplistic I-E framework to more theoretically and psychometrically sophisticated approaches'.  This further call to abandon I-E research is likely to fall on the same deaf ears as Hunt and King's recommendation some 20 years earlier.  What may happen, however, is that the more able psychologists of religion will heed the call and leave this work to their less able colleagues.  Eventually, involvement in I-E research may well become a banner identifying second-rate psychologists of religion.

At various points in the preceding outline of the psychology of religion the relation between psychological abnormality and religion has been touched upon.  Freud thought that religion was fundamentally pathological , 'a universal obsessional neurosis'.  Jung regarded it as essential for well being, either because it provided a framework for making sense of the encounter with the collective unconscious or because it kept that encounter at bay whilst, at the same time, providing people with a symbolic  alternative to actual experience.  For Maslow, the more  mystical types of religious experiences were commonly experienced by the healthiest people in society, the self-actualizers.  Yet socio-psychological evidence consistently points to strong links between religious affiliation and a range of personality traits which seem (to most people raised in liberal democracies) indicative of poor mental health: dogmatism, authoritarianism, prejudice, racism, etc.. What are we to make of this?

The first thing to note is that these very different valuations of religion in relation to mental health run right through the literature.  Many studies identify a strong link between being religious and being mentally healthy; just as many identify a strong link between being religious and being mentally unhealthy.  Other studies identify no strong links between being religious and mental health/mental illness.  The second thing to note is that the researchers who conducted these studies employed different definitions of 'being religious ' and different definitions of mental health and illness.  Finally, as more than one reviewer of these studies has noted, many of them are both methodologically and conceptually deficient.  The same can be said of the works of the reviewers as well.  These tend to be either predominantly descriptive (which does little to alleviate the student's confusion) or over-reliant on dubious categories in the construction of their typologies.  

The tendency to present an overly-descriptive and insufficiently analytical, explanatory account of the relationship between religiosity and mental health can be found in even the better works on the psychology of religion such as Spilka  et. al.'s 'The Psychology of Religion : an empirical approach.  Even John Schumaker, who has developed his own cogently-argued theory of the relationship between religion and mental health, baulks at attempting to render the field coherent in his review of reviews, opting instead to simply summarize their approaches and conclusions.
  When reviewers try to make sense of the studies they survey they invariably note, as was mentioned above, the great variation in definitions of religion and mental health.  Some writers attempt to render the variety manageable by placing the definitions into various categories.  The value of such procedures, however, depends in large measure on the validity of the categories.

In one of the most useful reviews of this material Batson and Ventis distinguish seven different conceptions of mental health and three different ways of being religious.
  The seven conceptions are: 1) absence of mental illness; 2) appropriate social behaviour; 3) freedom from worry and guilt; 4) personal competence and control; 5) self-acceptance/self-actualization; 6) personality unification and organization, and 7) open-mindedness and flexibility. These categories are headings which group together the various conceptions of mental health Batson and Ventis found in the literature and thus, despite Schumaker's warnings about the dangers of collapsing 'a large number of mental health variables into a limited group of definitional categories', they offer a reasonable first attempt at rendering the results of diverse studies on religion and mental health intelligible.

Batson and Ventis' categorization suggests that when mental health is defined in the first way it is positively correlated with being religious except for clergy and nuns (especially the cloistered), who display a negative correlation.  Commentators on these latter findings tend to suggest that they derive from the tendency of people with a propensity towards mental disorder to seek a religious vocation.  If this is true it points to serious deficiencies in the screening procedures for such occupations.  Since the studies are all correlational, however, it would be rash of any psychologists to commit themselves to any causal account in advance of appropriate data becoming available.    When mental health is defined in terms of 4), 5) and 7) the correlation with religion is negative, religious people do not display high mental health. Definitions 2), 3) and 6) indicate no unambiguous relationships between religion and mental health.  What these authors do not attempt, however, is an evaluation of the different concepts of mental health, probably because, at the present state of our knowledge, convincing arguments to support the elevation of one or more over the others are unavailable.  Some ranking of the relative significance of these factors is, nevertheless, a pre-requisite for any definitive judgement about the relationship between religion and mental health.

Another significant issue is the meaning attached to the idea of being religious.  Does it mean simply a belief in god or some supernatural realm, as some investigators have assumed, or is it more a matter of affiliation with a religious group, or, perhaps, of having had a certain kind of experience?  In attempting to address this very thorny issue Batson and Ventis fell back on the Intrinsic - Extrinsic distinction, supplementing it with Batson's 'religion as quest' orientation.  They found, by means of this procedure, that the extrinsic orientation was negatively correlated with numbers 2), 3), 4) and 7), and not correlated in any unambiguous fashion with the other definitions.  The intrinsic orientation was positively correlated with 3) and 4) but correlations with other definitions were ambiguous.  With qualifications, they suggest that the quest orientation is positively correlated with definitions 4), 5) and 7).  Correlations with other definitions were ambiguous.

In short, even if these three orientations are accepted as valid differences between religious people the pattern of their relationships with mental health is far from clear.  If the validity of the scales on which the division is based is brought into question, as the review of the I and E concepts presented above suggests is appropriate, then, unless some other basis for dividing religious people into types is forthcoming, we are back to an undifferentiated religious factor. If this is the case, then Batson and Ventis' analysis indicates that being religious can shield people from the most obvious forms of mental disturbance, perhaps because involvement with a religious organization or group often provides a strong sense of community and identity as well as offering a framework of explicit behavioural boundaries.  On the other hand, indicators of what our culture tends to regard as optimum mental health: personal competence and control; self-acceptance; open-mindedness and flexibility do not appear to be common among the religious.

Yet this claim is, itself, an over-simplication.  The Timberlawn  research on healthy families, as reported by Robin Skynner, found that,


'...the most healthy families of all gain great emotional support from some kind of transcendent value system...  Many of these families were committed members of a church, or held to one of the traditional religious beliefs.  But it didn't have to be that. Sometimes the 'transcendent' values were not so much religious as connected with some broader humanitarian cause.  What seemed to matter was that their greatest source of value came from something much bigger than themselves, beyond even their family, something which provided a feeling of meaning and purpose which could survive loss and change of all kinds.  Including the death of loved ones - even of a spouse, or a child or the thought of their own eventual extinction'.

One implication of this research is that rather than treating religion as a primary factor with significant subdivisions we might make more progess if we treat it as just one way in which a transcendent value system might manifest.  Research would then focus on whether or not people had a transcendental value system and then on the values promoted by the various systems.  People whose systems promoted values generally associated with mental health could then be compared with others whose systems promoted other values, self-denegration, closed-mindedness and inflexibility for example.

Some support for approaching the relationship between religion and mental health in this way comes from the recent work of John Schumaker.  He points out, first of all, that at least one of the criteria frequently associated with mental health : an accurate perception/conception of reality, is actually more prominent among depressives than the psychologically healthy.  The latter, contrary to the assumptions of many writers on mental health, display a positive talent for self-deception, particularly in terms of flattering perceptions of the self, illusions about the extent of their control over their lives and an unrealistic optimism about the future.  This does not mean that such people do not perceive reality accurately, they do, but such perceptions are less salient for them than for depressives.  That is, the healthiest people seem to be able to operate accurate and illusory conceptions of the world in parallel.

The reason why this ability helps to promote mental health is, according to Schumaker, that the generally accurate perception of reality made available to us by our developed cognitive faculties can be debilitating.  Human beings require, therefore, something to counterbalance the sense of powerlessness, meaninglessness and ultimate futility that an accurate understanding of our existence can generate.  This something, suggests Schumaker, is our capacity for reality distortion.  Religion is the traditional method employed by cultures to distort reality in a beneficial way, by the promotion of meanings and values for example.  It succeeds in this because of the brain's capacity for dissociation, the capacity to run different mental programs in parallel.

Reality distortion is not, however, always beneficial.  Psychopathology is not debilitating just because it derives from individual rather than cultural distortions of reality.  The content or character of the distortions is also significant.  Individuals and cultures can create negative illusions as easily as they can create positive ones.  Schumaker acknowledges this but concludes that, on balance, 'religion in general tends to be advantageous to psychological health'.
  We might substitute 'having a transcendent value system' for religion here and accept his judgement, not least because we can recognize that such a value system provides what so many writers have identified as a crucial component of psychological health : a sense that there is a meaning to life.  If this is the case, a major task facing psychologists of religion in the future will be that of identifying the transcendent value systems that are most effective at promoting psychological health.  As one well-known religious figure has said, 'By their fruits shall ye know them'.
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