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Abstract 

 

Karma is believed to be a source of supernatural justice through which actions lead to 

morally-congruent outcomes, within and across lifetimes. It is a central tenet of many world 

religions and appears in the social evaluations expressed by religious and non-religious 

individuals across diverse cultural contexts.  Despite its prevalence, research directly 

investigating belief in karma is currently underrepresented in psychological studies of religion, 

morality, and justice.  In this chapter, we situate karma within existing theories of religious 

cognition and justice beliefs, while highlighting how it is related to, but distinct from, belief in 

moralizing gods, beliefs about justice that lack religious or supernatural connotations, and 

magical thinking.  We first describe two prominent explanations for the cross-cultural prevalence 

of supernatural justice beliefs: These beliefs arise as the by-products of other, more general 

cognitive mechanisms, and these beliefs are supported by core motivations for sense-making, 

meaning maintenance, and psychological control.  We then consider how questions left 

unresolved by these cognitive and motivational perspectives, regarding the cross-cultural 

variability in explicit supernatural justice beliefs, can be explained through a cultural 

evolutionary perspective on religious cognition.  Finally, we describe how these supernatural 

justice beliefs affect causal judgments and elicit norm-adherence and prosociality among 

believers.    

 

 

Keywords: Karma, Causal reasoning, Immanent justice reasoning, Justice motivation, Cultural 

evolution, Prosocial behavior, Moral judgments, Religion, Belief in God, Intuitive thinking 
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1. Introduction 

How do people explain why some individuals experience good fortune—wealth, status, 

health, and prosocial treatment from others—whereas others experience struggles, failures, and 

suffering in life?  Many people throughout the world believe that the cause of good and bad life 

experiences can be traced to a person’s past good and bad actions.  Good acts cause good things 

to happen, bad acts cause bad things to happen, and these causal connections are etched into the 

fabric of the universe over long timescales, even when no physical connection is discernible 

between actions and experiences.   This belief that “what goes around, comes around” is 

commonly found in many world religions.  It is central to the worldview depicted by karmic 

religious traditions – including Hinduism, Buddhism, and their offshoots, such as Jainism and 

Sikhism – that together have over 1.5 billion adherents worldwide (Pew Research Center, 2015), 

and also appears in spiritual and New Age movements that are rapidly growing in secularized 

Western communities (Bender, 2010; Willard & Norenzayan, 2017). Despite the prevalence of 

this belief in the world’s religious landscape, our knowledge about the psychology of karma is 

limited.  This is not surprising, considering that only a fraction of the world’s vast cultural 

diversity makes it into the psychological laboratory (Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010), a 

state of affairs that persists in psychology’s treatment of religion (Norenzayan, 2016). 

In this article, we build on previous literatures and discuss recent findings that address this 

gap in psychological research about belief in karma.  We begin by discussing the content and 

structure of belief in karma, as well as conceptual similarities and differences with other 

psychological phenomena, particularly belief in god and just world beliefs. Next, we describe 

two prominent explanations for the cross-cultural prevalence of supernatural justice beliefs: (1) 

supernatural beliefs arise as the by-products of other, more general cognitive mechanisms, and 
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(2) supernatural beliefs are supported by core motivations for sense-making, meaning 

maintenance, and psychological control.  We then consider how questions left unresolved by 

these cognitive and motivational perspectives can be explained through a cultural evolutionary 

perspective on religious cognition.  This cultural evolutionary perspective integrates research on 

evolved cognitive processes and motivations with research on social learning and the evolution 

of culture over historical time, to explain both cross-cultural regularities as well as cultural 

variation in the specific supernatural justice beliefs.  Finally, we describe how these culturally-

supported supernatural justice beliefs shape causal judgments and elicit prosocial behavior 

among believers.    

We support our discussion with evidence drawn from past psychological research about 

justice and religion, which was typically not intended to directly investigate karma beliefs, and 

therefore when necessary we supplement this with evidence drawn from qualitative surveys, 

anthropological investigations, and historical documentation of karmic beliefs and practices.  We 

also describe several recent psychological studies that adhere to the best practices of 

contemporary open science, including high-powered, preregistered studies, to directly test 

relevant hypotheses, highlight several intriguing findings worthy of replication, and generate 

novel hypotheses that could be fruitfully tested using psychological methods. 

What is belief in karma? Throughout this article, we use “karma” or “belief in karma” to 

refer to the folk belief in ethical causation within and across lifetimes, that is, the expectation that 

a person’s moral actions affect their future experiences, with good actions increasing the 

likelihood of good experiences and bad acts increasing bad experiences.  Importantly, karmic 

consequences operate even (and perhaps, especially) when the connection between actions and 

outcomes is causally opaque:  Fair outcomes are not only received at the hands of other people 
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who are aware of one’s past moral actions; instead, experiences are attributable to past moral 

action even in the absence of mundane physical causes, biological causes, second- or third-party 

punishment, and direct- or indirect-reciprocity.  Karma is also believed to operate across 

infinitely-long timescales, including endless cycles of reincarnation.  This means that karmic 

justice for past actions can be used to explain (a) how a person is treated by others, (b) 

experiences that are not intentionally caused by human actions, including illness, accidents, and 

natural disasters, and (c) a person’s status, wealth, and health at birth. 

This conceptualization of karma is distinct from, but overlaps substantially with, the 

prototypical features of karma as a religious doctrine that originated in Indic religious traditions 

(e.g., Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism, Bronkhorst, 2011; Obeyesekere, 2002), while also 

capturing lay theories about karmic attributions that are documented in ethnographic studies in 

India and other Asian populations. Breaches of ethical codes of conduct—including harmful, 

uncooperative, and dishonest behavior; lack of loyalty to one’s community; impure and 

disgusting actions; and failure to fulfil role-related responsibilities—are believed to lead to 

suffering in the form of pain, illness, psychological disorders, and social disharmony 

(Bhangaokar & Kapadia, 2009; Shweder, Much, Mahapatra, & Park, 1997).  Karma is especially 

salient as a cause of illness, as documented in several qualitative studies of health-related 

behavior in Asian cultural contexts: Karma has been used to explain why some individuals get 

cancer and others do not, among Taiwanese, Chinese, and Thai cancer sufferers (Liamputtong & 

Suwankhong, 2016; Tang, Mayer, Chou, & Hsiao, 2016; Yeo et al., 2005); in Indonesian 

mothers’ explanations for children diagnosed with autism (Riany et al., 2016); in Vietnamese 

monks’ and nuns’ explanations for people suffering with mental illness (Nguyen, Yamada, & 

Dinh, 2012); in Vietnamese lay-people’s explanation for HIV/AIDS following from drug use 
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(Thi Ho & Maher, 2008); and among Thai mothers who have passed HIV on to their children 

(Kubotani & Engstrom, 2005; Liamputtong, Haritavorn, & Kiatying-Angsulee, 2012; Ross, 

Sawatphanit, & Suwansujarid, 2007). 

To measure belief in karma as conceptualized above, we recently developed the Belief in 

Karma Questionnaire (White, Norenzayan, & Schaller, in press). We find that this belief—

combining elements of morality, causality, and reincarnation—reflects a meaningful and 

coherent individual difference with good reliability and validity.  We found that, as expected, 

scores were higher among adherents to religious traditions that contain explicit karmic doctrines 

(e.g., Hindus, Buddhists), and lower (though not at floor) among Christians and non-religious 

Westerners.  However, belief in karma is not reducible to affiliation with Hinduism and 

Buddhism, anymore than belief in God is reducible to affiliation with Christianity, Islam, 

Hinduism, or other theistic traditions. Below, we report evidence of karmic beliefs from a variety 

of samples, drawn from different religious contexts and cultures with different cultural exposure 

to explicit notions of karma.  We also discuss how karma is conceptually and empirically distinct 

from (1) belief in god, an alternative source of supernaturally-enforced justice, and (2) 

perceptions of justice that lack obvious supernatural connotations, such as the expectation of 

interpersonal reciprocity, trust in secular legal justice, or generalized belief in immanent or 

distributive justice.    

2.  Karma, Supernatural Causation, and Beliefs about Justice and Fairness 

In this section, we outline the conceptual distinctions between karma and related 

concepts, and discuss empirical evidence that belief in karma is associated with, but not 

reducible to, these concepts.  Throughout this chapter, we discuss karma alongside existing 

research regarding belief in god and regarding non-supernatural justice beliefs, to highlight that 
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all three of these beliefs share conceptual and psychological similarities.  These psychological 

similarities imply that these beliefs (1) may be influenced by similar evolutionary processes, (2) 

may be rooted in similar cognitive mechanisms, and (3) may have similar outcomes for 

believers’ judgments and behaviors. Given the lack of existing research directly examining belief 

in karma, research regarding god beliefs and justice beliefs also provides a good starting point 

for testable hypotheses about the psychology of karma.  However, each of these concepts has its 

own unique elements and distinct cultural histories, implying that belief in karma, god, and 

justice can sometimes exert divergent effects among believers. 

2.1.  Karma in Relation to Fate, God, and Witchcraft  

Around the world, people believe in a multitude of supernatural causes for misfortune 

(Shweder et al., 1997; Legare & Gelman, 2008).  In many cultures, karma exists alongside belief 

in fate, gods, evil spirits, witchcraft, and/or the evil eye as possible explanations for life 

experiences.  These causal explanations are not mutually exclusive; the same individual may 

accept a variety of supernatural and biological causal frameworks, and may even apply them 

simultaneously to explain a single event (e.g., witchcraft or bad karma make a person vulnerable 

to diseases transmitted through germs, Dundes, 1992; Hiebert, 1983; Legare, Evans, Rosengren, 

& Harris, 2012; Legare & Gelman, 2008; Nguyen & Rosengren, 2004; Raman & Gelman, 2004; 

Raman & Winer, 2002; Shweder et al., 1997; Young et al., 2011).  However, karma possesses 

unique elements that are worth distinguishing from other supernatural beliefs. 

Belief in fate, like karma, involves the expectation that certain life experiences are 

“meant to be” and happen for pre-determined reasons (Norenzayan & Lee, 2010).  However, fate 

is not necessarily due to a person’s past moral behavior.  Fate might be determined by 

astrological configurations at the time of one’s birth, the will of the gods, and other non-moral 
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considerations, whereas karma locates the source of current experiences specifically in past 

moral actions (Daniel, 1983). 

In many religious traditions, gods, like karma, are concerned with human morality and 

may actively intervene in people’s lives to reward and punish morally relevant actions 

(Norenzayan, 2013). The gods, and perhaps Karma too, are seen as ultimate enforcers of an 

unseen moral order that is deeply ingrained into the fabric of the universe. As a result, believers 

often turn to these supernatural agents and forces to make sense of good fortune and, counter-

intuitively, suffering, especially when human agency cannot explain these experiences (such as 

when natural disasters strike, Grey & Wegner, 2010). However, the gods are believed to possess 

many features not obviously present in karma. Gods exist independently of human beings and 

possess independent agency, desires, and motivations. Also, believers mentally represent gods as 

independent agents with anthropomorphic minds (Barrett & Keil, 1996; Heiphetz, Lane, Waytz, 

& Young, 2016; Purzycki, 2013; Shtulman & Lindeman, 2016), and believers engage in personal 

relationships with gods much as they would with other humans (e.g., viewing god as an 

attachment figure, Davis, Moriarty, & Mauch, 2013; Granqvist, Mikulincer, & Shaver, 2010). On 

the other hand, karma is often depicted as an impersonal force or law, merely describing the 

causal connections between morally-relevant actions and events (Bronkhorst, 2011; Daniel, 

1983; Wadley, 1983). It is a matter of debate as to whether any of these agentic features apply to 

belief in karma, an issue that we take up below.  

For example, Hindus often claim to believe in karma and a pantheon of agentic gods, but 

although visual depictions of Hindu gods with human-like bodies are common, karma is not 

depicted as an anthropomorphic entity.  Hindu devotees have personal relationships with their 

gods, which they express through emotional attachment, gestures of respect, and sacrificial 
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offerings; but believers do not have any comparable devotional relationship with karma.  

Attributing misfortune to gods, rather than karma, is also associated with different behavioral 

scripts for remedying the situation (Nuckolls, 1991, 1992).  Believers can pray to the gods and 

bargain with them to obtain desired outcomes, whereas the negative effects of karma are more 

likely to be mitigated through divination, penitential actions, or prescribed rituals for 

accumulating karmic merit (Aktor, 2012; Fuller, 2004; Young, Morris, Burrus, Krishnan, & 

Regmi, 2011).  A substantial psychological literature has documented the causes and 

consequences of belief in agentic gods, but it is an open question how well these findings apply 

to belief in impersonal karmic causality. 

Belief in witchcraft and magical causality, like karma, also posits unseen causal 

connections between actions and conceptually-similar experiences.  However, witchcraft often 

entails a variety of considerations and mediating factors that are absent in karmic causality.  

Witchcraft is initiated and mediated by special rituals, magical objects, and the intercession of 

supernatural agents that do the witch’s bidding (Singh, 2018a; Sørensen, 2007).  Karmically-

caused experiences can be concisely explained by past (im)moral behavior without additional 

mediating forces. Even when rituals are used to elicit karmic consequences, they seem to follow 

different principles than those of sympathetic magic:  Sympathetic magic follows principles of 

contagion, such as dose insensitivity (Nemeroff & Rozin, 2000), whereas karma is often 

construed as an exchangeable quantity, where the amount of merit accumulated is proportionate 

to the deed performed (Cadge, 2005; Sherrill, 2000).  Karmic causality is also focused on 

explaining how one person’s actions impact themselves in the future, whereas witchcraft 

explains how one person can affect another:  A cross-culturally-prevalent idea is that other 

people’s jealousy and malice cause illness and misfortune, through witchcraft and the evil eye 
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(Dundes, 1992; Singh, 2018a), which leads to fear of other people’s jealousy and general distrust 

in society (Gershman, 2015, 2016). Witchcraft reflects how one person’s actions affect another 

through magical causality and need not depend on moral behavior, whereas karma is primarily 

about one’s own moral actions and experiences. 

2.2.  Karma, Justice, and Fairness 

Karma is also conceptually similar to a variety of justice beliefs (e.g., a preference for 

interpersonal fairness, belief in a just world, immanent justice attributions) that have traditionally 

been studied in social psychology without overt supernatural connotations or linking them to 

obvious religious concepts. The belief that people should treat one another fairly—being kind, 

honest, and cooperative to those who help oneself; avoiding or punishing those who commit 

moral transgressions; and generally distributing benefits to those who deserve it—is implicated 

in many social judgments.  Giving fair rewards to those who deserve it is a preference expressed 

by young children (Kanngiesser & Warneken, 2012; McAuliffe, Blake, Steinbeis, & Warneken, 

2017; McAuliffe, Jordan, & Warneken, 2015; Meristo & Surian, 2014; Surian & Franchin, 2017) 

and is a moral virtue endorsed by adults from diverse cultural contexts (Baumard, André, & 

Sperber, 2013; Graham et al., 2013; Purzycki et al., 2018; Vauclair, Wilson, & Fischer, 2014).  

Similarly, immoral behavior is viewed as deserving of punishments proportionate to the offence 

(Carlsmith & Darley, 2008), ensuring that, in the long run, good people have good experiences 

and bad people have bad experiences.   

Human agents can enforce justice when they can monitor moral/immoral behavior and 

are willing and able to respond with appropriate rewards/punishments.  But human abilities are 

limited: Good people as well as bad people can be cheated and harmed by others’ selfish actions; 

immoral behavior can go unpunished when human justice cannot identify, locate, or punish the 



BELIEF IN KARMA  11 

 

transgressor; and many phenomena that cause suffering cannot be controlled by human actions, 

including natural disasters, accidents, illnesses, and one’s social status at birth.  Despite this, 

psychologists have documented many patterns of judgment that reflect an expectation of justice 

more generally, outside of the constraints of human causal power.  Many people expect justice as 

a general principle of the universe, and they are motivated to defend this worldview when it is 

threatened (Hafer & Bègue, 2005; Lerner, 1980). This expectation of justice has been 

documented in Asian cultural contexts where people explicitly endorse karmic causality (e.g., 

Murayama & Miura, 2016; Young et al., 2011).  But karma-like causal attributions have also 

been widely studied among Westerners who do not obviously evoke supernatural or religious 

concepts when making justice judgments, and who would likely deny explicit belief in karma if 

asked (White et al., in press). 

For example, many people make dispositional inferences based on people’s experiences, 

reporting that current good and bad fortune is due to past actions, or reflects a person’s moral 

character, even when these past actions and character traits are not specified or unknown to the 

perceiver (Gilbert, 1998; Lerner, 1980).  Additionally, North American participants are often 

willing to make immanent justice attributions, such as admitting that an uncontrollable 

misfortune is caused by a salient past moral transgressions, while strongly rejecting that 

misfortune is caused by morally-irrelevant past actions (Callan, Ellard, & Nicol, 2006; Callan, 

Sutton, & Dovale, 2010; Young et al., 2011).  Even people who explicitly deny immanent justice 

attributions show evidence of intuitive reactions consistent with fairness principles.  Reaction 

time studies indicate that French participants, who explicitly rejected causal attributions for 

misfortune, still showed evidence of immanent justice intuitions that required effortful 

suppressions: Participants were slower to reject causal attributions when misfortune followed 



BELIEF IN KARMA  12 

 

proportionate bad deeds, and quicker to reject causal attributions when misfortune followed good 

actions and when misfortune was disproportionate to misdeeds (Baumard & Chevallier, 2012), 

an intriguing finding that is worth replicating in larger and more culturally-diverse samples. 

Similar expectations appear among North Americans when making predictions about the 

future: People who engage in immoral behavior are expected to have a greater likelihood of bad 

experiences in the future, at the hands of other people (e.g., being betrayed by a friend, being 

treated rudely by other people) and forces of nature (e.g., getting a serious illness, having their 

home damaged by a natural disaster, White, Schaller, & Norenzayan, 2019).  Even when not 

explicitly endorsed, this expectation has been found in North American children and adults who 

are more likely to engage in prosocial behavior when they want to improve success in unrelated 

future situations, a strategy known as “karmic bargaining” (Banerjee & Bloom, 2017; Converse, 

Risen, & Carter, 2012) 

In Western samples, karmic bargaining is especially prevalent when belief in a just world 

is combined with uncertainty about the future.  Converse et al. (2012) found greater prosocial 

behavior among American students and adult online samples after they wrote about a personally-

relevant ongoing situation that they wanted to turn out well (e.g., important test, job interview, or 

medical procedure), compared to participants who wrote about their daily routine.  This effect 

was replicated in the context of a job fair, where job-seekers donated more money to charity 

when they were reminded about the uncertainty of their employment opportunities, compared to 

when they felt secure in their prospects.  Subsequently, those who donated money felt more 

optimistic about their future.   

Banerjee and Bloom (2017) also found karmic bargaining among American 4- to 6-year-

old children. Children accepted that giving stickers away to another child would help them to 
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win a dice rolling game, and they were more willing to engage in this strategy when they felt 

more uncertain about their chances.  They rejected the efficacy of throwing out the stickers (an 

alternative personally-costly but non-prosocial strategy).  There is also some evidence that belief 

in a just world may encourage greater prosociality in general, because through prosocial actions 

a person can ensure good future outcomes.  Among Canadian undergraduates, belief in a just 

world was found to be negatively associated with several antisocial personality traits, including 

delinquency, Machiavellianism, dishonesty, and a tendency to use unjust means to pursue goals 

(Hafer, 2000).   

Therefore, patterns of social judgment and prosocial behavior suggest that immanent 

justice attributions (analogous to the concept of karma) may result from intuitions that are 

prevalent in many populations, regardless of exposure to particular karmic religious doctrines.  

However, the intuitive perception of an association between salient immoral behavior and salient 

misfortune does not necessarily translate into a general, explicit belief in moral causality.  In 

contrast, belief in karma reflects a meaningful individual difference that persists across 

situations, in the absence of the obvious antecedents to misfortune and obvious consequences for 

immorality that are required to evoke perceptions of immanent justice (i.e., it exists as an explicit 

belief with high test-retest reliability, White et al., in press).  Although belief in a just world and 

immanent justice attributions have occasionally been referred to as “magical thinking” by 

researchers (e.g., Callan, Sutton, Harvey, & Dawtry, 2014; Lerner, 1980), existing research on 

justice beliefs are not currently well-integrated into existing theories of supernatural cognition 

and magical thinking.  In the next section, we discuss how several existing theories of religious 

cognition offer insight into the causes and consequences of belief in karma, belief in god, and 

more generalized beliefs in a just world. 
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These theories tend to come in three different forms: First, cognitive by-product accounts 

locate the origin of supernatural beliefs in evolved, cross-culturally recurrent cognitive 

tendencies that are not themselves specialized for supernatural beliefs.  Second, motivational 

accounts propose that supernatural beliefs are adopted and maintained because they satisfy 

believers’ motivations for meaning-making, structure, and personal control over life events.  

Finally, the cultural evolutionary perspective integrates research on evolved cognitive processes 

and motivations with research on cultural learning and the evolution of culture over historical 

time, to explain both cross-cultural regularities as well as variability in specific beliefs.  Each of 

these theoretical perspectives offers unique predictions about the psychology of supernatural 

justice beliefs, and we discuss research about karma, god, and belief in a Just World as important 

domains in which to test the generalizability of these hypotheses. 

3. Cognitive Accounts of Belief in Karma and Related Forms of Supernatural Justice 

3.1. Dual Processes and Cognitive By-Products  

In explaining the cross-cultural prevalence of supernatural justice beliefs, a good place to 

start is the basic cognitive processes that make such beliefs intuitively compelling, making them 

a good fit to the way human minds work.  A central argument in recent research on the cognitive 

science of religion is that supernatural beliefs have their foundations in evolved cognitive 

tendencies that, though not specifically adapted for religious cognitions, facilitate the adoption of 

supernatural beliefs.  These tendencies are hypothesized to be intuitive cognitive processes that 

possibly have innate components and are reliably developing across disparate cultural contexts.   

For example, the widespread tendency to believe in supernatural agents (e.g., gods and 

ghosts, who possess anthropomorphic mental states and are believed to have personal 

relationships with believers) may reflect socio-cognitive abilities that evolved to guide social 
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interactions among human agents, such as the automatic tendency to perceive agency in 

spontaneous, self-directed movements (Atran, 2002; Barrett, 2004), see faces in the clouds and 

hear voices in the wind (Guthrie, 1993), and infer mental states, goals, and intentions guiding 

otherwise-unpredictable behavior (Waytz, Morewedge, et al., 2010).  In another case, the belief 

that nature was intentionally created by an anthropomorphic god may easily fall out of the 

human proclivity to reason about the intentional design behind observable phenomena, although 

this “teleological stance” initially evolved as a way to reason about human-made artifacts 

(Kelemen, 2004) and folk biology (Atran, 1995).  Similarly, the belief that minds exist 

independently of bodies and continue to survive after death (a core tenet of many religious 

systems) may be a by-product of the mind-body dualism that naturally results from two distinct 

cognitive systems: psychological (which guides our expectations about spontaneous, goal 

directed motion driven by unseen mental processes) and physical (which guides expectations 

about mechanistic processes and how physical bodies respond to pressure from outside forces).  

Intuitive psychology and intuitive physics generate different expectations about behavior, rely on 

somewhat distinct neural processes, and show different developmental trajectories, and the 

difficulty in reconciling these intuitions when thinking about social agents may facilitate the 

belief that minds do not rely on, and can exist independently of, physical bodies (Bloom, 2005; 

Jack, 2013).  In each of these cases, intuitive cognitive processes that evolved to help humans 

navigate their natural and social environments facilitate mental representations of supernatural 

beliefs, thereby making these supernatural beliefs intuitive and compelling. 

This cognitive approach to religious beliefs makes several predictions about what 

recurrent forms these supernatural beliefs take, and what features of human thinking are most 

likely to support these beliefs.  If supernatural beliefs rely on intuitive cognitive tendencies that 
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are shared by people around the world, this implies, first, that supernatural concepts that fit with 

these intuitions are likely to be prevalent around the world, and, second, that individual 

differences in supernatural belief can be predicted by individual differences in habitual reliance 

on these intuitive thinking strategies. Consistent with the first prediction, dualism, teleological 

thinking, and belief in anthropomorphic spirits and gods tend to be widespread around the world 

(Atran & Norenzayan, 2004; Purzycki, 2013). There is also growing evidence for the second 

prediction: In high powered samples as well as in meta-analytic studies, there is a reliable, 

though small, positive correlation between intuitive thinking and stronger belief in god, whereas 

those who tend to override their intuitions (for example, as indexed by the cognitive reflection 

task, Frederick, 2005) are less likely to believe in god (Baimel, 2018; Gervais et al., 2018; 

Pennycook, Ross, Koehler, & Fugelsang, 2016). This effect holds after controlling for a variety 

of covariates of religious belief, and, in one notable cross-national study, the effect was shown to 

interact with cultural exposure to religion, such that it reliably emerged in countries with 

moderate to high religiosity levels, but disappeared in highly secularized countries (where low 

average levels of belief may leave little room for analytical thinking to exert an effect, Gervais et 

al., 2018). In contrast, the experimental evidence that analytic thinking reduces religious belief 

(e.g., Gervais & Norenzayan, 2012, Study 2) has failed to replicate (see Camerer et al., 2018; 

Sanchez, Sundermeier, Gray, & Calin-Jageman, 2017), and further research is needed to 

establish the causal processes through which intuitive thinking might shape supernatural beliefs 

(as well as to evaluate alternative non-causal hypotheses).  

More specific cognitive tendencies theorized to underly supernatural beliefs have also 

been found to predict individual differences in belief, across a variety of cultural contexts.  For 

example, individuals who struggle to understand human minds (i.e., low levels of theory of 
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mind) are less likely to believe in and have a personal relationship with God, in samples drawn 

from religious populations (e.g., Norenzayan et al., 2012; Baimel, 2018; but see Van Leeuwen & 

van Elk, 2018 for an alternative account). This link between mentalizing and belief in a personal 

god has been replicated in a high-powered preregistered study in both Christian and Hindu 

samples (Baimel, 2018), but has not been found in high-powered preregistered samples with very 

low religiosity levels (Maij et al., 2017). Moreover, mind-body dualism and teleological thinking 

also predict stronger belief in gods, as well as other paranormal beliefs (Willard & Cingl, 2017; 

Willard & Norenzayan, 2013; Willard, Cingl, & Norenzayan, in press). 

Karma is an interesting test case for the generalizability of these hypotheses, as it also 

includes key elements that can plausibly be traced to broad cognitive tendencies underlying 

supernatural beliefs.  Like engaging in teleological thinking, karma posits an intentional purpose 

for life events, as caused by past actions; mind-body dualism allows for the expectation that 

karmic consequences manifest after reincarnation in future lifetimes, when minds are 

reincarnated in new bodies; karma might be conceived of as an external agent, watching and 

remembering people’s actions, thereby engaging believers’ mentalizing abilities to think about 

karma (White, 2017).  Another plausible intuitive foundation for belief in karma is the tendency 

to rely on simple cognitive heuristics, such that an experience is viewed as causally-connected to 

an action due to conceptual similarities that bring both easily to mind (i.e., an availability 

heuristic, Allen, Edwards, & McCullough, 2015; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974).   

Existing evidence from samples in Canada (n = 1000), the USA (n = 417), and India (n = 

1325), depicted in Figure 1a, confirms that belief in karma is positively correlated with trust in 

intuitions (USA: r = .31, 95% CI [.22, .39]; India: r = .29 [.23, .33], Canada: r = .27 [.21, .33], 

White et al., in press).  Additionally, beliefs in a variety of supernatural entities – despite 
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apparent dissimilarities – tend to be positively intercorrelated, consistent with the cognitive 

hypothesis that a variety of supernatural beliefs share similar underlying cognitive tendencies 

and thereby make the same individuals inclined to believe in (or doubt) the existence of different 

supernatural entities.  For instance, belief in karma is higher among people who express stronger 

belief in god (Figure 1b, Canada: r = .30 [.24, .35], USA: r = .33 [.24, .41]; India: r = .34 [.29, 

.39]) and belief in witchcraft (Figure 1c, USA: r = .56 [.49, .62]; India: r = .54 [.46, .62]). 

Karma may also reflect a preference for interpersonal justice, which is over-generalized 

to the universe more broadly.  In support of this, belief in karma is associated with belief in a just 

world (Figure 1d, Canada: r = .17, 95% CI [.11, .23], USA: r = .17 [.08, .26]; India: r = .38 [.32, 

.42]),  the expectation of interpersonal punishment for misdeeds (Figure 1e, Canada: r = .17 [.11, 

.23], India: r = .22 [.16, .28]), and the likelihood of making immanent justice attributions (Figure 

1f, USA: r = .49 [.42, .56], India: r = .30 [.20, .40]).  Importantly, these associations are only 

moderate in size, supporting the view that belief in karma is not identical to more generalized 

expectations of justice.  But the associations are also robust across diverse cultural contexts, 

implying that intuitions about justice provide one predictor of whether an individual accepts or 

denies the principles of karmic causality. 

 

[Insert Figure 1 here] 

 

3.2. Mental Models of God and Karma 

 How do believers mentally represent supernatural entities such as god and karma? And 

how do these mental representations shape how supernatural beliefs affect a variety of 

behaviors?  In the case of belief in god, a key distinction is whether god is viewed as a person-
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like being or an abstract force (Johnson et al., 2018). This distinction has important 

psychological consequences. For example, it has been found that mentalizing tendencies 

specifically predict belief in a personal god (rather than belief in a distant, abstract god or 

religious ritual participation per se, Baimel, 2018; Norenzayan et al., 2012). Also, more person-

like or anthropomorphic conceptions of god, rather than abstract conceptions, are stronger 

predictors of harsh judgments of moral violations (Atkinson & Bourrat, 2011; Morewedge & 

Clear, 2008), perhaps due to the increased ease of attributing moral concern to social agents with 

minds than to non-agentic, abstract forces.  

Although god is believed to possess many superhuman qualities, believers who think 

about a personal god recruit the same mentalizing abilities and social expectations that are 

employed when thinking about human agents (Barrett & Keil, 1996; Heiphetz, Lane, Waytz, & 

Young, 2016; Purzycki, 2013; Shtulman & Lindeman, 2016).  For instance, just as people are 

aware that they live in a human community with shared norms, social surveillance of behavior, 

and social sanctions for norm violations (Chudek & Henrich, 2011), believers similarly think 

about god as social agent that is watching, is interested in social and moral behavior, and will 

punish behavior that violates norms (Purzycki et al., 2012).  Therefore, norm compliance when 

thinking about god is motivated by the same considerations as norm compliance elicited by 

human monitoring and social sanctions for norm violations (Baumard et al., 2013; Fehr, 

Fischbacher, & Gächter, 2002; Fehr & Gachter, 2002), the key difference being that perceived 

supernatural surveillance has psychological repercussions even (and especially) in situations 

where human surveillance is absent (Bering & Johnson, 2005; Johnson & Bering, 2006; 

Norenzayan et al., 2016). 
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 What about mental representations of belief in karma? Four theoretical possibilities 

present themselves. (1) Personified karma: It is thought of as a social agent similar to a personal 

god and recruits the same social expectations and concern for third-party monitoring that occurs 

when thinking about gods; (2) Karma as a feature of actions: It may be mentally represented as 

an inherent feature of human actions and character traits; (3) Karma as a resource: It be can 

accumulated, tabulated, and exchanged for certain experiences; (4) Karma as an abstract 

principle: It is thought of as a descriptive law or principle (perhaps like gravity) based on ideas 

of proportionality without positing supernatural agency as the mediating causal force.   

 In the personified karma mental model, karma is thought of as an agentic being with 

human-like features, such as memory, emotional states such as anger and compassion, and moral 

concern.  In samples of Canadian students and non-student adults and Indian adults (White, 

2017), many people who believe in karma were willing to endorse agentic descriptions of karma 

(e.g., “karma can remember things”, “karma is forgiving”), although other participants rejected 

these agentic descriptions.  Similarly-agentic descriptions of god, including attributions of 

mental states and benevolent personality traits, were endorsed at even higher rates, indicating 

that there was more consensus about god’s agency and less consensus about whether karma is 

agentic.  But there was a strong correlation between how participants described god and 

described karma, and explicit belief predicted more agentic descriptions of both targets, implying 

that similar expectations about social agents may be used to describe both god and karma, at 

least by some individuals some of the time. 

 In the karma as a feature of actions mental model, thinking about karma may rely on 

expectations about moral character (Goodwin, Piazza, & Rozin, 2014; Uhlmann, Pizarro, & 

Diermeier, 2015) and the tendency to make dispositional inferences from observed behavior and 
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then use these dispositions to make predictions about the future (i.e., the fundamental attribution 

error or correspondence bias in social judgment, Gilbert & Malone, 1995; Krull et al., 1999).  

Instead of viewing karma as a supernatural agent that watches people’s actions and then causes 

them to have experiences commensurate to those actions, the causal mechanism of karma may be 

entirely inherent to a person’s mental states and dispositions: Actions have congruent 

consequences because actions reflect (or create) underlying characteristics (personality traits, 

dispositions, virtues, and vices) that are stable across time and cause people to have future 

experiences that are congruent with those traits.  For example, a single instance of honesty 

reflects (or engenders) a generally honest disposition, which other people perceive and respond 

to by being honest and trustworthy themselves, whereas a single instance of cheating reflects 

dishonest tendencies, which other people respond to by lying and cheating them in return.  

Dispositional judgments could even be used to explain misfortunes that are not received at the 

hands of other people, such as when a bad deed leads to illness because a person feels guilty 

(Carlisle, 2008; Raman & Gelman, 2004) or when immoral people are viewed as incompetent  

and therefore more likely to experience accidents or mishaps that smarter (i.e., more virtuous) 

people would have avoided (Khamitov, Rotman, & Piazza, 2016; Stellar & Willer, 2018; White 

& Schaller, 2018).   

This conception of karmic causality—as operating across time due to the dispositions 

created by one’s actions—is present in several schools of Buddhist philosophy (Allen et al., 

2015, although existing alongside the contrasting belief that there is no stable, unchanging self, 

Nichols, Strohminger, Rai, & Garfield, 2018, a potential contradiction that may be worth 

investigating in future research). This provides one plausible way in which mental 

representations rely on more general tendencies of social cognition, without requiring that karma 
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be an autonomous supernatural agent.  Instead of evoking reputational concerns due to the third-

party monitoring by supernatural agents (as evoked when thinking about god, Johnson, 2015; 

Johnson & Bering, 2006), thinking about karma may instead emphasize the importance of being 

a moral person, independently of social surveillance.  Just as external social surveillance can 

encourage norm adherence, the personal importance placed on moral character has similarly 

been found to predict the likelihood of prosociality (Hertz & Krettenauer, 2016).  Viewing karma 

through the psychological processes of dispositional inference would also explain the focus on 

moral action (rather than morally-irrelevant action) and intentions (rather than actions per se) 

when thinking about karmic causality, given that moral character is especially central to person 

perception and intentional action is especially diagnostic of dispositions (Allen et al., 2015; 

Goodwin et al., 2014). 

 In the karma as resource mental model, it is conceived of as a process of exchange, 

through which actions produce merit, which can be accumulated, retained, and then spent 

through one’s experiences.  In this case, actions are not diagnostic of broader personality traits, 

but rather provide incremental costs and benefits to a person’s karmic account, wherein bad 

actions can be compensated for through future prosocial actions, and suffering can be interpreted 

as a beneficial experience that makes up for past misdeeds and thereby mitigates the likelihood 

of future misfortune.  The different expectations that follow from personified vs. resource-based 

representations of karma may be analogous to the expectations that follow from particular types 

of interpersonal relationships: believers may interact with supernatural agents according to 

principles of communal sharing (love, devotion, and care for dependents) or authority ranking 

(respect for hierarchy and the commands of authority figures, Fiske, 1992; Rai & Fiske, 2011), 

but non-agentic conceptions of karma may instead evoke the principles of equality matching 
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(relying on the principle of reciprocity) or market pricing relationships (exchange based on some 

kind of currency), and thereby lead to different expectations among believers. Viewing karma as 

a resource may also lead karmic consequences to be perceived as especially likely for giving-

related moral behavior: Active generosity, charitable giving, volunteering, and helping others at 

a cost to oneself may be the most obvious way to accumulate karmic merit, whereas cheating and 

stealing what is not yours may be seen as the most likely source of misfortune.   

A final possibility is that believers think about the karmic consequences for their actions 

in terms of law-like cause-and-effect principles that follow expectations about interpersonal 

fairness and reciprocity (e.g., similarity and proportionality between actions and outcomes, 

Baumard & Boyer, 2013; Baumard & Chevallier, 2012), without there being any supernatural 

agent, personal disposition, or magical substance that mediates this process.  Instead of actions 

resulting in outcomes because they are pleasing or displeasing to a morally-concerned god, or 

reflective of an actor’s stable character traits, actions can be thought of as part of a direct if-then 

causal chain.  

 Future research could investigate which of these accounts best describes how people 

think about karma, and whether different cultural groups, individuals, or situations tend to 

encourage particular representations of karmic causality.  These alternatives are not mutually 

exclusive. A believer may switch between different mental representations based on what is 

afforded by a particular situation.  For instance, when typically-good people suffer misfortune, 

the spontaneous, unexpected nature of the situation may encourage believers to think about 

karma as a social agent (like a god or human agent who can spontaneously elicit motion without 

external forces), whereas when misfortune follows directly after immoral action, the salient 

causality may lead believers to conceive of karma as a similarly law-like cause-and-effect 
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principle.  Analogously, a resource-based or character-based metric for karma may be more 

helpful when believers think about the karmic consequences of actions, whereas karma as an 

agent or law-like causality may be more useful for understanding the karmic causes of 

experiences. 

Each of these mental models also implies different predictions about who is more likely 

to believe in karma, and what the implication of karmic attributions might be. For example, the 

tendency to engage in mentalizing and make dispositional attributions may predict more agentic 

descriptions or virtue-based conceptions of karma, but be unrelated to the tendency to believe in 

karma as a resource that implements, maintains, and restores justice.  Construing karma in a 

particular way may further influence subsequent inferences, such as if an observed bad deed is 

viewed as (a) potentially forgivable when karma is conceived of as a social agent, (b) not 

forgivable and indicative of immoral character traits when karma is conceived of as a 

disposition, or (c) non-forgivable and undiagnostic of traits, but able to be compensated through 

proportionate good deeds, if karmic merit acts as a type of resource to be exchanged.  Mental 

representations of karma therefore provide an interesting test case for how cognitive processes 

might shape how believers make inferences and predictions about supernatural entities. 

4. Motivational Accounts of Belief in Karma and Related Forms of Supernatural Justice 

A second theoretical approach for the prevalence of supernatural justice beliefs, across 

individuals and cultures, is that these beliefs satisfy fundamental human motivations to see the 

world as comprehensible, orderly, controllable, and meaningful (Laurin & Kay, 2017; Park, 

Edmondson, & Hale-Smith, 2013; Vail et al., 2010).  Supernatural justice beliefs provide a 

reliable and comprehensible structure to life events, thereby reducing uncertainty and providing a 

sense of control, which reduces anxiety and encourages the pursuit of long-term goals. This 
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perspective has received extensive attention in social psychology centered on just-world beliefs 

(Callan, Sutton, et al., 2014; Hafer & Rubel, 2015). Here, we outline briefly how this perspective 

would account for karmic beliefs.  

Belief in a powerful, controlling god or karmically-enforced moral causality provides a 

mental framework that both explains events and allows believers to predict future occurrences, 

thus recommending a strategy for current behavior that will ensure future success in life.  Belief 

in unseen supernatural forces is a particularly potent way to satisfy this motivation to see the 

world as just, because it explains situations not easily attributable to more mundane causal 

frameworks and allows believers to feel in control of otherwise uncontrollable future events.  

This motivational account has been proposed as an explanation for ritualized actions (Hobson, 

Schroeder, Risen, Xygalatas, & Inzlicht, 2018), some aspects of magical thinking (Ofori, Tod, & 

Lavallee, 2017; Rudski & Edwards, 2007), belief in witchcraft (Singh, 2018a), belief in a 

powerful god (Laurin & Kay, 2017), and belief in a just world (Hafer & Rubel, 2015).  The exact 

causal mechanism and recommended behavioral strategy differs in each case, but each provides a 

way to explain the present and control future circumstances.  For instance, experiences construed 

through principles of sympathetic magic may recommend acquiring lucky objects or performing 

rituals that attract a desired future goal; powerful gods can help and offer salvation to believers 

who love and are devoted to them; and prosocial behavior and hard work ensure future success in 

a just world. 

Motivational accounts generally propose that people need to feel a sense of control and 

meaning in their lives, and that people can adopt supernatural beliefs and attributions as a way to 

maintain psychological well-being when these motivations are threatened.  This compensatory 

mechanism leads to the (seemingly counter-intuitive) prediction that experiences of misfortune, 
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and other situations that elicit uncertainty and undermine personal control, are especially likely 

to increase supernatural beliefs, and that these beliefs subsequently improve psychological well-

being by increasing feelings of confidence, control, and restore optimism about the future.  For 

example, mortality salience manipulations have been found to induce a loss of meaning and 

compensatory behavior like increased religiosity in Westerners (Vail et al., 2010), and among 

Taiwanese students, mortality salience similarly increased belief in karma (Yen, 2013).  Across 

the United States, states with higher prevalence of suffering (such as infant mortality and 

poverty) tend to be more religious (Gray & Wegner, 2010).  Exposure to uncontrollable natural 

disasters such as earthquakes has been found to increase religiosity in large cross-national 

samples (even after many controls for alternative explanations, Bentzen, 2018). In one 

remarkable study that compared religiosity before and after an earthquake, religiosity spiked in 

New Zealand but only among those citizens who were directly affected by the devastating 2011 

Christchurch earthquake (Sibley & Bulbulia, 2012).  Rather than undermining confidence in a 

loving god, increased commitment to religious beliefs allows people to better cope with suffering 

and adversity in their lives.   

In a more targeted study, survivors of the 2004 Sri Lankan tsunami who experienced 

worse health also expressed stronger belief in karma, but karma was not associated with a 

pessimistic explanatory style or PTSD (Levy, Slade, & Ranasinghe, 2009).  In qualitative 

interviews with Asian samples, karma is often invoked as a cause of illness, and these 

attributions have been found to predict greater self-reported well-being (Kubotani & Engstrom, 

2005; Liamputtong et al., 2012; Liamputtong & Suwankhong, 2016; Ross et al., 2007; Suchday, 

Santoro, Ramanayake, Lewin, & Almeida, 2018; Wu & Liu, 2014).  This association between 

the experience of suffering and greater religious belief is consistent with the motivational 
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account that religious beliefs are strengthened by experiences of misfortune (and therefore 

correlated with external indicators of suffering), and that these beliefs mitigate the negative 

psychological consequences of bad experiences by restoring a sense of control and certainty. 

Alternatively, this robust association can also be explained as the result of mind perception in 

dyadic morality, such that the experience of anomalous harm to a human patient leads people to 

attribute their experiences to god, the ultimate moral agent (Gray & Wegner, 2010). 

In addition to coping with uncertainty induced by current experiences, supernatural 

beliefs also recommend behavioral strategies that allow control over future circumstances (e.g., 

do good now to obtain good outcomes later), and these proactive behaviors have been found to 

increase optimism about future successes.  For example, among Americans, feeling uncertain 

about future job opportunities elicited greater prosocial behavior than did feelings of control over 

future prospects (Converse et al., 2012), and children who felt more uncertain about their ability 

to win a game were similarly more likely to engage in prosocial actions (Banerjee & Bloom, 

2017).  In both cases, engaging in prosocial behavior increased subsequent optimism about 

future circumstances.  Similarly, among Thai adults, observance of the Five Precepts (guidelines 

for ethical behavior in Buddhism) was positively associated with happiness (Ariyabuddhiphongs 

& Jaiwong, 2010), and Thai sex workers who sent more money home to their families (an action 

expected to generate karmic merit) were happier and more optimistic about their future 

(Ariyabuddhiphongs & Li, 2016). 

In this motivational framework, supernatural beliefs provide reassurance that personally-

costly current behavior will have valued pay-offs in the long term, implying that these beliefs are 

especially likely to be endorsed and defended by individuals focused on long-term goal pursuit 

(Callan, Harvey, Dawtry, & Sutton, 2013; Callan, Harvey, & Sutton, 2014; Hafer, 2000; 
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Khenfer, Roux, Tafani, & Laurin, 2017; Landau, Khenfer, Keefer, Swanson, & Kay, 2018).  

Preliminary evidence suggests that reminders of karma also increase long-term orientation 

among Indians (Kopalle, Lehmann, & Farley, 2010).  Therefore, belief in a controlling god, 

belief in karma, and a generalized belief in a Just World may all reflect ways of explaining and 

predicting experiences in a manner that satisfies motivations to reduce uncertainty, imposes 

structure on the world, enhances feelings of control and optimism about the future, and 

encourages the pursuit of long-term goals. 

Future research on the motivational underpinnings of supernatural beliefs should 

investigate the psychological similarities and tease apart the differences among these constructs. 

For example, we know little about how belief in rebirth – a hallmark of karma that is absent in 

the other beliefs, alters the motivational calculus.  Another important question is whether the 

different mental models of karma have different implications as to how karmic beliefs are 

harnessed to manage uncertainty and other existential concerns. 

5. Limitations of the Cognitive and Motivational Accounts 

Cognitive by-product and motivational accounts of supernatural beliefs can help explain 

(1) the cross-cultural and historical recurrence of cognitive templates for belief in supernatural 

agency, justice, and purpose in life, (2) individual differences in the strength of supernatural 

beliefs, partly arising from individual differences in various cognitive biases and motivations, 

and (3) effects in specific situations that elicit motivations for psychological control, 

predictability, and immortality.  However, cognitive by-product and motivational theories are not 

equipped to explain the considerable variability of beliefs that exist across religious traditions, 

cultures, and historical time. As we elaborate below, the cognitive perspective is only partially 

successful in explaining why, for some people but not others, supernatural agents are perceived 
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to be real and relevant to daily life. Moreover, the cognitive perspective cannot explain 

heterogeneity in the content and specific features of supernatural entities.    

Supernatural beliefs are more culturally-stable when they fit with existing intuitions, as 

cognitive theories have proposed; however, intuitions do not always result in explicitly-held 

supernatural beliefs.  In the case of beliefs about god, for example, the tendency to think about 

human minds is an important precursor to thinking about god’s mind, but this does not mean that 

perceiving human minds (or agency detection) inevitably results in the belief that gods exist and 

deserve our devotion (Andersen, 2017; Gervais, Willard, Norenzayan, & Henrich, 2011; van 

Leeuwen & van Elk, 2018; Willard & Cingl, 2017).  The spontaneous feeling of an unseen 

presence may reflect an intuitive tendency to detect agency from environmental cues, but 

perceiving agency is not the same thing as perceiving god, and the ability to infer agency cannot 

explain the specific beliefs about gods that are held by believers.  For instance, the same 

perception of agency may be interpreted by one person as the presence of a loving god, by 

another as the presence of a threatening ghost, and by another as a cognitive illusion, and current 

cognitive and motivational perspectives provide little insight into why these interpretations differ 

across individuals or situations.  

Similarly, immanent justice attributions—which typically arise when moral violations 

and a transgressor’s misfortune are salient—may reflect an intuitive preference for congruence 

between actions and outcomes, and an intuitive tendency to perceive causal connections between 

conceptually-similar occurrences.  However, this intuition does not necessarily result in the 

explicit acceptance of such causality as a general principle that guides events in the world.  In 

fact, studies that provide evidence of immanent justice intuitions have found that even under 

experimental conditions where immanent justice intuitions are strongest, acceptance of causal 
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connections is still, on average, below scale midpoint (Callan et al., 2006, 2010) or entirely 

denied by participants and evident only in reaction times (Baumard & Chevallier, 2012). In 

addition, even situations that elicit immanent justice intuitions in many people may, upon 

reflection, result in a variety of interpretations: Where one person sees the hand of a wrathful 

god, another may see karmic payback in an impersonal universe, and another may merely 

perceive a poetic coincidence.  

Intuitions may encourage, and to some extent constrain, particular supernatural beliefs, 

but explicit beliefs do not follow from intuitions without additional factors.  Nor can intuitions 

fully explain the exact form that an individual’s explicit judgments will take.  Many different 

supernatural beliefs fit equally well with human cognition, and may be equally successful at 

fulfilling fundamental human motivations for control and predictability, but most people are only 

committed to a subset of all possible supernatural beliefs (Gervais et al., 2011; Norenzayan et al., 

2016).  For instance, most people understand and can mentally represent the concepts of “karma” 

and “god,” but only a subset of these people are actually concerned about karma or god in their 

everyday lives. Put another way, there is a key psychological difference between mentally 

representing supernatural entities and being committed to them in daily life.  Exclusively 

cognitive theories of supernatural beliefs do not easily account for this distinction. Moreover, 

believers are selectively committed to some supernatural agents and forces but not others. Those 

who are devoted to one particular god (e.g., the God of Christianity) do not seem to be compelled 

to worship culturally-distant gods (e.g., Shiva of Hinduism), despite the latter’s cognitive 

plausibility. Similarly, the same god with the same cognitive features can be the subject of 

intense devotion in one historical period, but seen as largely fictional in another – known as the 

“Zeus Problem” in the cognitive science of religion (Gervais, Willard, et al., 2011). 
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Motivational accounts, as important as they are in explaining a wide range of 

observations about the form and prevalence of supernatural beliefs, similarly fall short of a 

complete account. The need to maintain psychological control when life is harsh, short, and 

unpredictable partly explains why, for example, conditions of existential insecurity are 

associated with a greater importance of religion in society (Kay, Gaucher, Napier, Callan, & 

Laurin, 2008; Norris & Inglehart, 2004) and why mortality salience increases religious 

commitment that offers meaning and immortality (Vail et al., 2010). Moreover, the motivational 

perspective helps explain why ideas of a controlling god are prevalent when threats to 

psychological control are salient to individuals or widespread in a society (Kay et al., 2008; 

Laurin & Kay, 2017).  However, there remains substantial cross-cultural variability in the types 

and strength of supernatural beliefs that people hold, even after accounting for these cognitive 

and motivational factors.  

Cognitive and motivational accounts are also silent about the anthropological record 

showing that there is considerable cross-cultural variability in the extent to which supernatural 

forces are concerned with human morality, and why, across cultures, this intertwining of the 

supernatural and the moral is correlated with greater societal complexity, greater ecological 

duress, increased prevalence of agriculture, and the expansion of cooperation (Botero et al., 

2014; Norenzayan, 2013; Norenzayan et al., 2016; Purzycki et al., 2016, 2017; Purzycki & Sosis, 

2011; Watts et al., 2015) – a non-arbitrary pattern of cross-cultural variation that we address in 

more detail below. Although there have been attempts to accommodate these observations in an 

exclusively cognitive perspective—such as seeing moralizing religions as the cognitive 

reflections of evolved moral intuitions such as proportionality and fairness, or as cultural by-

products of increased material security (Baumard & Boyer, 2013; Baumard, Hyafil, Morris, & 
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Boyer, 2015)—these attempts fall short. In one large cross-cultural study, material security levels 

did not predict commitment to moralizing gods (Purzycki et al., 2018). Moreover, neither the 

cognitive nor motivational perspective easily explains why commitment to moralizing deities 

and forces such as karma increases prosociality towards distant coreligionists (Purzycki et al., 

2016; White, Kelly, Shariff, & Norenzayan, 2019;  for debates on these questions and alternative 

accounts, see Norenzayan et al., 2016, commentaries and response; see also Watts et al., 2015; 

Baumard & Boyer, 2013; Johnson, 2015). 

These considerations point to the conclusion that cognitive and motivational accounts are 

important, and possibly necessary, but not sufficient for a comprehensive theoretical framework 

that explains the prevalence, forms, and variability in religious beliefs across cultures. Additional 

processes that could address this gap can be found in the human capacity for cultural learning, a 

hallmark of human psychology that is deep-rooted in our species’ evolutionary trajectory. 

6. Cultural Evolutionary Accounts of Belief in Karma and Related Forms of Supernatural 

Justice 

The cultural evolutionary perspective to religion provides a synthetic explanation for the 

selective distribution and stability of supernatural beliefs around the world. Its strength lies in 

integrating research on cognitive processes and motivations with the cultural transmission of 

faith and cultural change over historical time and across populations (Atran & Henrich, 2010; 

Norenzayan et al., 2016).  This perspective is rooted in the idea that, as a cultural species with a 

dual-inheritance system combining genetic and cultural pathways, cultural learning 

fundamentally shapes human thoughts and behavior and, in the process, facilitates the 

transmission of group-specific cumulative traditions (Henrich, 2015; Richerson & Boyd, 2005; 

Richerson & Christiansen, 2013). 
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Applied to the distribution of religious beliefs, this perspective holds that a substantial 

amount of variance in (1) which supernatural concepts are most likely to spread, and (2) the 

extent to which people are committed to these concepts in everyday life, can be explained by 

core cultural learning processes that are species-wide adaptations (Richerson & Boyd, 2005). 

Three key mechanisms that facilitate selective cultural learning are conformist transmission 

(adopting the beliefs of the majority), prestige-based transmission (adopting the beliefs of 

cultural models perceived to be skilled or of high status), and credibility-enhancing displays or 

CREDs (adopting the beliefs of cultural models who show evidence of sincere commitment to 

their advertised beliefs). 

This cultural transmission process is itself the result of a novel evolutionary pathway 

that is separate from the more evolutionary-ancient genetic transmission pathway. Through 

cultural transmission, belief-behavior packages that are fitness-relevant to individuals and social 

groups are more likely to be adopted, retained, and spread throughout populations (e.g., Henrich, 

2017; Richerson & Christiansen, 2013). Below, we elaborate on how this theoretical perspective 

offers a framework to explain the particular distribution and prevalence of supernatural justice 

beliefs around the world.  We begin by describing evidence for the cultural transmission of 

supernatural justice beliefs, including how cultural factors influence whether intuitions develop 

into explicit beliefs about god or karma, how social factors shape believers’ application of these 

concepts to everyday life, and the implications of these culturally-supported beliefs for causal 

judgments.  We then review the consequences of these supernatural justice beliefs for prosocial 

behavior in economic games and discuss the implications of this evidence for the cultural 

evolutionary theories of religion. 
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6.1. Cultural learning and Psychological Commitment to Supernatural Beliefs 

There is substantial evidence that cultural learning is a strong predictor of which 

supernatural concepts people hold and how committed they are to these beliefs (Gervais et al., 

2010). This cultural learning depends on both the amount of social exposure to particular 

concepts, and whether this social information is accompanied by cues indicating genuine 

commitment (Henrich, 2015; Richerson & Boyd, 2005).  Of particular importance to the 

transmission of religious beliefs, people tend to adopt the beliefs and behavior of people around 

them, especially when culturally-transmitted concepts are accompanied by credibility enhancing 

displays (CREDs, Henrich, 2009).  Donating time and resources and, in extreme cases, costly 

sacrifice and martyrdom, are behaviors that reliably transmit sincerely held beliefs, because 

CREDs signal that a cultural model walks the walk, not just talks the talk. Because actions speak 

louder than words, beliefs that are backed up by CREDs are more likely to spread.  For example, 

when Christian saints welcomed and even sought martyrdom, it triggered epidemics of Christian 

conversion in the early Roman Empire (Stark, 1997).   This in turn explains why passionate 

displays of religious fervor are widespread in groups where supernatural beliefs are fused with 

group commitment through conversions, high fertility rates, and social solidarity.    

In an experimental demonstration of the impact of CREDs, Willard, Henrich, and 

Norenzayan (2016) asked participants to read a series of news stories that were either true or 

fake, and bet money on which stories were true.  Participants played with a confederate who 

either verbally stated that particular stories were true (i.e., a cultural source of information, but 

not a CRED) or themselves bet money on the stories (i.e., a credible signal of belief).  Although 

the confederate’s verbal endorsement had little effect on participants’ bets, participants were 

much more likely to bet money on stories that the confederate had bet on. 
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Religious traditions similarly include credible signals of commitment to the community’s 

beliefs and values, and these CREDs encourage the cultural transmission of religious beliefs 

(Gervais, Willard, et al., 2011; Henrich, 2009; Lanman & Buhrmester, 2016).  Religious 

activities can involve substantial expenditures of time and energy, when attending services, 

participating in rituals, donating time and resources, and refraining from proscribed dietary, 

sexual, and other behaviors that would otherwise benefit oneself.   

Cultural exposure to religious commitment, especially during childhood, is one of the 

best predictors of individual and cross-national variation in belief in god.  In one study drawing 

on cross-national data from the World Values Survey, being raised religiously, combined with 

living in a country where a majority of the older population attends religious services weekly, 

increased the odds of believing in god from 60% to 99% (Gervais & Najle, 2015). Among 

Americans, childhood exposure to caregivers who engage in behavioral signals of religious 

commitment (e.g., religious charity work, personal sacrifices to religion) strongly predicted 

belief in god, even when controlling for their caregiver’s verbal expression of religious 

commitment (Lanman & Buhrmester, 2016).  Exposure to religious CREDs can also explain 

substantial variance in cross-national differences in religious beliefs, such as between the USA 

and the Netherlands (Maij et al., 2017) or between Slovakia and the Czech Republic, which are 

otherwise culturally and geographically similar (Willard & Cingl, 2017). 

Religious practices can similarly provide credible displays of belief in karma, and 

cultural exposure to karma beliefs is a strong predictor of an individual’s endorsement of karmic 

causality.  Religious stories, folktales, and films popular among Hindus and Buddhists often 

depict the karmic consequences for one’s actions or describe the sequence of an individuals’ past 

reincarnations that led to current circumstances (Chapple, 2017; Wright, 2014), providing 
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narrative evidence of karmic causality.  Along with this verbal transmission, religious rituals that 

are intended to provide karmic benefits provide credible evidence of karmic beliefs.  Many 

religious rituals and festivities prescribe personally-costly prosocial behavior (e.g., giving food to 

monks) or substantial time commitments (e.g., going on religious pilgrimages) that are believed 

to erase the karmic repercussion of past misdeeds (Shinohara, 2012; Toffin, 2012) or to earn 

merit that ensures future success (Aulino, 2016; Cadge, 2005). 

Individual-level psychological data also show that cultural exposure to other people’s 

beliefs about karma is a strong predictor of one’s own belief (White et al., in press).  Indians and 

Americans who reported greater social exposure to beliefs about karma (in religious services, in 

the beliefs of family members, and in the actions of other people) were more likely to express 

belief in karmic causality, compared to participants from the same country with less cultural 

exposure.  Belief in karmic causality at the individual level also exhibits substantial cross-

cultural variability that tracks dominant cultural traditions.  Consistent with this, we found that 

belief in karma was substantially higher in India (M = 3.69, SD = 0.72, on a 5-point scale) than 

in Canada (M = 2.71, SD = 0.82) or the USA  (M = 2.74, SD = 0.89), which can partially be 

explained by religious affiliations of these samples: Indians were primarily (78%) Hindu, 

whereas North American populations largely identify as Christian or non-religious (>85%). 

Levels of belief in karma predictably vary across these religious traditions.  Interestingly, 

however, the prevalence of karmic beliefs in one’s national culture (above and beyond one’s 

religious affiliation) uniquely predicts belief: Hindus, Sikhs, Christians, and Muslims in India 

report significantly stronger belief in karma than members of these same religions in Canada.  In 

fact, the average level of belief in karma was significantly higher in India than Canada even after 

controlling for indicators of religiosity (including affiliation, religiosity, spirituality, and belief in 
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god), indicators of other justice beliefs (e.g., belief in a just world for oneself, Lipkus, Dalbert, & 

Siegler, 1996), and other participant demographics (e.g., age, gender, education).    Therefore, 

cultural exposure to karma is an important predictor of individual differences in belief in karma, 

just as cultural exposure to beliefs about god is an important predictor of god beliefs. 

6.2. Explicit Beliefs and Causal Attributions 

Cultural learning supports beliefs about supernatural forces. In turn, these culturally-

supported beliefs inform how people make causal attributions in specific situations.  Explicit 

belief in supernatural forces is not required for someone to feel that their experiences were 

“meant to be” or that a bad person deserved their misfortune; such intuitive reactions are 

arguably present even among nonbelievers who deny the existence of any supernatural forces 

(Banerjee & Bloom, 2014; Heywood & Bering, 2014).  But explicit belief in supernatural forces 

has been found to substantially increase the likelihood of making causal judgments consistent 

with these beliefs.  The perception that life events were fated to occur is more common among 

individuals who explicitly believe in supernatural forces that ensure such causal connections 

(e.g., god, Banerjee & Bloom, 2014; Heywood & Bering, 2014; Norenzayan & Lee, 2010).  

Immanent justice attributions are likewise more common among more religious individuals 

(Harvey & Callan, 2014; Kaplan, 2012; Maes, 1998; Pichon & Saroglou, 2009). 

Explicit belief in karma is also a good predictor of whether people make causal 

judgments consistent with karmic causality. In one study of moral judgment (White et al., in 

press), Indian participants were on average more likely than American participants to report that 

bad experiences, uncaused by human forces, are the result of past antisocial actions, and, within 

each culture, individual differences in belief in karma were a strong predictor of these causal 

attributions, even after controlling for belief in god and generalized belief in a just world (which 
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were not themselves significant predictors).  In another study, Americans’ ratings of a target’s 

moral character predicted expectations about the future, with more immoral character traits 

predicting a greater likelihood of future bad social experiences (e.g., “be treated rudely by other 

people”) and non-social experiences (e.g., “get injured in a car accident”), but this association 

between moral character and the likelihood of future negative experiences was stronger among 

participants who explicitly endorsed karmic causality (White, Schaller, et al., 2019).  These 

findings indicate that core intuitions about perceiving life events as purposeful and determined 

by past moral behavior are moderated by explicit beliefs in supernatural causality, which vary 

predictably across cultures. 

6.3. Cultural Learning and Causal Attributions 

In addition to supporting and sustaining belief in supernatural forces, cultural learning 

may also play a role in the application of these beliefs to specific situations that might not 

otherwise elicit supernatural attributions.  Although this hypothesis has not yet been tested 

through empirical psychological methods, anthropological studies suggest that shared narratives 

may play an important role in confirming that particular situations are due to supernatural causes, 

even in communities that accept supernatural causality as a general principle.  In Indian 

communities, Shweder et al. (1997) found that attributions of life events to karmic causes are 

confirmed by local gossip and shared narratives.  Among Thai Buddhists, Carlisle (2008) 

similarly documented a culturally-shared script that is used to determine whether an experience 

is attributable to karma, such as requiring a metaphorical connection and proportionality between 

actions and events (e.g., piercing the eyes of crabs and developing a pain in your own eye).  

Carlisle’s informants also reported that the experience of punishment, shame, and guilt for past 

misdeeds (actively encouraged in strict child-rearing practices) can strengthen the internalization 
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of general beliefs about karma, thereby fostering shared supernatural beliefs among community 

members.   

In these settings, people share an understanding of the general principles of karmic 

causality, which are applied to specific life events as people discuss their experiences with one 

another and seek consensus about causal explanations, thereby validating one’s own “karmic” 

experiences and reinforcing cultural consensus about general karmic principles.    In addition to 

informal conversation, people may also actively seek advice from spiritual specialists, such as 

shamans and astrologers, who are believed to be capable of determining the causes of misfortune 

(e.g., illness), the likelihood of future success and misfortune, and confirming the particular 

manifestation of karmic principles within a person’s life (Babb, 1983; Shweder et al., 1997; 

Young et al., 2011).  Such practices may reflect deference to these prestigious individuals as a 

further source of cultural information about supernatural attributions (see Singh, 2018b, for 

further discussion of the cultural evolution of these spiritual specialists).   

Through this social process, people who believe in karma as a general principle receive 

validation that karma is operating in particular circumstances (perhaps especially circumstances 

that elicit intuitive perceptions of immanent justice or purpose in life), and these personal 

experiences may further reinforce the explicit belief in general karmic principles.  A similar 

process may occur for beliefs about god and god’s intervention in human affairs, in cultural 

contexts that support god, but not karma, as the relevant cause (Luhrmann, 2018; Van Leeuwen 

& van Elk, 2018), or in situations that elicit intuitions about supernatural agency, rather than 

karmic justice (Nuckolls, 1992).  Further empirical research would shed light on the 

psychological processes underlying this social validation of supernatural attributions. 
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6.4. The Cultural Specificity of Supernatural Justice Beliefs 

In addition to encouraging the inference that negative life experiences are meant to be 

and the deserved retribution for past behavior, as opposed to interpreting misfortune as a 

coincidence or chance occurrence, cultural learning encourages belief in specific supernatural 

forces with specific features, which leads to attributions consistent with these specific beliefs.  

Cultural learning encourages certain beliefs while inhibiting others, thereby tailoring a person’s 

cognitive repertoire to a particular culturally-sanctioned set of beliefs.  For example, Christian 

doctrine promotes belief in an anthropomorphic god and allows the existence of certain other 

supernatural agents (e.g., demons, saints, and ghosts), but most forms of Christianity deny the 

broad anthropomorphism of nature and blanket acceptance of any and all supernatural forces. 

Subsequently, commitment to Christianity has been found to increase anthropomorphic 

attributions to god while inhibiting alternative supernatural attributions.   

Living in more religious areas in the USA (Willard & Norenzayan, 2013) or having a 

deeper personal relationship with the Christian god (Baimel, 2018) is associated with a 

decreased tendency to promiscuously anthropomorphize non-human entities, such as saying that 

a car has free will or that the wind has intentions (Waytz, Cacioppo, & Epley, 2010).  

Additionally, life events that are perceived to happen for a reason lead Christians to make causal 

attributions that refer to God, whereas non-Christians (e.g., Hindus, the non-religious) tend to 

appeal to a broader set of supernatural explanations that do not necessarily include God (e.g., 

fate, luck, or karma, Weeks & Lupfer, 2000; Young et al., 2011).  This pattern also appears to 

increase with age, reflecting increased adherence to culturally-supported causal models:  

Difficult to explain events (e.g., spontaneously recovering from an illness) were attributed to 

supernatural causes more often by adults than by 8- or 10-year-olds, and the specific type of 
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supernatural attribution depended on religious exposure, with religious children making more 

god attributions and non-religious children making other supernatural attributions (e.g., moral 

justice) or non-supernatural attributions (Woolley, Cornelius, & Lacy, 2011).    

 Commitment to a secular worldview or Christian worldview can also inhibit belief in 

karma, both by reducing exposure to ideas about karma and by encouraging commitment to 

alternative causal models that are directly incompatible with karmic causality.  Karma typically 

refers to non-obvious causal connections between otherwise unrelated events, but secular 

worldviews often reject non-physical forms of causality.  Compatible with this view, we have 

found that Canadians and Americans who identify as atheists scored lower on belief in karma 

than participants from any other religious group, including agnostics and the non-religious, 

demonstrating atheists’ strong commitment to a non-supernatural worldview (White et al., in 

press).  In general—across Canadian, American, and Indian samples—endorsement of karmic 

causality is stronger for items that do not refer to reincarnation (e.g., “When people are met with 

misfortune, they have brought it upon themselves by previous behavior in their life”) than for 

items that reference past and future lifetimes (e.g., “If a person does something bad, even if there 

are no immediate consequences, they will be punished for it in a future life”), compatible with 

the developmental evidence that non-supernatural causality tends to be adopted more readily 

than explicitly-supernatural causal forces. 

The concept of karma also traditionally entails causal connections across multiple 

lifetimes in a cycle of reincarnation, in contrast with Christian cosmologies that depict a single 

lifetime followed by an eternal afterlife.  This suggests that exposure to Christianity could reduce 

acceptance of supernatural causality that plays out across multiple lifetimes.  For instance, Hui, 

Chan, and Chan (1989) found that Chinese children who attended Protestant or Catholic schools 
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were less likely to endorse traditionally Buddhist and Taoist views of the afterlife, and more 

likely to endorse traditionally Christian concepts.  Similarly, among our adult samples, belief in 

karma was weaker among Canadian Christians who reported being more religious (r = -.08, p = 

.044) or attending more religious services (r = -.22, p < .001), but stronger among more religious 

Hindus (r’s = .42 and .29, p’s < .001, White, Norenzayan, et al., 2018).  Figure 2 provides a 

summary of how religiosity differentially predicts belief in karma and belief in god across 

different religious groups.  These results are consistent with the perspective that cultural 

exposure to particular supernatural beliefs encourages culture-specific causal frameworks while 

inhibiting others.   

 

[Insert Figure 2 here] 

 

Additional evidence shows how these specific supernatural beliefs elicit particular 

judgments not made under alternative causal models.  A given situation (e.g., hearing about a 

thief who gets a serious illness) may elicit attributions to god among god believers, karma among 

karmic believers, and even vague, intuitive perceptions of causal connection among non-

believers. Which attribution is made can have important implications for how an individual 

construes and reacts to this experience.   

If someone believes that god is the causal mechanism controlling the course of life 

events, this implies that life events are more likely to be viewed as fated to occur, rather than due 

to chance (Norenzayan & Lee, 2010).  Additionally, believers’ anthropomorphic mental 

representations of god (Heiphetz et al., 2016) imply that believers likewise view fate as more 

anthropomorphic, fair, kind, and instructive, rather than impersonal (Banerjee & Bloom, 2014).   
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In contrast, if someone believes in karma as the causal mechanism, then karma’s 

operation across multiple reincarnations implies that life events can be attributed to a past 

behavior even if past actions are unknown (in contrast to immanent justice intuitions, which are 

primarily evoked by salient past moral actions) or when experiences are due to status at birth (in 

contrast to Christian cosmologies that lack previous lifetimes).  For example, Young et al. (2011) 

found that when making causal attributions for a harmful accident (being hit by a car while 

walking), karmic attributions were made more reliably by Hindus than Christians.  Christians 

and Hindus were equally likely to report that the victim’s misfortune was brought on by their 

past misdeeds when these misdeeds were specified by the researchers (consistent with traditional 

immanent justice effects found among Westerners, Callan, Sutton, Harvey, & Dawtry, 2014).  

However, when past misdeeds were not specified, Hindus still reported that misfortune was 

caused by past misdeeds, whereas Christians rejected this causal attribution. 

Karmic causality across reincarnations provides a way to rationalize outcomes that 

depend on an individual’s circumstances at birth, which cannot be justified through attributions 

to past actions in their current lifetime.   For example, karma can be used to justify caste-based 

inequality that is prevalent in India, as deserved rewards and punishments for actions in past 

lives.  Consistent with this view, Cotterill, Sidanius, Bhardwaj, and Kumar (2014) found that 

belief in karma was stronger among individuals who were especially motivated to maintain this 

inequality (i.e., Indians high in right-wing authoritarianism and social dominance orientation).  

Subsequently, belief in karma predicted less willingness to help lower-caste members, even after 

controlling for prejudice towards these groups (although see Jogdand, Khan, & Mishra, 2016, for 

an alternative perspective on caste-based prejudices).   
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Therefore, although the intuitive perception that actions have morally-congruent 

outcomes may arise regardless of belief in supernatural forces or a cycle of reincarnation, 

explicit belief in karmic causality across lifetimes encourages causal attributions across an even 

broader range of situations.  Explicit beliefs in alternative sources of supernatural justice (e.g., 

the Christian God) might constrain these attributions or shape them to be consistent with 

anthropomorphic god concepts, whereas strong commitment to a secular worldview may inhibit 

the perception of causal connections between moral actions and (mis)fortune in life. 

6.5. Developmental Trajectories 

Cross-cultural developmental trends in explanations for illness also support the important 

role of culture in shaping the use of supernatural causal frameworks.   Adults and children from 

many cultures are more likely to explain illness through biological causes than non-biological 

causes, such as witchcraft, the intervention of god, or karma-like punishment for past misdeeds.  

However, when non-biological explanations are endorsed, it is more often among adults than 

children (Legare & Gelman, 2008; Raman & Winer, 2002; Shweder et al., 1997).  Adults are 

more likely than children to accept non-biological, but nonetheless culturally-appropriate, 

explanations for illness (Legare et al., 2012).  For example, South African adults were more 

likely than children to accept that “bewitchment” by a jealous neighbor can cause AIDS (Legare 

& Gelman, 2008).   Moral justifications for misfortune (analogous to karmic attributions) have 

also been found more frequently among North American adults than children (Raman & Winer, 

2004), and more among children in India than the USA (Raman & Gelman, 2004).  This cultural 

difference was found to increase with age, with the highest endorsement of moral causality being 

among Indian college students.  This developmental pattern is consistent with the hypothesis that 

cultural learning increases the prevalence of explicit beliefs about supernatural causality, which 
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encourage the application of specific causal explanations that are less common in non-supportive 

cultural contexts. This is an important finding because other supernatural intuitions (e.g., mind-

body dualism, Chudek, McNamara, Birch, Bloom, & Henrich, 2018) do not show such 

developmental trends, but rather emerge early in development and persist into adulthood.  

We recently attempted to detect evidence that karmic intuitions were also early-emerging 

in development, by investigating whether 14-month-old infants react differently when misfortune 

(getting stuck under a falling tree) happens to a previously-helpful vs. previously-unhelpful 

character (White, Woo, Norenzayan, & Hamlin, 2019).  Past evidence has shown that infants 

prefer helpful over unhelpful characters (Hamlin, Wynn, & Bloom, 2007), and that 8-month-old 

infants preferred characters who hindered a previously-unhelpful character (Hamlin, Wynn, 

Bloom, & Mahajan, 2011), showing some understanding of interpersonal justice at a very young 

age.  However, we found no evidence that infants looked longer or expressed different emotions 

when observing helpers or hinderers who experienced misfortune.  This null result may be due to 

methodological issues with the particular stimuli used (a possibility worth testing in future 

research), but it might also reflect further evidence that karma beliefs are more than simply the 

manifestation of reliably-emerging intuitions about fairness.   

7. How Supernatural Beliefs and Morality Converged in Cultural Evolution 

Belief in morally-concerned gods is one of the central features of the culturally-

successful Abrahamic religions and one important aspect of religiously-motivated prosociality 

(for reviews of this “Big Gods” theory, see Norenzayan, 2013; Norenzayan et al., 2016; see also 

Atran & Henrich, 2010). In this section, we explain how this cultural evolutionary approach, 

which has previously been applied to belief in moralizing gods, can also be fruitfully applied to 

belief in karma and related supernatural justice beliefs. 
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The anthropological record shows that the spirits and deities of the smallest-scale 

societies have limited powers and circumscribed concerns about human morality (Norenzayan et 

al., 2016). Yet, in countries around the world with religious majorities, most people think that 

belief in god is necessary to be a moral person (Pew Research Center, 2014).  Even in highly 

secular countries, moral violations are implicitly viewed as representative of atheists (Gervais et 

al., 2017), atheists are less likely to be voted for as a presidential candidate in the USA 

(Newport, 2015) and are distrusted more than members of various other religions (e.g., Muslims, 

Jews) and other stigmatized groups (e.g., homosexuals), at levels comparable to the distrust of 

rapists (Gervais, Shariff, & Norenzayan, 2011).  Moreover, most people in the world today are 

affiliated with religions centered on belief in morally-concerned deities (e.g., Islam and 

Christianity, 55% of the world’s population) or karmic causality (e.g., Hinduism and Buddhism, 

22%, Pew Research Center, 2015), and, in world-wide surveys, religiosity predicts harsher 

judgments of a variety of moral transgressions (Atkinson & Bourrat, 2011). Moralizing 

supernatural forces and agents are now a widespread feature of human cultures, despite their 

rarity in small-scale societies or during most of our species’ evolutionary history (Norenzayan, 

2013). 

According to the cultural evolutionary perspective, the prevalence of moralized 

supernatural beliefs is partly rooted in cognitive and motivational tendencies, but this prevalence 

is also importantly determined by the cultural selection of these beliefs over historical time 

periods.  Cultural evolution can select for beliefs and practices that reduce selfishness and 

encourage cooperation, foster group solidarity, and subsequently enable increased societal 

complexity and differential success in cooperative ventures and intergroup conflict (Norenzayan 

et al., 2016; for alternative formulations of this argument that propose supernatural punishment 
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beliefs are rooted in genetic, rather than cultural, evolution, see Bering, 2012; Johnson, 2015; see 

Schloss & Murray, 2011, for discussion). Although many different values, norms, beliefs, and 

worldviews could expand cooperation and group solidarity—including  secular institutions, 

markets, interpersonal monitoring, and humanistic values (Kay et al., 2008; Norris & Inglehart, 

2004)—religious beliefs and practices provide one historically-prevalent means to foster social 

coordination.  

Bringing insights from the cognitive science of religion and cultural evolution together, the 

picture that emerges is a process of coevolution between societal size and complexity on the one 

hand, and devotional practices to moralizing gods on the other. The hypothesis is that in the 

crucible of escalating intergroup competition and conflict through historical time, these features 

outcompeted rival cultural variants of morally-indifferent deities with limited omniscience and 

limited powers to intervene in human affairs. As a result, moralizing gods, supported by 

extravagant loyalty displays and intensely prosocial rituals and practices, culturally spread along 

with expanding, cooperative groups, culminating in what we now call “world religions” 

(Norenzayan, 2013). These religions thus forged anonymous strangers into imagined moral 

communities glued together with sacred bonds and overseen by supernatural monitoring 

(Graham & Haidt, 2010). 

This perspective has been fruitfully applied to the beliefs and practices of the Abrahamic 

world religions, but there has been far less investigation of world religions like Hinduism and 

Buddhism, or their offshoots such as Jainism and Sikhism. We argue that the gradual 

intertwining of the supernatural and the moral, which shaped Abrahamic traditions over time, has 

similarly shaped these karmic traditions, but through a somewhat different pathway. Whereas in 

Abrahamic traditions this process unfolded as God became increasingly interventionist and 
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moralizing (as well as unitary and singular), in the karmic traditions, it happened through beliefs 

about rebirth or reincarnation—a central feature of the karmic traditions that is wholly absent in 

the Abrahamic ones. The notion of rebirth—present in many small-scale societies, historical and 

contemporary—is not necessarily connected to morality, being instead often determined by 

where or how people die, is based on reincarnation within one’s kin group, and is often 

dependent on the proper performance of funerary rites (Obeyesekere, 2002). Gradually, however, 

cultural evolution amalgamated the idea of rebirth and the idea of ethical causation across 

lifetimes, setting the stage for supernatural justice and morality without direct intervention by 

God or the gods.  

Several lines of research support the above hypotheses regarding the Abrahamic faiths. 

Archaeological and historical evidence supports the hypothesis that moralizing gods and 

extravagant rituals and related practices coevolved with large, complex human societies 

(Norenzayan et al., 2016). Consistent with this, there is a robust association between the 

prevalence of moralizing gods in the ethnographic record and societal size and complexity (e.g., 

Roes & Raymond, 2003).  In cross-cultural studies that capture a significant portion of the 

world’s religious diversity and variation in social scale, commitment to such moralizing gods, 

and particularly belief in their punishing capacities, is associated with less self-interested 

behavior and more prosocial behavior towards co-religionist strangers (Lang et al., in press; 

Purzycki et al., 2016).  Evidence from Austronesian societies also indicates that supernatural 

punishment beliefs preceded increases in societal complexity, rather than merely following 

increases in societal complexity that had occurred for other reasons (Watts et al., 2015). Further 

evidence regarding the influence of moralizing gods on prosocial behavior comes from 

experimental research in contemporary settings (Shariff et al., 2016). However, we know much 
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less about whether reminders of karma have similar effects. We begin by reviewing the evidence 

that experimental reminders of a moralizing god and reminders of karma can both encourage 

prosocial behavior, and we then describe several boundary conditions for this effect in light of 

cultural evolutionary accounts of supernatural justice beliefs, while addressing alternative 

psychological explanations. 

7.1. Reminders of God and Karma Increase Prosocial Behavior 

A key prediction of cultural evolutionary accounts is that supernatural justice concepts 

can, at least under certain circumstances, elicit prosocial behavior in situations that would 

ordinarily result in selfishness. The past decade has generated substantial research on religious 

priming and prosociality, using implicit, explicit, and contextual priming of religious concepts to 

elicit prosocial behavior.  A recent meta-analysis of over 11000 participants from 93 studies 

(Shariff, Willard, Andersen, & Norenzayan, 2016) found an average religious priming effect on 

prosocial behavior that was consistent with evidentiary value in p-curves and robust to at least 

one technique that corrected for publication bias.  However, the reliability and boundary 

conditions of religious priming effects are still matters of ongoing debate (for the limitations of 

meta-analyses, see van Elk et al., 2015, and for failed replications, see Billingsley, Gomes, & 

McCullough, 2018, Gomes & McCullough, 2015). 

This religious priming research has traditionally relied on methodologies that prime 

general religious concepts (e.g., conducting a study outside of a church, exposing participants to 

religious words) rather than priming specific supernatural justice concepts, and has primarily 

focused on belief in a moralizing god rather than studying a broader range of supernatural 

beliefs. Moreover, the theoretical framework elaborated above generates several additional 

hypotheses that have been previously overlooked, including that (1) prosocial behavior will be 
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encouraged by a variety of supernatural justice concepts, including god and karma, that share a 

concern with human morality despite different cultural histories; (2) supernatural justice 

concepts will exert their effects when baseline selfishness is high, but effects will diminish when 

other motivations are present that reduce selfishness; and (3) moralizing religious concepts will 

increase prosocial behavior for those who sincerely believe that moralizing supernatural entities 

are real and involved in one’s life, but will have little effect among non-believers.  

To test whether thinking about karma increases prosocial behavior, we recently 

conducted a series of pre-registered, high-powered experimental tests of how thinking about 

karma affects giving in the dictator game, among samples of American Hindus, Buddhists, and 

Christian or non-religious individuals (White, Kelly, et al., 2019).  For the sake of comparison, 

we also tested whether thinking about god encouraged prosociality in the same experimental 

paradigm.  Our manipulation explicitly asked participants to think about karma (or god) while 

making their anonymous dictator game decisions, thereby directly framing the task in the context 

of participants’ supernatural beliefs.  This supernatural framing method departed from traditional 

implicit priming paradigms, which are widely-used in religious priming research (due to reduced 

concern with experimental demand effects when using implicit manipulations) but which prove 

less reliable than explicit primes in high-powered replication attempts (Billingsley et al., 2018).  

Implicit primes also preclude manipulating a specific concept (e.g., “God”), but instead prime a 

disparate collection of religion-related words.  In another significant departure from religious 

priming experiments, we manipulated supernatural concepts within-subjects, by having 

participants allocate money in several trials, both before and after being asked to “think about 

karma” or “think about god” while making their decisions. This within-subjects paradigm 

increased statistical power and also allowed us to test whether participants’ baseline generosity 
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moderated the supernatural framing effect—something previously hypothesized but not tested in 

past between-subjects paradigms (Shariff & Norenzayan, 2015). 

Results, displayed in Figure 3, replicated past findings that thinking about god increased 

giving in the dictator game, and also confirmed that thinking about karma similarly increased 

giving.  Importantly, thinking about karma increased generosity across several religiously-

diverse American samples of karma believers, including (1) primarily-White Christians and non-

religious believers, (2) Hindus, who primarily came from ethnically-Asian and religiously-Hindu 

families, and (3) Buddhists, who included both Asian Buddhists from Buddhist families and 

converts to Buddhism who came from White, Christian, and non-religious families.  Despite 

learning about karma from disparate sources—familial cultural sources in the case of Hindus and 

Asian Buddhists, religious teachings in the case of Hindus and Buddhists, and idiosyncratic 

cultural sources for non-religious White Americans—thinking about karma led to similarly-sized 

increases in generosity among all participants who claimed to believe in karma.  This result was 

also robust when controlling for hypothesis guessing and familiarity with the dictator game, and 

a replication in a between-subjects design found similarly-sized effects, confirming that our 

results were not simply driven by acquiescence to experimental demands.   

 

[Insert Figure 3 here] 

 

 

The experimental evidence therefore confirms that thinking about supernatural justice 

beliefs (including god and karma) encourages prosocial behavior in believers.  This does not 

mean that, in general, non-believers are less prosocial than religious believers; indeed, when not 
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thinking about religious concepts, believers and non-believers tend not to differ in behavioral 

indicators of prosociality (Kelly, Kramer, & Shariff, 2019), at least not in societies with high 

baseline levels of trust and prosociality towards strangers.  Religious concepts and practices are 

only one of many different factors – such as policing and other secular institutions, markets, and 

norms – that can also motivate prosocial action.  Moral sentiments that encourage prosociality 

also evolved independently of religion and appear in development before religious thinking.  

Therefore, religion cannot be a necessary condition for morality (Norenzayan, 2014).  But 

through religious/supernatural framing, situations that lack alternative prosocial motivations—

such as anonymous interactions (Engel, 2011; Rogers, Goldstein, & Fox, 2018), when the chance 

of interpersonal punishment is low (Balliet, Mulder, & Van Lange, 2011; Fehr & Gächter, 2000), 

and when secure (rather than uncertain) about future prospects (Converse et al., 2012)—can be 

turned into opportunities for prosociality.  

The finding that both karma and god increase prosociality is also interesting because it is 

consistent with the religious prosociality hypothesis, while addressing alternative explanations 

for supernatural framing effects. Generalizability to both god and karma implies that these 

effects are applicable to both morally-concerned supernatural agents and non-agentic 

supernatural forces.  These results also undermine the alternative possibility that priming 

manipulations encourage prosociality by encouraging participants to signal their religious 

identity (e.g., being a good Christian), because similar effects were found both in samples where 

karma is associated with participants’ religion (Hindus and Buddhists) and in samples where 

karma is unrelated to participants’ religion (Christians) and in participants who claim no 

religious affiliation at all.  Participants who did not see karma as part of their social identity 

nevertheless increased their giving to a stranger when thinking about karma. 
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7.2. Situational and Individual Variability in Supernatural Morality  

If supernatural framing elicits prosocial behavior by reminding individuals about the 

importance of prosocial behavioral norms (and the supernaturally-enforced consequences for 

moral actions), this implies that prosociality will be elicited most strongly by supernatural 

concepts that are tightly linked to expectations for human behavior.  It also implies that particular 

beliefs about which actions have supernatural consequences will affect which actions are 

elicited.  For instance, the belief that god rewards sharing and punishes selfishness should 

encourage sharing among believers, whereas the belief that god will reward selfishness in a 

particular instance should encourage selfishness, and the belief that god does not care whether 

someone is selfish or generous implies that thinking about god will not affect behavior. Below, 

we review several ways in which specific beliefs about supernatural entities elicit specific 

behaviors, and the role of cultural learning in shaping this process. 

What predicts the particular moral concerns attributed to supernatural entities, like god 

and karma?  One possibility is that believers expect supernatural entities to reward and punish 

whichever actions they themselves view as normative and virtuous.  Consistent with this view, 

American believers reported that God’s moral concerns were highly similar to their own (Epley, 

Converse, Delbosc, Monteleone, & Cacioppo, 2009), and personal opinions supported by moral 

convictions tend also to be supported by an individual’s religious convictions (Skitka, Hanson, 

Washburn, & Mueller, 2018).  In the case of karma, Canadian and Indian karma believers 

reported that domains of behavior that are relevant to morality (derived from the Moral 

Foundations Questionnaire, Graham et al., 2011) are also relevant to deciding whether an action 

has karmic consequences, whereas morally-irrelevant considerations were also considered 

irrelevant to karma (White, 2017).   
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Behavior in economic games also indicates that supernatural justice primes tend to 

increase adherence to behavioral norms found in non-religious contexts, rather than simply 

encouraging “generosity” or “prosociality” per se.  Dictator games provide a useful test case of 

this hypothesis, because the normatively (modal) prosocial response (i.e., dividing the 

endowment equally between oneself and an anonymous other, Engel, 2011) is not actually the 

most prosocial response possible in that measure (i.e., giving everything away).  Therefore, 

results can distinguish increased normative behavior from increases in generosity.  If 

supernatural concepts encourage prosocial norm adherence, this implies that supernatural 

concepts will increase the level of giving among initially-selfish individuals, but not affect the 

behavior of individuals who would otherwise behave fairly.   

This is exactly the pattern that we found in our within-subjects dictator games: Thinking 

about karma or god increased the level of giving among initially-selfish participants, but had no 

effect among participants who were initially fair.  Fair participants merely continued behaving 

fairly, even though they could have also increased their level of giving to the same extent (White, 

Kelly, et al., 2019).   This finding can help explain one noteworthy high-powered replication 

failure of religious priming effects (Gomes & McCullough, 2015), in which the average offer in 

the control condition, at 45%, was statistically no different than a fair split (although other 

explanations remain possible, see Shariff & Norenzayan, 2015).  The hypothesis that 

supernatural priming encourages normative behavior could be confirmed in future studies where 

the normative response is not a fair split, such as giving all of one’s endowment away to a 

recipient who is clearly in need of help, or shifting from fairness to selfishness when the 

recipient is viewed as undeserving of the reward. 
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This boundary condition for experimental religious priming effects is also compatible 

with the broader hypothesis that religiously-motivated prosociality may be less evident in 

situations or societies where prosociality is already prevalent, encouraged by other mechanisms.  

For instance, supernatural justice beliefs may be less relevant in societies with strong secular 

justice systems, compared to societies with weak institutions (Kay et al., 2008; Norris & 

Inglehart, 2004). In addition, believing that there will be supernatural rewards or punishments for 

cooperating with strangers may have a larger overall effect than for helping family members, due 

to greater baseline tendencies towards selfishness when interacting with strangers (Burnstein, 

Crandall, & Kitayama, 1994; Purzycki et al., 2016).  

7.3. Cultural Variability in Supernatural Morality 

The expectation that supernatural entities care about interpersonal morality is widespread, 

but not universal; it varies substantially across cultures and over historical time (Norenzayan et 

al., 2016; Purzycki & Sosis, 2011). If the association between morality and supernatural beliefs 

is a key driver of religious priming effects on prosociality, then variability in beliefs about 

supernatural entities should predict variability in prosocial behavior elicited by religious 

concepts. 

There is cultural and individual variation in the belief that supernatural forces actively 

intervene to regulate human actions (rather than being distant and uninvolved in human affairs), 

as well as whether supernatural forces are viewed as benevolent or punitive (Johnson, Okun, & 

Cohen, 2015; Johnson, Sharp, Okun, Shariff, & Cohen, 2018).  Several studies have found that 

belief in supernatural punishment for norm-violations is the most effective motivator of prosocial 

behavior.  For example, Yilmaz & Bahçekapili (2016) found among Turkish participants that 

religious primes that were specifically about punishment (e.g., “sin,” “hell”) increased prosocial 
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behavior, but non-punitive religious words (e.g., “mercy,” “spirit”) did not.  Correlational data 

also indicate that belief in a punitive, authoritarian god is associated with increased honesty and 

fairness, whereas belief in a benevolent god either does not predict prosociality or is sometimes 

associated with increased cheating and ingroup favouritism, perhaps because a loving god will 

forgive moral offences (DeBono, Shariff, Poole, & Muraven, 2016; McNamara, Norenzayan, & 

Henrich, 2016; Shariff & Norenzayan, 2011).  Cross-national data also support this pattern: In 

World Values Survey data, the proportion of people in a country who believed in hell (compared 

to heaven) predicted lower national crime rates, even after controlling for a variety of socio-

economic control variables (Shariff & Rhemtulla, 2012). 

Individuals and cultures also vary in the extent to which supernatural forces are believed 

to respond to human actions that are relevant to interpersonal morality and cooperation (e.g., 

treating other humans fairly), rather than only responding to actions that are not obviously 

prosocial or antisocial, such as religious ritual or taboo violations (Purzycki, 2013; Purzycki et 

al., 2017).  In cross-cultural studies, the scope of gods’ moral concerns has been found to predict 

whether religious beliefs are associated with prosocial behavior.  In a study of 15 diverse 

populations around the world (Henrich, Ensminger, et al., 2010), controlling for a wide range of 

variables, participants who were affiliated with Islam or Christianity (world religions centered on 

belief in a moralizing god) gave larger offers in the dictator game and the ultimatum game, 

compared to participants associated with no religion at all or with local tribal religions (where 

gods are generally less concerned with interpersonal morality).  In a more recent study of eight 

field sites (Purzycki et al., 2016, 2017), participants who expressed greater belief in a moralizing 

god (who knows about and punishes immoral behavior) behaved more fairly towards 

anonymous, distant co-religionists in an economic game that measures impartiality – the random 
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allocation game (RAG).  This finding was recently replicated in a larger sample of 15 diverse 

societies and two different economic games (the RAG and the dictator game, Lang et al., in 

press).   Among the same participants, belief in local deities (who were viewed as less interested 

in moral behavior and less concerned with people living in distant locations) was unassociated 

with economic game behavior. Therefore, it is not just any religious belief that is associated with 

prosocial behavior; the belief that supernatural entities actively care about interpersonal morality 

is associated with increased fairness in economic games, whereas belief in gods who lack such 

moral concerns is not. 

In contrast to the cross-cultural data that capture a broad range of variation in such 

beliefs, there is less evidence that supernatural beliefs are related to individual differences in 

prosocial behavior when participants are drawn from within the same population, such as within 

a sample of religious and non-religious Americans. In such samples, variability is constrained by 

the fact that the vast majority of American believers think God is maximally benevolent, leading 

to very low levels of belief in supernatural punishment.  Although religiosity occasionally 

predicts increased prosociality (e.g., among American MTurk workers, Everett, Haque, & Rand, 

2016), a recent meta-analysis examining a variety of student and non-student samples failed to 

find any reliable association between religiosity and prosocial behavior (Kelly et al., 2019). 

There is likewise evidence from a religiously-diverse sample of Canadian students that belief in 

karma is associated with self-reported prosocial tendencies (White, 2017), but belief in karma is 

not associated with dictator game generosity among American adult samples (White, Kelly, et 

al., 2019). 

Less research has investigated heterogeneity in beliefs about karma and whether the 

specificity of karma beliefs predicts specific behavior, but existing evidence suggests a similar 
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pattern.  Just as belief in a morally-concerned god reflects a particular constellation of concepts 

(about agency, supernatural causality, and interpersonal morality) that is not present across all 

individuals, cultures, or historical time periods, belief in karma also reflects a particular 

constellation of concepts (about causality, reincarnation, and morality) that is not universal.  For 

instance, anthropological and historical evidence indicates that many people believe that their 

status in future reincarnations depends on where they die, how they die, and the proper 

performance of funeral rites, or that reincarnation merely results in rebirth into the same kin 

group, rather than depending on moral actions during life (Obeyesekere, 2002).  Reincarnation 

beliefs may themselves rely on a variety of cognitive and cultural factors that are distinct from 

those involved specifically in karma (White, 2017).  Additionally, the term “karma”  is a Sanskrit 

word that literally means “action,” and the causal impact of karma initially, in the oldest Indic 

religious texts, referred to the efficacy of ritual actions (Bronkhorst, 2011; Obeyesekere, 2002).  

Over time, beliefs about reincarnation became explicitly moralized, and the causal impact of 

actions became tied to the moral quality of those actions, and it is this belief in karmic 

consequences for moral actions that became widespread in Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, and 

other world religions.   

Today, most people view moral actions—including generosity, fairness, and kindness to 

others—as central to the concept of karma; the proper observance of religious rituals, and 

engaging in hard work that does not obviously benefit others, is less central to beliefs about 

karmic causality (White & Norenzayan, 2019).  But even in this case, there is preliminary 

evidence that prosocial behavior like generosity towards strangers is especially likely when 

generosity is central to participant’s mental models of karma: In the dictator game, Hindus who 

reported that karma rewards generosity, and Americans who reported that karma punishes greed, 
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were more likely to increase giving following reminders of karma, and Buddhists who reported 

that karma rewards generosity were more generous overall, compared to participants who did not 

report that karma responds to generosity and greed (White, Kelly, et al., 2019).  Therefore, it is 

especially when supernatural consequences are believed to follow immoral behavior that 

reminders of supernatural concepts affect behavior. 

7.4. The Relevance of Commitment to Explicit Supernatural Justice Beliefs 

How does thinking about supernatural justice concepts increase normatively prosocial 

behavior?  There are two different mechanisms that could explain this effect.  One possibility is 

that these supernatural concepts prime ideas about prosociality, which encourage prosocial 

actions through ideomotor processes (Bargh, 1994).  This account implies that supernatural 

priming should depend on whether supernatural entities are conceptually associated with 

morality (as is supported by evidence described above), but it further implies that religious 

priming should not depend on whether supernatural forces are believed to be real.  Both atheists 

and religious devotees should show similar ideomotor effects to the extent that they hold similar 

concepts of god (e.g., “God dislikes selfishness”).   

The second possibility is that religious/supernatural priming affects behavior when it 

encourages the normative prosocial response and motivates people to engage in this response, 

through the promise of supernatural rewards and punishments.  If these supernatural 

consequences are a relevant motivating factor, then priming effects should depend on both a 

conceptual association between supernatural concepts and prosociality and the belief that 

supernatural forces are real and personally relevant. 

Existing evidence supports the latter account: Individual differences in religiosity are a 

substantial moderator of religious priming effects.  The meta-analytic effect of religious priming 
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on prosociality is reliable among religious participants, Hedges’ g = 0.38, 95% CI = [0.14, 0.62], 

but not among non-believers, g = 0.12, 95% CI = [−0.11, 0.35] (Shariff et al., 2016).  In several 

recent pre-registered, high-powered experiments with Americans, explicit reminders of god 

significantly increased giving among people who believe in god, but had no effect or slightly 

decreased giving among non-believers (Billingsley et al., 2018; White, Kelly, et al., 2019).  As 

depicted in Figure 4, thinking about karma also led to significantly larger increases in giving 

among participants who explicitly claimed to believe in karma, compared to those who denied 

that karma is real. 

 

[Insert Figure 4 here] 

 

One could argue that this difference between believer and non-believer effects is the 

result of different conceptions of “God” or “karma.”  However, data do not support this 

interpretation. In North American and cross-national samples, even nonbelievers associate 

religion with prosociality (e.g., expecting religious people to be more trustworthy than atheists, 

Gervais, 2013; Gervais et al., 2017) and report that generosity and selfishness are behaviors that 

people think God would reward and punish (White & Norenzayan, 2019). Similarly, even people 

who deny the existence of karma associate the concept of “karma” with rewards for generosity 

and punishment for greed (Banerjee & Bloom, 2017; Baumard & Chevallier, 2012; Converse et 

al., 2012; Kulow & Kramer, 2016; White & Norenzayan, 2019).  If supernatural primes affected 

behavior simply by activating these concepts, there is no reason why these effects should depend 

on whether participants believe that God or karma is real.   
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The pattern of data therefore supports the hypothesis that supernatural intervention in 

human moral affairs is an important motivator of prosociality:  Although religious concepts may 

stimulate ideas about fairness in all participants who hold similar cultural concepts, only 

individuals who believe that supernatural entities are real and actively concerned with human 

affairs may be sufficiently motivated to engage in prosocial behavior when primed.  Existing 

evidence indicates that individuals who believe that supernatural forces do not exist, do not care 

about morality, or will forgive any transgressions, are more likely to discount any primed 

intuitions and continue behaving selfishly.  Next, we discuss how belief in supernatural 

punishment and supernatural rewards may operate as an incentive structure that motivates this 

prosocial behavior among believers (but not non-believers).   

7.5. The Relevance of Supernatural Rewards vs. Punishments 

In cross-cultural samples, where there is ample variability in supernatural punishment 

beliefs, supernatural punishment (but not benevolence) predicts greater prosocial behavior 

(Purzycki et al., 2016, Lang et al., in press) and is associated with the increased societal 

complexity (Watts et al., 2015) that requires high levels of cooperation between anonymous 

ingroup members.  However, in contemporary Western cultural contexts, there is substantial 

homogeneity in the belief that supernatural forces are extremely benevolent, rather then holding 

supernatural punishment as central to personal beliefs (Johnson et al., 2015, 2018).  Yet, 

religious priming effects can still be elicited in these populations (Shariff et al., 2016; White, 

Kelly, et al., 2019), making it unclear whether a fear of supernatural punishment is really 

necessary to motivate prosocial behavior.  A broader conceptualization of supernatural 

consequences for behavior—encompassing rewards and punishments—might better explain this 

puzzle.  Supernatural rewards might be perceived directly (as immediate, concrete good 
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outcomes) or indirectly (as a perceived positive relationship with God or a positive balance of 

karmic merit that protects devotees from threats and uncertainty in life).  The uncertainty of 

successes and struggles in life (e.g., receiving vs. losing a new job opportunity, recovering 

quickly from an illness vs. extended, severe medical problems) provides an incentive structure 

that could motivate prosocial actions in the hopes of obtaining the best positive outcome for 

oneself, without requiring the belief that supernatural forces are vengeful, punitive, or directly 

responsible for believers’ misfortune. 

Another possibility is that, although the fear of supernatural punishment can effectively 

deter antisocial behavior that violates proscriptive norms (i.e., things that you should not do), the 

expectation of supernatural rewards might be especially effective at motivating behavior that is 

actively prosocial and follows prescriptive norms (Janoff-Bulman, Sheikh, & Hepp, 2009).  This 

means that supernatural punishment beliefs might be especially relevant in tasks where 

“prosocial behavior” is measured as lower rates of cheating or other selfish deviations from 

explicitly-stated rules for fair behavior (e.g., DeBono et al., 2016; Purzycki et al., 2016).  

Supernatural reward beliefs might be more relevant when the “prosocial” response is nice but not 

obligatory, such as dictator game giving (e.g., White, Kelly, et al., 2019) or volunteering 

(Johnson, Cohen, & Okun, 2016).   

Future research could benefit from directly testing how construal of a task (as 

prescriptive or proscriptive morality) moderates the role of different supernatural beliefs on 

behavior.  The desire to accumulate rewards from prosocial behavior may be more relevant for 

individuals or cultural groups who generally view fulfilling interpersonal duties as a moral issue, 

in addition to caring about the moral proscription against violating others’ rights (e.g., Indian vs. 

North American samples, Clark, Bauman, Kamble, & Knowles, 2016; Miller, Akiyama, & 
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Kapadia, 2017; Miller, Bersoff, & Harwood, 1990; Miller & Luthar, 1989).  In addition, the 

expectation of karmic consequences over extremely long timescales, including across 

reincarnations, provides a motivation to actively do good (in addition to avoiding bad), because 

this excessive good behavior is required for better prospects in the next life (Obeyesekere, 2002).  

In order to be reborn as wealthier, healthier, and luckier than in the current lifetime, people can 

actively engage in prosociality and meritorious ritual actions, beyond what might be required to 

simply avoid supernatural punishments, thus providing another context in which supernatural 

justice beliefs are uniquely effective at motivating prosocial action.  

Taken together, the pattern of prosocial behavior encouraged by religious priming and 

supernatural belief is consistent with cultural evolutionary theories of religion (Norenzayan et al., 

2016).  The boundary conditions for these effects highlight several routes through which cultural 

learning plays an important role in this process, above and beyond cognitive intuitions and 

motivations.  Cultural learning (1) creates a conceptual link between supernatural causality and 

morality, (2) encourages commitment to these beliefs as real and relevant to daily life, and (3) 

activates these beliefs through implicit, explicit, and situational reminders of supernatural 

concepts.  Each of these factors, along with the presence of baseline selfishness, is an important 

contributor to the likelihood that supernatural justice beliefs will affect prosocial behavior.  

 

8. Conclusion 

 In this chapter, we have described how belief in karmic causality can be studied as a 

psychological construct that is rooted in core cognitive, motivational, and cultural processes that 

are central to social psychology.  We discussed karma alongside beliefs about morally-concerned 

gods and expectations about non-supernatural justice, to highlight how common cognitive 

tendencies and motivations can give rise to a variety of different beliefs. Individual differences 
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(e.g., reliance on intuitive thinking, being “spiritual but not religious”) and situational factors 

(e.g., uncertainty, a need for structure, and salient past misdeeds followed by misfortune) could 

similarly encourage belief in karmic causality, morally-concerned gods, and secular justice.  

Similarly, different concepts can have comparable effects on behavior, such as when Christians 

reminded of God, or Hindus, Buddhists, and non-religious Americans reminded of karma, 

become more likely to engage in normative behavior.  Karmic beliefs in non-Western, non-

Christian cultural contexts provide an important testing ground of theories of religion, morality, 

and justice across different cultural contexts, extending prevailing research largely tested in 

Western samples. 

Furthermore, many people believe only in a subset of all possible supernatural justice 

concepts. Cognitive biases and motivational factors are insufficient to explain this variability.  

The cultural transmission of commitment to particular beliefs is necessary to explain the 

intertwining of supernatural causality and morality, the presence of agentic vs. non-agentic 

supernatural entities, and whether causation is believed to happen within interpersonal 

relationships, within one lifetime, or across lifetimes.  In this chapter, we have provided 

preliminary evidence that belief in karma reflects a unique constellation of these elements and 

that variability in supernatural justice beliefs can shape causal attributions and behavior in 

particular belief-consistent ways.  Many open questions remain about how cognitive, 

motivational, and cultural factors interact to shape supernatural justice beliefs, and how the 

particular beliefs that people hold exert unique effects on cognition and behavior.  Throughout 

this chapter, we have raised several novel hypotheses worthy of future research and described 

how existing theories of religion and justice can fruitfully be extended to explain a variety of 

worldviews that are prevalent in diverse cultures around the world.  
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Figures 

Figure 1.  Faith in intuition, supernatural beliefs, and justice beliefs predicting belief in Karma 

across countries, with 95% confidence bands.  Adapted from data reported in White et al. (in 

press), with Indian samples from Studies 1 and 3 grouped into a single sample.  All relationships 

are significant at p < .001. 
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Figure 2.  Religiosity predicting belief in Karma (left) and belief in God (right) among Canadian 

students (n = 1664), across religious affiliations.  Omits participants who reported being 

atheists, agnostic, or non-religious, due to ambiguity about what level of religiosity means for 

these samples.  Adapted from data reported in White et al. (in press), Study 1. 
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Figure 3.  Mean dictator game giving before (pre-framing) and after (post-framing) instructions 

to think about God or Karma.  Thinking about God reduced selfishness among God believers and 

Christians, and thinking about karma reduced selfishness among karma believers, Hindus, and 

Buddhists. Among comparable participants who received control (neutrally-framed, non-

supernatural) instructions, the rate of giving did not change across trials.  Redrawn from data 

reported in White, Kelly, et al. (2019), Experiments 1 and 2. 

 

 
 

 

  



BELIEF IN KARMA  97 

 

Figure 4.  Mean dictator game giving before (pre-framing) and after (post-framing) instructions 

to think about God or Karma, among believers and non-believers.  Redrawn from data reported 

in White, Kelly, et al. (2019), Experiment 3. 

 

 

 
 

 

 


