
CERC in the Humanities: Summary of Research Activity  
Ryan Nichols 

CERC, University of British Columbia &  
Philosophy, Cal State Fullerton 

Textual Analysis Empirically Informed Philosophy Experiments 

Support 

The social cost of atheism: How perceived 
religiosity influences moral appraisal (w/ Jen 
Wright, forthcoming in J Cog Cult) 
 
Social psychologists find stereotypes correlate with moral judgments about agents and 
actions. The most commonly studied stereotypes are race, ethnicity and gender. But atheists 
compose another stereotype about which little is known. We tested whether people with non-
religious commitments were stereotypically viewed as less moral than people with religious 
commitments. We found participants’ (both Christians’ and atheists’) moral appraisals of 
atheists were more negative than those of Christians who performed the same moral and 
immoral actions. They also reported immoral behavior as more (internally and externally) 
consistent for atheists, and moral behavior more consistent for Christians. [Left figure] 

The 1 November 1755 Lisbon earthquake did not 
cause massive secularization of European 
religious minds (forthcoming, J Am Acad Religion)  
 
This paper articulates two competing explanations about cognitive effects of the Lisbon 
earthquake of 1755, converts them into falsifiable hypotheses, and develops a model for their 
testing against historical documents. Humanities scholars widely advocate a Secularizing 
Interpretation (SI) on which the earthquake caused cognitive change across social classes and 
geographical regions. The most important earthquake in European history “shattered 
confidence in … a gracious ruler” (Moltmann 1983, 565), made humankind alone responsible 
for itself (Shklar 1990, 51), and rendered the justification of God’s ways to humankind (theodicy) 
impossible (Neiman 2002, 240). On SI, belief in an all-good, all-powerful God began an 
irreversible decline in Europe on All Saint’s Day 1755. But results from the cognitive science of 
religion yield the Supernatural Punishment interpretation, mutually inconsistent with SI, that 
implies people interpreted this and other earthquakes as (i) caused by God (ii) on purpose (iii) 
as a punishment (iv) on the out-group. Preliminary review of writings of philosophers and elites 
reveals little to no secularizing cognitive change while preliminary review of writings of religious 
authors reveals increases in religious and Supernatural Punishment cognition after the 
earthquake. This project suggests interdisciplinary methods for researchers in the Humanities 
with which to put their interpretations to the test. (Accompanied by a corollary quantitative 
textual analysis project using documents in the Eighteenth-Century Collections Online I & II 
databases.) 

Diagnosing bias in Philosophy of Religion (w/ Paul 
Draper, forthcoming, Monist) 
If social-functional hypotheses about the cultural evolution and social utility of religion are 
correct, efforts of religious persons impartially to argue about the truth of their preferred religious 
beliefs will be fraught with bias. We argue that research in philosophy of religion exhibits four 
symptoms of bias: it is too partisan, too polemical, too narrow, and too often evaluated using 
theological criteria. Because of the emotional and psychosocial aspects of religion, religious 
philosophers of religion suffer from cognitive biases and group influence, and appear less 
directed at truth-seeking, which are hypotheses consistent with argumentative theory (Mercier & 
Sperber 2011). We base this diagnosis on two sources of evidence. First, research on cognitive 
biases and their affective triggers supports the view that, while cognitive biases are no doubt a 
problem throughout philosophy, they are particularly damaging to inquiry in philosophy of 
religion due to the special relationship between religiosity and cognitive submission. Second, 
research in social and evolutionary psychology on religious sociality and its attendant emotions 
shows coalitional features of religion are correlated with group bias. Since awareness of one’s 
biases does not predict significant increases in impartiality, we offer a grim prognosis.  

The origins and effects of filial piety (xiao孝): How 
culture solves an evolutionary problem for parents 
(forthcoming, J Cog Cult) 
 
Parent-offspring conflict theory hypothesizes that interests of offspring and parents are 
asymmetrical in key contexts including the offspring's mating strategies and mate preferences. 
Evidence supports this hypothesis and documents these asymmetries in humans. However, 
offspring in East Asia have mate preferences and mating strategies that are in significantly greater 
harmony with their parents' preferences about their mating choices as compared with offspring 
elsewhere in the world. The paper hypothesizes that the Confucian virtue of filial piety (xiao 孝), 
functionally defined as morally plastic obedience to parents, and corollary ideas and behaviors 
about ancestor reverence enable parents to successfully extract more resources out of their 
offspring than is expected given either data from parent-offspring conflict theory or data from 
cross-cultural studies of mate preferences and mating strategies. Results mark an early step in 
building a stable interdisciplinary platform from which to more accurately observe and appraise 
the influence of Confucianism. 

The Problem of Evil prompts increases in 
religiosity and predicts theological incorrectness 
 
The Problem of Evil, the central objection to God’s existence in Western thought, argues that 
the existence of an all-good, all-powerful, all-knowing God is highly improbable given the 
massive amount and gratuitous nature of evil and suffering. Atheist philosophers assume 
reflection on this problem ought to yield a loss of faith. But social-psychological accounts of 
religion since Festinger (1957) have hypothesized the persistence of religiosity in the face of 
dissonance and counterevidence. In addition to controls, participants were presented with 
vignettes in which God was said to be watching over a young girl who gets trampled to death 
by a horse. After two rounds of data analyzed thus far we find the most religious participants 
respond to the Problem from Evil in two characteristic ways indicative of religion’s association 
with cognitive submission. First, they show significant increases in internal and external 
religiosity following review of the problem. Second, they alter their concept of God in 
theologically incorrect ways. They preserve God’s moral traits (justice, omnibenevolence) but 
decrease God’s non-moral traits, including omniscience and omnipresence. In fact the most 
religious participants attribute much more knowledge about the young girl’s whereabouts to the 
morally good human babysitter (in a control) than they do to God. [Right figure] 

Body, soul, and 心 (xin) in classical Chinese 
thought: A quantitative answer to a canonical 
question 
 
Despite psychological research documenting intuitive dualism (Bering 2002; Bering & Bjorklund 
2004), prominent scholars of Chinese thought argue on behalf of a form of Chinese 
exceptionalism by contending that early Chinese did not believe humans had non-physical 
souls (Ames 2011, 96, 111). Following Slingerland & Chudek 2011, to address the extent of 
embodiment as it is represented in early China, we reformatted and tokenized a set of 38 pre-
Qin, Qin and Han works representing four schools--Confucianism, Legalism, Daoism and 
Mohism. We focus on 心 (xin) or ‘heart-mind’ in study 1 by comparing the conceptual contents 
of characters collocated in sentences with 心 with those collocated with words for bodily organs. 
In study 2 we do a content analysis of characters clustered with or adjacent to 心 in order to 
determine whether 心, when in sentence position as subject or direct object, is attached to 
verbs that more frequently connote mental rather than physical action. 

Representations of Super- 
natural Agencies in 12  
Protestant Denominations  
(w/ Carson Logan) 
 
370 sermons were collected from an online paid-access  
database, selected on the basis of their page view  
ranking within each denomination. We processed the  
texts using LIWC, WordSeer and Wordnet. Focus is  
on representations of SNAs, cognitive complexity, em- 
bodiment, and emotional content. Additional information  
at the denominational and local levels is being coded  
into the database from PEW surveys and Baylor  
Wave I & II sources. SES data, some of which serves  
us as proxies for rates of existential insecurity, is being coded by zipcodes of churches at which 
sermons were delivered. Early results include the finding that as the number of references to 
SNAs in a sermon climbs, the cognitive complexity (CDI) of the sermon decreases.  


