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Religion, religious conflict, and the neuroscientific turn
In their introductory essay to a volume analyzing contemporary religious con-
flict from three social science perspectives, Powell and Clarke both catalogue and 
unwittingly reinforce an assumption that has long underwritten and continues to 
inform theories about the intersection between religion, (in)tolerance, and con-
flict, namely that pre-Enlightenment societies were typically intolerant.2 At the 
other end of the historical spectrum and until recently the beginning point for 
this hostility towards religious unorthodoxy has been set at the moment of Chris-
tianity’s official adoption (313 CE) on the premise that polytheism is, by con-
trast, inherently tolerant.3 By polytheism is meant – with the exception of ancient 
and early post-Second Temple Judaism – the religions of the ancient Greek and 
Roman worlds. While the starting point for this so-called rise in intolerance has 
in recent years been pushed back into the third century,4 the overwhelmingly 
dominant view persists that once Christianity became a religio licita and gained 
political power it became coercive, intolerant, and not infrequently violent.5 The 
nostalgic view that the classical polytheist world is one of religious tolerance and 
coexistence, whereas monotheism, which is exclusivist, is responsible for much 
of the religious violence perpetrated between the rise of Christianity and the end 
of pre-modern history,6 is, as Jan Bremmer and other theorists of religion have 
recently argued, itself an artefact of post-Enlightenment liberalism. This is an 
ideology which, in response to the protracted post-Reformation religious wars in 
Europe, conceived of religion as antithetical to the new age of science and reason 
and so sought to write religion permanently out of society. Henceforth it was 
restricted to the private domain.7 This view of religion as in its death throes and 
as having no future impact on society is a hallmark of secularization theory.8 Con-
temporary religious conflicts that engage the state are, in this view, to be attrib-
uted to a traditional or pre-modern, irrational society. This is an important point 
to which we will return, but for the moment let us simply point out that, with 
some recent significant exceptions, it continues to predicate twenty-first-century 
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Western governmental responses to religious conflicts, as well as inform the ways 
in which Western scholars attempt to understand the phenomenon.9

As Fox and Sandler point out, scholars have been scrambling since the events 
of 9/11 both to explain the role of religion in an upsurge in national and transna-
tional violence10 and to reintroduce religion as a significant social variable into 
social, political, and international relations theory.11 Research on this perceived 
new rise in religious intolerance is in some areas starting to align with insights 
from neuroscientific research that began to emerge in the 1980s and that have 
steadily been gaining acceptance, to the effect that the mind is embodied, and 
that affect or emotion has primacy to reasoned thought, particularly in regard to 
moral judgement.12 If we accept that cognitive and moral systems lie behind the 
evolution within human society of religion,13 then these findings have profound 
implications for the viability of secularization theory and a liberal view of the 
(negligible) social impact of religion. In fact one of the pioneers of such studies 
has long argued that the age of reason is a chimera that we need to move beyond, 
if we are to understand and accommodate morality (and thus religion) as a sig-
nificant factor in human behaviour and society.14 Ironically it is precisely what 
the age of Enlightenment rejected (the embodied mind) in favour of a body-mind 
dualism that promoted the priority of reason on the basis of science that science is 
now asking us to re-accept.

By now, the reader will be wondering what any of this has to do with religious 
conflict in general and the pursuit of the topic in relation to early Christianity 
and late antiquity in particular, but again the implications are profound. Firstly, 
religious tolerance is not an absolute, but in fact itself a moral virtue embraced by 
secularist liberal ideology.15 It is a social construct of Enlightenment thought. If 
the foundations of that ideology are now in question, then we must ask whether 
that virtue’s entailment – that religious intolerance is an evil, in that it damages 
the health of society – is valid. After all, as Powell and Clarke point out, liberalism 
itself would argue for a limit to tolerance when the tolerance of another religion 
is harmful to society.16 Indeed, it is precisely this argument that we see informing 
recent conclusions concerning the limits of the tolerance of other religions under 
Roman rule in the period before Constantine.17 The implication of this is that, 
even when we think that as scholars we are deconstructing dominant assumptions 
(in this case the inherent intolerance of monotheist and tolerance of polytheist 
religion), we need to ask ourselves whether, instead of succeeding, we are in fact 
simply adopting another element of the same paradigm.

Secondly, if a pre-Enlightenment view of the world is how we as human beings 
in fact behave and act in the world from a moral-religious perspective, then this 
is something we should intentionally move to embrace rather than back away 
from. The findings of the neurosciences do not condemn us to a world of super-
stition and prejudice from which we thought we had escaped,18 but rather help 
us to accept the affective agency of religion in human society as a biological 
fact,19 while providing us with tools that help us to explain and understand it. 
Further, if religion is to be inserted back into and perhaps even foregrounded in 
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contemporary social-scientific and political theories, then it makes sense that it 
is to a world that conceived of religion in a way that is aligned with embodied 
cognition that we should look for answers. This is particularly the case, if, as cur-
rent neuroscientific studies suggest, consciously suppressing in our own minds a 
rationalist view of the world that has been cognitively strengthened since birth is 
likely to prove extremely difficult.20 While some answers may lie in taking a fresh 
look at traditional and/or non-Western societies and cultures,21 including those of 
Africa, a fresh investigation of the role of religion in the pre-Enlightenment world 
and in the historical period which is thought to have witnessed the (old) “rise of 
intolerance,” in particular – that is, the centuries immediately before and after the 
“rise of Christianity” – is likely to prove equally fruitful. This is particularly the 
case when we consider that in the ancient and late ancient Mediterranean world 
from the fifth century BCE up to at least the fifth century CE in elite circles a 
model of individual and societal health that was intimately linked to both moral-
ity and the embodied soul/mind held sway,22 while across society the excluded 
middle – that is, the world of the supernatural – and religion were both enmeshed 
and embedded.23 In these respects, whether one examines a philosophic sect, a 
monotheist, syncretist, hybrid, poly- or heno-theist religion in this period makes 
little difference. This point is important since, as we will see shortly, theorization 
of religious conflict in this period has been criticized for its Christianity-centred 
focus. Further, since social health is a desideratum not just of modern liberal ide-
ology, but lies behind the moral foundational systems that have evolved across 
societies up to the present day,24 we could just as well flip the subtitle of a recent 
book on the embeddedness of morality in twenty-first-century American politics25 
and ask: how can we understand twenty-first-century religious conflict without 
a first- (or second-, third-, or fourth-) century brain? Curiously this is precisely 
what has been proposed in a 2013 doctoral dissertation in the discipline of criti-
cal rhetoric. Appealing to Gorgias and the classical Greek theory of the sophist 
as social physician, the author, Brett Ingram, argues for the integration of the 
neurosciences into critical rhetorical theory in order to understand and address 
issues like the impact of rhetorical violence – a significant component in religious 
conflict – on the principle that current neuroscience confirms a surprising number 
of theories held by ancient Graeco-Roman philosophers on the embodied mind.26

Towards a new theorizing of religious conflict
Having established that study of religious conflict in an historical period at first 
sight so distant from the twenty-first century – but, as we can now see, not so 
distant at all – is not just an academic exercise, but may in fact prove essential to 
helping us understand and negotiate religious conflict in the contemporary world, 
the next step is to engage in laying a fresh set of theoretical foundations that incor-
porate and internalize what, for lack of a better term, we will call the neuroscientific 
turn.27 This is important, if we are to move towards a self-conscious re-examination 
of religion and religious conflict in these critical(?) centuries.28 In order to do this, 
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however, we must first step back and take stock of some of the theories and presup-
positions that dominate current readings of the phenomenon in early Christianity 
and late antiquity. We then need to address the plethora of definitions that attach 
to some of the terms used and the lack of clear definition in the case of others.29 
Lastly, we also need to ask ourselves what assumptions lie behind these approaches 
and to what subconscious ideological or moral systems they are attributable. That 
is, the more we lay out in the open, the better our chance of assessing what contin-
ues to be valid and what does not in a worldview that incorporates the embodied 
mind, as well as of improving our capacity to be self-conscious and self-critical 
about how and even why we study religious conflict. The latter is critical, since, as 
the neurosciences now point out, we ourselves rationalize the world and perform 
actions on the basis of what Burke would call a particular piety, that is, an individu-
alized, internally coherent, largely subconscious moral system.30 This is a substan-
tial undertaking and not all of these steps can be completed in one chapter. Even 
engaging in just the first step – a critique of dominant and current approaches – is 
sufficient to demonstrate, however, that the neuroscientific turn disrupts our current 
approaches to religious conflict, while simultaneously pointing towards a number 
of paths for research that have been neglected.

Current approaches

Polytheism = tolerance | monotheism = intolerance

When we turn to current approaches, we have already raised and largely decon-
structed one of the most dominant to date, that of polytheist (i.e., pre-Christian) 
tolerance and monotheist (i.e., Christian) intolerance. This, as a number of schol-
ars have recently pointed out,31 is a view that emerges within secularist liberal 
ideology in reaction to the bloody and protracted intra-Christian religious wars in 
Europe in the seventeenth century. At its crudest, the logical flow is that the Chris-
tian state was responsible for indefensible social harm, so religion (Christianity) 
must be excised from the political = public sphere. Since this is then enshrined as 
a doctrine of the separation of Church and state, the entire period during which 
the two were not separate, that is, the entire period in European history from the 
seventeenth century back to the conversion of Constantine, comes under suspi-
cion. It thus serves to set the beginning point for Christianity’s harmful impact 
on society at 313 CE. In this view, a period in which no religion gained political 
dominance within the cultures that gave birth to Europe becomes a golden age, 
imbued with the virtue of religious tolerance. In this nostalgic view the Roman 
imperial cult is conveniently forgotten or its influence on the state not viewed as 
comparable to that of Christianity. In this crude outline we can see the origins of 
at least two other lenses through which, to date, the study of religious conflict has 
been filtered: 1. That the conversion of Constantine constitutes a benchmark in the 
decline of religious tolerance; and; 2. A narrow focus on the religions of Greece 
and Rome, on the one hand, and on Christianity, on the other.32 We need to note 
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here that recently scholars have been working hard to foreground and overcome 
these biases.33 This activity is associated with awareness-raising that concepts like 
“religion,” “religious violence,” “tolerance,” and “intolerance” are not emic, that 
is part of the internal thought-world of Graeco-Roman society, until well beyond 
the fourth century CE.34 And we have to admit that the concept “religious conflict” 
is likewise a modern, etic construct. It needs to be noted, however, that regardless 
of whether we adopt more emic terms like “forbearance” and “compulsion,” as 
Maijastina Kahlos proposes,35 we are still in essence addressing the same con-
cepts. As we have already pointed out, the recent turn in scholarship towards an 
argument that there were limits to polytheist tolerance, matched by corresponding 
limits to Christian intolerance, while it appears to deconstruct this overarching 
model, in fact operates from within the same paradigm, where religious tolerance 
is a (modern, liberal) socially constructed virtue.36

The religious marketplace

A second dominant model, that of the religious marketplace, is related, and simi-
larly benchmarks the conversion of Constantine and focuses attention on Christi-
anity and the religions of Greece and Rome. In this model, derived from Rational 
Choice Theory, which is in turn anchored in the economic theory of Adam Smith, 
Christianity emerges in a pluri-religious urban society where it is in competition 
for converts.37 The focus here is on the rise to success of Christianity against 
the other available religions. Within this model, the character of the relationship 
between religions in the first three centuries CE is described by the four Cs: coex-
istence, co-operation, competition, and conflict.38 The ideas of rivalry, competi-
tion, or struggle as important social factors in turn have their basis in evolutionary 
and Marxist social theory.39 In scholarship deriving from the discipline of Classics 
as opposed to Early Christian or Biblical Studies, in terms of the relationship 
between cults in the Hellenistic and Roman world competition has been viewed 
as both a social phenomenon and as an engine of religious change.40 Both sets of 
ideas have been discussed and critiqued at length by Engels and Van Nuffelen in 
their introduction to the volume Religion and Competition in Antiquity, although 
it should be noted that they see the marketplace as a problematic metaphor rather 
than engaging directly with Stark and other rational choice of religion theorists.41 
What they do usefully highlight, for our purposes, is the failure of the negative 
entailment of this set of ideas, that Christianity signals the end of competition.42 
Of even greater significance is that this set of theories, too, emerges from within 
secularist liberal ideology that sees reason as a primary agent and religious plural-
ism as an ideal and that equates religious competition (equivalent to free market 
capitalism) with religious vitality.43 Here the assumption of “rational choice” as 
applied to religion is particularly problematic. Where previous criticism of these 
models has focused on the validity of the idea of choice,44 current neuroscientific 
findings about the primacy of affect over reason when it comes to moral judge-
ment undermine not the idea of choice in regard to religion, but the primacy of 
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reason in such a choice. These studies suggest, on the contrary, that emotion and 
intuition most likely play an initial role and that a person then rationalizes his or 
her choice, if at all, after the fact.45

By now it will be clear that modern sociology of religion as a discipline is 
to a large extent still under the influence of functionalist and secularist post- 
Enlightenment modes of thought and we must also ask whether a theory of reli-
gious competition per se, whether applied to a pluri-religious society, as is assumed 
to describe Graeco-Roman society prior to the conversion of Constantine, or one 
in which a single religion dominates, as is assumed to be the case subsequently, 
should not itself be subjected to critical re-examination. That is, competition as a 
model may or may not be a valid tool for assessing the role of religion in society 
in the ancient to late ancient world. If we are to accept or reject it with confidence, 
however, we need at the very least to expose to critical examination the ideologi-
cal origins of the model and ask whether, given that religion has no clear defini-
tion within society at this period,46 competition offers an adequate explanation.

A further point is that the ideology that underlies both the (in)tolerance and com-
petition models and their variants is fundamentally Euro- (= Western-) centric, as 
is the bulk of the scholarship that informs them.47 This, as we have already noted, 
creates an unconscious bias towards what are perceived to be the great ances-
tors of Europe and its Enlightenment – Greece and Rome and their religions –  
and to the successor majority religion that shaped the history of Europe and its 
colonies, Christianity. As scholars of Judaism, among others, have rightly pointed 
out, much scholarship on religion in classical and late antiquity to date retains 
these biases.48 So scholars from within the discipline of Classical studies rightly 
criticise scholars of New Testament, Early Christian and Late Antique studies 
of examining Graeco-Roman religion through Christian-coloured or monotheist 
lenses.49 The same criticism, however, can be levelled at much of the scholar-
ship on Judaism, on religions beyond the borders of the Roman empire,50 and on 
Manichaeism in this period, where the religions are examined less in their own 
right than from a predominantly Graeco-Roman-religious as well as Christian 
perspective.

Another entailment of these models and their underlying ideology, particularly 
in relation to the question of religious conflict, is a second subconscious bias, this 
time towards viewing each religion as a monolithic entity. While recent scholar-
ship, with its emphasis on a spectrum of co-existing Judaisms, Islams, or Chris-
tianities, is beginning to unpack this bias in relation to monotheistic religions,51 
this conceptualisation of religion needs to be brought into greater dialogue with 
the view of polytheist cults as being by nature individual and local in their expres-
sion.52 What current neuroscientific research on liberal versus conservative moral 
systems and on the intersection between affect, reason and behaviour suggests is 
that the adherents and their beliefs and practices within all religious systems are 
susceptible to polarization.53 This language at present appears rarely, if at all, in 
the literature.54 The concept of polarization itself suggests that religious conflict 
should be viewed not as a fixed or end state but as a process, while we need also 
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to pay attention to the idea that all religious groups, not just monotheisms, are 
susceptible to sectarian fragmentation.55 Under what conditions this phenomenon 
occurs or fails to occur across the full range of religions that existed in the ancient 
to late ancient world and to what degree it is attributable to the character of the 
individual religion (as opposed to other factors) is an avenue of research as yet 
inadequately explored.

Religious conflict = religious violence

This leads us to a third approach that currently dominates the study of both 
contemporary and early Christian and late ancient religious conflicts. This is 
an approach that views religious conflict from the sole perspective of one of its 
(extreme) modes of expression, religious violence. This holds true whether the 
focus is physical or rhetorical violence. Bremmer in his 2014 article, “Religious 
Violence between Greeks, Romans, Christian and Jews,” refers to the appear-
ance in the preceding decade of a “tsunami” of studies of the phenomenon in 
antiquity.56 While this is somewhat exaggerated for antiquity, it comes closer to 
the mark when we add in books, articles, and new journals that seek to explain 
the phenomenon in the twenty-first century.57 The recent increase in publications 
on religious fundamentalism and martyrdom both ancient and modern can be 
included as subsets of this approach.58 This emphasis in response to not just the 
events of 9/11, but the constant reporting in the media of fresh examples around 
the world of suicide bombings, beheadings of apostates, and destruction of cultic 
sites is natural and has its uses. These we will discuss in a moment. The prob-
lem arises when this overwhelming emphasis on an extreme becomes fixed in 
both public and academic perception as representing the whole,59 leading to the 
neglect not just of other potentially significant aspects of religious conflict, but of 
informed discussion on the question of where religious conflict in all its aspects 
and manifestations fits into concepts of social harm and social good.

The latter is a huge question that cannot be unpacked here.60 Instead we will 
look briefly at the utility of just two of the numerous viewpoints and findings that 
have emerged from this vast body of research, one from contemporary studies, 
one from the study of late antiquity. Firstly, as Fox and Sandler point out, the 
focus on religious violence has opened up debate about the nature of the relation-
ship between politics, ethnicity, race, and religion in national and transnational 
conflicts.61 We see a similar discussion emerging in the work of Engels and Van 
Nuffelen concerning the Graeco-Roman world, where they argue for the inter-
weaving of religion with ethnic and cultural differences, social distinctions, and 
politics.62 The work of both Lakoff, in particular, and Haidt, in general, drawing 
on their own experimental work and that of others in the neurosciences, confirms 
the existence of an intimate connection at the cognitive level with morality in the 
case of politics.63 Secondly, among scholars who study the world of late antiquity 
the focus on violence has drawn attention to an observable disjunction between 
violent discourse or speech and violent action. This is still in the process of being 



W endy     M ayer  

10

unpacked, but emerges most clearly in the case of the destruction of the cultic 
buildings and images of one religion (in this case, a variety of Graeco-Roman 
cults) by another (Christianity). Here a significant discrepancy is being revealed 
between the reportage of acts of violence in the dominant religion’s rhetoric and 
the physical evidence.64 Without the benefit of verifiable evidence, a similar dis-
cussion is nonetheless opening up regarding the relationship between stories of 
martyrdom and persecution in the early Christian centuries and their historical 
reality.65 In this respect, Ingram’s insightful discussion of the impact of violent 
rhetoric on the brain as physiological trauma opens up an avenue for dialogue 
between these discussions in late antiquity, research from the neurosciences, and 
critical rhetoric.66 A significant aspect of religious conflict that has not been well 
explained by sociological theories to date is the precise nature of the relation-
ship between what a religious leader says, the impact of that speech on a fol-
lower’s brain, and that follower’s actions. What Burke’s piety theory, the theories 
of Bourdieu, and the current neuroscientific research together suggest is that this 
is in some respects simple and in others quite complex.67

Religious conflict = identity-formation
The emphasis on violence and the raising of questions about the role of the rheto-
ric of violence in relation to it brings us to one final influential perspective from 
which religious conflict in early Christianity and late antiquity has been addressed, 
which will be discussed only in brief. This is the analysis of conflict rhetoric 
through the lens of identity theory, more specifically the role of in-group/out-
group bias in constructing identity.68 This theory, adopted from social psychology, 
has been particularly influential in Late Antique studies, where the language of 
alterity, deviancy, and discussion of strategies of delegitmization of out-groups –  
for instance, bestial language applied to Jews, or accusations of child sacrifice 
against Christians – is common.69 It also lies behind the oppositional labels “her-
esy/heterodoxy” and “orthodoxy.”70 Here, as in the case, of the first two theo-
ries discussed, we again see a marked bias in application towards Christianity,71 
this time with some slight justification in that Christianity is a newly emergent 
religion. The implications extend far beyond the identity-formation of Christian-
ity and its various expressions, however, and there is much work to be done on 
how the rhetoric and/or praxis of other newly emerging religious groups, such as 
Rabbinic Judaism, Manichaeism, and Islam, was received,72 and how the rheto-
ric that accompanied the refashioning of the identity of existing religious groups 
spawned, or emerged from within (and thus reinforced), conflict.73 Slight progress 
has been made in broadening research into the in-group/out-group oppositional 
categories heresy-orthodoxy, where it is now, if slowly, increasingly being rec-
ognized that this particular bias is not specific to Christianity in particular, nor 
monotheisms in general.74 There is also an emerging discussion about the gap 
between heresy-orthodoxy discourse, which foregrounds belief, and orthopraxy, 
which is now thought in regard to personal religious identity in the ancient to 
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late ancient world to have had priority.75 This has potential implications for the 
current direction in sociology-of-religion research, with its emphasis on religious 
fundamentalism.

Where identity research is beginning to produce particularly valuable insights 
concerns an emerging recognition of the gap between rhetoric that had previously 
been read as indicative of historical inter-group conflict and the reality that this is 
an example of in-group/out-group bias where the out-group label is used to refer to 
a deviant other inside the same religion. That is, what is rhetorically constructed as 
inter-group religious conflict, such as “pagan-Christian” or “Christian-Jewish,” is 
now being revealed as a product of intra- or inner-group conflict in which the issue 
of clarifying group identity in a time of uncertainty is in the foreground. An exam-
ple is the article by Douglas Boin, in which he deconstructs the previously influ-
ential oppositional categories “pagan” and “Christian.”76 This finding opens up 
our reading of current “Islamic-Christian” or “Islamic-Jewish” religious conflicts.

Of equal interest are recent studies which show how the application of in-group/
out-group strategies in intra-group conflict can spread conflict beyond the group 
to the religion that is not the original target of the conflict, but is employed as the 
scapegoated other. Abel Mordechai Bibliowicz’s recent book arguing that anti-
Semitism is a by-product (an “unintended” consequence) of early intra-Christian 
conflict and identity-formation is an important example.77 One final avenue of 
interest is recent discussion of the gap between increased activity directed towards 
memory construction inside a religious group – this is not explicitly polemical, 
but might be thought to suggest a response to external pressures – and histori-
cal reality, which indicates minimal real local or regional inter-religious conflict. 
This research is emerging in particular from exploration of the impact on local 
Christianities of the Arab conquest and the rise of a competing, dominant religion, 
Islam.78 Such studies bring into ever-increasing question assumptions about the 
direct link between conflict rhetoric and conflict reality that have long held sway. 
Here again, the insights emerging from much of this research could be deepened 
by being brought more explicitly into dialogue with experimental psychology and 
neuroscientific research.79 As Mar Marcos argues, maybe approaches that saw 
Christian narratives of violence towards other religions as reflecting real violence 
prove problematic not because there is no direct link between such narratives and 
actual violence, but because they placed the cart before the horse.80 Is it possible, 
she asks, that the narratives of violence that arose as a part of boundary demarca-
tion are causative? Instead of commemorating historical reality, did they subtly 
encourage acts of violence that occurred after the fact? The full mapping out of the 
agency of identity-formation in religious conflict, on the one hand, and of religious 
conflict in identity-formation, on the other, remains as yet some distance away.

Conclusion
If we are not at the beginning of a re-theorization of religious conflict, then the 
neurosciences are demonstrating compellingly that we should be. In showing that 
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the primacy of reason in moral judgement is a myth, they disrupt ways of looking 
at the phenomenon that have dominated research, public perception, and govern-
mental responses. At the very least, their findings call on us to attribute greater 
agency to emotion in religious belief, discourse, and action, than has previously 
been the case. Their precise implication for a revised theory of religious conflict, 
on the other hand, has yet to be unfolded. We argued that the first step is to engage 
in laying a fresh set of theoretical foundations that incorporate and internalize 
what, for lack of a better term, we called the neuroscientific turn.81 In order to do 
that, we argued, we must first critically examine the theories that currently under-
gird how we describe, frame, and respond to religious conflict. This chapter has 
been a first step in that direction. As we suggested, even engaging in just the very 
beginnings of this first step – a critique of dominant and current approaches – has 
been sufficient to demonstrate that the neuroscientific turn disrupts our current 
approaches to religious conflict, while simultaneously pointing towards a number 
of paths for research that have been neglected or insufficiently explained. Further, 
this tentative step has shown how important it is for us as scholars to be more 
self-reflective and self-critical of our inherent Burkean pieties. One of the felici-
tous side-effects of this endeavour is that as scholars of religion in antiquity, late 
antiquity or African studies we are no longer required to find justifications for our 
research. On the contrary, if we are to understand why religious conflict occurs 
today in what is increasingly being acknowledged as the failure of the Age of Rea-
son in what is biologically an embodied-mind world, then study of the phenom-
enon in the ancient to late ancient world, alongside studies of the phenomenon 
in historical and contemporary Africa – societies in which the embodied mind is 
accepted and in which religion is entwined with private and public life at every 
level – can now play an important, perhaps even central, role.
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	 4	 See Polymnia Athanassiadi, Vers la pensée unique: la montée de l’intolérance dans 
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	 5	 See Mayer, “Religious Conflict,” 13. Jan Bremmer, “Religious Violence,” 12–14; and 
Kahlos, Forbearance and Compulsion; and ead., Dialogue and Debate: Christian and 
Pagan Cultures c. 360–430 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), have done much to decon-
struct this view. The emerging view is summed up by Dirk Rohmann, Book-Burning  
and Censorship in Late Antiquity, Arbeiten zur Kirchengeschichte 135 (Berlin: De 
Gruyter, 2016), “Introduction” (p. 15, ebook version): “while religious conflicts 
demonstrably occurred, the Christianisation of the Roman Empire was much more 
peaceful and consensual than this . . . evidence implies at first glance.” See, however, 
David Frankfurter, “ ‘Religious Violence’: A Phenomenology,” Ancient Jew Review, 
February 24, 2016, www.ancientjewreview.com/articles/2016/2/24/religious-violence-
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responses, are also instructive.

	10	 Since the impact remains largely confined to Near Eastern, African, and Asian nations, 
this is perceived by Western scholars as being by no means as severe as the religious 
wars of the seventeenth century (e.g., Powell and Clarke, “Religion, Tolerance, and 
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Center, February  26, 2015, www.pewforum.org/2015/02/26/religious-hostilities, 
accessed March  26, 2017, and “Trends in Global Restrictions on Religion,” Pew 
Research Center, June  23, 2016, www.pewforum.org/2016/06/23/trends-in-global-
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R e - theorizing           religious          conflict      

15

Social Psychology 47 (2013): 55–130. Teehan, In the Name of God, applies this spe-
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	14	 See George Lakoff, The Political Mind: Why You Can’t Understand 21st-Century 
Politics with an 18th-Century Brain (New York: Viking, 2008); id., Moral Politics: 
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	15	 See Powell and Clarke, “Religion, Tolerance, and Intolerance,” 5–7, who situate it 
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On the latter, see Jonathan Haidt and Craig Joseph, “How Moral Foundations Theory 
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html, accessed September 12, 2014.
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the basis of his exposure to research on drug addiction. For a useful analysis of his 
theory of piety see Jordynn Jack, “ ‘The Piety of Degradation’: Kenneth Burke, the 
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	24	 On the basis of his experimental research, Haidt argues in “Moral Psychology” that, 
regardless of where one sits on the conservative-liberal spectrum, the foundational 
harm/care system is a guiding principle, whereas all of the foundational systems are 
concerned with regulating selfishness for the benefit of the social group.
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speech and its (differentiated) impacts on the conscious mind and subconscious brain 
of the listener.
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	34	 Bremmer, “Religious Violence,” 10–12; Kahlos, Forbearance and Compulsion, 2–4; 
Athanassiadi, Vers la pensée unique, 40; Engels and Van Nuffelen, “Religion and 
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	35	 Kahlos, Forbearance and Compulsion, 2, 6–8.
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Critical Theory of Society and Religion, 3 vols (Leiden: Brill, 2010).
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ity: A Sociologist Reconsiders (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996). For 
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ence,” 59–66; Clarke, Justification of Religious Violence, 75–7. Ibid., 79–80, however, 
is reluctant to demote the role of reason and questions the validity of Haidt’s findings 
as a- or cross-cultural.
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mental aspect of embodied cognition by Lakoff, Moral Politics; and Jonathan Haidt, 
The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and Religion (London: 
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	57	 See, for example, the new Journal of Religion and Violence (first issue, 2013); Clarke, 
Justification of Religious Violence; Jimmy Carter, A Call to Action: Women, Religion, 
Violence, and Power (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2014); Karen Armstrong, Fields 
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