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The Thaumaturge 

Matthias Steingass 

The social construction of reality has a side which reaches way back into our phylogenetical 

heritage. Religious behaviors are influenced by cognitive functions humans bring with them from 

thousands of generations of evolution. Sometimes certain functions of organisms developing in 

evolutionary adaptation come to meet environments in which they “accidentally” begin to fulfill 

new functions, ones for which they had not adapted originally. A much used example for this 

process are feathers, which, originally might have developed for heat regulation but then became 

what everybody knows them to be today, the means for birds to fly. A similar "exaptation," as the 

process is called, is supposed by evolutionary psychologists to exist for cognitive functions. The 

results suggest that religious behavior, like the belief in supernatural abilities, can be explained in a 

way that makes it clear that the emperor not only wears no clothes when seen as a social 

construction, but also when seen from an evolutionary point of view. There are certainly difficulties 

involved in accepting this point of view. First, for instance, like all evolutionary processes, the 

exaptation hypothesis cannot be tested in real time. It can only be inducted. A second difficulty is 

that the cognitive functions in question cannot be observed phenomenologically. The functions in 

question underlie consciousness as basic structures that are not observable by introspection. The 

second point particularly makes it difficult to come to terms with the outlook opening here because 

we are still deeply suffused with the belief that we can solve every conundrum by 

phenomenological inquiry and induction from our own first person experience. The outlook 

opening here is one in which the grand hierophant of the holy congregation of true believers, the 

thaumaturgical superman, the guru-lama-shaman, the leader of the Neo-Buddhist church, becomes 

deconstructed in a way that no longer leaves him room to retreat, back into his shelter of last resort, 
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that he is endowed with the special gift because he feels it and everybody else seems to confirm it. 

As it turns out, the ontology we regard as natural, what is and what is not, might be dependent to 

some extent on cognitive functions that developed during the evolution of the hominidae and that 

are now, since symbol-manipulating social evolution emerged, reformatted and used in ways alien 

to their original context. The difficult outlook opening here means that what we think within these 

old cognitive functions in an environment reformatting them might be misleading in regard to what 

is really there. The difficulty here is that we are used to thinking that what we think is that which is, 

while the difficult outlook might teach us that what we think, is not.             

A distinguishing element of modern Buddhism in the West is the emergence of a certain kind of 

community—the "charismatic congregation" centered on the "charismatic leader," as described by 

Max Weber. Weber's model can help provide an explanation for why religious groups function so 

well without critical thinking, which would expose contradiction. Weber describes charisma as "a 

non-ordinary quality of a person," because of which s/he is seen as endowed with supernatural, 

superhuman powers, differentiating her from ordinary persons and making her god-like, god-sent or 

at least exceptional, and therefore predestined as a leader (cf. Weber, 1922, III § 10). The approval 

of this leader is, from a psychological point of view, "a personal religious devotion based on 

enthusiasm or predicament and hope" (III § 10.1), whereby the "congregation," which gives the 

approval, is an "emotional community" (III § 10.3). Importantly, the approval is an "obligation" of 

those who feel the vocation or destiny to testify in favor of the leader (III § 10.1). This means that 

the charisma of the leader is not based on the approval of the congregation, it is there in the first 

place, and therefore it is an obligation to approve it for those who feel a vocation to follow a given 

leader. The vocation comes with an obligation. And with this, a strong affective link between 

disciple and leader is established at once. The charisma of the leader, however, is in no way 
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dependent on approval. Thus, both—the disciple and the leader—come into the relationship with a 

strong conviction about their respective roles and how each serves the other.  

Regarding the succession of a charismatic leader, Weber gives different examples of how it is 

managed. The Dalai Lama, interestingly, is Weber’s example of a "rather pure type" (III § 11) of 

succession. In this type of succession, the successor is chosen and educated according to a set of 

characteristic features based on tradition, while the personal characteristics of the candidate recede 

into relative unimportance. Indeed, as we now know, the Tibetan tulku-system is able to produce 

impressive charismatic leaders, although it has always been prone to corruption and misuse. But 

besides this, the point here is that since the 1970s a strong upsurge of charismatic congregations 

centered on Buddhist teachers from various schools, not only Tibetan ones, can be observed in the 

West. Of course, the Dalai Lama is the primary example here again, filling whole football arenas 

with his disciples. But there are also hundreds, if not thousands, of less visible Buddhist charismatic 

leaders who serve their parishioners by constantly traveling from one parish to the next. The degree 

of devotion of the disciples may vary, but we should nonetheless question the real basis of this 

devotion in each and every case. 

What remains unclear is exactly how—on a cognitive level—the strong affective bond between 

leader and disciple works. How is the impression of being an exceptional, if not superhuman or 

godlike, charismatic leader created in the interaction of leader and disciple? Charisma (leader) and 

devotion (disciple) are still descriptions that operate on a phenomenological level. Weber's analysis 

describes a functional coherence that makes plausible the robustness of the charismatic 

congregation when it interacts with adverse social structures. But this is still a descriptive, 
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sociological model, one that posits no hypotheses concerning possible cognitive mechanisms that 

might be inherited phylogenetically.  

To draw a picture of the role that human evolution might play here, let's consider for a moment how 

the charismatic congregation looks and feels in real life, from the perspective of the individuals 

involved. To accomplish this, we can turn to Swiss journalist Christian Schmidt’s account of a 

meeting with the Dalai Lama. Schmidt, together with his colleague, the photographer Manuel 

Bauer, published a photo-book – Unterwegs für den Frieden – about the great man from Tibet. 

Schmidt describes an interview they conducted. He begins by drawing a picture of the holy man as 

a relaxed and easygoing guy, making jokes about his "boss," the Buddha, while talking to the wife 

of the French president, Mitterand. He recounts the funny story of the young Dalai Lama driving 

around in Lhasa with the car of his predecessor, hitting a tree. And he relates how the "Kundun" 

recites prayers while working out on a tread mill every morning. Schmidt closes his introduction by 

asking, "is this the conduct of an enlightened being;" and he answers: "Why not?" Then he 

describes what he and his colleague experience when nearing the quarters of the Kundun for the 

interview. They leave the elevator, and "suddenly everything is quiet and instantly the tension rises." 

He asks himself if this is an illusion or if they really feel the presence of the Dalai Lama. At the 

crossroads of the long corridors in the grand hotel, bodyguards are standing "rigidly and silent." 

Everybody is "whispering." It seems a long way, like in a "labyrinth," until they finally reach the 

door to the Dalai Lama’s room. An attendant whispers: "Here!" The door opens, and they are met by 

His Holiness. Beginning the interview, they ask him about "this charisma," and whether they might 

have really felt his presence over a distance. The Kundun plays down the issue. Yet, he offers, 

sometimes his appearance does have "consequences," a "rainbow," for example, might appear at an 

"initiation." But, of course, these are "coincidences," although, nonetheless, the Dalai Lama calls 
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them "local spirits." Then, he goes on to relate a little story about an initiation that he was to give 

when suddenly a small cyclone appeared and disturbed him. It was an "unhappy spirit" that, in the 

last moment, went in another direction—away from the gathering. He closes by noting that he 

knows what they mean by "charisma" since he himself was once attracted magnetically to a 

charismatic leader.  "That was in 1954. In Peking. The magnet's name was Mao Tse-tung" (cf. 

Nordman, 43f.). 

This excerpt does not, perhaps, look exceptional. But considered in detail it reveals that a certain 

atmosphere was already generated in the first sentences. The short introduction and first section of 

the interview is certainly not neutral journalism. Leaving an elevator in a first class hotel and 

walking down the corridor, one wouldn't expect anything other than a quiet area. Hotels are like 

that. The tension that rises is surely not owed to some paraphysical influence—it already signals the 

mood of the visitors. Whispering people in hotel corridors—why mention them at all? The 

labyrinthine hallways with silent motionless guards—after all, they are guarding a VIP. What is the 

function of this paragraph? Would any journalist mention walking the silent hallways of a hotel on 

his way to a famous person he is about to interview? Probably not. But in this case it is significant, 

for it sets the tone of what is to come. In the presence of the Dalai Lama silence is somehow 

different. It is profound. Consequently, beginning the interview, the Dalai Lama is asked about "this 

charisma" that the visitors just perceived on their way. He replies in a "modest" manner, declining 

the suggestion that he might be special. He does so, however, not without relating that his 

appearance "sometimes has consequences"—indeed supernatural ones. He talks about "local spirits" 

reacting to his rituals, and even mentions a small cyclone making room for his initiation ceremony. 

The stage-setting description of the walk through the magical labyrinth is complemented by the 

confirmation that supernatural powers are real. Indirectly, it is thus confirmed that the Dalai Lama’s 
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presence could be felt. And, again, only the chosen ones are able to enter. Whispering guardians 

would chase away any unlawful entrant. The gateway opens only to a few happy ones. It is an 

atmosphere of rainbows, spirits, holiness. Everything is in place to fuel the imagination of the 

reader. At the same time, the great man is very undemanding. He’s just a little monk—as he loves to 

call himself. Besides his supernatural claims, touched quite en passant, he is so utterly unassuming. 

This, above all, is really exceptional: he is just so unassuming. We shouldn't think bad thoughts 

about such a nice guy. And we certainly shouldn't deconstruct him. 

But in fact, of course, what we have here is a being endowed with supernatural power and special 

insight. Who else could tell just another whirlwind from one of Ariel's relatives? Rejecting his very 

exceptionality, he becomes all the more exceptional. In denying his charisma he is supporting it, and 

in mentioning his own experience with a charismatic leader he admits to know very well what 

charisma is and how it works. Mao introduced him to it. With this reference, he fully acknowledges 

that he is aware of what is going on, and that his visitors see in him a charismatic leader. Otherwise, 

he wouldn't feed the expectations of his visitors with anecdotes about something like Prospero's 

faithful servant—for what is a ghostly whirlwind other than a Shakespearean persona? Furthermore, 

the first paragraph, particularly the way the labyrinth leading to the mythical creature is described, 

evokes a certain mood, one resembling the obligation of those with a vocation to testify on behalf of 

their charismatic leader. The necessity to transform otherwise ordinary hotel architecture into the 

prelude for a meeting with a trans-human being is nothing but the compulsion to convince the 

reader that, indeed, here is somebody extraordinary. The whole event represents a charismatic 

congregation in miniature. 
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One hundred years after Weber, Pascal Boyer, an anthropologist, adds more insight to the question 

of the charismatic congregation. While Weber analyzes the phenomenon from the social side, this 

time it is seen from the biological side of the human: "What happens in religion can be explained in 

terms of human propensities that would be there, religion or not" (Boyer, 2004, 27). These 

propensities are based on structures developed during evolutionary adaptations of the hominid. And 

with evolutionary psychology religious demeanor becomes apparent as a function of cognitive 

structures that are there regardless of what specific religious attitude one has. Boyer's approach 

helps to decenter even more religious hubris and the stale doxa of metaphysical hallucinations. 

Boyer's argument is powerful in regard to our biological and phylogenetical heritage and how they 

plausibly explain religious performance. Boyer's main hypothesis regarding religion is that "the way 

we acquire, store, organize religious concepts is to a large extent inaccessible to conscious 

inspection" (30).  This is to be understood in the way we understand other cognitive features 1

without being able to observe them on a phenomenological level. In the processing of sense 

impressions, for example, the development of a visual impression from the retina to a conscious 

visual impression is invisible to phenomenological consciousness. The conscious impression of the 

Dalai Lama talking about a rainbow is only the last step in a sequence of neurological processing. 

Boyer: "[W]e do not know or experience the processes whereby we attribute agency to unobserved 

agents or moral judgments to those same imagined agents" (30). The power of the Dalai Lama 

influencing natural events is such an unobserved agent. The attribution of the peculiar silence in the 

corridor to the Dalai Lama is an attribution of a real event to an imagined agent. Boyer gets more 

specific with his next tenet: "Most religious concepts are parasitic upon mental systems that would 

be there, religion or not" (30). In contrast to other human abilities such as vision, language 

recognition or understanding other people’s emotions, religion does not require any specific 

 I give here Boyer's results without further discussion. For his inductive derivations, see Boyer, 1

2001. For a critique of Boyer's by-product theory of religion see, for example, Slyke, 2011.
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cognitive mechanisms. It is parasitic in the same sense as aesthetic pleasure is dependent on 

cognitive systems that developed during human evolution. Vision and hearing did not evolve for a 

romantic dream about the Blue Flower. Regarding interaction with the Dalai Lama and his 

blessings, Boyer formulates the following: "Interaction with religious agents is parasitic upon 

cognitive systems for social interaction" (31). Sociality, understood in its widest sense, coordinated 

behavior in groups of animals, developed long before any religion. Group behavior in mammals, the 

behavior of the great apes, and, finally, of humans, is highly organized, and we can therefore infer 

that there are phylogenetically evolved complex cognitive systems that regulate interaction. But 

"these mental systems are largely inaccessible, only their output is consciously represented" (32). 

Now, following Boyer, every interaction with supernatural agents is framed by those mental 

systems that developed originally to detect intentions, trustworthiness, cheating, who is an ally, who 

not, and so on. The highly artificial cultural rituals, prayers, costumes and customs sit on top of 

these eon-old structures like a blue flower. The feeling tone of being with a supernatural being like 

the Dalai Lama comes with costumes and customs, but it only triggers a phylogenetically old 

cognitive system that would be there regardless of this specific setting. Moreover, morals aren't safe 

either. They, too, are not a genuine religious effect: "Religious morality is parasitic upon non-

religious moral intuitions" (32). Boyer points to developmental research that shows the early 

appearance and systematic organization of moral intuitions, and points out that "[moral intuitions] 

appear in the same way in cultures where no one is much interested in supernatural agents" (32). We 

are moral beings regardless of religion. "Religious concepts do not change people's moral intuitions 

but frame these intuitions in terms that make them easier to think about" (32). No way out. 

Immanence means we already have it all. But to be precise, Boyer speaks about moral intuitions. 

This is not about specific explicit moral rules. Boyer differentiates moral reasoning and moral 

feeling (cf. Boyer, 2001, 174f.). Moral reasoning is a general template like "thou shalt not 

kill" (Exodus, 20:13) plus the attachment of a particular value, the name of a specific type of person 
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that should not be killed. This is necessary because there are exceptions: "And he that curseth his 

father, or his mother, shall surely be put to death” (Exodus, 21:17). Thus, moral reasoning is a 

social construct that puts people in categories. Moral feeling is the fact that we do know that certain 

decisions we enact entail certain feelings, like guilt or outrage. Boyer makes the very important 

point that moral reasoning and moral feeling are entangled, and that reasoning and feeling are not 

as clearly separated as we often would like to have it. Indeed, he concludes that "emotions 

themselves are principled," and that our "explicit moral principles are optional."   

Now, this looks like the opposite of what Boyer originally said, namely that—"morality is parasitic 

upon non-religious moral intuitions," that morality is principled, i.e., socially formed. He states, "an 

abstract moral code, with principles and deduction, may well be a cultural artifact" (Boyer, 2001, 

175). So, de facto, he does not assert at all that all morality is biological. But it would be equally 

problematic the other way around: it makes no sense to say that all morality is socially formed. In 

fact, this assertion is falsified by the observation that there are sociopaths who know perfectly well 

that harming or killing people without reason (self-defense for example) is against moral reasoning, 

but who have no moral feeling that hinders them from doing so (cf. 176). So, neither moral 

reasoning nor moral feeling suffice to explain each other. This is where moral intuition comes in. 

Boyer tries to show that "there is an [ontogenetically] early-developed specific inference system, a 

specialized moral sense underlying ethical intuitions" (179). In short, Boyer asserts that humans 

bring with them what I would call a basic propensity to differentiate action in a given situation via 

feeling; for instance whether it is appropriate to harm or kill in a given situation (for evidence, cf. 

176ff: Early Morality). Only later in onto-genetical development do humans learn specific rules 

about who and when to harm and kill, and only then—and this is the crux of it all—are feelings 

attached to explicit reasons for doing so. These feelings, then, seem to be the true affective ground 
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of morality. Thus, in Boyer's view, (religious) morality builds on a basic propensity of the human, 

which, of course, has a phylogenetic history. Confusion might arise because this basic propensity to 

differentiate via feeling is still coupled with the term "moral" in the notion of moral intuition. In 

fact, we have three components to differentiate: a) the basic propensity or moral intuition; b) social 

rules; and c) what Boyer calls moral feeling. In a nutshell A + B = C, whereby phenomenologically 

only B and C are observable.  Only through analyzing the historicity of social rules and biologically 2

based propensities does C come into view as not being given by nature, and thereby inevitable, but 

dependent on social history. This, then, leads to the last of Boyer's tenets that should be mentioned 

in this context. 

"Notions of ritual specialists are based on non-religious notions of causal essence" (2004, 33). The 

ritual specialist, in our example, is the Dalai Lama. He is the specialist to be found in many 

religious human groups, the one who is able to interact with supernatural agents or forces. The 

shaman, the high priest, the magician, the seer, the medium—they are all similar in that they 

journey beyond the natural realm, and offer their services as intermediaries to the otherworld. The 

felt presence of the Dalai Lama is an indication of his alleged internal capacity, called causal 

essence, which alone authenticates him as such an intermediary. Learning rites or reciting 

appropriate mantras is not crucial for this authentication. What counts is the assumption that he has 

 Apart from the three main terms moral intuition, moral reasoning and moral 2

feeling, Boyer operates with a couple of other semantic compounds that make use of the 

term "moral:" in the relevant passage of Religion Explained, pp. 174-180, we find moral 

judgment, principle, concept, tag, dimension, code, rule, sentiment, norm, standard, 

understandings, development, transgressions, violations, attitudes, sense, imperative and 

finally "what philosophers call moral realism" –  all in all, that makes for some fun reading 

while deciphering what he is up to.
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this little special something extra that makes him what he so obviously is. The question is, on what 

is this assumption based? The answer of evolutionary psychology is sobering. It is not only that we 

produce these feelings all by ourselves, of course, but that their origin is below the conscious 

threshold of individual phenomenological access. What Boyer refers to with the notion of "causal 

essence" is, in his terms, a "domain of competence" corresponding to problems arising during 

evolution. That is, it is an adaptation to certain problems of evolutionary fitness, as in, for example, 

the ability of offspring to recognize its kin. What looks quite ordinary to us is in fact a complex 

cognitive task in which the domain of competence is identifying certain aspects as objects. For 

example who is that? or in what mood is he? etc. This visually operating system developed 

adaptively in evolution and was originally used only in recognizing kin, prey, predators, attractive 

mates, and so on. The same system today is used by specialized people, for example, to identify 

cars, birds, stamps or whatever somebody might have an expertise in. Thus, a domain of 

competence that originally developed over a long evolutionary haul is adapted today for uses which 

were originally impossible. The same goes for music, ballet, and to be general, for everything that 

we today call “aesthetics.” The different domains of competence result in an "intuitive ontology." 

This ontology comprises classes of objects that must not automatically correspond to classes we 

develop as humans in a certain social setting. Intuitive ontology together with its objects is not a 

product of deliberate reflection: it is a result of adaptation in a natural environment, and is 

phylogenetically older than semantic knowledge. It is also older than any religion and any other 

cognitive tool the human has developed over time. Semantic knowledge is not to be meant as a 

declarative database. Semantic knowledge is coupled with tacit inferential principles specific to 

certain domain competences and the field of meaning, the connotation, can vary widely. Now, the 

domain of competence is not to be seen as a one way precursor to or determinant of knowledge 

systems, and it is also not descriptive of neurological correlates of perception and agency. Rather, it 

is a model induced empirically from, for example, anthropology and developmental psychology. 
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The important point is that the domains of competence have to be seen as neither the result nor the 

cause of biology or culture but rather as the ongoing adaptability of a biological organism. This 

organism, moreover, developed symbolic interaction, whereby the symbolic interaction leads to 

accelerated adaptability of the domain of competence that nonetheless remains bound to its physical 

correlates, the actual cognitive systems. In other words there are proper (evolutionary) and actual 

domains of a system—face recognition being a proper one and the ability to identify cars of all 

variety by an enthusiast, an actual one (cf. for the foregoing Boyer, 2005, 96 - 101). 

Although this description of Boyer’s theory is necessarily simplified, it may nonetheless suffice to 

understand better the underlying empirical findings, and the assumptions that follow from them. 

This is particularly helpful when it comes to explaining the status of the Dalai Lama as a 

charismatic leader, for which the "causal essence" is most important. As Boyer puts it, 

"developmental and cognitive evidence suggests" that humans make profound differentiations 

between the domain of living beings on one side and the domain of man-made objects on the other. 

Man-made objects are construed in terms of their function. Children and adults seem to construe 

functional features in teleological terms and/or in terms of the intention of the designer. This is used 

to do that,  scissors are used to cut, a car is for a ride to school, etc. Now, animal species, in 

contrast, are "intuitively construed in terms of species-specific causal essences. That is, their typical 

features and behavior are interpreted as consequences of possession of an undefined, yet causally 

relevant, quality particular to each identified species."  The causal essence is not about function but 3

about an undefined, yet causally relevant, quality that distinguishes each species from another. An 

individual of a species is not this individual because of her perceivable features. And neither is she 

 Cf. Atran, 1998, for the coinage of the term causal essence. 3



�13

identified by them. The individual is what it is only by power of this assumed inner essence. 

Children "regard the 'insides' a crucial feature of identity for animals even though they use only the 

'outside' for identification criteria" (102). So, causal essence is a kind of place holder for an 

assumption. Possibly, it appeared in evolutionary adaptation because it enabled individuals to have 

instant assumptions about other animals or humanoids. It is, for example, of utmost importance to 

identify instantly whether another being is prey or predator. For a frog it makes all the difference if 

it has before it a fly or a stork. But we have to be clear that what we call "assumption" comes into 

play only when the proper domain enters an environment in which it could be actualized through 

symbolic interaction, i.e., it is "kidnapped," as Boyer puts it—a kidnapping otherwise called 

“exaptation.” Humanoids and humans also depend on instant recognition of the state or mode of 

their conspecifics, and this instant ability to judge seems to be based on the same causal essence. 

This crucial feature is older than any religion and older than any symbolic system, yet it is still with 

us today when it comes to interacting with certain species of people—for example, with priests and 

shamans and the like. Their customs and costumes, their environment and behavior, all classify 

them as special in some way. As Boyer says, "People think of such ritual specialists as having some 

internal, vaguely defined quality that sets them apart from the common folk" (Boyer, 2004, 33). 

And that is exactly where we are when we sit with the Dalai Lama—or, for that matter, when we sit 

with any other meditation leader. Causal essence proper, hundreds of thousands of generations old, 

becomes actual causal essence when we hear the sound of the conch trumpet.  
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