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GLENN BARENTHIN:
Solving the Evolutionary Puzzle 
of Human Cooperation
London: Bloomsbury, 2020, 232 p.

Glenn Barenthins’ book was published in
a Bloomsbury series Scientific Studies of Reli-
gion: Inquiry and Explanation, which mostly
included titles authored by researchers from
the so-called Cognitive Science of Religion
(CSR). Glenn Barenthin is neither a scholar of
religion nor is his book primarily focused on
religion. He is a professor of Justice Studies at
the University of Guelph-Humber, Canada, and
the objective of his book is human cooperation
in general. The link to CSR comes from the fact
that his argumentation stems from a critique of
a theory of religion which tries to explain large
scale cooperation in human societies.

Human cooperation is a scientific puzzle
that attracts the attention of researchers from
disciplines ranging from biology and psycho -
logy to economy, social anthropology, and
 religious studies. Cooperation interests us be-
cause defectors should evolutionarily out-com-
pete cooperators, and cooperation should cease
(the free-rider problem). Cooperation is a stable
strategy as far as it happens among close kin (or
potential mates) or if it is tied to direct recipro -
city, but these cases do not explain the extensive
forms of human cooperation. Several mecha-
nisms have been identified which can facilitate
stable cooperation beyond kin and without di-
rect reciprocity (indirect reciprocity or altruistic
punishment) (Henrich, J., Boyd, R., Bowles, S.,
Camerer, C., Fehr, E., Gintis, 2004; Henrich &
Henrich, 2007; Bowles & Gintis, 2011; Ens-
minger, Henrich, 2014). However, most of them
work primarily in small-scale, hunter-gatherer
like societies.

So how can human beings work together to
such an extent as to build and maintain large-
scale states and civilizations? One proposed
 explanation tries to find the answer in religion.
In the last 10 – 15 years, an increasing number
of researchers in the so-called Cognitive
 Science of Religion started to challenge the
standard cognitive model of religion, according
to which religion is a by-product of cognitive
capacities evolved for different functions, ar-
guing that religions have an adaptive function
as it enhances cooperation beyond kin and in-
group members. One branch of this movement
proposes a theory which links beliefs in
 Moralizing or Big Gods and human coopera-
tion. These researchers argue that belief in
a watching and punishing moralizing god
makes people more willing to cooperate with
strangers. Religions based on beliefs in these
Big Gods are interpreted as prosocial in the way
they demand hard to fake loyalty displays, and
therefore facilitate cooperation within large
groups of strangers. Belief in watching and
puni shing Gods should reduce moral transgres-
sion and hence lead to more cohesive groups,
which enables them to scale up.

Glen Barenthin builds his theory of cooper-
ation on criticism of, as he calls them, the Big
God Proponents (BGP). Most notably, but not
exclusively he refers to the work of Ara Nore -
zayan and Dominik Johnson, summarized in
their relatively recent books (Norenzayan, 2013;
Johnson, 2016), which gained large popularity.
In the plethora of objections against the Mo -
ralizing Gods Theory, Barenthin makes three
crucial ones. First, the BGP base their theory
on so-called cultural group selection claiming
that more cooperative groups out-compete less
cooperative groups. Therefore prosocial reli-
gious groups with moralizing Gods were
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favoured, and this is why most human societies
today are either based on or are the cultural
  descendants of these highly successful prosocial
religions. Cultural group selection is however,
rather problematic and more a hypothesis than
a proven fact on which to build a theory. Second,
the BGP have based a significant portion of
their claims on experimental priming studies.
Barenthin argues that the priming technique
has many methodological flaws, and results of
these studies bring little support for the theory,
while other priming studies bring counter-
 evidence. In a short overview of priming stud-
ies, Barenthin shows that the evidence is rather
ambiguous.

The third objection, and I think the most
important, relates to the BGP claim that beliefs
in moralizing and punishing gods cause soci-
eties to scale up, and were the cause for a shift
from small-scale hunter-gatherer societies to
more complex societies based on the coopera-
tion of strangers. Barenthin argues that BGP
are blind to historical evidence while they fail
to distinguish between cooperation and coer-
cion. In most of human history, after the shift
from hunter-gatherer to more complex so -

cieties, humans lived in societies organized and
governed by coercive elite groups that mono -
polized violence (“natural states”). This is a cru-
cial remark because it dissolves the exclusive
and straightforward connection between
 cooperation and society’s size which can be
scaled-up by coercion.

Glenn Barenthin builds his argument on
knowledge from anthropology, cognitive scien -
ces, psychology, and game theory, which is, in
most cases, well known in the cooperation
 literature. However, enriched with historical
 evidence he uses it in a new and fresh way and
puts forth his theory of cooperation, which
hinges on two different types of cooperation.
(1) Thin cooperation, which describes a type of
cooperation that rises from our cognitive and
emotional equipment, and which is an evolu-
tionary adaptation to our lives in small scale
hunter-gatherer societies. It is based on our in-
tuitive motivations to cooperate first with kin
and then with in-group members and in specific
con ditions with strangers. (2) Thick cooperation,
which describes open cooperation with strangers,
on the contrary, based on reasoning, argumen-
tation, and reflective thinking and is linked to
the ideas of individual autonomy and human
rights. According to Barenthin this type of co-
operation did not emerge and had not become
a society shaping force until the last few cen-
turies. Contrary to BGP’s Barenthin claims that
big and complex societies do not require a form
of cooperation which is based on willingness to
extensive cooperation with strangers. Intuitive
Thin cooperation leads to both small scale ega -
litarian societies, but also large scale internally
hierarchized “natural states”. Barenthin’s theory
addresses the same issues of cooperation, as the
Big Gods Theory and tries to explain the very
existence of large-scale societies, but without
the need for beliefs in moralizing gods as a mo-
tivator for prosocial behaviour. 

I am pretty sure that this book will start in-
tense discussion with adaptionists in CSR and
I am a bit disappointed that Glenn Barenthin
confronts his ideas only with BGP, but another
adaptionist branch of the CSR, which focuses
on the prosocial and cooperation enhancing
functions of collective rituals, was not even
touched in this book. Despite that, this book is
a much-needed and robust contribution to the
debate about the origins of human cooperation.
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JURAJ FRANEK:
Naturalismus a protekcionismus 
ve studiu náboženství
[Naturalism and Protectionism 
in the Study of Religions]
Brno: Filosofická fakulta, Masarykova 
univerzita, 2017, 320 p.1

Juraj Franek wrote an inspiring, if somewhat
provocative (which is by no means a downgra -
ding quality!) book that deserves attention from
scholars with a sincere interest in the science
of religion – its history, philosophical under-
pinnings, and the resulting theoretical, metho -

dological, and personal consequences. More
specifically, the book looks at two “incompa -
tible” approaches, namely protectionism and
naturalism, in religious research and analyses
their historical context and implications for the
broader academic study of religion. In doing
so, it engages in a necessary discussion re -
garding the intersection of ideological motiva-
tions and research agendas.

Quite pleasingly, the author opens with a dis-
cussion of Raphael’s Transfiguration, where he
brings forward one particular interpretation
that sees the painting as capturing the irrecon-
cilable opposition of reason and faith, or the
submission of the human to the divine. As he
shows throughout the book, this is one of pro-
tectionism’s central tenets – defending the faith
against reason and science. Naturalism, as the
main “adversary” to this paradigm, tries instead
to explain, as opposed to just describing, or un-
derstanding, religion. To this end, it reduces re-
ligion to analysable (psychological, social) ele-
ments that are themselves not religious per se
– a truly desecrating exercise for some protec-
tionists!

Both traditions have deep historical roots –
in Greek philosophy (naturalism) and early
Christian philosophy (protectionism), respec-
tively. As the author rightfully points out, far
too often are these ancient sources left out from
accounts of religious studies’ history, which
tend to commence with the early modern era.
On the other hand, Franek could have devoted
himself some extra space to draw explicit par-
allels between the past and the novel ideas, both
of which he discusses at length. To be more spe-
cific, a lot of the classic authors in the anthro-
pology of religion that he presents (Malinowski,
Durkheim, Freud, Tylor2) worked on ideas re-
sembling those of the ancient philosophers
(Xenophanes, Demokritos, Prodikos) intro-
duced earlier on. The book would have bene-
fited from a more explicit cross-referencing
 between both groups. Also, Franek could have
exemplified the stated continuity in some cur-
rent Cognitive science of religion (CSR) scho -
larship in a nutshell: – e.g., the Sisyphean frag-

1 This book review is based on the Czech version of the book published by the Faculty of Arts at Masaryk
University; the English version under the title Naturalism and Protectionism in the Study of Religions will
be available soon at Bloomsbury.

2 Although some of these authors were not anthropologists per se, they are usually included in the
 Anthropology of religion courses as they work is considered foundational in the field.
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ment (SEXTUS EMPIRICUS, Adversus ma -
thematicos 9.54 = DK 88 B 25) sounds a lot like
Norenzayan’s Big Gods’ hypothesis (Noren -
zayan, 2013). This fragment shows how antique
the original idea is and could have been in -
cluded in support of the book’s central argu-
ment in the later CSR section.

Nevertheless, Franek’s notable contribution
lies in his coming up with a distinguishing cri-
terion between the naturalistic and the protec-
tionist paradigm, related to what he calls epis-
temic justification. Whereas the former uses
per rem justification, meaning that the truth-
fulness value of the proposition lies in the
proposition’s very quality as being true, which
is bound by the factual state of the world, the
latter uses per hominem argumentation, where
the truthfulness derives from the authority or
quality of the messenger. Franek’s revealing
analysis shows some more or less persuasive
techniques used by protectionists to make their
case. These were miracles, moral superiority,
or prophecies in early Christianity, or their
methodological substitutes developed later on
in the phenomenological tradition and the sui
generis approach to religion as a subject of study.

The author concludes that the protectionist
 paradigm is thus a priori non-scientific, as it
compromises scientific truths for “higher”
 religious truths, which ought to be revealed,
mediated, and even defended.

In a way, Franek’s analysis represents a dif-
ferent take on the broader debate concerning
the positivism – postmodernism divide in
 academia, this time through the perspective of
epistemic justification in the area of religious
studies. He diachronically presents relevant
scholarship and assigns it to either camp ac-
cording to said epistemic criterion. The reader
can learn that after the early evolutionism and
functionalism and before the recent establish-
ment of the CSR, protectionism dominated for
the better part of the 20th century in religious
studies (especially in the form of phenomenol-
ogy). Franek illustrates a somewhat similar de-
velopment in post-WWII anthropology in what
he calls the standard model of social sciences
which views culture as a sui generis phenome-
non that is not reducible to a lower level of ex-
planation. However, he omits one crucial dif-
ference between the situation in religious
studies and anthropology. Whereas protec -
tionism was used in the former case to defend
and celebrate the scholars’ own cultural (reli-
gious) beliefs, anthropologists have often ap-
plied the sui generis approach to preserve and
idealize native cultures and cultural diversity
(Mead, 1928; Sahlins, 1968).

Another crucial issue debated in the book is
the definition of religion. Franek is correct in
pointing out that such an endeavour has broad
political and legal ramifications. Human rights
(including cultural group rights), taxation of
churches, or the constitutional right to the free-
dom of belief are all dependent on the demar-
cation of the subject of religion. The author
quite scathingly proposes that it is fair and
square to do “science for science”, and have our
academic disagreements, but whom if not reli-
gious scholars should moderate the (legal, po-
litical, public) debate on the subject and confine
it? A strong point, even though a quick refer-
ence could have been made to the body of
 literature dealing with this problem (e.g., Mah-
mood, 2016; Patel, 2012; Seligman, Weller,
2012; Shah, Friedman, 2017).

The naturalistic paradigm of the CSR seems
to have dealt with the definitional issue fairly
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satisfyingly, even if not utterly, Franek admits.
The cognitivists have resurrected Tylor’s min-
imal definition of religion as the belief in su-
pernatural beings; however, they operational-
ized it to make it suitable for scientific and
experimental research – hence the use of the
concept of minimally counterintuitive agents
instead (MCI). Franek believes that in combi-
nation with scientific rigor, this terminological
shift can defend CSR from potential ideological
and political influences. Frankly, it is a bit sur-
prising that he does not address the elephant
in the room at this point, which is research
funding. It is a “public secret” so to speak that
some big grant agencies have their agendas,
which they are pushing through the funding of
projects fitting these agendas (CSR included).
In consequence, an imbalance in the field
emerges where some lines of inquiry are de -
veloped at the cost of other potential research
directions or topics. Hence, CSR is far from im-
mune from the said influences, contrary to what
the author would like us to believe.

Another issue with the minimal definition
of religion is what Franek previously hinted at
but did not address more extensively, which is
the lack of consensus about the definitional cri-
teria within CSR. First, the MCI concept is itself
insufficient in explaining why a particular belief
would count as a religious belief – this has been
formulated as the Santa Claus problem (Barrett,
2008)3. Second, a growing body of research
within and outside of CSR is showing how vital
the contextual and external factors are in
spreading cultural representations, exposing
the limits of a purely cognitive account – exam-
ples would be CREDs theory developed by cul-
tural evolutionists (Henrich, 2009), or Costly
signalling theory developed by behavioural
ecologists (Sosis, 2000; 2003; 2006; Sosis, Bul-
bulia, 2011). Third, some scholars in CSR are
asserting a more holistic view of religion as an
adaptive complex, applying system theory to
capture the connections of its constituent parts.
The adaptationists would undoubtedly count
as naturalists, yet their method goes beyond
pure reductionism (Lang, Kundt, in print; Sosis,
2017, 2019a, 2019b).

Last, but not least, Franek reminds us that

there is a causal connection between scholars’
own (un)beliefs and their “affiliation” with
 either protectionism or naturalism. At the same
time, he very critically inspects the “declaration
of neutrality” on the part of the CSR scholars,
who are trying to avoid commenting on reli-
gious truths, performing what he calls a “deistic
charade”. Franek indicates that ultimately, faith
is incompatible with the scientific approach as
it goes against the principle of Ockham’s razor
– if there is a naturalistic explanation of the
world which respects the laws of physics, then
there is no place for an additional metaphysical
alternative. Whether you agree or not, this book
is the right place for starting the dialogue.
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EIVIND FALK:
Traditional Medicine. 
Sharing Experience from the Field.
Living Heritage Series
Seohak Ro, Wansan Gu, Jeonju: ICHCAP,
#HeritageAlive, 2017, 172 p.

The book Traditional Medicine. Sharing Expe-
rience from the Field addresses an important
 issue resonating in public as well as in academic
discourse – the value of traditional healing
practices that are not part of biomedicine and
are endangered by cultural, societal and envi-
ronmental changes. The publication was issued
in 2017 by the UNESCO organisation Intan -
gible Cultural Heritage and Civil Society
(ICHCAP) and the journal #HeritageAlive.
Both ICHCAP’s and #HeritageAlive’s publica-
tions aim to raise public awareness about the
importance of safeguarding intangible cultural
heritage (hereinafter referred to as ICH), in the
spirit of the 2003 UNESCO Convention. The
book was launched at the 12th Session of the
 Intergovernmental Committee for the Safe-
guarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage
and since then enjoyed great success as a valu-
able contribution to publishing information
about cultural traditions.
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The book presents a collection of texts on
concrete healing practices as well as reflexions
on the understanding of ICH. Some authors are
practitioners of traditional medicine, while
 others are ethnographers who conducted re-
search in selected communities. Individual
chapters interpret ethnographic data and many
authors use anthropological concepts. Thus,
this publication illustrates how ethnographic
research can be applied in cultural policy. All
authors address a relationship between bio -
medicine and traditional medicine which is
considered as one of the main factors influenc-
ing the change of traditional knowledge. In my
review, I will focus on this aspect of safeguard-
ing traditional healing practices and will link
it to anthropological works. 

While UNESCO documents speak about
“healing practices” and “healing knowledge”,
the editors of the book prefer the term “tradi-
tional medicine”. The reason is that this notion
can serve as a general category which includes
not only the practices themselves, but also as-
sociated rituals, material objects, and experi-
ence of practitioners; it also embraces tradi -
tional crafts, social relations and oral traditions.
Thus, the book places healing in a broader cul-
tural and social context and aims to give readers
“a taste of the rich diversity that can be found
in traditional medicine practices” (Falk, 2017:
3). The introductory chapter on the concept of
ICH starts with a statement that perceptions of
physical and psychological wellbeing differ sub-
stantially across and within societies and that
cultural practices designed for well-being pur-
poses are embodied in cultural systems of value
(Napier, Ancarno, Butler, Calabrese, Chater,
Chatterjee, 2014, as quoted in Scounti, 2017:
10). Overall, the book accentuates the role of
community in traditional medicine. The main
ideas of the book therefore correspond to two
theoretical notions of medical anthropology:
(1) medical or ethno-medical system, usually
understood as a community’s ideas and prac-
tices related to illness and health, which exist
in particular cultural settings; and (2) the con-
cept of medical pluralism – the existence of dif-
ferent medical systems within one society (Pool,
Wenzel, 2005: 39–40).

The book also addresses the complementary
character of non-biomedical healing and there-
fore refers to the concept of complementary and

alternative medicine (CAM) – health-related
practices that do not fit within the dominant
biomedical model of health care, do not con-
form to its standards and are not commonly
available within the official health system (Har-
ris, Rees, 2000; Furnham, Vincent, 2000). The
aim of the book is not to make conclusions about
the validity of traditional medicine from a bio-
medical point of view. The authors presume that
traditional medicine should coexist with mod-
ern medicine and complement it, and this idea
is stated already in the foreword: “Traditional
medicine plays an important role as a means of
treatment for people outside the reach of mod-
ern medicine. It also gives new hope to those
suffering from diseases that modern medicine
cannot yet cure” (Huh, 2017). This argument
parallels the idea of the integrative medicine
which results from the incorporation of con-
cepts, values, and practices from alternative,
complementary, and conventional medicines
(Barrett, Marchand, Scheder, Plane, 2003).

However, the integration of traditional me -
dicine and biomedicine remains difficult, if we
consider traditional medicine as a general
 category and do not pay attention to the com-
patibility of particular cultural practices and
the normative scope of scientific discourse.
While such “nature-related” healing as herbal
medicine can be a part of pharmaceutics, super -
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natural beliefs and magic rituals are not that
unproblematic from the biomedical perspec-
tive. The book emphasizes the holistic nature
of traditional medicine; and its “natural” com-
ponents (such as herbs, the most frequent
theme of the Traditional Medicine) are placed
in a broader cultural context, including links to
religious or, in general, supernatural beliefs. Yet
an uneasy relationship between biomedicine
and traditional healing practices follows pre-
cisely from the fact that the latter are based on
different premises and typically include super-
natural concepts. This contradiction has been
frequently addressed by anthropologists.

During an earlier period, anthropologists’
interpretations were firmly rooted in western
science; “primitive” beliefs related to health and
illness were linked to magic and religion, con-
sidered as earlier stages of the development of
human thought. Later, in British functionalism,
ethno-medicine became part of a broader per-
spective where traditional practices were
viewed as contributing to social stability and
well-being. In the most important functionalist
works on this matter William H. R. Rivers
(1924) and Edward Evans-Pritchard (1937) ar-
gued that indigenous medicines, which might
seem irrational to Westerners, were rational
when placed in the wider context of local beliefs
and culture. In American anthropology similar
ideas, although supported by different theo -
 retical arguments, could be found in the works
of Franz Boas and subsequently in psycho -
logical anthropology paying attention mainly
to psychological disorders (see, for instance,
Boas, 1940; Benedict, 1934; Devereux, 1980).
Overall, anthropological research demonstrat-
ed that the “primitive” medicine was part of
complex cultural systems of knowledge – al-
though the primacy of western (scientific) me -
dicine over traditional healing practices was
not doubted. 

The assumption about the superiority of
 science over spirituality as well as the western
attitude towards traditional knowledge have
changed with the end of colonial empires and
the rise of national liberation movements in the
third world, when modern science based on the
Enlightenment values started to be linked to
colonialism and oppression (Herman, 1997:
364–365). In anthropology, the positive shift
toward traditional healing was reflected in

many works, starting with Lévi-Strauss’ land-
mark articles “Sorcerer and his magic” (1949)
and “Effectiveness of Symbols” (1949) (Lévi-
Strauss, 1963). This trend was reinforced by an
influential perspective of cultural relativism the
main ideas of which were formulated by Boas
already at the end of the 19th century (Boas,
1887). The relativistic position meant that one
should not evaluate, but only try to understand
traditional medicine, which should only be
analysed as a system of thought in a specific so-
cial context, unlike the universalistic field of
biomedicine, based on scientific assessment
(Kleinman, 1981; Good, 1994).

Medical anthropology as a specific field of
research emerged in the post-war period on the
basis of classical anthropological works, but
also under the influence of the international
public health movement. Thus, it makes use of
a number of theoretical perspectives, some of
them belonging to natural sciences and others
more on the side of relativistic approach (Pool,
Wenzel, 2005: 38). In anthropological descrip-
tions of heterogeneous healing practices there
was always a distinction between biomedicine
and traditional medicine. Most of them are
based on taxonomy and typology: they place
practitioners into categories and make dualistic
classifications, such as medicine versus ethno-
medicine, naturalistic versus personalistic etc.
A more dynamic approach “takes into account
the balance of power paralleling the complex
hierarchies of legitimacy with its changing
 definitions reflecting the strategic practices of
legitimation” (Fassin, Fassin, 1988: 353; see also
MacCormack, 1981; Lindquist, 2006). As Di-
dier Fassin and Eric Fassin point out, the state
provides a jurisdiction dividing healing prac-
tices into authorized and unauthorized. The
 official system relies on the same corpus of
knowledge, while unofficial practices are not
institutionalized and therefore are rather di-
verse. The study of medical systems in terms of
legitimacy helps to identify “the language of
 society itself: although categorization may mix
together practices of different natures, it is an
accurate description or reflection of social
forces, as they all belong to the same social field.
It also proves useful since it includes the strug-
gles of power and change in the analysis, as
 healers search for new sources of legitimation”
(Fassin, Fassin, 1988: 353–354).
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I believe that this direction of anthropo -
logical research is much more helpful in safe-
guarding traditional medicine than positively
laden descriptions of traditional practices
which try to make them compatible with the
official system of health care and in this process
can adjust them, putting emphasis on their
“suitable“ features and leaving aside “unsuit-
able” ones. The study of unofficial healers’
 legitimation strategies reflects the dynamic na-
ture of medical systems which could not remain
unchanged because societies inevitably change;
and at the same time, it can provide useful hints
for cultural policy oriented on safeguarding
ICH. 

The appearance of the book Traditional Me -
dicine should also be placed in the global context
of the dynamic changes of medical systems and
their legitimacy – not only in terms of official
institutions, but also in terms of the use of un-
official healing methods by patients. It has often
been argued that in western societies popular
dissatisfaction with biomedicine has increased
(Bakx, 1991; Harris, Rees, 2000). Research has
shown that the popular view on CAM is cha -
racterized by four main themes contrasting it
with conventional medicine: holism, empower -
ment, access, and legitimacy. The popularity of
CAM leads to the emergence of conceptual
frameworks that include many terms from non-
western traditional medical systems (Barrett,
Marchand, Scheder, Plane, 2003; see also Bishop,
Yardley, Lewith, 2007). It is important to notice
that the public interest in the journal #Heri -
tageAlive increased after a topic of traditional
medicine was announced in a call for papers,
and the idea of the book on this topic was a result
of this amplified attention toward traditional
healing methods (Falk, 2017: 3).

The book Traditional Medicine. Sharing Ex-
perience from the Field is excellent reading for
all who are interested in medical anthropology
and cultural traditions. From my point of view,
the main contribution of this publication is
ethnographic material which can be used in
further exploration of the development of me -
dical systems and, importantly, in understand-
ing different attitudes of healers and patients
toward well-being and healing. I believe that
further research on legitimation strategies of
users and practitioners of traditional medicine
would greatly contribute to the process of inte-

gration between traditional and conventional
healing practices and at the same time would
help to better describe the development of tra-
ditional medical systems of knowledge.
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