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Abstract

Does God want people to favor coreligionists or to treat in-group and out-group members equally? To test people’s beliefs about
God’s moral preferences, we conducted three preregistered studies. Study 1 was a field study with Christian and Muslim Fijians
(N ¼ 188). Study 2 was an online study with Jewish Israelis (N ¼ 384). Study 3 was a field study with Christian and Hindu Fijians
(N ¼ 539). Across studies, participants indicated whether an in-group member should sacrifice his life to save five in-group
members (in one dilemma) or out-group members (in a second dilemma). For each dilemma, they then indicated what God
would prefer. Participants believed that, compared with themselves, God would more strongly approve of an in-group member
saving out-group members. Results generalize results from previous studies with Muslim Palestinians, providing cross-cultural
evidence that religious believers think God prefers more universal moral reasoning than they do themselves.
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In The God Delusion, Dawkins (2006) describes God as “a vin-

dictive, bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser” (p. 51). This perspective

reflects a widely shared view that religion and belief in God

promote intergroup conflict (Armstrong, 2014; Harris, 2006;

Huntington, 1993; Kaplan, 2007). Understanding the nuanced

relation between religious cognition and intergroup conflict is

difficult because religion and religious belief are complex and

multifaceted (Ng & Gervais, 2016). The present research

focuses on one significant aspect of religious belief, God. We

report three preregistered studies—two field studies conducted

in Fiji and one online study conducted in Israel—that investi-

gate whether people agree with Dawkins and other public intel-

lectuals (e.g., Dawkins et al., 2007) who view God as a

parochial moral agent that encourages people to value the lives

of in-group members more than out-group members, or conver-

sely, whether individuals believe God wants people to apply

moral norms more universally.

Recent theoretical and empirical work argues that a suite of

supernatural beliefs has become widespread because they

encourage cooperative behavior between strangers bound by

shared identities. Common to Karmic and Abrahamic faiths,

these include belief in omnipresent, omniscient deities that

police human behavior. We hereafter refer to this suite of

beliefs as “Big God” beliefs (Gervais & Norenzayan, 2012;

D. Johnson, 2005; D. Johnson & Bering, 2006; Laurin et al.,

2012; Norenzayan, 2013; Norenzayan & Shariff, 2008;

Norenzayan et al., 2016; Purzycki et al., 2016; Shariff & Nor-

enzayan, 2011; Shariff et al., 2010). Although there is consid-

erable debate about the role these beliefs play in the formation

of large-scale societies, they are widely thought to encourage

prosociality, facilitating the ability of people to live in and sus-

tain such societies. A key question is whether such a prosocial

orientation is parochial in nature, or whether it generalizes

toward members of other religious groups.

The present research aims to contribute to our understanding

of how Big God beliefs influence intergroup relations. Because

people perceive Big Gods as anthropomorphic (Heiphetz et al.,

2016) and as policing human moral behavior (D. Johnson,

2005; D. Johnson & Bering, 2006; Norenzayan et al., 2016),

a first step in elucidating how Big God beliefs influence inter-

group relations is to investigate lay beliefs about the moral pre-

ferences of such a deity, as they apply in intergroup contexts.

We ask whether individuals believe God prefers humans to
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make moral decisions in a more universal or parochial manner.

We refer to universal reasoning as the application of moral

norms regardless of the social identity of people involved in

a given situation (Ginges et al., 2016; Obeid et al., 2017). By

parochial reasoning, we mean the application of moral norms

in a manner that favors the religious in-group over religious

out-groups.

If Big God beliefs proliferated by cultural evolution due

to the advantage they provide in intergroup conflict, such

beliefs should be associated with parochial moral reasoning

(Norenzayan, 2013; Norenzayan & Shariff, 2008; Norenza-

yan et al., 2016). However, an alternative hypothesis—also

grounded in cultural evolutionary theory—seems equally

viable. When incentives for aggression are low (e.g., in

low-threat contexts), cultural institutions that encourage

intergroup tolerance may carry distinct evolutionary advan-

tages (Pisor & Surbeck, 2019). As ideas can be selected for

reasons other than helping groups prosper in violent compe-

tition, Big God beliefs might have plausibly spread because

groups for which such beliefs were normative might have

prospered economically and culturally, thereby attracting

converts (migration) or becoming absorbed by other groups

(imitation; Boyd & Richerson, 2010). For example, proso-

cial behavior toward religious out-group members may

encourage conversion (Norenzayan et al., 2016; Stark,

1996). In line with this account, Big God beliefs may have

gained a cultural evolutionary advantage by encouraging

people to apply these norms in between-group as well as

within-group contexts.

At the outset, we acknowledge that religious beliefs are

often vague and contradictory and that they are translated or

interpreted into specific norms and behavior that change over

time and space (Atran & Ginges, 2012). For example, the expe-

rience of intergroup conflict is associated with the image of a

punishing God (Caluori et al., in press) and lay beliefs about

God may reflect beliefs and norms of a population (Epley

et al., 2009). Thus, the experience of more of less conflict may

be associated with views of God that are more or less parochial,

to some extent reproducing local attitudes. However, religious

people also share beliefs about norms and values that derive

from deities that are to some extent independent of the local

context. Our question, then, is whether people believe that God

encourages more or less universal moral reasoning than they

themselves do.

While the present research examines links between religious

beliefs and intergroup relations, we do not intend to adjudicate

whether religious cognition, more broadly, motivates conflict

or tolerance. Rather, we ask whether individuals attribute to

God a preference for humans to behave in a more parochial

or universal manner. Thus, the aim of the present research

diverges from a broader literature investigating direct links

between religious cognition and intergroup attitudes. Although

a full review of this literature is beyond the scope of this article,

we briefly review key findings that inform hypotheses.

Theorists have long highlighted religion’s paradoxical role

in intergroup relations (Allport, 1954; Ng & Gervais, 2016).

A half century of research suggests that certain aspects of reli-

gion (e.g., fundamentalism, coalitional motives) promote inter-

group intolerance, whereas others (e.g., intrinsic belief, value

signaling) promote intergroup tolerance (e.g., Allport & Ross,

1967; Altemeyer & Hunsberger, 2005; Everett et al., 2016;

Ginges et al., 2009; Hall et al., 2015; Hunsberger & Jackson,

2005; M. K. Johnson et al., 2012; Neuberg et al., 2014).

Despite a rich literature linking belief in God to in-group

prosociality (Shariff et al., 2016), few studies directly investi-

gate how belief in God influences intergroup relations. Some

evidence suggests that priming the notion that God sanctions

violence increases aggression among believers (Bushman

et al., 2007). While this links individual behavior to the moral

values people attribute to God, it does not elucidate whether reli-

gious beliefs naturally increase violence, or whether individuals

believe God sanctions violence. To the contrary, some evidence

suggests priming belief in God increases prosocial intergroup

behavior, whereas priming religion does the opposite (Preston

& Ritter, 2013). An implication is that people associate God with

universal motives, even when religion evokes parochialism.

One study directly examined the moral preferences attrib-

uted to God in the context of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict,

an intractable conflict that falls on religious lines (Ginges

et al., 2016). Palestinian youth were presented variants of a

moral dilemma involving trading the life of one Muslim Pales-

tinian man to save either five Muslim Palestinian or Jewish

Israeli children. In all conditions, participants were asked to

respond to a scenario in which a Palestinian man was sacrificed

(either by someone else or in the form of altruistic suicide). Par-

ticipants were more willing to approve of the sacrifice to save

in-group children than out-group children, implying they val-

ued Palestinian lives more than Jewish Israeli lives. However,

when asked to consider Allah’s perspective, in-group bias

decreased. That is, participants believed God was more willing

than they were to sacrifice the life of a Muslim Palestinian to

save a Jewish Israeli. This provides early evidence that individ-

uals believe God prefers humans to reason in a more universal,

as opposed to parochial fashion.

Present Research

To further investigate the moral values individuals attribute to

God in intergroup settings, we conducted three preregistered

studies, conceptually replicating and extending Ginges et al.

(2016). Study 1 was a field experiment conducted in Fiji with

Christian iTaukei and Muslim Indo-Fijians, a novel political

context with non-WEIRD (Western, educated, industrialized,

rich, and democratic) samples (Henrich et al., 2010; Rad et al.,

2018). Study 2 sought to replicate our particular paradigm in

an online study with religious Jewish Israelis—members of a

descent religion (Cohen & Hill, 2007; Morris, 1996). Study 3

sought to replicate and extend results using a field study in

Fiji with Christian iTaukei and Hindu Indo-Fijians. Preregistra-

tions are filed on the Open Science Framework (OSF, see https://

osf.io/b2xct/?view_only¼9735f34dad0d42849605d91468

cf4781).
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Because the Israeli–Palestinian conflict is widely recog-

nized as a prototypical religious conflict, and for this reason

is a common site for research on religion and intergroup rela-

tions, for the sake of brevity, we do not review this context

here (see Tessler, 2009, for one historical description). How-

ever, because knowledge about ethno-religious conflict in Fiji

is less common, we briefly describe this context. The majority

of Fijians are indigenous iTaukei who are almost exclusively

Christian (Fiji Bureau of Statistics, 2019). A significant

minority are descendants of Indian indentured servants forced

to migrate during British rule to work sugarcane fields (Bed-

ford, 1988). Since 1987, Fiji has experienced four violent mil-

itary coups, each orchestrated to remove Indo-Fijian leaders

from government to preserve indigenous control. These coups

involved great suffering of Indo-Fijians who were subject to

violence (Trnka, 2008). Today, Fiji oscillates between

political conflict and peaceful day-to-day relations. While

iTaukei and Indo-Fijians often have friendly and cooperative

interactions, there is much prejudice and discrimination

(Ramesh, 2008).

We test two competing hypotheses. The parochial hypoth-

eses would be supported if people think that, compared to

themselves, God would be less likely to want an in-group man

to save out-group children, and/or if they believe God would

show greater in-group favoritism. The universal hypothesis

would be supported if people see God as having a greater

desire, compared to themselves, to save out-group members.

This could manifest as extended prosociality (i.e., God

encourages people to save both in-group and out-group mem-

bers) or as a reduction in bias (i.e., the difference between indi-

viduals’ own preferences and those they attribute to God is

greater when considering whether out-group, as opposed to

in-group, members should be saved).

Study 1

Method

Participants

Participants (N ¼ 188, 57% female, Mage ¼ 44.20, SDage ¼
16.11) were 128 Christian iTaukei (55% female, Mage ¼
43.61, SDage ¼ 15.53) and 60 Muslim Indo-Fijians (63%
female, Mage ¼ 40.98, SDage ¼ 16.39). See OSF for power

analysis.

Procedure and Materials

Approval was granted by Fiji’s Ministries of iTaukei Affairs

and Education. Between June and August of 2018, we recruited

and trained local research assistants (RAs) who participated in

focus groups, translated materials, and conducted interviews.

We began with the Christian community and conducted addi-

tional workshops with Muslim RAs. Interviews were con-

ducted house-to-house. For more information on field

methods, see OSF.

In focus groups with Christian RAs, discussion of a trolley

car problem led RAs to develop a functionally equivalent burn-

ing building dilemma, which is more relevant in Fiji, where

trolleys/trains are rare. In this paradigm, participants hear a

story about an in-group man, traveling somewhere else in Fiji,

who approaches a burning house. A child tells him that five

children are trapped inside. The actor can save them, but he will

die. Participants responded to this dilemma four times in a two

(in-group vs. out-group children) � two (self vs. God’s prefer-

ence) within-person experiment. Questions were grouped by

children’s religion (counterbalanced). Participants indicated

what the actor should do and then what God would prefer.

Christians and Muslims were each other’s target out-group.

Response options were binary (save or do not save the

children).

Interviewers confirmed participants’ religion before com-

mencing.1 RAs recorded participants’ gender (�0.5 ¼ female,

0.5 ¼ male). Participants indicated their age. Religiosity was

measured with prayer frequency2 (0 ¼ do not pray, 1 ¼ almost

never, 2 ¼ about once a year, 3 ¼ several times a year, 4 ¼
about once a month, 5 ¼ about once a week, 6 ¼ about every

day, 7 ¼ several times each day; M ¼ 6.06, SD ¼ 1.26). For

complete measures, see OSF.

Results

Analytic Plan and Missing Data

We planned to compute a binary score in which participants

who preferred to save in-group but not out-group children

would be coded 1 (others coded 0). Unfortunately, a randomi-

zation error led 38 and 37 Christians, respectively, to receive

only the out-group or in-group conditions. This error did not

occur in the Muslim sample. To maximize data usage, instead

of regressing a bias score on perspective, we predicted decision

to save (1) versus to not save (0) with perspective (self ¼ 0,

God ¼ 1), intergroup condition (out-group ¼ �0.5, in-group

¼ 0.5), and their interaction. All participants were included

because missingness was random. Multilevel logistic models

were conducted in R (R Core Team, 2018) using lme4 (Bates

et al., 2015). Participant intercept was included as a random

effect. The Perspective � Intergroup Condition interaction

tests for a difference in bias between individuals’ own beliefs

and beliefs attributed to God. This approach also allows for

estimation of a main effect of perspective (whether God is more

likely to want to save children, across target groups).

Nearly all Muslims (>96%) thought the children should be

saved, regardless of identity, in the self and God conditions.

Thus, for Muslims, we find no in-group bias in the self condi-

tion and no change in bias in the God condition (see Figure 1).

Because of ceiling effects, we report results for the Christian

sample only, having preregistered our intention to recruit

enough Christians to analyze results among Christians alone.

Despite a lack of variability among Muslims, combining the

two populations (as preregistered) yields consistent results (see

Supplemental Materials).
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Because the response scale is binary, we first report raw,

descriptive, results. These display the percentage of partici-

pants by condition who indicated save or do not save. We then

report fixed-effect parameter estimates.

Raw Results

Christians wanted to save in-group and out-group children 64%
and 47% of the time, respectively (mean across groups¼ 56%).

However, they believed God would prefer in-group and out-

group children be saved 84% and 90% of the time, respectively

(mean across groups ¼ 87%; see Figure 1).

Estimated Fixed Effects

Collapsed across intergroup conditions, Christians thought

God—compared with themselves—would be more likely to want

their in-group member to save others (log odds increase B1 ¼
2.62, Z¼ 5.90, p < .001, 95% CI [1.83, 3.60]). This held whether

children were in-group (B1 in-group¼ 1.69, Z¼ 3.42, p < .001, 95%
CI[0.78, 2.75]) or out-group members (B1 out-group ¼ 3.55, Z ¼
5.63, p < .001, 95% CI [2.43, 4.93]). The Perspective� Intergroup

Condition interaction was significant (B3 ¼ 1.85, Z ¼ 2.64, p ¼
.008, 95% CI [0.52, 3.30]). Although Christians were biased in the

self condition (B2 self ¼ 1.17, Z ¼ 2.60, p ¼ .009, 95% CI [0.32,

2.10]), they saw God as being unbiased (B2 God ¼ �0.68, Z ¼
�1.21, p ¼ .228, 95% CI[�1.84, 0.41]). Results were robust to

the inclusion of preregistered covariates (see Table 1).

Secondary Analyses

In line with previous theorizing (e.g., Norenzayan & Shariff,

2008), we also investigated whether results only hold for indi-

viduals who perceive tolerant relations with Muslims and

Figure 1. Raw data showing participants’ own preferences and their beliefs about God’s preferences from Study 1. Figures were made using
ggplot2 (Wickham, 2016).

Table 1. Results of Multilevel Logistic Regressions Predicting Decision to Save for Christian iTaukei Sample in Study 1.

Primary Model Covariate Model

Estimate SE Z Estimate SE Z

Level 1
B0: Intercept 0.41 0.27 1.49 0.43 0.27 1.61
B1: Perspective 2.62 0.44 5.90*** 2.64 0.45 5.90***
B2: Intergroup condition 1.17 0.45 2.60** 1.11 0.44 2.50*
B3: Perspective � Intergroup Condition �1.85 0.70 �2.64** �1.84 0.71 �2.60**

Level 2
y01: Age 0.01 0.02 0.36
y02: Religiosity 0.37 0.22 1.65
y03: Gender 0.24 0.47 0.51

Random intercept SD 1.86 1.74
Observations 356 350
Groups 128 126

Note. Perspective is dummy coded (0 ¼ self, 1 ¼ God). Intergroup condition is contrast coded (�0.5 ¼ out-group, 0.5 ¼ in-group). Gender is contrast coded
(�0.5 ¼ female, þ0.5 ¼ male). Age and religiosity are mean centered. DV is decision to save (1 ¼ save, 0 ¼ don’t save). Estimates are in log odds.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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believe Christians and Muslims share common beliefs and val-

ues. We find no support for these hypotheses (see Supplemen-

tal Materials).

Discussion

Results of Study 1 reveal that Christian iTuakei believe that

God is less biased than they are when considering whether

in-group members should sacrifice their lives to save religious

in-group or out-group children. This held even for participants

who perceived higher levels of intergroup threat and lower lev-

els of religious commonality with Muslims. Thus, results sup-

port the universal hypothesis.

Nearly all Muslims in our sample believed the children

should be saved across all conditions. This may reflect a real

difference in intergroup attitudes and values between Muslim

Indo-Fijians, a disadvantaged group, and Christian iTaukei,

an advantaged group. Consistent with this interpretation, prior

work finds Christian iTaukei endorse stronger ethnic superior-

ity beliefs than Indo-Fijians (De Vries, 2002). Alternative

explanations could be that (1) our dilemma was developed by

Christians and thus was not appropriately tailored or (2) our

binary response scale masked underlying variance.

Study 2

Findings from Study 1 among Christian iTaukei dovetail with

previous findings among Muslim Palestinians, showing that

people perceive God as encouraging humans to value in-

group and out-group lives more equally (Ginges et al., 2016).

However, a perception that God equally favors all people may

be unique to ascent religions, such as Christianity and Islam,

which are more open to converts than descent religions, such

as Judaism and Hinduism (Morris, 1996). Descent religions

place more emphasis on their community (Cohen & Hill,

2007) and consequently members of these religions may per-

ceive that their Gods have preferences that are particular rather

than universal. The purpose of Study 2 was to examine whether

members of a descent religion, such as Jews in Israel, also per-

ceive God’s preferences as more universal than their own. In

addition, Study 2 tested whether findings using a moral

dilemma developed in Fiji generalize to a WEIRDer context

with violent interreligious conflict.

Method

Participants

The final sample consisted of 384 religious Jewish Israelis

(47% female, Mage¼ 30.80, SDage¼ 9.54).3 See OSF for power

analysis.

Procedure and Materials

Participants were recruited for an online study through

www.iPanel.co.il and completed (1) a general survey contain-

ing self-report measures and demographics and (2) the moral

dilemma experiment. Most (80%) completed the general

survey with another experiment and were recontacted

2 months later to participate in this study. Due to attrition,

we recruited additional participants (20%) who completed the

general survey after the moral dilemma. This experiment was

conducted in March 2019.

The moral dilemma was identical to that used in Study 1,

except that in-group members were Jewish Israelis and out-

group members were Muslim Palestinians. Relevant measures

include age, gender (�0.5 ¼ female, 0.5 ¼ male), and religios-

ity (prayer frequency: 1 ¼ once a year or less; 2 ¼ several

times a year, 3 ¼ about once a month, 4 ¼ about once a week,

5 ¼ several times a week, 6 ¼ about every day, 7 ¼ several

times a day; M ¼ 6.14, SD ¼ 1.39). The experiment was admi-

nistered in Hebrew. For additional measures, see OSF.

Results

Raw results were analyzed with the same multilevel model

described in Study 1.

Raw results

Jewish Israelis wanted to save in-group and out-group children

55% and 24% of the time, respectively (mean across groups ¼
40%). They believed God would want in-group and out-group

children to be saved 54% and 29% of the time, respectively

(mean across groups ¼ 42%; see Figure 2).

Estimated Fixed Effects

We find no main effect of perspective but a Perspective �
Intergroup Condition interaction (B3 ¼ �0.76, Z ¼ �2.12,

p¼ .034, 95% CI [�1.47,�0.06]). Participants saw God’s pre-

ferences as aligned with their own when considering whether

in-group members should be saved (B1 in-group ¼ �0.10,

Figure 2. Raw data showing Jewish Israeli’s own preferences and
their beliefs about God’s preferences from Study 2.
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Z ¼ �0.40, p ¼ .688, 95% CI [�0.56, 0.37]) but saw God as

more likely than they were to approve of an in-group man sacri-

ficing himself to save Palestinian Muslim children (B1 out-group¼
0.67, Z ¼ 2.48, p ¼ .013, 95% CI [0.14, 1.20]). Although parti-

cipants saw God as being less biased than they themselves were,

they still saw God as valuing the lives of in-group members more

than out-group members (B2 God¼ 2.91, Z¼ 9.29, p < .001, 95%
CI [2.32, 3.54]). Results were robust after including preregis-

tered covariates (see Table 2).

Secondary Analyses

We again tested whether intergroup threat and perceived reli-

gious commonality meaningfully moderate results. Although

participants higher in threat, and lower in commonality, were

more biased at baseline, these participants still saw God as

expressing a greater preference, compared to themselves, for

saving out-group members (see Supplemental Materials).

Discussion

As in Study 1, participants in Study 2 thought God, compared

to themselves, would be more likely to prefer that an in-group

member sacrifice his life to save five children belonging to

their out-group. Interestingly, individual preferences and per-

ceived preferences of God in the in-group condition were

aligned. Perhaps the nature of our scenario was such that many

respondents inferred that other options were available to the

character in the story, which would make their self-sacrifice

immoral and thus set a ceiling on the percentage of participants

who would approve, or thought God would approve, of the

sacrifice. Also consistent with Study 1, perceived threat and

commonality did not moderate results. We note, however, that

in this high-conflict setting, Jewish Israelis—like Muslim

Palestinians in Ginges et al. (2016)—did not see God as being

unbiased. Yet, even in a high-conflict setting, and with

members of a descent religion, we find that people believe God

would prefer in-group members to value the lives of out-group

members more than they do themselves.

Study 3

The purpose of Study 3 was to replicate and extend the previous

studies by altering three features of the experimental paradigm:

(1) to maximize variance, we used a continuous outcome mea-

sure; (2) to reduce potential ceiling effects, we changed the

moral dilemma so that adults, as opposed to children, were in

need of saving; and (3) we sampled Christians and Hindus, but

not Muslims. Like Judaism, Hinduism is also a descent reli-

gion. We note that Hindus in Fiji believe Bhagwan to be a uni-

fying supernatural deity. Thus, we used Bhagwan in place of

God for Hindus.

Method

Participants

The sample (N ¼ 539, 58% female, Mage ¼ 43.41, SDage ¼
15.73) included 328 Christians (52% female, Mage ¼ 40.80,

SDage ¼ 15.72) and 211 Hindus (67% female, Mage ¼ 47.53,

SDage ¼ 14.88).4 See OSF for power analysis.

Procedure and Materials

This study was administered in June and July 2019 using sim-

ilar procedures to Study 1, except that (1) Christians’ out-group

members were Hindu, and Hindus’ out-group members were

Christians; (2) participants answered the moral dilemma on a

scale from 1 (definitely should not save) to 10 (definitely should

save); and (3) individuals trapped in the house were adults.

Gender (�0.5 ¼ female, 0.5 ¼ male), religion (�0.5 ¼ Hindu.

0.5 ¼ Christian), age, and religiosity (prayer frequency) were

measured as in Study 1. Average prayer frequency was almost

Table 2. Results of Multilevel Logistic Regressions Predicting Decision to Save for Jewish Israeli Sample in Study 2.

Primary Model Covariate Model

Estimate SE Z Estimate SE Z

Level 1
B0: Intercept �1.34 0.28 �4.82*** �1.36 0.28 �4.87***
B1: Perspective 0.28 0.18 1.59 0.29 0.18 1.62
B2: Intergroup condition 3.67 0.34 10.70*** 3.70 0.34 10.73***
B3: Perspective � Intergroup Condition �0.76 0.36 �2.12* �0.77 0.36 �2.13*

Level 2
y01: Age �0.02 0.03 �0.75
y02: Religiosity �0.94 0.21 �4.51
y03: Gender 1.06 0.54 1.97

Random intercept SD 4.00 3.96
Observations 1,517 1,517
Groups 384 384

Note. Perspective is dummy coded (0 ¼ self, 1 ¼ God). Intergroup condition is contrast coded (�0.5 ¼ out-group, 0.5 ¼ in-group). Gender is contrast coded
(�0.5 ¼ female, þ0.5 ¼ male). Age and religiosity are mean centered. DV is decision to save (1 ¼ save, 0 ¼ don’t save). Estimates are in log odds.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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every day (M ¼ 5.88, SD ¼ 0.99). For information on field

methods, and all materials, see OSF.

Results

We used the same model presented in Studies 1 and 2 with two

modifications. Because responses were continuous, we used

linear models. As preregistered, religion was included as a cov-

ariate. Significance was calculated using lmerTest (Kuznetsova

et al., 2017). Most variance (68%) resided between-person.

Estimated means by condition are provided based on fixed-

effects models (see Figure 3).

Fixed effects tests reveal that, although participants showed

a strong preference (collapsed across intergroup conditions) for

their in-group member to save others (M ¼ 8.12, SE ¼ 0.08),

they thought God would be even more likely to endorse this

action (M ¼ 8.56, SE ¼ 0.08), B1 ¼ 0.44, t(1574.94) ¼ 8.75,

p < .001, 95% CI [0.34, 0.54]. Participants wanted to save in-

group members (M ¼ 8.25, SE ¼ 0.09) more than out-group

members (M ¼ 8.00, SE ¼ 0.09), B2 self ¼ 0.24, t(1575.11)

¼ 3.45, p < .001, 95% CI [0.11, 0.38], but believed God would

be unbiased, B2 God ¼ 0.07, t(1575.24) ¼ 0.97, p ¼ .332, 95%
CI [�0.07, 0.21]. Despite this difference, the Perspective �
Intergroup Condition interaction was not significant, B3 ¼
�0.18, t(1575.42) ¼ �1.75, p ¼ .080, 95% CI[�0.37, 0.02],

likely because baseline bias was minimal. Results were robust

after adding preregistered covariates (see Table 3).

Secondary Analyses

Ancillary analyses indicate that Christians, but not Hindus,

were biased at baseline and that baseline bias was driven by

31 outliers. Notably, the minority of participants who were

biased saw God as being unbiased. Exploratory tests indicated

that the discrepancy between participants’ own preferences

and those ascribed to God was greater among Christians than

Hindus, although present among both samples. To examine

potential boundary effects, we also tested whether results held

for participants who perceived higher levels of intergroup

threat and/or perceived less commonality with Muslim Pales-

tinians. We find no evidence for these boundary conditions.

These analyses are presented in Supplemental Materials.

Discussion

Christian iTaukei and Hindu Indo-Fijians believed that, com-

pared with themselves, God would more strongly approve of

an ingroup member sacrificing his life to save both in-group

and out-group members. Thus, results from Studies 1 and 2

replicate when using a continuous outcome measure, and when

the individuals to be saved are adults, as opposed to children.

As in Study 1 and Study 2, we find no evidence for the second-

ary hypotheses that effects would only hold for individuals who

perceive more tolerant relations and greater commonality with

religious out-group members. Holistically, results provide fur-

ther evidence that Christian iTaukei and Hindu Indo-Fijians

believe God prefers humans to act in a more universal, as

opposed to parochial moral manner.

General Discussion

Three studies show that Christian iTaukei and Hindu Indo-

Fijians in Fiji, as well as Jews from Israel, believe that God

is less likely than they are to reason parochially in moral dilem-

mas. Results were not moderated by variability in how threat-

ened participants felt by relevant out-groups nor by the

perception of religious commonalities between groups.

These results replicate findings of Ginges et al. (2016) and

carry two intriguing theoretical implications that require further

investigation. First, people who believe in powerful Gods who

define and police moral human behavior also believe that God

prefers humans to act in a more universal, as opposed to more

parochial, moral manner. If true, this has significant implications

for the cultural evolution and proliferation of Big God beliefs,

suggesting that these beliefs may plausibly have spread by pro-

moting cooperation across group lines. Second, if people perceive

God to be an entity that encourages more universal moral reason-

ing, such beliefs may influence their behavior, encouraging more,

rather than less prosociality toward members of other groups. If

true, it is possible that belief in such a God may sometimes miti-

gate intergroup conflict rather than, as many presume, cause or

exacerbate such conflict (e.g., Dawkins, 2006; Dawkins et al.,

2007; Huntington, 1993; Kaplan, 2007). Such a finding would,

in turn, be relevant to our understanding of how people manage

religious diversity and elucidate the extent to which such diversity

necessarily begets conflict. In this light, the present research con-

tributes to a small, but growing, body of research highlighting the

potential for certain aspects of religion to facilitate more positive

intergroup relations (e.g., Everett et al., 2016; Ginges et al., 2016;

Hall et al., 2015; Preston & Ritter, 2013).

Notwithstanding these important theoretical implications,

this work contains several limitations. First, it is limited by

the use of moral hypotheticals. Behavioral studies could

Figure 3. Model-estimated means by condition collapsed across
Christians and Hindus from Study 3. Y-axis is truncated to show effect.
Scale ranges from 1 (definitely should not save) to 10 (definitely should
save). Error bars are 95% CI.
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provide greater insight regarding how beliefs about God’s

preferences influence moral decisions in intergroup contexts.

Second, while a strength of this article is that the dilemma

used was generated by iTaukei RAs, we are uncertain whether

this dilemma had similar meanings for the other groups tested

in Fiji or for Jewish Israelis. This contributes to difficulty in

understanding variability between different cultures. For

example, Jewish Israeli participants were the only group who

did not believe that God’s preferences differed from their own

in within-group contexts, and we find no intergroup bias

among Hindu and Muslim participants in Fiji. Such variation

across samples may be due to religious belief, political con-

text, or the meaning of the dilemma in each population.

Conclusion

Three preregistered cross-cultural conceptual replications of

Ginges et al. (2016) support the hypothesis that, in compari-

son with their own moral preferences, individuals attribute

more universal, as opposed to parochial, moral values to God.

Whether in Fiji or Israel, with Christian, Muslim, Hindu, or

Jewish participants, we present consistent evidence that (1)

when individuals expressed in-group favoritism, they saw

God as preferring them to value the lives of in-group and

out-group members more equally and (2) when individuals

did not uniformly believe that an in-group member should

sacrifice his life to save out-group members, they thought God

would more strongly support this action. Results challenge the

widely held belief, endorsed by Dawkins and others (Daw-

kins, 2006; Dawkins et al., 2007), that portrays God as a paro-

chial moral agent that antagonizes intergroup relations.

Instead, consistent with a growing psychological literature,

results suggest belief in God may help to facilitate religious

tolerance and cooperation, even in religiously diverse societ-

ies with histories of ethno-religious conflict.
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Table 3. Results of Multilevel Regressions Predicting Desire to Save for Fijian Samples From Study 3.

Primary Model Covariate Model

Estimate SE t Estimate SE t

Level 1
B0: Intercept 8.12 0.08 97.14*** 8.15 0.09 95.73***
B1: Perspective 0.44 0.05 8.75*** 0.45 0.05 8.76***
B2: Intergroup condition 0.24 0.07 3.45*** 0.25 0.07 3.49***
B3: Perspective � Intergroup Condition �0.18 0.10 �1.75 �0.18 0.10 �1.80

Level 2
y01: Religion 0.69 0.16 4.30*** 0.52 0.18 2.92**
y02: Age 0.00 0.00 0.68
y03: Religiosity 0.18 0.05 2.08*
y04: Gender 0.22 0.16 1.37

Random intercept SD 1.71 1.68
Observations 2,113 2,078
Groups 538 529

Note. Perspective is dummy coded (0 ¼ self, 1 ¼ God). Intergroup condition is contrast coded (�0.5 ¼ out-group, 0.5 ¼ in-group). Gender is contrast coded
(�0.5 ¼ female, þ0.5 ¼ male). Religion is contrast coded (�0.5 ¼ Hindu, 0.5 ¼ Christian). Age and religiosity are mean centered. DV is desire to save (1 ¼
definitely should not save, 10 ¼ definitely should save).
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Notes

1. We confirmed participants’ religion in the survey. One participant

with an inconsistent religious identification was removed and is not

included in our final sample.

2. See Supplemental Materials for more information on religiosity

measures.

3. We collected 457 observations. We excluded 44 duplicate IP

addresses. Sixteen additional observations were excluded because

participants did not meet inclusion criteria. Seven more participants

were excluded because they were missing all burning building data.

4. As preregistered, we planned to exclude suspect interviews. This

sample excludes all 69 interviews conducted by one Hindu RA who

had a median completion time of under 15 min and an additional 61

interviews (55 Hindu and 6 Christian) that were completed in under

15 min. This cut-off time was based on an assessment that this is

the shortest time it could take to complete an interview while read-

ing each question fully. Results without these exclusions are sub-

stantively unchanged (see Supplemental Materials).
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