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Abstract 

Religion and imagination both deal with what is beyond the empirical here and now. In this 

article, I will argue that imagination as a capacity is highly important for the development, 

maintenance, and evolution of religion and the variety of components that together make a 

religion: (religious) belief, religious cognition broadly, religious events such as miracles, 

religious agents such as deities, religious rituals and experiences, religious texts and 

narratives, and finally religious art and creativity. I will argue that the cognitive science of 

imagination can crucially shed light on various aspects of religion that previously may have 

seemed unrelated, and that in fact, perceiving, remembering, and imagining may not be as 

distinct processes from each other as we might have thought, and indicate what consequences 

these suggestions may have for beliefs as we understand them. 
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Introduction: Imagination and Religion 

 

Religion and imagination are two intrinsically connected concepts; whether you adhere to a 

narrow definition of religion, entailing just belief in supernatural beings (i.e., not part of the 

physical, empirical world), or one reaching beyond the cognitive sphere, involving rituals 

(i.e., actions that appear to not have a direct causal effect) and experiences amongst other 

things - imagination is part of the picture. This broad overlap is a strength as well as a 

weakness – there is a huge range of ways in which we can investigate how imagination 

supports religion, or vice versa. This article and special issue present an overview of some of 

the current approaches to the cognitive science of imagination and religion, including 

developmental perspectives, individual differences, and philosophy. 

What do imagination and religion have first and foremost in common? They deal with 

what is beyond the empirical here and now. Imagination will be defined here as the cognitive 

capacity to simulate mental representations in the absence of external, sensory input, and to 

(mentally) manipulate these representations in some way. Religion similarly crucially deals 

with the transcendental, “that which is beyond or above the range of normal or physical 

human experience” (OED 2019). Imagination is therefore required for religion to exist at all 

(note though that no suggestions are implied here, or anywhere in this article, as to the 

ontological status of spiritual or religious concepts in – what we may call – reality, but rather 

that imagination is required as a cognitive capacity to represent these concepts). However, 

that does not entail that imagination is the only capacity required for religion, nor that 

religion is the only “product” of imagination. This leaves a rather broad potential for this 

article; and truly summarizing all aspects of imagination that are relevant for religion is far 

beyond the scope of this article. Indeed, I will instead focus on the aspects of the imagination 
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as they may be particularly relevant for the cognitive science of religion (CSR), and 

specifically as they relate to articles within this special issue. 

First, I will show how imagination may be important for CSR (despite being a 

capacity that supports “merely imaginary” ideas). This will be followed by a section on the 

philosophy of the cognitive science of imagination and religion. Then, I will briefly engage 

the literature on religious beliefs and what the cognitive science of imagination might 

contribute to the discussion of religious beliefs. Next, I will briefly discuss some aspects of 

the developmental cognitive science of imagination and how this may inform CSR – again 

limiting myself to the scope of the articles in this special issue. This is followed by a 

suggestion of how imagination may underlie the representation of supernatural agents and the 

relationships individuals have with these agents. Next, I will elaborate on links between 

fiction and religion, in particular through research on narratives and absorption. Finally, this 

is followed by a brief discussion on the links between creativity, art, and religion. 

 

The Importance of the Imaginary 

 

How is imagination important for religion? Maurice Bloch argues that there is no real 

distinction between the so-called imaginary realm of the “transcendental social” and religion 

(Bloch 2008). Using Durkheim’s idea of the duality of human sociality, Bloch puts forward 

the idea that there is a transactional and transcendental element to human interactions: we act 

towards other human beings both in terms of how they appear to the senses at any given point 

in time (i.e., particular individuals; transactional interaction), but also on the basis of the 

“essentialized” (i.e., defined and existent apart from the particular individual in question) 

roles they have (transcendental interaction). Bloch gives the example of a Malagasy village 

elder, who is getting on a bit, but who is still treated with respect by the other villagers and is 
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put in charge of rituals (a form of transcendental interaction). At the same time, in daily life, 

in more domestic situations, his opinions are less taken note of, given that he is turning 

somewhat senile, and this is understood as a natural consequence of his age and current state 

(transactional interaction). This duality is suggested to be uniquely human; in the animal 

world, interactions solely take place on a transactional level – if you are elderly, and are no 

longer the strongest of the group, your place as leader will be challenged and taken over: 

there are no transcendental roles and rights one can appeal to. Thus, while these 

(essentialized, transcendental) roles and identities are in a particular sense “imagined,” they 

are absolutely pivotal to the structure of human society, and, by extension, religion. 

This transcendental level of interaction is not unique to religion but rather pertains to 

culture as a whole. It requires both imaginative ability and symbolic processing: symbolic 

ability is necessary for endowing entities (objects, persons, but also relationships) in the 

physical world with culture-specific properties (Searle and Willis 1995). This endowment 

process has been called “status-function assignment,” and allows for roles to come into being, 

with associated specific activities and rights and duties (Searle 2010). For example, this 

includes assignments like: “this man counts as the president of the USA” and “this river 

counts as a border” (Kaufmann and Clément 2014). 

Evolutionarily speaking, such imaginations can, despite their non-existence in the 

empirical world, have huge benefits, to the extent that some have argued that we should 

consider imagination as a niche (Shantz 2018). Shantz has argued that imagination fulfils the 

following criteria for niche construction: (1) An organism (i.e., candidate niche constructor) 

must significantly modify environmental conditions; (2) The organism-mediated 

environmental modifications must influence selection pressures on a recipient of niche 

construction; (3) There must be a detectable evolutionary response in a recipient of the niche 

construction. Using the examples of smallpox (165 CE) and measles (251 CE) in Christian 
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countries, she has pointed out that Christians survived more often as they supported each 

other on the basis of their belief (see also, Stark 2009). Shantz moreover argued that the 

imagination has the potential to stimulate biological responses, inducing affect (e.g., through 

stories and rituals), which in turn can contribute to motivate behaviors. Thus, imagination 

motivates behavior, influences selection pressures, and can create a detectable evolutionary 

response (increased survival rates). Together, this builds a case for imagination to be 

considered as a niche in itself (“products” of imagination, such as a culture, may further 

constitute niches of their own). Either way, it is clear that imagination can and has had an 

important influence on human evolution, including an influence on religion and its own 

evolution. 

 

Philosophy of Imaginative and Religious Cognition 

 

More and more research shows that, with just small differences, perceiving something, 

remembering something, and imagining something recruit a very similar brain network 

(Schacter and Addis 2007; Reddan et al. 2018). Moreover, many types of imaginings can 

have the same effects as experiencing the real thing, like imagining one’s significant other to 

increase bonding with them (Poerio et al. 2015), and imagining meeting outgroup individuals 

to increase trust in them (Vezzali et al. 2012). In this way, relationships involving both 

religious and fictional characters may work as social surrogates (Derrick et al. 2009) or 

substitute attachment targets (Granqvist 2010)(see also below), increasing esteem and 

reducing feelings of rejection.  

More recent ideas blur these distinctions between imaginary and real even further: in 

an sensationally-titled TED talk, neuroscientist Anil Seth explains that “your brain 

hallucinates your conscious reality” (Seth 2017). His talk builds on current theories in 
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cognitive science that we are conscious through our brain, so that even though our sensory 

organs (eyes, ears, etc.) perceive the outside world/reality, it is our brain that has to interpret 

these signals. In other words, reality always takes place in a mental space (cf. Frith 2013). 

What is more, both sensory signals and the interpretations by the brain are noisy – they are 

estimations, and can be deluded. Predictive processing theories suggest that this is the 

consequence of the brain working as a prediction machine: it has prior models as to what to 

expect, which are compared to current experience, after which an estimation or prediction 

occurs. This prediction includes what is happening (or is experienced) right now, as well as 

what is likely to happen (or be experienced) next (Hohwy 2013). This means that our 

experience is always based on a “best guess,” which may be considered an imaginary 

experience of reality. Predictive processing models have made their entrance in CSR over the 

past few years (Schjoedt and Andersen 2017), and have been used to explain Ouija boards 

(Andersen et al. 2018), mystical experience (Andersen et al. 2014), and agency detection in 

virtual reality (Andersen et al. 2019) 

However, the idea that perceiving, remembering, and imagining are all very similar 

on a neuronal level does not need to be problematic. In fact, we historically used to not make 

a distinction between imagination and perception as we do now; it is – amongst other things – 

the result of the introduction of dualism by French philosopher Rene Descartes that we now 

consider imagination to be a faculty for ephemeral phenomena (Ovsepyan 2019). Ovsepyan 

(2019) in this special issue explains this in more detail, including how the Western 

philosophy of mind, with regards to imagination, has evolved through the centuries, and what 

this conceptualization means for CSR. She also puts forward how through CSR’s focus on 

the cognitive science, we may have lost the embodied aspects of imagination out of sight, and 

how experience may be a crucial aspect of the real-imaginary and belief distinctions (see also 

other sections below). 
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Belief 

 

An important difference between the imaginary and reality is that the imagined is often 

dismissed as, well, “imaginary.” While we have previously seen that even the imagined can 

have important consequences in everyday life, this distinction still raises important questions: 

when do we know whether something is imaginary or real? What effect does this distinction 

have on our belief in the object (of imagination or perception) in question? And if so, what 

does this mean for supernatural beliefs, which are not empirically verifiable, and therefore to 

some extent are always “imaginary” (in the sense of existing in imagination)? 

 Neil Van Leeuwen has put forward his “Religious Credence Thesis” which gives the 

following explanation for religious beliefs (Van Leeuwen 2014): We need to make a 

distinction between religious credence and factual belief, which are supported by distinct 

cognitive attitudes, and which have different etiologies (i.e., how the beliefs are formed and 

revised) and different consequences. Without repeating Van Leeuwen’s entire theory (see his 

2014 paper), the distinctive characteristics of these beliefs are what allows them to co-exist 

but also raises confusion for people, in particular non-religious, non-believing individuals 

(and sometimes, CSR researchers): “Do religious individuals really believe that the 

sacramental bread is Christ’s body?” Whereas factual beliefs are independent of practical 

setting and vulnerable to evidence, and cognitively govern other attitudes, religious credences 

are susceptible to free elaboration and vulnerable to special authority (such as religious 

leaders or gurus), and have a normative orientation. The main problem causing the confusion 

between these types of beliefs is that it is often assumed that belief is a single cognitive 

attitude type, and the variation in the effects of different beliefs is due to their variation in 

contents (Van Leeuwen 2014), while in effect it is the different cognitive attitudes underlying 
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these beliefs. However, since religious credences lack the defining characteristics of factual 

beliefs, this puts them closer to attitudes like fictional imagining and acceptance in certain 

contexts (e.g., religious rituals). 

David Sloan Wilson explains this distinction in terms of factual realism versus 

practical realism (Wilson 2008). He suggests that every belief can be evaluated according to 

two criteria: (1) How well does it correspond to what is out there (factual), and (2) what does 

the belief cause the believer to do (practical)? We use “realism” in both ways without 

thinking, and which way is used depends on the situation; both have their own function. 

Sometimes we function better by knowing the world as it really is (factual realism), and 

sometimes we function better by “distorting” the world (when we need motivation, for 

example, such as in the case of adaptive fictions). This distinction has important 

consequences for religion and the study of religion. Wilson has pointed out that this is where 

researchers of CSR may at times go wrong – often, religious beliefs are treated as if they are 

believed facts (factual realism), while they should be treated as adaptive “fictions” (practical 

realism). 

In the psychology of fiction research, the idea of different types of beliefs has long 

been accepted and further examined. Typically, (factual) belief is differentiated from so-

called “alief” (Gendler 2008), which is akin to Wilson’s “practical realism” (2008). Alief is 

an automatic, gut-level, belief-like attitude that may contradict an explicitly held belief, and 

refers to the fact that sometimes we believe something while we know it is not really true, 

and we do not “believe-believe” it. For example, when you are fully engrossed in a film, you 

might, at that time, “alieve” that the person’s partner has died, and experience associated 

emotions. However, you do not “believe” that in reality, that person exists, and that their 

partner has died. In other words, we believe that fiction is fictional, we “alieve” that it is real. 
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If religious beliefs are indeed a form of religious credence, practical realism, or alief, 

then this leads to further questions as to whether, and if so how, religious imagining is 

different from a non-religious imagining. It also begs the question when and how children 

distinguish between these types of belief or cognitive attitudes, which Harris & Corriveau 

(2019) investigate in this issue (see also below), and if religious stories are of a (qualitatively) 

different kind than non-religious stories, and if so, in what way(s), and whether there are 

differences in the way that religious believers and non-believers tend to interact with stories 

(see Black et al. 2019 in the current special issue, and below). 

 

Development of Cognition for Imagination and Religion 

 

When it comes to religious beliefs, there appear to be two main streams of developmental 

theories within the cognitive science of religion: there are researchers who claim that children 

are born believers, claiming that “religion is natural,” while other researchers postulate that 

religious belief is very much an institutionally sanctioned, culturally transmitted belief (see 

Harris & Corriveau 2019, this issue). Proponents of the “born believers” theories include Jean 

Piaget, who posited that children are “artificialists,” attributing natural entities such as lakes 

and mountains to human ingenuity (Piaget 1929), and Deborah Kelemen, who posits that 

children have a strong bias to see the world as purposeful or purposefully designed 

(“promiscuous teleology”), independent of upbringing (Kelemen 2004). 

Regardless of whether religious beliefs come natural or not, the question remains how 

children can tell the difference between factual and religious beliefs. To answer this question 

we can examine previous research on source monitoring, or how children can tell the 

difference between fact and fiction (again not passing judgment regarding the ontological 

status of religious beliefs, but rather making a distinction between empirically verifiable and 
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non-verifiable beliefs). This question is particularly pertinent for children, as they are 

typically exposed from a young age to a mixture of both types of narratives. Initially, it was 

thought, by Piaget and others, that children were not capable of distinguishing imaginary 

from real – both in terms of pretend play and fictional narratives. Over the past few decades, 

however, many researchers have found that at the age of three, children are typically 

successful at distinguishing reality from these imaginative activities (Weisberg 2013). 

Moreover, the events they do imagine appear to be subject to natural constraints, such as 

physical, biological and psychological constraints, much as is suggested for adult religious 

beliefs and god representations (with the exception of minimally counterintuitive violations). 

There appears to be a paradox for the developmental pathway for religious 

imagination (see Harris & Corriveau 2019, this issue): on the one hand, as mentioned, a 

predisposition to religious or magical thinking in children is often postulated (Piaget 1928), 

while on the other hand, empirical evidence shows that children of the age of 5-6 years old 

can be overly conservative, claiming that which is improbable to also be impossible 

(Shtulman and Carey 2007). In other words, while young children may easily suggest 

naturalistic explanations for unusual events, they are also open to explanations in terms of 

divine agency – so how do they understand extraordinary events? 

Harris & Corriveau (2019) show, in this special issue, that children make use of the 

knowledge about possibility and impossibility of events when assessing the status of a 

narrative. In their overview, Harris and Corriveau discuss studies which have used narratives 

with magical possibilities as well as religious miracles, for children to be judged as either 

fictional or factual. They report that studies have found that children with a religious 

education (presumably leading to institutionally transmitted religious beliefs) believe in 

miraculous possibilities, especially if God is involved, in which case the narrative is 

frequently judged factual rather than fictional. 
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 In addition to narratives and pretend play, children’s imaginary friends are of 

particular relevance to CSR. Children behave as if imaginary companions are real, and treat 

them like fellow human beings, while at the same time knowing that they are in fact 

imaginary. Luhrmann has suggested that her Pentecostal participants may treat God in ways 

very similar to such imaginary friends (Luhrmann 2012). The engagement with supernatural 

agents is another important aspect of imaginative ability for religion. 

 

Supernatural Agents, Mentalizing, and Parasocial relationships 

 

In many cultures across the world, supernatural agents – in the form of gods, spirits, ghosts, 

djinn, and ancestors – are core elements of religion. These agents are intentional, that is to 

say, they have minds, and therefore beliefs, concerns, and desires, and people (attempt to) 

interact with them in order to learn (i.e., represent and reason) about these beliefs, concerns, 

and desires. Therefore, mind imagination, or so-called Theory of Mind (ToM) (Premack and 

Woodruff 1978) or “mentalizing” (Frith and Frith 2003), is another form of imagination that 

is required for religion. ToM is the capacity to imagine the beliefs, attitudes, and mental 

states of others around us. Visuri (2019) further conceptualizes Theory of Mind as 

intersubjective imagination, as opposed to intrasubjective imagination (see this issue). 

Importantly, it is suggested that ToM – the presupposition and understanding of other 

agents’ minds – is used in the same or very similar way for human and supernatural agents 

(Schjoedt et al. 2009), and therefore Theory of Mind is likely instrumental to religious beliefs 

at large (Barrett 2004; Gervais 2013), shaping and constraining what kind of supernatural 

agent concepts individuals maintain (Gervais 2013; Schaap-Jonker et al. 2013). 

Supernatural agents are assumed to be represented in a psychologically similar way to 

human agents – this similarity extends to the relationships that individuals have with these 
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agents: it is theorized that parasocial interaction functions in very much a similar way to 

social interaction. Parasocial interaction is defined as the one-sided relationship with a 

character or figure through media and then treatment of that figure as if it were another 

human being (Schiappa et al. 2007; Giles 2012). This interaction involves mind imagination 

for fictive agents, but also human agents that one may not have met in real life (Derrick et al. 

2008). It is suggested that relationships with supernatural agents work similarly through 

parasocial interaction (see Visuri 2019 and Black et al. 2019; both this issue). Differences in 

parasocial interactions between fictitious and supernatural agents may lie in their agency: 

powers are ascribed to supernatural agents that fictive agents simply do not have – they may 

be able to affect the course and outcomes of things in the real world (Luhrmann 2012). 

Additional research is needed to investigate this further. 

The benefits of this parasocial interaction may be similar across fictive and 

supernatural agents: to assist with social situations and issues (in terms of providing support, 

comfort and meaning). These benefits could be particularly important for individuals with 

deficits in social abilities, such as individuals on the autism spectrum. Indeed, it has long 

been suggested that, given that autistic individuals have lower mentalizing abilities than 

neurotypical individuals, this can explain why autistic individuals typically score lower on 

religiosity and are more likely to be atheists (Caldwell-Harris et al. 2011; Norenzayan et al. 

2012). However, see Visuri (2019) in this issue for a challenge of this idea (see also, Reddish 

et al. 2016). 

 

Narrative, Fiction, and Absorption 

 

Narratives, and to some extent, sacred texts, are central within all religions. Some have 

suggested that it may even be the case that narratives are required for religions to start to 
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become accepted within a tribe or community and for religious beliefs to form (Sterelny 

2018; see also Geertz & Jensen, 2011, and Black et al. 2019, this issue). Despite this central 

role of narratives within religion, the topic remains under-investigated. It has previously been 

suggested that narratives may be particularly important to religion and religious rituals 

because they give meaning to events, and can create links between events and identities (van 

Mulukom 2017). These narratives may be the result of personal reflection (Whitehouse 2002) 

or from listening to religious authorities, who provide the narrative before, during, or after a 

religious ritual. These narratives may speak to the imagination in particular after cognitive 

resource depletion; that is, when participants have exhausted their cognitive resources 

through the religious ritual, allowing for activity in brain regions supporting error monitoring 

to be turned down (Schjoedt et al. 2013). 

In one of the few psychology studies on narrative and religion, Black et al. (2019; this 

issue) have suggested that the way in which people consume fictional narratives, and how 

frequently they do this, may be closely related to their religiosity or religious beliefs. 

Religious and fictional stories may rely on similar capacities and may fulfil similar needs; in 

the previous section, it was suggested that this appears at least to be the case for mind 

imagination or mentalizing (both in terms of capacity and needs). 

However, another major function of fiction is that it provides simulations for the real 

world (Buckner and Carroll 2007; Gottschall 2012; Nair 2002, 2011; Oatley 2016). This 

involves other humans and relationships with other humans, but also allows for the 

simulation of everyday problems, dilemmas, and other issues. To be able to simulate 

potentially problematic situations as well as several solutions in your mind before or even 

instead of attempting to try them all out has clear evolutionary advantages over creatures 

which do not possess this ability (Suddendorf and Corballis 2007). This type of imagination 

involves the imagining of situations other than the here and now, including future events and 
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counterfactual events, is sometimes called episodic simulation, and relies heavily on memory 

of past events (Schacter and Addis 2007; van Mulukom 2013). If such simulations have 

tangible benefits, then practice of these capacities (whether through for example reading or 

daydreaming) should similarly improve real-world problem-solving and social interactions 

(including social understanding and empathy), something which is currently suggested (Mar 

et al. 2006; Mar et al. 2009; see also Visuri 2019 in this issue). 

Are certain individuals better at engaging with fiction, or for that matter, religion? 

Recent research suggests that a certain type of attentional processing called absorption may 

allow for a more rich and intense engagement with, or experience of, fiction and religion 

(Luhrmann et al. 2010; Luhrmann 2012; see also Coleman et al. 2019, this issue). Absorption 

was first identified by Tellegen and Atkinson (1974) as a personality trait which includes a 

broad range of processes including hyper-focus, attentional commitment, and imaginative 

involvement (see also Roche and McConkey 1990). First used to identify hypnotic 

susceptibility and then linked to engagement with fiction, absorption was later found to be 

associated with individual differences in religious, spiritual, and other mystical or self-

transcendental experiences (Granqvist et al. 2005; Luhrmann et al. 2013; van Elk 2014; Maij 

and van Elk 2018), possibly through the temporary loss of self in the union with the object of 

attention. 

Coleman et al. (2019) in this issue build on Luhrmann and colleagues’ findings that 

the increased practice (in terms of frequency and length) of religious orthopraxy increases the 

intensity of mystical experiences, and suggest that religious practice may increase both 

mentalizing capacity and/or the capacity for absorption (much like more frequent engagement 

with fiction may increase the capacity for absorption). Finally, they argue that when 

mentalizing ability is low in an individual, trait absorption may facilitate mystical 

experiences, in line with a very recent review paper on absorption (Lifshitz et al. 2019). 
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Creativity and Art 

 

Imagination is often associated with creativity and art – we consider those who are 

imaginative to also be creative. Creativity poses an interesting paradox for religion: on the 

one hand, it is clear that creative imagination has led to a wide variety of deities and other 

supernatural beings and religious rituals around the world, but on the other hand, religions 

appear notoriously averse to innovation, focusing instead on uniformity of dogma and 

practices.  

A further distinction lies in personal versus general religious beliefs (Van Leeuwen 

and van Elk 2018); while general religious beliefs may conform to a set of rules, this does not 

mean there is uniformity of personal religious beliefs. In fact, there are good reasons to 

believe that personal religious beliefs are subject to high levels of personalization, innovation, 

or at least elaboration (Van Leeuwen 2014). This is further elaborated on by Visuri (2019) in 

this issue, who suggests that (general) creative imagination – including religious concepts – 

may appear constrained in individuals on the autistic spectrum, but that this may in fact be an 

artefact of how we test general creativity, and that the (personal) creative imagination of 

these individuals is “intact.” 

It is clear that much work on creativity, art, and religion remains to be done. Such 

research is important given that religion may both stifle and encourage artistic creativity: 

while religious institutions may at times prohibit creative expression, they have also been 

known to fund some of the most famous and extraordinary artworks in the world (e.g., Sistine 

Chapel). 
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Conclusions 

 

The supernatural includes fleeting experiences or empirically unverifiable concepts, but 

comes to life and lives in imagination; to believe or experience the supernatural as “real” is at 

the heart of religion (Lifshitz et al. 2019). The capacity for imagination is therefore pivotal 

for religion. Having said that, imagination may not necessarily be as distinct from 

remembering and perceiving as we once thought, and may instead be the capacity with which 

we represent so-called “real” or “true” events as well as imaginary events. This means that 

the cognitive science of imagination is important for many aspects of religion. 

In this article, whilst referring to articles in this special issue, we have touched upon 

the importance of imagination for religion, the philosophy of imaginative and religious 

cognition (Ovsepyan 2019), religious belief, religious events such as miracles (Harris & 

Corriveau 2019), religious agents such as deities (Visuri 2019 and Black et al. 2019), 

religious rituals and experiences (Coleman et al. 2019), religious texts and narratives (Black 

et al. 2019), and religious creativity and art (Visuri 2019). 

Finally, we have seen that much of the research on imagination and religion overlaps 

with psychology research on fiction, in line with some previous suggestions (Van Leeuwen 

2014), and there is still more potential for future research here. Indeed, given the wide range 

of imagination as a capacity – to represent, experience, and invent events and concepts – 

there is still much more that could be covered in this article in general, such as the 

representation and belief in an afterlife (the ultimate form of imaginative “future thinking”) 

and the emergence of afterlife rituals (and its archeological evidence as some of the first 

evidence of imagination away from the here and now), to name a few, and it is exciting to see 

how research on the intersection between imagination and religion may develop further. 
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