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“A Tamil’s success in life 
vitally depends on maintaining 
good relationships and a 
good reputation within one’s 
community.” 

(Mines 1994: 31)



Who in the village do you see as…
• Influential
• Giving good advice
• Generous
• Having good character
• Hardworking
• Being physically strong
• Devout
• Having ritual knowledge

Reputation

Good Character: 4
Generous: 2
Influential: 1



Who do you turn to for…
• Emotional support & companionship

– Close friends, conversation partners
• Behavioral assistance

– Borrow items, run errands, help watching children
• Financial assistance

– Borrowing petty cash, bigger loans
• Guidance

– Important matters, advice
• Vouched support

– Help finding work, people in ‘high positions,’ aid if there is a problem

Social Support



2013 data



Aḻakāpuram Teṉpaṭṭi

2013 data



Aḻakāpuram Teṉpaṭṭi

2017 data
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Social support networks and religiosity in rural 
South India
Eleanor A. Power*

In recent years, scientists based in a variety of disciplines 
have attempted to explain the evolutionary origins of reli-
gious belief and practice1–3. Although they have focused on 
different aspects of the religious system, they consistently 
highlight the strong association between religiosity and pro-
social behaviour (acts that benefit others). This association 
has been central to the argument that religious prosociality 
played an important role in the sociocultural florescence of 
our species4–7. But empirical work evaluating the link between 
religion and prosociality has been somewhat mixed8–11. Here,  
I use detailed, ethnographically informed data chronicling the 
religious practice and social support networks of the residents 
of two villages in South India to evaluate whether those who 
evince greater religiosity are more likely to undertake acts that 
benefit others. Exponential random graph models reveal that 
individuals who worship regularly and carry out greater and 
costlier public religious acts are more likely to provide others 
with support of all types. Those individuals are themselves 
better able to call on support, having a greater likelihood of 
reciprocal relationships. These results suggest that religious 
practice is taken as a signal of trustworthiness, generosity and 
prosociality, leading village residents to establish supportive, 
often reciprocal relationships with such individuals.

Multiple facets of religion have been suggested as drivers of pro-
sociality. Believing in supernatural agents, particularly ones who 
observe transgressions and mete out punishment, may make indi-
viduals behave less selfishly12,13. Religious acts that entail serious 
risks and sizeable investments of time, energy and money may cred-
ibly convey a person’s commitment to the community and its moral 
tenets14–17. Collective rituals in particular may foster strong bonds 
between co-participants and help them to conceive of themselves 
as members of a larger moral community18,19. Religious acts and 
the commitments that underly them may therefore help individu-
als establish trusting relationships, especially within the religious 
community20–23. Organized into these trusting, cohesive groups, 
religious communities may then be subject to cultural group selec-
tion, further promoting in-group favouritism and out-group com-
petition17,24. Collectively, this body of work suggests that those who 
evince greater religiosity should be more generous, trustworthy and 
cooperative, particularly towards co-religionists.

Despite the consistent theoretical emphasis on religion’s role in 
fostering prosociality, empirical studies investigating the prosocial-
ity of religious individuals have found mixed results8–11,25. Studies 
using economic games have found evidence for or against the rela-
tionship between religiosity and prosociality each about half of the 
time9. Studies that prime subjects to think of supernatural agents 
have generally found them to have a significant positive effect on 
prosocial behavior, particularly for religious individuals, but secular 
primes evoking ideas of law and civic responsibility induce similar 

effects26. These mixed results may be due in part to the artificial, 
anonymous context of many of these studies, which sacrifice the 
nuances of real life for the ability to isolate the variable of interest 
and draw conclusions about causality. The few naturalistic, quanti-
tative studies that have been done have found more consistent asso-
ciations with generosity and cooperativeness, especially when it is 
directed to co-religionists27–30, but these studies often still rely on 
economic games and anonymous donations to evaluate prosociality, 
rather than real-life behaviour.

The shift from anonymous and artificial contexts to real life 
allows for an important observation: in many cases, a prosocial act 
is done in response to a request for help. Opportunities to engage in 
prosocial behaviour may therefore depend on requesters’ percep-
tions of the giver. The relationship between religiosity and proso-
ciality may then be largely driven by how religious action shapes 
people’s perceptions of those actors. If costly religious acts are 
reliable signals of commitment and trustworthiness15–17, onlook-
ers should react to those signals, adjusting their perceptions and 
actions in response. Experimental evidence suggests that people see 
those who attend religious services, follow religious prohibitions or 
wear markers of religious devotion as kinder, more moral and more 
trustworthy23,31–35. What has yet to be reliably established is whether 
those shifts in perception are accompanied by shifts in behaviour. 
When choosing with whom to form trusting, cooperative relation-
ships, do people take into account the religious behaviours of their 
potential partners?

Here, I draw on measures of religious practice and social support 
network data from two villages in South India to evaluate whether 
a person’s religious action influences whether others will ask her for 
support. In previous work36, I have shown that people who invest 
more in the religious life of these villages are recognized as not only 
devout, but also as having a suite of prosocial qualities. Given that 
villagers perceive those who demonstrate greater religiosity as hav-
ing these prosocial qualities, we can expect that villagers should 
consequently be more likely to go to such individuals for help and 
assistance. And, if religious practice helps to establish trusting rela-
tionships, then religious individuals should be more likely to have 
reciprocal relationships with their peers.

Research was carried out in two neighbouring villages in Tamil 
Nadu, India, called by the pseudonyms ‘Ten- pat.t.i’ and ‘Al-akāpuram’.  
Although located near the Vaigai River, the surrounding area is 
mostly dry scrubland chequered with irrigation-fed rice paddies. 
For most villagers, agriculture sustains for only a few months (and 
then only when the irrigation waters have been sufficient), so for 
most of the year, villagers work as wage labourers cutting wood, 
making bricks, doing construction work or taking part in the gov-
ernment’s subsidized work scheme. Like much of South Asia37–40, 
these villages have experienced substantial sociodemographic 
changes in the past decades, with lowered morbidity and mortality 
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The scholarship on religion has long argued that collective worship helps foster
social cohesion. Despite the pervasiveness of this contention, rigorous quanti-
tative evaluations of it have been surprisingly limited. Here, I draw on network
data representing the ties of social support among Hindu residents of a South
Indian village to evaluate the association between collective religious ritual and
social cohesion. I find that those who partake in collective religious rituals
together have a higher probability of having a supportive relationship than
those who do not. At the structural level, this corresponds to denser connec-
tions among co-participants. At the individual level, participants are more
embedded in the local community of co-religionists, but are not disassociating
themselves from members of other religious denominations. These patterns
hold most strongly for co-participation in the recurrent, low-arousal monthly
worships at the temple, and are suggestive for co-participation in the intense
and dysphoric ritual acts carried out as part of an annual festival. Together,
these findings provide clear empirical evidence of the lasting relationship
between collective religious ritual and social cohesion.

1. Introduction
The scholarship on religion has long suggested that collective rituals bind partici-
pants into a moral community. This is a central point of much of the foundational
sociological work on religion [1–3], as well as more recent formulations drawing
from economic and evolutionary theory [4–9]. Recent evolutionary explanations
of religion have suggested that our species’ ‘ultrasociality’—our large-scale
societies of unrelated individuals—may be thanks in part to religion’s ability to
help forge cohesive, cooperative social groups [6,9–11,13]. While some of these
accounts focus on religious belief [15–17], many also highlight the role of ritual
in fostering this social group [9,11–14]. Collective rituals may evoke innate
psychologies that build a sense of affiliation, fusion and kinship among partici-
pants as they move in synchrony and experience pain and euphoria together
[8]. This sense of camaraderie and kinship, buttressed further by associated
religious beliefs, may then help co-participants form into a clear social group.
For these accounts of the origins of religion and human ultrasociality, the fact
that religions form groups of committed, cooperative, like-minded individuals is
paramount to religion’s influence and ubiquity, in part because it may allow for
cultural group selection [6,7,9,18,19].

Despite the common appreciation of the importance of collective ritual, quan-
titative evidence of the relationship between collective ritual and social cohesion is
surprisingly limited. Studying firewalking rituals in Spain and Mauritius, Xyga-
latas and colleagues [20–22] have found that firewalkers experience elevated
feelings of happiness and increased heart rate during and after the ritual, with
other onlookers, especially close relatives, experiencing synchronized arousal
and sympathetic fatigue. There have been some attempts to document the particu-
lar elements of collective ritual that may foster cohesion. Experimental work has
found that those who experience pain together play more cooperatively in
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Religious rituals often entail significant investments of time, energy, and money, and can risk bodily harm. In-
stead of being evolutionarily inexplicable, such costly religious acts have been argued to be honest signals of com-
mitment to the beliefs and values of the community, helping individuals establish good reputations and foster
trusting, cooperative relationships. Most tests of this hypothesis have evaluated whether religious signalers are
more prosocial; here I investigate whether signal receivers actually perceive religious signalers as such. I do
this with data collected over 20 months of ethnographic fieldwork in two villages in South India, where Hindu
and Christian residents engage in different modes of religious practice, including dramatic acts of firewalking
and spirit possession as well as the more subtle but consistent act of worshipping at a church or temple each
week. Eachmode of religious practice is found to be informative of a distinct set of reputational qualities. Broadly
speaking, in the long term, individuals who invest more in the religious life of the village are not only seen as
more devout, but also as having a suite of prosocial, other-focused traits. In the short term, individuals who per-
form greater and costlier acts in the annual Hindu festival show a slight increase in the percent of villagers rec-
ognizing them as physically strong and hardworking. These results suggest that people are attending to the
full suite of religious acts carried out by their peers, using these signals to discern multiple aspects of their char-
acter and intentions.

© 2016 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

In recent years, a number of evolutionary scientists have posed for
themselves a sizable question: with all the costs (physical, monetary,
emotional, psychological) associated with religious belief and behavior,
what accounts for its ubiquity? Some of these researchers have sought
to explain religion by delineating how certain aspects of our cognitive
architecturemay predispose us to believe in certain kinds of supernatu-
ral agents (e.g. Atran, 2002; Barrett, 2004; Boyer, 2001). Others have
looked at how those beliefs may alter people's behavior, making them
act less selfishly (e.g. Bering, 2011; Johnson & Krüger, 2007; Shariff,
Willard, Andersen, & Norenzayan, 2016). Religious practices, especially
collective rituals, have also been argued to be important in fostering so-
cial cohesion and cooperation (e.g. Durkheim, 1995; Whitehouse &
Lanman, 2014). Ultimately, many of these scholars suggest that reli-
gious beliefs and practices played a crucial role in the emergence of
complex societies (e.g. Cronk, 1994; Irons, 2001; Norenzayan et al.,
2016; Purzycki et al., 2016; Rappaport, 1999; Shariff, Norenzayan, &
Henrich, 2010; Watts et al., 2015; Wilson, 2003).

As a part of this new evolutionary focus on religion, some re-
searchers have suggested that religious practices, particularly those

that place costly demands on the individual, can be signals of commit-
ment to the prosocial tenets of the community (Atran & Norenzayan,
2004; Bulbulia, 2004; Henrich, 2009; Irons, 2001; Sosis & Alcorta,
2003). Drawing on signaling theory (Akerlof, 1970; Bliege Bird &
Smith, 2005; Grafen, 1990; Spence, 1973), they suggest that the costs
entailed in carrying out religious acts mean that only those who
are truly committed will be willing and able to perform them. Costly re-
ligious acts can therefore be seen as reliable, honest signals of commit-
ment, allowing religious communities to establish trusting, cooperative
relationships.

Applications of the signaling theory of religion tend to evaluate sig-
nal honesty, testing the hypothesis that religious signalers are more co-
operative. Sosis & Ruffle, (2003) found that members of Israeli
kibbutzim who attended synagoguemore regularly were more cooper-
ative in a common-pool resource game than others, and that they were
especially cooperative toward other kibbutz members (Ruffle & Sosis,
2006). Working with Afro-Brazilian Candomblé groups, Soler (2012)
found that members who expressed greater commitment to and in-
volvement in the group not only played more generously in a public
goods game, but also reported helping other group members more
often than less committed members. Xygalatas et al. (2013) gave
Hindu festival participants in Mauritius an opportunity to donate
money to the temple, and found that those who participated in high or-
deal rituals donated significantly more. Across these disparate settings
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Core focus: Social correlates of people’s religious practice



Gender, Caste, and “Reputational 
Poverty Traps”
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Female
Male
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Suppose, it might have happened to me. I’ll
say, definitely. If I had fallen down, what
would the world say of me? What a bad
name! […] Suppose I had fallen down! It
might have happened. But people would talk
very low of me, isn’t it so? They talked that
much for a mere burn. If it had happened
like that, what would they say? Looking at it
like that made me pull back somewhat.

“

”



How can we explain these patterns? 

• All else equal, religious acts are associated with greater reputational 
standing (EHB 2017) and greater social support (NHB 2017).

• But, there appear to be important caveats to this:
• Caste- and gender-based differences?
• Cumulative advantage? 
• A “reputational poverty trap”? 

• I posit that there is an intervening role of social prominence and 
social capital.



Modelling it

• Collaborative work with Marion Dumas 
and Jessie Barker

• First, an analytical model, based on 
classic signaling models, extended to 
include social prominence/capital.

• Then, an agent-based model to explore 
the structural outcomes of the strategies 
found with the analytical model.

Dumas, Barker & Power, PhilTransB 2021
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How does social prominence/capital enter in?

• Mechanism 1: Altered prior.
The deference or support a person has is seen as an indicator of 
quality. Observers use this social information alongside direct 
observation to inform their inference of quality. 

• Mechanism 2: Altered payoff.
The costs are less or the benefits greater for signalers with greater 
prominence or social capital. 

• !, is our generic term for social prominence/capital. 
Altered prior could be more readily associated with prominence 
and altered payoff with social capital. 



Agent-based Model

• Want to study not only 
strategies, but also their 
structural outcomes.

• Linking signaling theory to 
sociological work on status. 

• Even with strategic signaling, 
do we find that reputation can 
become decoupled from 
underlying “quality”?

e.g., Merton 1968, Podolny 1993, Gould 2002, Salganik et al 2006, Lynn et al 2009, Manzo and Baldassarri 2015



Public event
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Pairwise interactions

Interaction weights -!"

.
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• The sociological “cue only” model (everyone’s !, is revealed)

• “Altered prior” mechanism

• “Altered payoff” mechanism

• Both mechanisms combined

Comparing throughout:

Four scenarios:

' = 0, initial !! = #$% ' = 1, initial !! = #$%
' = 0, initial !! = ℎ'(ℎ ' = 1, initial !! = ℎ'(ℎ



! = 0, 
initial "! = $%&

! = 0, 
initial "! = ℎ()ℎ

! = 1, 
initial "! = $%&

! = 1, 
initial "! = ℎ()ℎ

(c) Mechanism 2: Altered Payoff (d) Mechanisms 1 & 2

(a) Cue Only (b) Mechanism 1: Altered Prior
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Summary

• On average, these signal acts are informative and revealing. 

• However, we find a “reputational shield” (where low-quality 
individuals can “pass” thanks to high !)) and a “reputational poverty 
trap” (where high-quality individuals cannot improve their standing, 
thanks to low !))

• Notably, this disjuncture between quality and reputation is 
happening even though individuals can strategically signal.

• This is a higher bar than the sociological models, where it’s full social 
construction with very little agency on the part of actors. 



Summary

• The public act we model is practically the simultaneous production of 
a costly signal (of ")) and an index (of !)).

• So, we have a multi-component, multi-modal, multiplex signal.

• Attending to !) can be seen as using public, social information.

• Work in behavioral ecology has suggested that: 
(1) Multimodal signals should generally be more reliable
(2) Social information should generally increase accuracy

• On average, that’s probably true, but the field hasn’t focused on the 
consequences of the exceptions.

e.g., Valone & Templeton 2002, Johnstone 1995, Higham & Hebets 2013



Summary

• Think, too, of work in cultural evolution on social learning strategies.

• For example, Henrich & Gil-White (2001: 167-168):
“The above implies that the most skilled/knowledgeable models will, on-
average, end up with the biggest and most lavish clienteles, so the size
and lavishness of a given model’s clientele (the prestige) provides a 
convenient and reliable proxy for that person’s information quality.”

• Again, it’s worth considering the exceptions & their consequences!

• Those consequences are seen most acutely with the “reputational 
poverty trap” 



Summary

• Recall the motivating case and the role that caste seemed to play. 

• Any systemic inequities in social prominence/capital can be readily 
amplified by the feedbacks explored here. 

• There are many contexts in which this could readily occur. For one 
close to home, consider academia:
• Ample evidence of the Matthew Effect (Merton 1968+)
• Growing evidence of systemic bias on the basis of gender and 

race/ethnicity (e.g., Dworkin et al 2020, Bertolero et al 2020)
• These two are not unrelated! (And fixing the latter means 

reckoning with the former)



Rep2SI: Reputation and the Reproduction of Social Inequality

GamesEthnography Modelling

rep2si.github.io



The ENDOW project

endowproject.github.io



~50 communities, ~30 countries. 
Mix of horticulture, agriculture, pastoralism, fishing, wage labour, foraging
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The ENDOW project

endowproject.github.io/
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The residents of “Teṉpaṭṭi” & “Aḻakāpuram”
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