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In	his	target	article,	Wood	links	together	distinct	fields	and	disparate	studies	of	
religion	to	create	a	synthetic	model	of	religion	and	well-being.	I	see	much	merit	in	
Wood’s	formulation,	and	I	suspect	that	the	chains	of	association	he	maps	out	are	
largely	right.	What	I	suggest	is	a	shift	in	emphasis,	with	greater	weight	placed	on	the	
relationship	between	religion	and	social	support.		
	
Wood	frames	his	inquiry	around	the	consistent	finding	that	religious	involvement	
correlates	with	better	mental	health,	seeking	to	trace	out	the	causal	links	that	result	
in	this	association.	Consequently,	though	Wood	offers	a	complex	system	of	factors,	
outcomes,	and	feedbacks,	subjective	well-being	is	given	particular	emphasis	and	
attention.	Certainly,	subjective	well-being	is	an	important	measure	of	individual	
status,	and	by	linking	the	work	on	self-control	and	subjective	well-being	with	the	
larger	literature	on	religion,	Wood	does	us	all	a	service.	Still,	while	well-being	is	
indeed	an	outcome	of	religious	practice,	I	would	suggest	that	it	is	not	what	drives	
religion.	Wood	has	described	a	system,	but	he	has	not	pointed	to	the	mechanism(s)	
that	fuel	it.		
	
As	an	anthropologist	who	works	with	people	concerned	first	and	foremost	with	
meeting	the	basic	necessities	of	life,	I	see	more	fundamental	outcomes	as	the	most	
salient	(and	certainly	as	the	most	relevant	to	an	economic	or	evolutionary	
framework).		Namely,	what	Wood	notes	as	an	important	mediator	in	this	process	–	
social	support	–	is	what	I	see	as	the	crucial	outcome	of	religious	practice.	While	
Wood	does	discuss	social	support,	he	focuses	on	how	it	may	directly	and	indirectly	
build	subjective	well-being.	But,	as	Wood	recognizes,	social	support	does	much	
more	than	this.	The	support	of	others	(especially	of	kin)	can	help	a	person	raise	a	
family	(Sear	and	Mace	2008),	advance	in	a	career	(Lin	1999),	navigate	the	aftermath	
of	a	natural	disaster	(Kaniasty	and	Norris	1995),	and	even	live	longer	(Holt-Lunstad,	
Smith,	and	Layton	2010).	I	follow	the	work	of	many	sociologists	in	seeing	social	
support	as	productive	for	the	individual,	garnering	social	capital	that	can	be	
mobilized	in	the	generation	of	other	resources	(Bourdieu	1986;	Coleman	1988;	Lin	
2001).	Religion’s	ability	to	foster	bonds	between	devotees	(and	the	structural	
consequences	of	that	affiliation)	has	the	potential	to	be	the	driving	mechanism	of	
the	religious	signaling	system	that	Wood	describes,	creating	feedbacks	that	can	
account	for	the	universal	and	sustained	salience	of	religion	today.			
	
I	suggest	a	recalibration	of	Wood’s	model,	with	a	focus	on	social	support,	rather	than	
subjective	well-being.	A	few	observations	and	alterations	to	Wood’s	system	result	
from	such	an	adjustment:	
	
1.	“Subtle	signals”	matter	too.		
It	is	not	only	costly	acts	that	can	strengthen	bonds	and	build	social	support.	While	
emphasis	is	often	placed	on	aversive	experiences,	other	sorts	of	rituals	can	also	



foster	trust	and	social	cohesion	(Whitehouse	and	Lanman	2014).	Indeed,	in	my	own	
work	in	South	India,	I	have	found	that	worshipping	regularly	at	a	temple	or	church	
corresponds	to	a	comparable,	if	not	even	greater,	likelihood	of	both	receiving	and	
providing	support	than	undertaking	costly,	dramatic	ritual	acts	such	as	firewalking	
(Power	2015).		This	more	“subtle	signal”	of	religious	devotion	may	seem	less	costly,	
but	it	cumulatively	becomes	a	substantial	investment	of	time	and	energy	(and	self-
control),	giving	a	consistent,	honest	demonstration	of	commitment.	While	dramatic,	
aversive	rituals	may	help	someone	demonstrate	the	depth	of	their	devotion,	they	
are	often	also	accompanied	by	the	suspicion	that	the	performer	is	more	interested	
in	the	gaze	and	regard	of	the	onlooking	crowd	than	in	the	gaze	of	the	divine	
(undermining	some	of	the	“credibility”	that	such	acts	convey	(Henrich	2009)).	
“Subtle	signals”	have	neither	the	audiences	nor	the	accompanying	skepticism,	
making	them	particularly	useful	when	choosing	with	whom	to	form	supportive	
partnerships.	The	eye-catching	spectacle	of	costly,	aversive	ritual	acts	has	led	many	
(myself	included)	to	focus	on	the	dramatic	to	the	exclusion	of	the	subtle;	we	should	
remember	to	attend	to	the	full	suite	of	religious	signals.		
	
	
2.	Self-control	also	helps	interpersonal	relationships.		
Self-control	may	indeed	be	important	to	the	religious	signaling	system,	but	for	
reasons	that	Wood	downplays:	self-control	involves	the	capacity	to	delay	immediate	
gratification	for	longer-term	benefits;	this	ability	to	overcome	the	immediate	
temptation	to	act	selfishly	should	help	individuals	establish	stronger,	more	
reciprocal	relationships	with	others	(Tangney,	Baumeister,	and	Boone	2004;	
Baumeister,	Vohs,	and	Tice	2007;	Luchies,	Finkel,	and	Fitzsimons	2011).	As	Wood	
reports,	there	is	substantial	evidence	that	religion	can	bring	about	such	control	
(Geyer	and	Baumeister	2005;	Shariff	and	Norenzayan	2007;	McCullough	and	
Willoughby	2009;	Baumeister,	Bauer,	and	Lloyd	2010;	Rounding	et	al.	2012),	
motivated	in	large	part	by	a	concern	for	maintaining	a	good	reputation	(Johnson	and	
Bering	2006;	Harrison	and	McKay	2013).	Again,	I	do	not	deny	that	self-control	will	
also	increase	subjective	well-being,	as	Wood	suggests;	I	instead	want	to	emphasize	
that	it	also,	and	more	importantly,	influences	the	nature	of	people’s	relationships	
with	others.		
	
3.	Whence	the	religious	community?	
Absent	from	Wood’s	reckoning	is	the	social	structural	consequences	of	the	system:	
the	fostering	of	a	cohesive,	cooperative	religious	community.	Despite	drawing	on	
signaling	theory	in	his	explanation	and	talking	of	its	generation	of	feedback	loops,	
Wood	leaves	out	the	largest	loop	of	all:	the	collective	effect	of	religious	signals	(and	
the	trust	and	self-control	it	engenders)	is	the	creation	and	maintenance	of	the	
religious	group	itself	(Irons	2001;	Sosis	2003;	Sosis	and	Bressler	2003;	Henrich	
2009;	Atran	and	Henrich	2010;	Bulbulia	and	Sosis	2011).	Too	often,	this	crucial	step	
in	the	religious	signaling	system	is	overlooked	and	the	“congregation”	is	presumed.	
For	Wood,	the	existence	of	the	religious	community	is	taken	as	a	given	at	Step	1.	He	
is	not	alone	in	this;	whole	fields	(for	example	the	economics	of	religion	(e.g.	



Iannaccone	1994))	often	presume	the	preexistence	of	the	religious	community.1	The	
process	by	which	the	religious	group	emerges	must	be	part	of	Wood’s	model,	and	I	
suggest	that	the	feedback	between	religious	practice	and	social	relations	is	the	
crucial	mechanism	by	which	this	is	achieved.		
	
Wood	set	himself	the	task	of	tracing	out	the	pathways	from	religious	practice	to	
subjective	well-being.	Here,	I	have	suggested	that	the	task	should	center	instead	on	
elucidating	the	feedbacks	between	religious	practice	and	social	support.	These	two	
tasks	are	eminently	compatible,	and	clearly	both	subjective	well-being	and	social	
support	are	important	components	of	the	complex	system	that	we	call	religion.		
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