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Exploring the psychological origin of religious beliefs: A re-examination of the
"Theory of Mind hypothesis"
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The purpose of this study was to test the hypothesis that mentalizing
ability is the cognitive foundation of belief in supernatural agents or religious belief. To test
this "mentalizing hypothesis,” we recruited large samples of Japanese adults and children. We also
assessed mentalizing ability from multiple perspectives using the Empathy Quotient (EQ, Baron-Cohen
& Wheelwright, 2004), the Reading Minds in the Eyes test (RMET, Baron-Cohen et al., 2001), and the
Empathic Concern subscale of the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI-EC, Davis, 1983). As a result,
the EQ and the IRI-EC showed a stronger relationship (i.e., effect size) to the individual
differences in religious belief, rather than the RMET. We discussed that the emotional aspect of
mentalizing plays an important role in the development of religious beliefs.
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Figure 1. The Relationship between Mentalizing Ability and Religious Belie: Meta-Analysis.
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2 N = 754, Table 1

B=.26,95%Cl =[.19, .33], t=7.22, p
< .001 B =-.03, 95% Cl =
[-.11,.04],t=-0.93, p = .351

Table 1. Results of the Linear Regression Analysis (Classical and Bayesian inference) Predicting Religious
Belief based on Age, Gender, the RMET, and the EQ.

Classica inference Bayesian inference
B SE Lower CI Upper Cl t p B 95% HPDI
13-item measure
Age .08 0.04 0.01 0.15 211 .036 .08 [.003, .149]
Gender 34 0.08 0.18 0.50 4.22 <.001 34 [.177, .489]
RMET -.03 0.04 -0.11 0.04 -0.93 .351 -.03 [-.107, .037]
EQ .26 0.04 0.19 0.33 7.22 <.001 .26 [.186, .324]
5-item measure
Age .09 0.04 0.02 0.17 247 .014 .09 [.017, .164]
Gender 21 0.08 0.05 0.37 2.56 011 21 [.048, .368]
RMET -.07 0.04 -0.14 0.01 -1.75 .081 -.07 [-.135, .011]
EQ 22 0.04 0.15 0.29 6.11 <.001 22 [.154, . 293]
N = 1440

B =.10, 95% CI =[.04, .16], t = 3.35, p < .001
B =.22,95% Cl =[.16, .28],t = 7.55, p< .001
Table2

Table 2. Results of the linear regression analysis (Classical and Bayesian inference)

Classica inference Bayesian inference

p E t p B 95% HPDI
13-item measure
Gender .29 0.06 4.89 <.001 .286 [.171, .408]
Age .005 0.03 0.17 .863 .005 [-.047, .058]
EQ 10 0.03 3.35 .001 .097 [.038, .150]
IRI-EC 22 0.03 7.55 <.001 219 [.161, .278]
5-item measure
Gender .20 0.06 3.45 .001 .203 [.089, .318]
Age .03 0.03 1.07 .286 .029 [-.023,.083]
EQ .04 0.03 137 170 .040 [-.019, .096]
IRI-EC .25 0.03 8.55 <.001 .249 [.192, .307]
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