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The Psychology of Religion and the Religion of Psychology
Alana Conner Snibbe and Hazel Rose Markus
Department of Psychology
Stanford University

When and why is religion good or bad for the indi-

suffering). In short, the authors tended to represen

vidual? This seems like a fairly straightforward ques-

religion as an attribute of the independent, autono-

tion to ask regarding the relationship between reli-

mous person who can assume or discard this attribut

gion and well-being; however, built into this question

as his or her own personally chosen values dictate.

are three additional queries: What kind of thing is re-

At the same time, the authors acknowledged the

ligion? What kind of thing is the individual? What is

powerful role that religions play in shaping the mean-

good? The target article authors seemed to answer
these questions in the following ways: Religion is an

ments with which we engage. This acknowledgment

attribute of the individual that can be freely chosen,

reveals an understanding of religions as more than just

ings, practices, and understandings of the environ-

tailored to the individual's unique experiences and

attributes that individuals can adopt or ignore, exploit

needs, or even rejected outright. Like an elixir or

or abandon. Religions define what it means to be a per-

tonic, it has health-promoting "active ingredients"

son and what is good. Thus, to the extent that religions

that can and should be isolated, so that we may even

differ from each other-within and between social,

be able to "provide them in ways that are acceptable

cultural, and historical contexts-understandings of

to people unwilling to participate in religion"
the person and of the good should also differ. Research
(George, Ellison, & Larson, this issue). The individ- on the psychology of religion, therefore, compels us to
ual, in tum, is understood to be an entity that freely
pay closer attention to the social, cultural, and historichooses, tailors, manipulates, and rejects. Good is thecal contexts of behavior.
maximization of the individual's subjective experiIndeed, the authors recognized, to greater and lesser
ence of goodness as he or she defines it (which usudegrees, that the answers to the question "when and
ally correlates highly with the larger cultural definiwhy is religion good or bad for the individual" vary
tion of good as longevity and the absence of
across contexts. Pargament (this issue) even went so far
229
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as to reformulate the question to reflect the contextual

cluded that "the basic principles raised here should be

variability of its answers: "How helpful or harmful are

common to many religions." Conversely, George et al.

particular forms of religious expression for particular

(this issue) concluded that "there simply are not enough

people dealing with particular situations in particular

[non-Christians] to know if the effects of religion on

social contexts according to particular criteria of help-

health are similar for Christians and non-Christians."

fulness or harmfulness?" Despite such circumspection,

We believe that the relative homogeneity of these

he and the other authors presented many of their con-

participant populations matters a great deal. As we

clusions as general and universal. After closer exami-

move away from the American cultural context, the

nation, a few of these conclusions would seem to be

importance of a personal relationship with God and in-

limited to the Protestant Christian contexts in which

dividually chosen, "intrinsically motivated" religious

this research was conducted. Two of these conclusions

participation seem to fade. Most of the world's reli-

are (a) that a secure relationship with a personal God

gions do not understand divine beings as entities with

leads to well-being, whereas a tenuous relationship

which one has a direct, personal relationship. Even

with God leads to less positive outcomes, and (b) that

among Christians, the notion of a highly individualized

intrinsically motivated participation in a personally

divinity became emphasized only after the Protestant

chosen religion leads to better outcomes, whereas "im-

Reformation (Giorgi & Marsh, 1990; Kitayama &

posed" or "unexamined" religious participation has

Markus, 1999; Markus, Mullally, & Kitayama, 1997;

negative effects on individual well-being.

Sampson, 2000).

Recent research suggests that the European Ameri-

Psychological research and findings often reflect par-

ticipants' sociocultural and historical positioning, but can emphasis on personal choice and intrinsic motivathey can also incorporate the positioning of the research-tion may also turn out to be a relatively localized and

ers. As a predominately European American undertakingnewly arrived peculiarity. In their research on culture
with European American practitioners, modem psychol- and motivation, for example, Iyengar and Lepper
ogy-especially social psychology, on which the psy-

(1999) found that the provision of personal choice en-

chology of religion extensively draws-reflects and pro-

hanced the intrinsic motivation of European American

jects European American understandings about the

children (as measured by their persistence in, liking of,

individual and human nature. Protestant Christianity is and performance on a task), but not of Asian American
the source of many of these understandings. As a result,children. Asian American children proved most intrinthe beliefs, meanings, and practices of Protestant Chris-sically motivated when choices were made for them by
tianity affect not only participants' responses and re-

significant others, such as parents or in-group peers.

searchers' subsequent interpretations thereof, but also the

Iyengar and Lepper (1999) explained their findings

problems that researchers identify and the questions thatin terms of the different construals of self that are fos-

they ask in the first place. Consequently, psychologists tered in European American and Asian American con(including those who identify themselves as Jewish,

texts. In European American cultural contexts, the

Catholic, or atheist) must be aware of the assumptions

self-although requiring others for appraisal, compari-

that we have inherited from our Protestant Christian heri-

son, and connection-is understood as an independent,

tage and that pervade the theories, models, and practices

autonomous entity, made up of unique, internal attrib-

of our field. If left unexamined, these assumptions may

utes, which behaves primarily as a consequence of those

not only limit the generalizability of findings to other cul-

internal attributes (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Choice

tural and religious contexts, but may also obscure some of is vitally important for the construction of the European

the causes of behavior. More egregiously, assuming that American self because choice is a primary medium
the ways and mores of Protestant Christians are somehow

through which individuals both express their unique, in-

natural and inevitable could also result in the stigmatiza-

temal attributes and also influence and control their en-

tion or "othering" of non-Protestant groups and cultural

vironments. In East Asian cultural contexts, on the other

contexts.

hand, the construal of self is more explicitly interdepen-

dent. Individuals are understood to be centers of dyCultural Limitations

of the Current Research

namic social relationships, and behavior is understood
to result from actively referencing and adjusting to these

relationships. For members of cultures fostering this
It is a sign of psychology's growing awareness of the

sociocultural situating of behavior that all of the researchers in this symposium mentioned that their sub-

jects were overwhelmingly Protestant Christians. How-

more explicitly interdependent mode of being, choices
do not index the stuff of which the individual is made.
Subsequent cultural psychological research supports the notion that the links between personal choice,

ever, like most other psychologists, they are not of one

the expression of internal attributes, and control of the

mind as to whether and why this matters. For example,

environment may be strongest for members of cultures

after acknowledging that most of her examples are

that emphasize an independent mode of self-making

based in Protestant Christianity, Exline (this issue) con-

(e.g., Kityama & Markus, 2000). In cultural contexts

230
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personal relationship with a god, but that the individual
where a more interdependent sense of self is fostered,
the act of making a personal choice may be moreshould
rou- have such a relationship.
tinely viewed as an opportunity to conform to andJohn
be Calvin ushered in the second generation of
like significant others (Kim & Markus, 1999) or to
calProtestants
with his version of the doctrine of predestiibrate one's attitudes with reference to others

nation. Although there are many varieties of Protes-

(Kitayama, Snibbe, Suzuki, & Markus, 2002). In other

tantism, Calvin's arguably had the greatest influence

words, exercising choice in these contexts may not be

on modem Westem European and American cultural

understood as asserting individuality or, more gener-

contexts (Weber, 1906/1958). Calvin's doctrine of pre-

ally, expressing internal, individual goodness.

destination teaches that the fates of individuals are

Markus, Kitayama, and Heiman (1997) speculated

sealed at birth so that one's performance of good or evil

that in many of the world's cultural settings, including deeds in life has no effect on whether one is saved or
some within the United States, being and agency are

damned at death. This is in contrast to Catholicism,

framed in terns of relationality, and that it is primarily

which teaches that salvation and damnation are the re-

in middle-class European American contexts that

sults of an individuals' actions.

they are constructed in seemingly individualistic and

Rather than letting individuals "off the hook,"

atomistic ways. Thus, it may be the case that for most

behaviorally, Calvin's doctrine of predestination also

of the world's people, individuals' outcomes are opti-

teaches that the spiritual elect tend to act virtuously-

mized when they feel like trusted others have "chosen"

that is, by soberly and diligently pursuing a "calling"-

for them. By that token, it may also be the case that for

whereas the damned tend to act sinfully. Because indi-

most of the world's people, the benefits of religious

viduals can never know for certain whether they are

participation accrue to those who feel that they have

among the spiritual elect, they attempt to infer from

not personally chosen their own religion. Rather, in

their behavior the status of their souls. Weber recounts

cultural contexts stressing an interdependent construal

how this doctrine leads to Protestants' fiendish work

of self, well-being may accompany a sense of inherit-

ethic, readiness for capitalism, and collective prefer-

ing a religion from one's ancestors or of following an

ence for subdued accoutrements (Weber, 1906/1958).

explicitly mandated, well-worn path. These predic-

Less explored corollaries to this doctrine are the beliefs

tions are not just in contrast to the conclusions drawn

that our extemal behaviors not only do reveal our inter-

by the authors in this symposium, they are also para-

nal states and traits, but also should reveal our intemal

doxical to both European American lay theory and em-

states and traits. The former is related to our culture's

pirical psychology. The reasons for this seeming para-

predilection for making the fundamental attribution er-

dox may be traced to the common religious root of both

ror (Ross, 1977; Ross & Nisbett, 1991), which is the

European American culture and European American

tendency to overemphasize traits and underestimate

psychology: Protestant Christianity.

situations and relationships in explaining behavior (see

Choi, Nisbett, & Norenzayan, 1999; Miller, 1984, for
cultural variability in the fundamental attribution er-

ror). The latter belief is related to our preference for
Protestant Christianity, Researchers,

self-deternined, intrinsically motivated behaviors in-

and the Researched

stead of extemally imposed, extrinsically motivated
behaviors (cf deCharms, 1968; Deci & Ryan, 1985,
Why might European Americans thrive when given
Festinger & Carlsmith, 1959; Lepper, Greene, &
free choice or assured of a personal relationship with
a
Nisbett,
1973).
benevolent God, and why might psychologists assume Theorists have attributed these tendencies to a wide
these tendencies to be universal? Observers have long
variety of factors in European American culture,
tied Americans' individualism, emphasis on self-suffiincluding Aristotelian logic (Choi et al., 1999), the Carciency, and ambivalence toward authority to our coltesian passion/reason split, industrial capitalism (Marx,
lective Protestant upbringing (Dumont, 1985; Samp- 1857-1858/1973), a free-market economy (Bellah,
son, 1977, 1988,2000; Weber, 1906/1958). ProtestantsMadsen, Sullivan, Swidler, & Tipton, 1985; Baumeister,
were born of rebellion, arising to protest the Roman
1987; Gergen, 1973), modernization (e.g., Inkeles,
Catholic Church and its belief that the teachings of the
1974), the development of the American dream and

Christian god must be interpreted and mediated byother ideologies of equality (Hochschild, 1995), and nopriests, popes, and councils. With his 95 theses, Martin
tions of natural, individual rights (cf. Guisinger & Blatt,
Luther cut out the middleman imposed by the Roman
1994; Jahoda, 1986; Markus, Kitayama, et al., 1997;
Catholic Church, anointing each person his own priest
Shweder & Bourne, 1984; Taylor, 1989, for further disand confessor, more capable than anyone else to intercussions of the material and philosophical sources of inpret religious doctrine and to hew a relationship with dividualism).
a
Certainly all of these factors have played
personal god. Thus, a cornerstone of Protestantism is
not only that the individual can have an unmediated,

some role. However, in this commentary, we wanlt to
highlight the influence of Protestant Christianiity in the
231
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European American view of individuals, their composition, and their behaviors.

may conceal the extent to which our religious commitments influence our secular undertakings. The first of

Not only may the tendencies of research partici-

these is the separation of church and state, on which

pants be traced to our culture's Protestant past and

Martin Luther himself insisted and the U.S. constitu-

present, but we may also perceive the same ancestry in tion delivered. Because religion and our secular underthe interpretations and research interests of psycholo-

takings are not supposed to intermix, we may be loath

gists. Sampson (2000) and Dumont (1985) suggested

to recognize when they do. The second is what could

that psychology's focus on the individual as the properbe called the religion of science. Science professes to
represent an objective "view from nowhere" (Geertz,
unit of psychological analysis stems, in large part,
from its Christian heritage, with its emphasis on self-

1983), dispassionately reporting on the world as it is,

sufficiency and individual perception. Sampson (2000)

rather than observing how the world is constructed by

contended that

our culturally shaped subjectivities. In psychology's
attempt to emulate the physical sciences, it has like-

if the Western world had been constituted in terms of

wise attempted to distill basic, individual psychologi-

Eastem religious values and beliefs (e.g., Taoism), the

cal processes from the structure of the immediate situa-

kind of psychological science that is currently familiar

tions in which they arise. This fundamental belief that

would not have taken the shape that is has: Some other

psychological processes may be understood without

kind of object or some very differently understood type

reference to larger contexts, or to particular contents,

of person would have become the central feature of
psychological inquiry. (p. 1426)

He further argued that, to Christianity's emphasis

on the individual, Protestant Christianity added a
sharpened person-other distinction, in which others
are often viewed in opposition to and impinging on the
individual. This sharpening occurred, in part, because
of Protestant Christianity's opposition to the Roman
Catholic Church and, in part, because of its opposition

to rabbinical Judaism, which embodies a more dialogical, formative (as opposed to instrumental) under-

may have exonerated psychology from examining its
own sociocultural grounding.
Furthermore, as psychology moved toward science,
it moved away from metaphysics and philosophy. To
the extent that psychology has distanced itself from re-

ligion, then, psychologists may be less cognizant of
our sociocultural milieu's Protestant bedrock. Thus, al-

though many psychologists may not personally en-

dorse Protestant values, it is important to realize that
we all engage in a world whose institutions and practices have been built according to them.

standing of the self-other relationship.
Markus and Kitayama (1994) charted this antago-

nistic characterization of the self-other relationship
within social psychology. In our predominantly Euro-

pean American field, conformity, groupthink, deindividuation, and the inconsistency between attitudes
and behaviors are characterized as processes by which
situations and other people can sap the mind right out
of the individual and, therefore, have been researched

Why Worry About the Cultural
Foundations of Our Findings?
Having diagnosed many strains of the Protestant

perspective in this symposium, the question arises:
Does this particularization really matter? Just because
a research finding embodies a particular cultural perspective does not mean that it is not valid. Alterna-

with an eye towards prevention. Although social
tively, we suggest that the data presented int this sympsychologists have had little to say about gods, the in-posium may only show that having a secure
fluence of mere mortals on the individual is often porrelationship with a personal God and individually cho-

trayed as insidious and therefore viewed with "theoretsen, intrinsically motivated religious participation
ical consternation" (Markus & Kitayama, 1994,
characterizes the best outcomes in all cultural contexts.

p. 576).

Perhaps some religious values are better for people

How is it that we, as scientists, are not aware of the

than others, and it just so happens that Protestant

extent to which religion is shaping science? One an-

Christianity happens to include two values that are es-

swer is that culture is designed to be transparent, leav-

pecially good for people.

ing its traces on and exerting its influence through the

Perhaps espousing Protestant values in a predomi-

thousand mindless or automatic practices and uncon-

nantly Protestant culture predicts the best outcomes on

scious assumptions with which people daily engage.

measures of individual psychological and physical

Because of their part in the fabric of the everyday, the

health (which, themselves, reflect Protestant values).

assumptions of one's own cultural contexts are often

Although this conclusion is considerably more cau-

not revealed, unless one happens to engage with more

tious than more general pronouncements about the ef-

than one cultural context.

fects of religion on well-being, we believe that the ad-

In the case of the religious commitments within our
cultural settings, there are two additional forces that

ditional caution is merited for two reasons. The first
reason is that it is a more appropriate hypothesis, given

232
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psychologists pay no attention to the religious beliefs
the subjects used, the results obtained, and the authors'
other conclusions concerning macro-level factors af-

and commitments that pervade every aspect of main-

fecting well-being. Indeed, both Pargament and

stream American cultural contexts. Rather, religion

George et al. (this issue) themselves suggested this al-

should be viewed as a pill that people can choose or re-

ternative hypothesis. In his general conclusion, Par-

ject. Depending on how it is ingested or incorporated

gament (this issue) offered that

into an otherwise nonreligious life, it can either be
good or bad for the individual.

those who benefit most from their religion are more

Religions do not merely exist in minds; they are

likely to ... be part of a larger social context that sup-

written on the world. Our questions, theories, methods,

ports their faith.... On the other hand, well-being is

and findings regarding these minds are necessarily cul-

more likely to suffer when ... religious identity is not
supported by the social environment.

Similarly, George et al. (this issue) speculated that
"if there are differences based on the cultural centrality
of religious denominations, with members of mainstream religions benefiting most, this would provide a
clue to one of the possible explanations for the links
between religion and health."
Neither Pargament, nor George et al. in their citation of Pargament, saw this conclusion as qualifying
their more general statements that a secure relationship
with a personal god and freely chosen, intrinsically
motivated religious participation predict good health

tural products that arise from engaging with this world.
The study of religion and well-being is welcome be-

cause it places the cultural grounding of psychological
findings and generalizations in high relief. Such an
awareness need not lead to a mire of relativism. In-

stead, it can support the appreciation of a basic, empiri-

cally verifiable psychological principle-psychological functioning requires engaging with culture-specific
ideas and practices, including understandings of what
is real, what is good, what is self, and what is the nature
of the relation between self and other-and lead to a
recognition of the systematic and specific ways in

which the psychological is cultural.

outcomes. One explanation for this oversight is that
Note

macrolevel explanations are usually reserved for explaining why members of minority religions do not
thrive in "religiously dissonant" contexts (e.g.,

Alana Conner Snibbe, Department of Psychology,

Rosenberg, 1962). Yet the same explanation may also

Jordan Hall, Building 420, Room 244, Stanford,

account for why those who adhere to Protestant ideals

CA 94305. E-mail: alacon@psych.stanford.edu

do thrive in mainstream American cultural contexts.

A second reason to qualify these two findings as lim-
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Hope for The Sacred and Vice Versa:

Positive Goal-Directed Thinking and Religion
C. R. Snyder, David R. Sigmon, and David B. Feldman
Department of Psychology
University of Kansas, Lawrence

Pargament (this issue) began his article by observ- possible existence of "supernatural" forces is not logiing that psychologists are every bit as passionate about cally excluded even if scientists demonstrate that all
religious issues as the general public. Some believe
human religious phenomena can be understood via
religion to be beneficial, even central to what it means psychological principles. Is it our belief, however, that
to be a complete human being (Jung, 1938/1969),
the day-to-day effects of religion on mental health and
whereas others view it as a kind of mass neurosis
well-being are largely the result of normal psychologi-

(Freud, 1927/1964) that is inherently damaging to the cal processes and constructs. To understand religion's
goals of mental health (Ellis, 1986). Virtually all agree, role in psychology, we must first understand psycholhowever, that religion as a psychological phenomenon ogy's role in religion. Much of what is presented in the
is, in principle, as explainable and predictable as all
three target articles can be understood through the lens
other human behaviors and mental processes. It is a
of one such normal psychological construct: hope. In
mistake, of course, to conclude that these predictable
psychological elements are all there is to religion; the

this regard, we draw heavily on a particular theory of
goal-directed hope developed in our laboratory.
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