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Early twentieth-century research in retigious rituats is primarily situated in the area of
anthropo[ogy, sociotogy, and comparative retigion. Ćmite Durkheim, in his semin al Formes
ĆIÓmentaires de /a vie religieuse (The Etementary Forms of Retigious Life, 191 2tlg15), argues
that ritua[s are cruciaI to social cohesion, strengthening communat bonds and separating the
sacred from the profane. James Frazer in Ińe Golden Bough (1B9o) explores rituaI practices,
myths, and forms of magic, interpreting them through the lens of comparative anthropotogy.
Modern research in retigious ritua[s was revived about thirty years ago by T.E. Lawson & R.N.
McOautey, Rethinking Religion: Connecting Cognition and Culture (199oh McCautey & Lawson,
Who owns 'culture'? (1996); and H. Whitehouse, lnside the cult (1995). White the authors of
these studies come from different disciptines, they argue that many aspects of retigious thought
and behaviour can be understood by tooking at basic mentaI processes that appear across
cultures. ln other words, retigion is not a unique domain - it is shaped by the same kinds of
cognitive processes that inf tuence other forms of human thought behaviour; that is, processes
rooted in our evolutionary history. This new approach has been catted the "Cognitive Science of
Religion" (CSR) and it marks the cognitive turn in the study of retigion. White Durkheim saw rituaI
as a mechanism of social cohesion (the sacred), Lawson and McCautey view it primarity as a
structured form of action processed by the mind. CSR is highty relevant today and deserves
closer analysis, not least because, to varying degrees, it chattenges and criticatty questions
culturat studies research methods. Most importantty, CSR has made marked improvement in
the study of issues related to ritua[, such as the cognitive representation of rituat (Lawson &
McCau[ey, 1990).

Anastasiia shabalina's dissertation offers a study of retigious rituats within the csR
framework and, as stated in the lntroduction, her "theoreticat investigation draws on three key
Perspectives, each offering a distinct lens on the cognitive dimension of rituat: the tinguistic
PersPective (Lawson & McCautey, 1990), the rituat stance theory which connects rituat with
mechanisms of sociaI cohesion and group formation (Whitehous e,2021) and the enactivist
PersPective (Barsatou et a[., 2005; Teehan, 2024). This mutti-theoreticat approach is based on
the assumption that such a complex question cannot be adequatety addressed through a singte
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methodologicat framework" (p. 3). The above quotation also ref l'ects the structure of the entire
doctoraI thesis.

ln the first chapter entitted: "RituaI and betief through a tinguistic [ens: a reinterpretation of
Rethinking Religion by E. T. Lawson and R. N. McCautey" (pp. 6-39), the starting point is the
question: what kind of relationship between retigious betief and ritual can be derived from E. T.

Lawson and R. N. McCautey CSR theory. The author argues for a modification of their theory by

extending the generaI structure of a retigious rituaI with two mediating systems: a concept
selection system which provides the basic conceptuaI elements for constructing a structure of a

retigious ritua[, and a belief selection system ,,which extracts and prioritizes retigious betiefs that
motivate rituat peńormance" (p. 103). This separation into two systems, according to the author,

helps explain why the betief in the primacy of the superhuman agent in retigious rituats need not

be shared by the human participant (p. 23). According to the Rituat Form Hypothesis devetoped

by T. Lawson and R. N. McOauley, the position of the superhuman agent (SA) within the structure
of a ritua[ determines how often the rituaI is repeated, whether it witl, be reversib[e, how centraI it

is within a given religion, and how universaI or solemn it is. The author notes that the theory of

rituaI competence (Lawson & McOautey) appears to be wett suited for modeling and testing (p.

38). Dissertation aims to reinterpret the structure of rituat representation proposed by Lawson &

McCautey in the context of the role of betief within it. As a result of this modification, the
ana[ysed modet retains its representational[inguistic character, but at the same time becomes
more open to the empiricaI study of specific individuat mentaI states (betiefs) connected with

rituaI action (see e.g., pp.22,39,93).

The second chapter of the thesis entitted "SociaI aspect of rituaI and belief: bridging individuat

and collective [eve[s" (pp. 40-55), discusses the social dimension of ritua[, and shows how to

bridge the gap between individuat participation in a rituaI and the outcome that arises from

shared rituaI practice. The author draws on H. Whitehouse's concept of ritual mindset discussed
in lransmls sive frequency, ritual, and exegesls (2001) wh ich argues that ritua l actions do not

require a dedicated cognitive modu[e. The dissertation argues for a centraI ro[e of Whitehouse's
research in the cognitive science of ritual, particutarly due to his introduction of two key

concepts: the ritual stance and the modes of retigiosity. The author goes on to reinterpret the

ritual stance as a specific apptication of D. Dennett's intentionat stance (pp.42-44). The modes
of retigiosity theory is in turn characterized by the distinction between the doctrinaI and the

imagistic mode. These two modes are based on different cognitive forms of memory functions,
and, as a resu[t, inf[uence the social and potiticat development of rel,igious traditions in different

ways. Thanks to this reinterpretation, we receive severaI important insights: a) rituat behaviour
can be understood using the same exp[anatory model that governs ordinary intentional actions
(p. 46); b)the anatogy between rituals and compulsive actions is dismissed; c) individuaI and

co|,lective perspectives can be considered togetherwithout conflatingthem (pp.49-50).

The third chapter entitted'An enactivist perspective on the interaction between retigious ritua[s

and betiefs" (pp. 56-92), analyses the role of the retationship between bodity participation and

symbotic meaning in ritual practice. The author provides a brief overview of enactivism and

states that her goaI was "to introduce severaI foundationat principtes determining the

retationship between betiefs and ritua[" (p. 62).She goes on to establish "Theoreticat modets of

the retationship between the body and symbotic content in the retigious ritual" and discusses
two main issues: the type of relationship between betiefs and rituat, and the function of ritua[s -
whether for transformation of for preservation. The author also suppl,ements this discussion
with four different kinds of balance between symbotism and embodiment, namely:
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Body/Symbolic Representation Modet Scheme (B/SR-MS): B/SR-M-1: The body as conduit of

symbolism; B/SR-M-2: The body as an amplifier of retigious betiefs (simitar to Tanya Luhrmann's
idea); B/SR-M_3: The body as a source of betiefs; B/SR-M-4: The body as the essence of ritua[.

Theauthorarguesthat"thefirsttwopositions,B/SR-M-1 andB/SR-M-2,aredevetopedwithin
traditionat approaches in the cognitive science of retigion based on representationa[ism, whi[e

the third (B/SR_M-3) and fourth (B/SR-M-4) are characteristic of the enactivist approach and

embodied cognition" (p. 68).

The author then examines a[[ four kinds, and focuses on the last two as her theoretical
framework. This is a framework which on one hand, describes the way symbotic representation
depends on bodity engagement in rituaI practices, and, on the other hand, hetps to identify four

types of body-symbo[ic representation retations "arranged according to the function ptayed by

the body in the production and transmission of retigious beliefs" (p. 66).Thanks to the analyses
in this chapter, the author is also able to show how the enactive concept can be apptied to
exptain cases of rituaI transfer, particutarly demonstrating how ritual practices create a sense of
"rea[ity" in retigious phenomena. The thesis argues that "in B/SR-M-4, the body itself is the locus
of the retigious experience rather than merely an instrument for accessing it. ln this scenario, the
direct bodity experience is the retigious reality" (p. 90). lt adds that simitar analysis in online
space "a[[ows us to conc[ude that the combination of bodity engagement and symbotic
interpretation is maintained even in a virtuaI rituaI setting, although it tends to transform in a way
that reduces att rituaI forms to B/SR-M-1 and B/SR-M-2 types" (p. 91).

Furthermore, in this chapter, the author persuasivety demonstrates that (i)the concept
of rea[-making (see: Luhrmann's theory) provides a unified perspective that hel,ps exptain the
diverse ways in which ritua[s integrate embodiment and betief; she atso argues that (ii) retigious
practices cannot be reduced to either symbotic interpretation or bodity technique due to the fact
that the sense of reatity of spirituaI objects, characteristic of the retigious mind, stems precisety
from the fusion of the bodity and the symbotic. Last but not least, the author (iii) identifies
possibte proportions in this fusion of the bodity and the symbolic according to different B/SR
mode[s, white emphasizing that reat-making can take different forms depending on the type of
ritua[.

ln her fourth chapter: "The idealizationat cognitive modet of the relationship between retigious
rituaI and retigious beliefs" (pp. 93-127), Shabatina emphasizes that her "approach proposed
here is ideatizing in character. l witt outline a general model of the retigious betief system and

consider how its components - individuat betiefs - relate to religious rituat" (p. 93). Her goal is
thus to construct a theoreticaI f ramework that can serve as a tooI for interpreting and exptaining
the function of retigious betiefs within rituaI practice. The proposed modet distinguishes three
types of beliefs: basic, justificatory, and procedura[ (Figure 9), which a[[ows for a more precise
definition of how specific types of betiefs relate to retigious ritual.

Based on the above findings, two theses are being formulated. The first thesis specifies
which betiefs ptay a causative ro[e in initiating a ritua[. The second specifies which betiefs
emerge as a result of a completed rituat. Thes dissertation theses are thus the fottowing: (1)

ProceduraI betiefs are directty related to the initiation of a retigious ritua[; (2)The effect of a

compteted rituaI is the emergence of justificatory and basic betiefs -that is, performing a

retigious rituaI generates both justifying experientiat betiefs and core betiefs.
Finatty, the theoreticat modet proposed in the thesis, that is the mode[ of the retationship

between rituaI and retigious betiefs underlines that within the enactivist approach, rituaI can be

seen as attracting, generating, and reinforcing justificatory and core religious beliefs (Figure 10).

This issue is discussed in greater detait in Chapter Three of the dissertation, devoted to the
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enactivist perspective on ritua[, Where the author examines how rituaI action is closely
interl,inked with doctrinat retigious betiefs. She argues that this relationship may take severat

forms, inctuding symbolization, amplification, generation, and constitutive embodiment (p.

121). The theoreticat modet she introduces in the thesis, allows for a much more precise

definition of the retationship between (1) and (2) i.e. between retigious betiefs and retigious

ritua[. The doctorat thesis concludes that "The innovative aspect of this account lies in

distinguishing between the bel,ief in the necessity of rituat action and the rationa[e for that

necessity - a distinction supported by anthropotogicat evidence showing that rationaI

justifications for rituat obtigations are often inconsistent or entirely absent" (p. 126).

General remarks: The dissertation is presented with great precision, coherence and ctarity. The

author achieves the intended primary research goaI defined as "a reconstruction and criticat

anatysis of existing theoreticat modets concerning the cognitive foundations of ritua[, with a

focus on how they account for the ro[e of betief, their contributions to understanding this

retationship, and their timitations" (p. 3).This goat is being achieved (among other things) in

three steps:
(a) through the skittfut application of the principte: Qui bene distinguit, bene docet: (four

B/5R_M types, three types of betiefs), and then on the innovative analysis of B/SR-M-3, B/SR-M-4

and putting them within the perspective of the enactivist approach and embodied cognition;

(b)through the skittfut use, c[arification and modification of the distinctions introduced

by McCautey & Lawson's - the author proposes modifying their theory by extending the structure

of a retigious rituat to inctude two systems -the concept selection system and the betief

setection system - and by f urther integrating Whitehead's concept of individuat and collective
perspectives without conf tating them.

(c) through a carefuI analysis of Luhrmann's theory of the rea[-making which can now be

extended to examine the patterns that theistic and non-theistic religions share in transforming

retigious ideas into tangib[e, embodied experiences.
The main and most originaI contribution of this dissertation to cSR is that it

demonstrates that betiefs associated with retigious rituaI do not constitute a sing[e, uniform

category defined sotety by metaphysicaI or counterintuitive content. lnstead, these betiefs exist

in muttipte forms and relate to rituat in diverse ways. To make this point clearer, the dissertation
proposes understanding retigious betiefs as a heterogeneous system organized into three layers:

core betiefs, surrounded by justificatory beliefs, and, finatty, by procedurat beliefs.

A few additionat comments

1 . By focusing on the "4E" f ramework (pp. 56-58), enactivism in CSR provides a more hotistic

view of retigion that integrates bodity movement, sociaI interaction, and environmentaI context,

moving beyond the modet of traditionaI cognitive science. Retigious betief is enacted through

bodity practices and environmentaI interaction rather than just through mentaI representation or

computation in the brain. A frequentty asked question about enactivism is whether it can

adequatety exptain high_tevet cognition (e.g. abstract reasoning, se[f-reflection), high-tevet

beliefs (tike e.g. betief in democracy) as we[[ as its potential overemphasis on basic action as a

paradigm, presented as superior to existing computationa[ mode[s. ls enactivism powerfuI

enough to account for cognition "through the retationship between body and [anguage" (p. 60),

specificatty via the two finat B/SR-M modets?



5

or perhaps through the most sophisticated aspects of human thought and higher
retigious betiefs (cognitivety complex betiefs tike e.g doctrinat), or whether it works best onty at
the [eve[ of Perception and action? "Higher retigious beliefs" means abstract, doctrina[, and
concePtualty sophisticated retigious be[iefs, rather than simpte emotionat or rituat retigious
exPeriences. The first prob[em is that by focusing on "participatory sense-making,'and ,,bodi[y

enactment," enactivism can understate the representationat betiefs, the ro[e of propositionat,
sYmbolic, and abstract theotogicat betief in driving, shaping, and sustaining rituat activity. lt risks
ignoring how people often act on the basis of atready-hetd, explicit betiefs. The second probtem
comes from classic CSR (Lawson, Staat) and from traditionat science of retigion: e.g. J. G. Frazer
assumes that internaI mentaI states-specificatty, aberrant betiefs and intettectuat
misconceptions - give rise to behaviors that manifest as attempts to magicatty inftuence reatity.
Furthermore, the fact that enactivism undermines the ro[e of these internaI representations or
"endogenous influences", means that the movement may be unabte to exptain why rituats are
Performed in the absence of an immediate, tangibte environment, or why peopte change their
betiefs independently of environmenta I stimuti.

The author recognizes this probtem and emphasizes: "On the contrary, att B/SR models,
to some extent, recognize that rituat action and its accompanying betiefs form a dynamic,
mutual[Y reinforcing cycte. The enactive research program, particutarty in the context of
affordance, demonstrates that rituaI meaning does not emerge as an initiat causaI factor, but
rather as the resu[t of a continuous interaction between body, culture, and the surrounding
environment" (P.72). We can say that if rituats and betiefs are in a constant, ,,dynamic, mutuatty
reinforcing cYcte", "bring-forth-a-world" toop (i.e. how organisms constitute in their own reatity
through a recursive, sensorimotor, and culturaI interaction With the environment), but then - we
can conclude that - it is difficutt to exptain the tong-term, stable, and often retenttessty
continuous nature of retigious traditions.

2. White many scho[ars of retigion emphasize the importance of famitiarity (p. 47,77) and
emotionaI comfort associated with controlting the rituat space (p. 65), fewer among them have
exPlored the basic dynamics of human attention and the rote of boredom (tedium)and
habituation as limiting factors in rituat enactment. Boredom and habituation reduce
attentiveness as a resu[t of the monotony of rituat behaviour. Given the repetitive nature of ritual,
rituaI frequency must overcome a complex set of timiting factors. White frequent performance is
hightY desirab[e for memory consotidation, however boredom is an inevitabte side product of
high Performance frequency, a phenomenon discussed in the psychotogicat literature under the
heading of habituation effects (Uttts, ohta, a.a. eds. 2006, Memory and Emotion:
lnterdisciPlinary Perspecfives, Oxford). How does the theory proposed by the author retate to the
phenomenon of boredom understood in this way?

3. On the one hand, rituats characterized by high frequency and tow tevets of emotional or
physiotogicaI arousaI exhibit a cognitive advantage under conditions of cutturat setection. on
the other hand, we have rituats that occur infrequentty (pp"77,86) but involve intense sensory
stimulation and heightened emotionaI arousat. Woutd the author agree with the thesis that,
according to his theory, both categories act together as attractor states in the cul,turat
evolutionary tandscape toward which rituat forms tend, thus generating the bimodat distribution
observed in rituaI systems across societies?

4. A rituat is, bY its Very nature, a costly undertaking, and there is tittte avaitabte evidence that it
Yietds the desired resu[ts. Does a rituat bring rain, satisfy the desires of ancestors, provide
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greater control over chosen enemies, or bring divine btessings upon offspring or marriage? These

are questions that must be considered in tight of the often exorbitant costs associated with
performing ritua[s. Why do peopte continue to bear these costs when the results of the rituaI are

inevitabty uncertain?

5. Despite innovations and changes in some rituaI sequences, their core-the ideotogicat
representations and fundamental practices (e.g., spoken words and gestures)-has remained

unchanged throughout history. The question is why this is so. As l understand it, core beliefs are

at ptay here, but What sustains them?

6. As wett pain as retigious rituals are complex phenomena. Pain is often understood as a

subject of the naturaI sciences, and at the same time pain is defined as a psychotogicat and

subjective experience, leaving room for psychotogy and the humanities. So both are not "just
physica[" or "just mental/betief "-they're a mix of a[[ these layers. Ritua[s, like pain, are

inftuenced by biotogicat, psychotogica[, socia[, and cul.turaI factors, suggesting a bottom-up
(starting from the body or brain activity) and top-down (starting from the mind, betiefs or culture)
perspectives. Can we say that approaches to the study of pain and retigion shoutd interact rather

than coexist? Because betiefs can change bodity responses (e.g., ptacebo effect reducing pain)

and bodity states can shape meaning and retigious belief (e.g., intense rituaI experiences
reinforcing faith).

7. We need a pretiminary framework for the interdisciptinary study of pain, physicat enactment
and its treatment within the retigious mind (p.74). Understanding ontine retigious activity
(livestreamed services, prayer apps, ontine communities, sociaI media groups) and the

experiences of individuats participating in stressfuI and painfuI ritua[s (physicat discomfort
fasting, kneeting for long periods, setf-deniat or emotionat intensity, ecstatic practices) requires

a methodologythat integrates objective measures and subjective assessments (personat

experiences tike: "l felt closer to deity") of online religious activity. Cognitive research design for

these rituals shoutd incorporate functionat imaging technotogy, physiotogicaI measures (ECG,

btood pressure), and objective and subjective measures of pain (pain toterance, questionnaires,

and interviews). Furthermore, examining the socia[, cultura[, and historical context of these
rituals can play a significant role in understanding them.

8. Shabatina argues: "Ritua[s present themselves as predefined sequences of actions whose
performance is taken to be necessary and sociatty expected. Satisfying this expectation is an

existentiaI obtigation for everyone" (p. 't05). Even short-lived collective ritua[s can foster
discriminatory attitudes among group members, or even within entire groups, and this bias
intensifies with increasing ritual effort and intensity. The question is whether these sociatty

motivated biases appear to be biotogical,ty rooted, embodied in the brain's reward systems,
where group rituals can lead individuats to support the punishment of retigious outgroup

members. Research suggests that extravagant ritua[s - often seen as an indicator of prosociaI

retigions - may function not only as signals of toyatty to the ingroup (e.g. fraternity) but also as

signats of hostitity and separation from outgroups. Retigious ritua[s may deepen bonds within a

group white at the same time intensifying the distinction between insiders and outsiders.

9. The author argues: "This investigation is detiberatety timited to rituals performed within

retigious contexts and does not extend to non-retigious forms of rituatized behaviour, such as

secu[ar ceremonies, rituats in sports, politics, education, or ritualized behaviour in anima[s" (p.
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3). However, We can try to extend these analyses and research to rituats that are considered

secu[ar and yet somehow re1ated to retigious ones. Jerzy Grotowski (1933-1999) was one of the

most prominent twentieth-century theatre innovators who viewed theatre as a sacred space and

devetoped an acting process based on reducing everything to its essentiat etements (D.

Kosiński, Grotowskiand Performance Studies, ANTROPOLOGlA E TEATRO - R|V|STA DlSTUDl l

N. 17 (2024), pp. 1-14). ln response to the theater of his time, known as "rich theatre," in which

tighting, costumes, and sound effects were maximized, GrotowSki prOmOted a "POor theatre," in

which att artificiatity was eschewed. The actors in his theatre worked hard on the scriPt and

tanguage embodiment. Their exercises aimed to dissotve the sptit between thinking and doing.

Movements, Voice, and emotions Were trained together. Actors reacted With their entire bodies,

not just intettectuatty, in tine with the principte: The body thinks, and the mind is embodied. Their

body became a futty expressive instrument. They rehearsed their monol,ogues continuousty in an

act of repetition, akin to rituatized prayer. (Grotowski, J., & Barba, E. (1968). Towards a poor

theatre. Routtedge). These procedures required a tot of empathy, sensitivity, and courage, as

welt as the etements that accompanied each expression. An actor involved in Grotowski's

theatre was catted a "sacred actor" because his work as an actor was considered a personal

sacrifice. (Grotowski & Barba, 1968). lt,s clear that one of the most important themes inherent in

Grotowski,s work is rituat. He sought to achieve sincere communication and participation

between actor and audience during pubtic performances. lt coutd be said that Grotowski's [ong-

cherished aim was to use theatricat performances, such as rituaI ceremonies, to forge a new

retationship between actor and spectator and thereby address and critique the dilemmaS Of

Western culture. He remained true to his principtes throughout his tifetime; he was not

concerned with imitating the ceremony of rituat or religion, but with the effect and sPirit of ritua[

itsetf. He warned against thoughttess imitation of rituat ceremony. However, Grotowski

experienced the timitations of publ,ic peńormance, which prevented the achievement Of SinCere

communication and participation between actor and spectator: "l do not think that the crisis in

the theatre can be separated from certain other crises in contemporary Cutture. One of the

essentiaI elements _ namety the disappearance of the sacred and of its rituat function in the

theatre - is a resu[t of the obvious and probabty inevitabte dectine of retigion. What we are tatking

about is the possibitity of creating a secutar sacrum in the theatre" (Towards A Poor Theatre, p.

49).

ln the l,ight of the above a number of questions arise: Can Grotowski's understanding of

the actor,s body and the pursuit of some sort of "spirituaI goa[" through ritualized exercises be

compared to the enactive concept of retigion and its understanding of embodied rituat in the

cognitive science of retigion? How far Grotowski's "poor theatre" can be understood as a

taboratory of embodied rituat that converges with enactive theories of retigion in its emphasis on

the body, practice, and transformation? These rituats witt certainty not be counted among "the

first type of B/SR_M" which are also ,,highty characteristic of secular ritua[s" (p.72), and to a

certain extent they witt fatt into type 3 or 4. Rituats in Grotowski's theatre, however, differ from

retigious one in that they tack shared betief structures, experimental, instabitity, and they focus

on individua[s rather than on collectives.

Gonctusions

The above comments (1-9) in no way diminish the scientific vatue of the dissertation under

review rather, they constitute a form of academic discussion on the highty complex and [ong-

debated issue of the retationship between retigious rituat and retigious beliefs (see above,

generat remarks). l hotd the present doctorat dissertation ,,The question of the retationshiP

between retigious ritual, and retigious betiefs in the cognitive science of retigion", which was
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submitted to me for review in very high regard. lt is a thoroughty argued study which puts
forward an originaI solution to a significant scientific probtem. The methods emptoyed in the
research are appropriate for the scientific objectives set. The work is va[uab[e, interesting, of a
great academic rigorous, and deserves distinction (wyróżnienie) and shoutd be pubtished. The
author is exceptionalty wett prepared for independent schotarty work. Her erudition has attowed
the muttifaceted and complex problems of the cognitive science of retigion to be anatyzed
criticatty and clear[y, in academic English. The doctorat candidate has demonstrated excetlent
knowtedge of the scholarty literature on the subject, with over 300 references cited in the thesis
(pp.132-154).

l am pleased to state that the reviewed dissertation fulty meets the requirements
specified in Articte 187 ot the Act of Juty 20,2018, on Higher Education and Science (okreśtone
w art. 1 87 Ustawy z dnia 20 tipca 2O1B r. Prawo o szkotnictwie wyźszym i nauce). on this basis, l

submit to the relevant authorities of the Facutty of Potiticat Science and Journatism (Wydział
Nauk Potitycznych i Dziennikarstwa) a request to admit Ms. Anastasiia Shabatina to the
subsequent stages of the procedure for the award of the doctorat degree in the fietd of
journalism and mass communication.

ą#F_
,Józef Bremer


