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The intertwined cultural evolution of ascetic spiritualities and
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Glucklich’s The Joy of religion (2020) makes many fundamental contributions to cognitive and evol-
utionary approaches to religion. Here, we focus and elaborate on two of them.

The first one pertains to the joyful, hedonic facet of world-religions. While they condemn what
Glucklich calls the “novelty-replenishment” pleasures of food, sex, alcohol, or gambling, world reli-
gions however celebrate another kind of pleasures, derived from the patient self-control of these
very short-sighted, animalistic impulses. These “mastery pleasures,” as Glucklich calls them, refer
to the longer lasting well-being people gain by controlling their dietary and sleep habits, disciplining
their body in ascetic rituals, meditation, and effortful pilgrimages, or acquiring difficult skills such as
reading and memorizing the scriptures.

The second one pertains to the puzzle surrounding the emergence of world religions in the so-
called “Axial Age.”While most existing cultural evolutionary theories focus on the increasingly mor-
alizing, punitive character of supernatural beliefs exhibited in this period (Baumard & Chevallier,
2015; Norenzayan et al., 2016; Whitehouse et al., 2019), Glucklich shows that the Axial Age trans-
formation is also an hedonic one. He documents how, inGreece and India in particular, emerged “sys-
tematic and conscious reflections” according to which self-control can produce “a distinct sort of
pleasure, more elevated, longer lasting and often more intense than the usual sort of pleasures”
(pp. 62–63). This points to an important yet often overlooked fact about the emergence of world reli-
gions, namely that theirmoralizing emphasis on the self-control of impulses often develops in tandem
with deeply eudaemonic spiritualities, that not only care about virtue, but also about happiness (e.g.,
Buddhism, Stoicism, Confucianism; Baumard, Hyafil, Morris, et al., 2015). Crucially, the latter pre-
scribe similarly ascetic and self-disciplined lifestyles, yet construe them as a path to psychological
well-being, whether the latter is two be found in the tranquility of the soul (e.g., Ancient Greek wis-
doms), freedom from suffering (e.g., Buddhism, Jainism; Bronkhorst, 2007) or effortless spontaneity
in harmony with the universe (Daoism, Confucianism; Slingerland, 2014).
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Glucklich’s insights and materials should definitely have implications on the way we think about
the cultural evolution of world religions. The above remarks, indeed, raise two key cultural evol-
utionary questions:

1. A question of cultural design: Why do, across “axial” spiritual traditions, a puritanical, moraliz-
ing side restricting bodily pleasures, and a joyful side celebrating self-control-derived well-being
develop in concert?

2. A question of cultural emergence and diffusion: Why are these two intertwined cultural traits a
recent development in human history, characteristic of the economically developed, socially
complex societies of the “axial” transition?

While Glucklich’s inquiry into spiritual pleasure is fascinating, the excited reader is somewhat
left hungry for systematic answers to these questions. Here, we propose that the cultural affinity
between the puritanical and eudaemonic components of axial spiritualities makes sense when
one construes them as culturally evolved technologies of self-discipline. By this, we mean a package
of psychological theories and techniques that people designed, tweaked and selectively retained
because they appeared to them as effective in facilitating the delay of gratification. This increasingly
exhibited goal—delaying gratification—had two core facets: facilitating inter-individual cooperation
one side, which is a long-term strategy, and favoring individual well-being on the long-run, which
required resisting the temptations of immediate pleasures.

This dual demand (moral and eudaemonic) for self-control drove the joint cultural evolution of
ascetic religions and spiritualities (e.g., Christianity, Buddhism, Jainism, Hinduism, Confucianism,
Daoism, Platonism, Pythagoreanism, Stoicism), endowed, with various dosages, with both a puri-
tanical, moralizing tenor (controlling sinful desires for selfish, instant gratification) and a joyful,
eudaemonic facet (favoring “mastery,” spiritual pleasures over short-sighted, quickly evaporating
ones). Also, this allows to answer the “emergence” question, as the very propensity to favor
long-term goals over immediate gratification is known to vary with people’s material security,
which is known to have dramatically increased in the societies where these spiritualities emerged.

Where does cultural design come from? Cultural evolution as “technological”
accumulation for satisfying human goals

Cultural evolution refers to population-level changes in the distribution of socially transmitted
traits, through which certain variants end up (i) being more widespread than other in a population
of individuals, and (ii) having design-like features (Henrich, 2017; Nettle, 2020; Richerson & Boyd,
2005). Influent approaches often insist on selective processes, by which inheritable variations in cul-
tural reproductive success lead the “fittest” cultural variants to invade a population, ending up pro-
ducing “cultural adaptations” (Henrich, 2017; Richerson & Boyd, 2005). Importantly, it is often
proposed that such a cultural selection produces functional tools, beliefs and practices indepen-
dently of people’s understanding of the mechanisms they involve or the function they serve
(Derex et al., 2019; Henrich, 2017).

This approach has often been applied to moralizing religions, proposed to have culturally
evolved because of the group-level selection pressures exerted on societies by intergroup compe-
tition, favoring beliefs and cultural systems well suited for large-scale cooperation (Norenzayan
et al., 2016). Regarding the aforementioned “design” question, Glucklich (2020) similarly suggests
that “the curtailment of novelty pleasures and promotion of mastery pleasure…was useful for the
survival and prospering of groups in evolutionary and historical times” (p. 144).

Another possibility, however, is that cultural design emerges not because of “blind” selective
forces operating independently of individuals’ motivations and understanding, but rather develops
from their evaluations of how well some cultural variants satisfy their goals (Singh, 2020). For
example, there is ample evidence that the cultural evolution of technologies is largely driven by
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people’s technical reasoning skills, allowing them to design, tweak and selectively retain over gen-
erations the most effective-seeming variants of tools (Osiurak & Reynaud, 2020). Crucially, such
processes are likely to drive the evolution not only of technological culture in the strict sense,
but also of “symbolic” and normative domains of human culture (André et al., 2020; Singh,
2020). This seems to be the case for narratives designed to pleasurably trigger human social cogni-
tion (Dubourg & Baumard, 2020; Nettle, 2005; Singh, 2019), norms designed for the self-interest of
rulers (Betzig, 1986; Singh et al., 2017) or the mutual benefit of individuals involved (Alvard &
Nolin, 2002; Ostrom, 1990), shamanistic practices convincing clients of the practitioner’s ability
to interact with supernatural agents (Singh, 2018) or divination procedures aimed at forging con-
sensus on undecidable questions (Boyer, 2020).

All this suggests that we should perhaps look at culture in general in the way we think about
technological evolution: people intentionally design, convergently transform (Claidière et al.,
2018), and selectively retain, based on the intuitions and information available to them, cultural var-
iants appearing to them as increasingly satisfying their goals (Singh, 2020). We suggest that ascetic
spiritualities found in world religions should likewise be considered as a particular type of culturally
evolved “technology” (or “cultural capital”; André & Baumard, 2020), which have the interesting
specificity of having as its object, not tools or weapons, but the human psychology itself. These cul-
tural traditions, we propose, developed as individuals exploited their folk understanding of the
human hedonic psychology, to design and retain techniques aimed at nudging it, hacking it, and
even rewiring it, in order to more easily delay gratification in the pursuit of two increasingly valued
long-term outcomes: cooperation and psychological well-being.

Technologies of self-discipline for “the good life”: goals, theories and techniques
in ancient wisdoms

Ascetic practices are not restricted to “axial” religions and large-scale societies. In small-scale
societies, initiation rituals often impart harsh restrictions on bodily desires (e.g., Gusinde, 1931;
Kan, 1989) and shamans are often subjected to restrictions on food or sex (Singh, 2018), potentially
consisting in hard-to-fake signals of cooperative commitment (Sosis, 2006; Sosis & Alcorta, 2003)
or credible displays of the supernatural powers they claim (Singh & Henrich, 2020). What seems
new, however, is the distinctive psychological goal asceticism seems to serve in the Axial Age,
namely cultivating the self-control required for cooperative behavior and long-term happiness –
“the good life,” as the Greeks said. This is suggested by the design of the theories and techniques
they develop.

Psychological theories of two delay of gratification problems

As emanating from Glucklich’s book, these traditions developed explicit theories about the human
psychology. These theories commonly emphasize the conflict between bodily pleasures on one side,
and long-term well-being and cooperative behavior on the other.

A commonplace of axial doctrines is indeed that long-term satisfaction is poorly sustained by
“novelty-replenishment” pleasures. This can be because of the fugitive, quickly evaporating gratifi-
cation they offer. Or because they are associated with intense cravings impeding a clear vision of the
world and wise decision-making. Or because of the psychological suffering tied to these cravings
when they are not satisfied. Or because they generate incessantly renewed desires for a new stimu-
lation, leaving individuals in an endless cycle of perpetual dissatisfaction. Or because excessive
indulgence in bodily pleasures and material comfort makes one’s well-being dependent on external
conditions that could well disappear in the future. This is found, with various dosages and obviously
different metaphysical backgrounds, in Stoicism, Epicureanism, Platonism, Pythagoreanism, Chris-
tianity (Finn, 2009; Gaca, 2003; Irvine, 2009), Buddhism, Jainism, Hinduism (Bronkhorst, 2007;
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Thurman, 2002; Wright, 2017) and to some extent Daoism and Confucianism (Csikszentmihalyi,
2004; Luo, 2019).

In other words, axial spiritualities seem underpinned by a common, often religiously or philo-
sophically explicated intuition of a delay of gratification problem: the immediate rewards provided
by bodily and materialistic pleasures are not worth their long-term costs.

A second common theme of Axial doctrines concerns what ultimately represents another tem-
poral discounting problem, namely the conflict between immediate gratification and cooperation.
At the ultimate level, cooperation is indeed a long-term strategy, by which individuals have to forgo
the immediate selfish rewards brought by free-riding, and wait for the delayed benefits of future
reciprocations and a good reputation (Fitouchi et al., 2020; Stevens et al., 2005; Trivers, 1971).
Accordingly, at the psychological level, behaving cooperatively often requires the self-control of
impulses for immediate pleasures (e.g., food, sexual opportunity, rest) (Hofmann et al., 2018),
and self-control predicts cooperative behavior in various domains of social life (Cohen et al.,
2014; Fehr & Leibbrandt, 2011; Vazsonyi et al., 2017).

Again, a theorizing of this psychological conflict is central to axial doctrines, which depict the
appetites for food, sex, or drink as sinful urges threatening moral righteousness, and self-control,
discipline, and temperance as core moral virtues. For example, Glucklich does an admirable job
identifying particularly early manifestations of this cultural change in the Hindu Ramayana and
the Greek Iliad (pp. 77–83). More generally, the intuition that taming impulses for immediate gra-
tification is a prerequisite for cooperative behavior recurrently underlies puritanical condemnations
of bodily pleasures across moralizing religions (Fitouchi et al., 2020; Glucklich, 2020).

Culturally evolved self-control techniques

Consistent with this dual demand (moral and eudaemonic) for self-control, axial asceticism is typi-
cally characterized by what psychologists now call “strategies of self-control” (Duckworth, Gendler,
et al., 2016; McCullough & Carter, 2013) aimed at more easily resisting temptations. Several obser-
vations suggest that these evolved through goal-directed “technological” accumulation for facilitat-
ing the delay of gratification, rather than blind (group-level) selective forces. First, in contemporary
populations, people (even children) often spontaneously develop similar, albeit less sophisticated
techniques to facilitate the delay of gratification (Duckworth, White, et al., 2016; Mischel &Mischel,
1987; Peake et al., 2002). Second, these techniques are finely tuned to the psychological goals and
theories described above.

For example, the use of meditation and mental self-observation, found across ascetic spirituali-
ties, is often meant to undercut temptation at its root, by cautiously monitoring impulses’ appear-
ances in consciousness, or merely observing them in a “detached” manner, without succumbing to
their motivational power (e.g., Buddhism: Wright, 2017; Christianity: Spiegel, 2020; later in history,
Neo-Confucianism: Tiwald, 2020; Calvinism: Gorski, 2003).

Some techniques are more akin to “preventive” strategies of self-control (Duckworth, Gendler,
et al., 2016; Hofmann & Kotabe, 2012), by which individuals rearrange their environment upstream
to limit impulses’ influence on actual behavior. For example, many scholars of early China high-
lighted that the rigorous ritual discipline required by Confucianism (e.g., strict rules of etiquette),
was meant to restrict individuals’ behavioral possibilities upstream, functioning “as a kind of block
against or prevention of the influence of desires or selfish behavior” (Csikszentmihalyi, 2009, p. 253).

Ascetic and disciplined lifestyles in general were construed as a long-term, patient training aim-
ing at more profoundly “rewiring” the individual psychology, by regularly practicing self-control,
moderation and restraint (Gaca, 2003; Irvine, 2009; Thurman, 2002; later in history: Gorski,
2003). Again, depending on the traditions, this long-term hedonic rewiring was either meant to
achieve happiness (e.g., “liberation” and “enlightenment” in Buddhism; Thurman, 2002) or
moral righteousness (e.g., “train[ing] the soul to decline genuinely appealing immoral choices”
in Christianity, Spiegel, 2020, p. 20). Relatedly, Chinese traditions developed (similarly to
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Aristotelian virtue ethics) what today would be called “habit formation” techniques (Carden &
Wood, 2018), aimed at making behaviors that initially require effortful self-control become spon-
taneous and automatic (Slingerland, 2014). This seems particularly important in Confucianism,
in which the strict observance of rituals and etiquette consists in a “behavioral training,” aimed
at “carving and reshaping the self,” in order to “replac[e] innate, problematic dispositions with
new, socially desirable ones,” so that “there is no more need for cognitive control” for cooperative
behavior to be enacted (Slingerland, 2014, pp. 77, 80).

Back to the design question

Although a systematic assessment would obviously be required, the doctrines and techniques
characteristic of puritanical religions and ascetic spiritualities suggest that they evolved as technol-
ogies of self-discipline for satisfying two long-term goals—facilitating cooperation and individual
well-being. These goals, although distinct, indeed share a common conflict with short-term
impulses for immediate gratification (Hofmann et al., 2014, 2018). And from this common conflict
seems to result, at the cultural level, a frequent co-occurrence of puritanical religions exhibiting a
moralizing asceticism (condemnations of bodily pleasures) and more “joyful” ascetic spiritualities,
where self-control plays a more eudaemonic function (see Table 1). Figure 1 illustrates this cultural
affinity between three cultural traits (puritanical morality, ascetic spiritualities, prosocial religions)
resulting from the psychological relationships existing between self-control, cooperation, and long-
term well-being.

Increased affluence, moralizing religions and the “discovery of mastery pleasure”

This leaves us with the question of cultural emergence: why do these long-term goals, and the
associated techniques, develop so late in human history? Glucklich suggests, at times, that
the emergence of “mastery pleasure” was made possible by abstract intellectual changes: a transition
from “mythic” to “theoretic culture” (Bellah, 2011; Donald, 1993), allowing new conceptualizations
of pleasure. An alternate, compatible possibility is that the change occurred in people’s motivations
and reward systems (Baumard, Hyafil, and Boyer, 2015). At the psychological level, pleasures are
indeed by definition a matter of rewards. At the cultural level, changing psychological goals are
also likely to drive the evolution of new cultural forms designed to satisfy those goals.

In this regard, the centrality of self-control in axial spiritualities cannot but make us think of the
fact that people’s propensity to favor long-term goals over immediate gratification substantially

Table 1. Commonalities and differences between puritanical religions and ascetic wisdoms, and their respective relations to self-
discipline, the enforcement of cooperation and the quest for happiness.

Puritanical religions Ascetic spiritualities
Psychological goal Enforcing cooperation Favoring happiness

Common culturally
evolved means

Technologies of self-discipline:

. Training self-control; formation of long-term oriented habits (e.g., sexual restraint, moderation in
food, voluntary poverty, sober lifestyle, fasting, effortful activities)

. Preventive strategies of self-control (e.g., abstention from alcohol, strict ritual observance)

. Intra-psychic strategies of self-control (e.g., meditation, self-observation, moral diaries)

Core cultural
manifestations

“Moralizing asceticism”:

. Techniques of self-control aremoral obligations
(e.g., ethic of self-discipline, religious
prescription of fasting, prohibition of alcohol)

. Immediate pleasures are morally condemned
(e.g., “Seven deadly sins”).

“Eudaemonic asceticism”:

. Techniques of self-control are valued because
of the pleasant psychological states they bring
(“mastery pleasures,” e.g., meditation)
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varies as a function of their material security. At the ultimate level, in deprived environments
characterized by a high collection risk, i.e., a low probability to get the rewards of long-term invest-
ments because of environmental hazards, it is more advantageous to prefer immediate rewards to
less secure because more temporally distant ones (Baumard, 2019; Pepper & Nettle, 2017, for
reviews). Recent modeling work also showed that the greater waiting costs associated to a low initial
endowment in economic and embodied capital can favor steeper time-discounting in deprived
environments, as people cannot afford to forgo immediate opportunities to satisfy basic, pressing
needs (e.g., alimentary security) having a high return on investment (Mell et al., 2019). Accordingly,
within societies, people living in affluence, compared to people of lower socio-economic status, ori-
ent more toward distant goals (Haushofer & Fehr, 2014; Pepper & Nettle, 2017). Relatedly, exogen-
ous shocks in resource transfers to households seem to cause relatively large increases in children’s
conscientiousness, a construct related to trait self-control (Akee et al., 2018). Across societies, differ-
ences in long-term orientation are also robustly associated to GDP per capita, after controlling for
many potential confounds (Dohmen et al., 2018).

As a result, favoring asceticism and self-control in the quest for long-term, “higher” pleasures
and cooperativeness probably makes sense only when one’s alimentary and material security is
already ensured. Moreover, psychological research suggests that people scoring higher in trait

Figure 1. The “Axial” constellation. The diagram describes the overlapping types of religious, spiritual and moral traditions typical
of the “Axial Age” transition. “Axial” here is not used as a historical term referring to the second half of the first millennium B.C.,
but as capturing a typical cultural from that many spiritual traditions exhibit since then (insisting on morality and self-discipline),
as opposed to the supernatural beliefs and practices of small-scale and archaic societies (Boyer & Baumard, 2016). Puritanical
moralities refer to the enforcement of cooperation through the moralization of bodily pleasures, and the symmetric moral praise
of self-control. Ascetic spiritualities share with puritanical morality a valorization of self-control and moderation in bodily plea-
sures, which however target their relation to happiness rather than to cooperation. Prosocial religions share with puritanical mor-
ality a concern for the enforcement of cooperation, which manifests itself in supernatural beliefs. The placement of the few
examples on the diagram is of course highly approximative—many alternate arrangements could be justified—and does not
reflect the internal variety and complexity of each tradition (e.g., there is no such thing as “Buddhism” in general). It is only
illustrative of the general affinity between three cultural traits (puritanical morality, ascetic spirituality, prosocial religion)
finding themselves combined with various dosages in different cultural traditions.
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self-control are precisely the ones who the more readily develop self-control techniques (Ent et al.,
2015) and form long-term oriented habits (Adriaanse et al., 2014; Gillebaart & Adriaanse, 2017), as
axial spiritualities prescribe.

We should thus expect that the more affluent the environment, the more cultural traditions
developing various techniques for facilitating self-discipline should culturally evolve. Accordingly,
places where ascetic wisdoms and moralizing religions emerged (in the Mediterranean, India, and
China) reached unprecedented levels of affluence in the first millennium B.C. (Baumard, Hyafil,
Morris, et al., 2015). Baumard et al. (2018) also studied changes in the extent to which asceticism
was valued during the European Middle Ages (600–1600), when economic development increased
again in Europe. Using biographies of the Saints canonized during this period, they investigated
changes in the valorization of renunciation to bodily pleasures and material possessions in the pro-
cess of canonization. To assess the causal impact of economic growth on the valorization of asceti-
cism, they used the introduction of the heavy plow as an instrumental variable for economic
prosperity (following Andersen et al., 2016) and showed that economic growth, measured by popu-
lation density, was associated with an increased valorization of asceticism—even after controlling
for various potential confounds such as the number of books, universities, or monasteries per capita.

Conclusion

Altogether, this suggests that the association, finely described and psychologically characterized by
Glucklich, between moralizations of “novelty replenishment” pleasures and celebrations of “mas-
tery pleasures,” might be explained by closely investigating the cultural evolutionary foundations
of ascetic religions and spiritualities. To this aim, research integrating the expertise of historians
and social scientists of religion with cognitive-evolutionary approaches are particularly valuable.
In this regard, this interdisciplinary field definitely needs more works such as The Joy of Religion.
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