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Cultural dissonance and consonance in mystical-type
experiences: commentary on “Finding consonance: an
integrative neurocognitive model of human relationships
with supernatural agents”

David B. Yaden ©®2 and Michiel van Elk ®®

?Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences, Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine, Baltimore, MD,
USA; PDepartment of Psychology, Leiden University, Leiden, Netherlands

Interest in experiences that can broadly be considered religious, spiritual, mystical, and self-trans-
cendent is growing - largely due to recent advances in psychedelic research (Yaden et al., 2021).
Interdisciplinary conceptual, theoretical, and empirical research on these topics is therefore increas-
ingly relevant. We were encouraged to see the target article as it provides an interdisciplinary analy-
sis of this topic and some testable ideas. The article focuses on the consonance and dissonance that
can occur between one’s group level doctrinal beliefs and one’s personal experiences. The authors
then propose a neurocognitive model of this dynamic tension and discuss relevant neuroscientific
research.

Here we would like to first raise a word of caution regarding the empirical and theoretical basis
of the proposed framework. Then we highlight the potential merit of the authors” approach for the
study of mystical-type experiences more generally, while calling attention to the importance of clear
definitions of the types of experiences under scrutiny.

First, in their article the authors draw on an impressive number of empirical studies that provide
tentative support for the proposed model. While interesting, there are reasons for concern. As
pointed out in previous critical reviews, many studies in the neuroscience of religion and spirituality
suffer from small samples and confounds (Schjoedt, 2009; Van Elk & Aleman, 2017). Additionally,
more recent replication studies failed to provide empirical support for some claims regarding the
neural basis of religiosity (Van Elk & Snoek, 2020) and for the reduced error-monitoring account
of supernatural beliefs (Hoogeveen et al., 2020). These studies cast doubt on the plausibility of some
of the claims put forward by the authors.

Moreover, at points the description of the neural mechanisms involved appears too generic. For
instance, the involvement of the default mode network (DMN) in psychedelic (Carhart-Harris et al.,
2012, 2016) as well as non-drug experiences (Van Elk et al., 2019) is well replicated. However, this
finding has resulted in overstated reverse inferences purporting to explain ego-dissolution and
other acute subjective effects of psychedelics, so caution is needed as the DMN is involved in a
broad range of functions. Also, the authors sometimes use imprecise terminology that does not
fit well with mainstream cognitive neuroscience, such as the proposal that “internal working models
of the Self-in-relation-to-supernatural-agent are taken off-line for updating, adjusting, and repair”.
This way of describing brain functions is reminiscent of the mereological fallacy in which psycho-
logical attributes are ascribed to a brain region that only apply to the brain as a whole (Bennett &
Hacker, 2003). Thus, more caution is needed when framing neuroscientific results.

Second, we agree with the authors that the interaction between one’s personal internal experi-
ences (such as those termed religious, spiritual, mystical, self-transcendent) and one’s beliefs and
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cultural context is an important scholarly debate. Generally, this debate is characterized in terms of
“perennialism” and “constructivism”. Perennialists believe that there are certain kinds of experi-
ences, such as mystical-type experiences, that involve basically the same set of subjective features
across history, geography, and culture. The view emphasizes that humans share the same nervous
system structure and thus such experiences are fairly similar, though they may be described differ-
ently (Hood, 2006). Constructivists (or contextualists), on the other hand, hold the view that such
experiences are highly idiosyncratic across cultures and that the cultural context of traditions and
beliefs shape the experiences themselves (Katz, 1978). The perennialist/constructivist debate con-
tinues to cycle through dialectics in the scholarly literature (see Taves, 2020; Yaden & Newberg,
2022), but relatively little empirical progress on the topic has been made for decades.

The target article points to an area where empirical progress could be made on this scholarly
debate, by proposing to investigate the degree of dissonance and consonance between personal
experiences and socially shared doctrinal beliefs. This proposal could be operationalized by way
of quantifying the degree to which the subjective qualities of certain experiences reflect cultural
beliefs and expectations regarding what type of experiences are perceived to be the socially preva-
lent norm within that context. For instance, in clinical research contexts, many patients report mys-
tical-type experiences in response to psychedelic substances (Yaden & Griffiths, 2020), but it is
debated to what extend these experiences are actively promoted by the research setting itself.

Much more work needs to be done however, to operationalize the concepts of consonance and dis-
sonance between personal experiences and groups beliefs. As a first starting point, the kind of experi-
ences under investigation must be clarified more precisely (Yaden et al., 2017). We note that the target
article is not entirely clear about the kind of experiences that are under scrutiny. For example, the target
article describes how people will have “everyday religious and spiritual experiences” and these are dis-
tinguished from “more visionary forms of experiences such as altered states of consciousness, dreams,
and mystical experiences”. While this distinction is offered early on, it remains unclear throughout the
article what kinds of experiences are the explanandum. It is also somewhat unclear as to why theistic
experiences were so prioritized. Given the prominence of theistic beliefs in many countries in the
world, theistic experiences are a worthy focus. However, it is also the case that the empirical data con-
tain a broad range of experiences that do not fit with the criteria for theistic experience. The challenge
for the cognitive science of religion is to explain a broad spectrum of experiences, rather than drawing a
sharp line between theistic experiences and other related experiences.

In sum, the authors provide a compelling account of the neurocognitive basis of supernatural
beliefs and experiences that considers the socio-cultural level. We suggest that the model should
be informed more by replication studies on the neuroscience of religion and spirituality. We also
argue that the model could speak to the debate between perennialism and constructivism. Lastly,
we advocate more precision in the definition and demarcation of different types of experiences,
which is a challenge for the whole field.
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