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In the modern world, we rely on govern­
ments, courts and the police to deter and 
punish those who would otherwise under­

mine social cooperation. But how did human 
societies achieve and sustain cooperation 
before these institutions existed? One possi­
bility is religion: under the watchful gaze of 
supernatural agents, people modify their 
behaviour in an effort to avoid the wrath of 
the gods. In a paper online in Nature, Purzycki 
et al.1 report a cross-cultural field-study find­
ing that people are consistently more willing to 
give money to strangers of the same religion if 
the donor believes in a god that is moralizing 
(concerned about good and bad behaviour), 
knowledgeable (aware of one’s thoughts and 
actions) and punishing (able to exact harm).

Pioneering anthropologists, such as Émile 
Durkheim and Bronisław Malinowski in the 
early twentieth century, have long argued that 
supernatural beliefs offer a powerful way to 
build materially cooperative societies. But in 
the thriving new field of evolutionary religious 
studies, researchers are drawing on evolution­
ary theory to explore how religious beliefs can 
bring adaptive advantages — that is, contri­
bute to an individual’s survival or reproductive 
success. Although major debates remain2, one 
theory that has gathered momentum is that a 
belief in supernatural punishment for violating 
social norms may be adaptive3 (Fig. 1).

How could this idea apply to cooperation? 
Deterring oneself from the pursuit of self-
interest because of the risk of punishment 
from a watchful supernatural eye would seem 
to reduce an individual’s evolutionary fitness, 
and should thus be eliminated by natural selec­
tion. However, even if such beliefs are false and 
costly, they may have generated net benefits: 
to individuals, by steering them away from 
selfish behaviour that risked retaliation in 
increasingly transparent and gossiping human 
societies; and/or to groups, by increasing  
the performance of the group as a whole in 
competition with other groups4,5.

But what evidence do we have for such a 

theory? Empirical evidence that supernatural  
beliefs promote cooperation is mounting, 
but has tended to rely on qualitative, soci­
ety-level or proxy measures of beliefs. Study  
participants have also typically been university 
students in developed nations, thus omitting 
the small-scale societies most relevant to the 
evolutionary problem at hand: how human 
groups achieved cooperation and made the 
transition from small to large societies in the 
first place. Perhaps the most important lacuna 
is that previous studies have not rigorously 
addressed whether the beliefs of the recipients 
of cooperative acts changes people’s generosity 
towards them.

Purzycki and colleagues’ study addresses 
many of these issues by using controlled 
experimental games among participants from 
eight small-scale societies around the world 
and tying the results to explicit measures of 

individuals’ beliefs. Participants played a simple  
but clever game (designed to subtly reveal 
preferences), in which they allocated coins 
between a distant co-religionist (people who 
were members of the same religion, but who 
lived geographically far away) and either them­
selves or a local co-religionist. The researchers 
found that the more subjects rated their god 
as moralistic, knowledgeable and punishing, 
the more money they gave to distant strangers 
adhering to the same religion. Notably, belief 
in rewards from the god could not account 
for the results — supernatural punishment 
seemed responsible.

Because the study is correlational, one 
worry is that some unexamined variable could 
account for the results — perhaps certain  
people are disposed to both kindness to  
strangers and belief in punitive gods, for 
example. However, Purzycki et al. show that 
allocations increased for moralistic gods that 
were punishing and knowledgeable, but not 
for more locally relevant supernatural agents 
that were also punishing and knowledgeable. 
Hence, general conceptions of supernatural 
agents cannot alone explain the results. Rather, 
it is moralistic, ‘big’ gods that seem to stimulate 
generosity towards distant co-religionists6. 

The authors did not conduct experiments 
to assess allocations to oneself versus a local 
co-religionist, nor experiments involving non-
religious recipients, so we don’t know whether 
local supernatural agents might promote 
cooperation between individuals within the 
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Hand of the gods in 
human civilization
Cross-cultural experiments find that belief in moralistic, knowledgeable and 
punishing gods promotes cooperation with strangers, supporting a role for 
religion in the expansion of human societies. 

Figure 1 | Weighing of the heart.  This papyrus manuscript, a detail from the ancient Egyptian  
‘Book of the Dead’ called Papyrus of Ani, depicts a scene in which the dead Ani’s heart is weighed against 
a feather, representing Maat, goddess of truth and justice. At the top of the scene are the great Egyptian 
gods, ready to pronounce judgment on whether Ani should be granted entrance to the afterlife or 
banished to the underworld. 
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local community, as other work has found7, or 
whether any kind of god promotes coopera­
tion with strangers of another, or no, religion. 
Purzycki et al. focused on cooperation with 
co-religionists beyond the local community, 
and thus the expansion of human society from 
small to large groups. But future studies of the 
role of local gods are needed to improve our 
understanding of the evolutionary origins of 
religion (before there were big groups or big 
gods), and of whether and how religion brings 
adaptive advantages to individuals8.

It is worth emphasizing that the subjects 
in this experiment were not cooperative with 
random strangers, only with strangers that 
shared the same god. We therefore still face 
the challenge of understanding the promotion 
of cooperation and trust among members of 
different religions. Purzycki and colleagues’ 
finding that sharing the same god is key to 
cooperation suggests that this may be an even 
harder nut to crack. In fact, one of the most 
compelling explanations for why individu­
als may help the group at their own expense 
is that it aids survival in an environment of 
inter-group competition. Whenever the threat 

of exploitation or warfare is present, the best 
 protection is larger and more-cohesive soci­
eties, which are better able to deter or defeat 
rivals. Religion’s positive role in reducing 
self-interest and promoting cooperation may 
therefore reflect the costs of competition as 
much as the benefits of generosity9.

Religion is arguably the most powerful 
mechanism that societies have found to bind 
people together in common purpose. From 
ancient civilizations, to the spread of Christi­
anity, to today’s Islamist terrorist groups, reli­
gion has motivated not only the subordination 
of self-interest for the wider group, but even 
martyrdom in the name of a god. We are still 
grappling to understand, from a scientific per­
spective, why and under what circumstances 
humans sacrifice their own welfare for the 
benefit of distant others10. But there is little 
doubt about the power of religion to promote 
allegiance to one’s god and group. Purzycki 
and colleagues’ study offers the most explicit 
evidence yet that belief in supernatural pun­
ishment has been instrumental in boosting 
cooperation in human societies. A large part 
of the success of human civilizations may have 

lain in the hands of the gods, whether or not 
they are real. ■

Dominic D. P. Johnson is in the Department 
of Politics and International Relations, 
University of Oxford, Oxford OX1 3UQ, UK.
e-mail: dominic.johnson@politics.oxford.ac.uk 

1.	 Purzycki, B. G. et al. Nature http://dx.doi.org/ 
10.1038/nature16980 (2016).

2.	 Sosis, R. J. Cogn. Culture 9, 315–332 (2009).
3.	 Johnson, D. God is Watching You: How the Fear of 

God Makes Us Human (Oxford Univ. Press, 2016).
4.	 Schloss, J. P. & Murray, M. J. Religion Brain Behav. 1, 

46–99 (2011).
5.	 Wilson, D. S. Darwin’s Cathedral: Evolution, Religion, 

and the Nature of Society (Univ. Chicago Press, 
2002).

6.	 Norenzayan, A. Big Gods: How Religion Transformed 
Cooperation and Conflict (Princeton Univ. Press, 
2013).

7.	 Hartberg, Y., Cox, M. & Villamayor-Tomas, S. Religion 
Brain Behav. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/21535
99X.2014.959547 (2014). 

8.	 Watts, J. et al. Proc. R. Soc. B 282, 20142556 
(2015).

9.	 Turchin, P. Ultrasociety: How 10,000 Years of War 
Made Humans the Greatest Cooperators on Earth 
(Beresta, 2015).

10.	Whitehouse, H. & Lanman, J. A. Curr. Anthropol. 55, 
674–695 (2014).

NEWS & VIEWSRESEARCH

2  |  N A T U R E  | 
© 2016 Macmillan Publishers Limited. All rights reserved


