
david hume natural history of religion

david hume natural history of religion is a seminal work that explores the origins, development, and nature of
religious belief through a philosophical and historical lens. Written by the Scottish Enlightenment philosopher
David Hume, this text delves into how religions emerge from human psychology and social conditions rather
than divine revelation. The natural history of religion examines the evolution from primitive animism and
polytheism to more sophisticated monotheistic faiths, emphasizing empirical observation and rational inquiry.
Hume’s analysis challenges traditional theological views by suggesting that religion is primarily a human
construct shaped by fear, hope, and imagination. This article will provide an in-depth overview of Hume’s
arguments, the historical context of the work, and its impact on religious philosophy and secular thought.
Readers will gain insight into the critical themes and enduring significance of david hume natural history of
religion as a foundational text in the philosophy of religion and the study of human belief systems.
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Historical Context of David Hume’s Natural History of Religion

The natural history of religion was published in 1757 during the Scottish Enlightenment, a period marked by
advancements in philosophy, science, and critical thinking. David Hume was a central figure in this intellectual
movement, advocating for skepticism, empiricism, and the application of reason to all areas of human inquiry,
including religion. At a time when religious orthodoxy dominated European thought, Hume’s examination of
religion from a naturalistic perspective was both revolutionary and controversial. His work reflects the
broader Enlightenment aim to demystify religion and understand it through human experience rather than divine
authority. The natural history of religion was originally part of a larger planned work but was published
separately due to its provocative content.

Philosophical Background

Hume’s philosophy was grounded in empiricism, asserting that knowledge derives from sensory experience. This
approach influenced his treatment of religion, where he sought to explain religious belief without recourse to
supernatural explanations. The natural history of religion builds upon his earlier skeptical essays and fits
within his broader critique of metaphysics and theology. Hume’s treatment of religion aligns with his empirical
method, analyzing the psychological and social factors that give rise to religious ideas.

Religious and Social Climate

During the mid-18th century, Europe was dominated by Christian religious institutions and doctrines. The
natural history of religion challenged prevailing views by proposing that religion’s origins were rooted in
human nature rather than divine revelation. This was a bold stance that questioned the legitimacy of religious
authority and the divine right claimed by many churches. Hume’s work contributed to the growing secular and
humanistic currents that questioned traditional religious beliefs and promoted reason and scientific inquiry.



Main Themes in the Natural History of Religion

David Hume’s natural history of religion explores several key themes that explain the development and
persistence of religious belief. These themes include the psychological origins of religion, the distinction between
different types of religious systems, and the social functions of faith. Hume’s analysis remains influential for
understanding how religion operates as a human institution.

Psychological Origins of Religion

Hume argues that religion arises primarily from human emotions such as fear and hope. Early humans, confronted
with the mysteries of nature and the unpredictability of life, projected their feelings onto supernatural beings.
This projection gave birth to animism—the belief that spirits inhabit natural objects—and subsequently to
more organized religious systems. According to Hume, imagination plays a crucial role in shaping religious ideas,
often exaggerating fears and hopes into elaborate mythologies and divine narratives.

Evolution of Religious Systems

The natural history of religion outlines a progression from primitive polytheism to more refined monotheism.
Hume suggests that early religions were characterized by belief in multiple gods who controlled various
aspects of nature. Over time, philosophical and moral developments led to the rise of monotheistic religions,
which centralized divine power in a single deity. This evolution reflects both intellectual advancements and
changes in social organization.

Social Functions of Religion

Religion, according to Hume, serves important social functions by promoting moral behavior and social
cohesion. While he is critical of religious dogma, he acknowledges that faith often encourages virtues such as
justice and charity. Religious institutions also play a role in legitimizing political authority and uniting
communities through shared beliefs and rituals.

Analysis of Religion’s Origins According to Hume

In david hume natural history of religion, the origins of religion are explained through natural causes rather
than supernatural intervention. Hume’s method involves empirical observation and logical reasoning to trace
religion’s roots to human psychology and society.

Fear and the Unknown

One of the foundational ideas in Hume’s analysis is that fear of the unknown drives religious belief. Early
humans, lacking scientific explanations for natural phenomena, attributed events such as storms, disease, and
death to the actions of spiritual beings. This fear stimulated the creation of rituals and prayers aimed at
appeasing these forces. Religion, therefore, begins as a coping mechanism for uncertainty and danger.

Imagination and Anthropomorphism

Hume emphasizes how imagination shapes religious concepts by personifying natural forces as gods with human
traits. This anthropomorphism allows believers to relate to the divine but also leads to misconceptions and
exaggerations. The imagination’s influence results in diverse mythologies and complex theological systems that
reflect cultural values and fears.



Transition from Polytheism to Monotheism

The natural history of religion traces the gradual shift from polytheistic beliefs to monotheistic faiths. Hume
attributes this transition to philosophical reasoning and moral considerations, where monotheism offers a
more unified and coherent explanation of the divine. However, he remains skeptical about the truth claims of all
religious systems, viewing them as human inventions rather than revelations.

Impact and Legacy of the Natural History of Religion

David Hume’s natural history of religion has had a profound influence on the philosophy of religion, religious
studies, and secular thought. Its naturalistic approach paved the way for later critiques of religion and the
development of religious anthropology and psychology.

Influence on Enlightenment Thought

The natural history of religion contributed to the Enlightenment’s emphasis on reason and skepticism toward
traditional authority. Hume’s work encouraged intellectual inquiry into religion as a human phenomenon,
inspiring other thinkers to explore religious belief through scientific and historical methods.

Foundations for Religious Studies

Hume’s empirical approach laid important groundwork for modern religious studies, which analyze religion using
interdisciplinary methods including anthropology, sociology, and psychology. His ideas about the social and
psychological origins of religion continue to inform contemporary scholarship.

Role in Secular and Humanist Discourses

The natural history of religion remains relevant in discussions about secularism and humanism. By framing
religion as a product of human nature and culture, Hume’s work supports arguments for separating religion
from politics and education, promoting a rational and ethical worldview independent of religious doctrine.

Critiques and Contemporary Relevance

While highly influential, david hume natural history of religion has also faced criticism and debate. Scholars
and theologians have challenged some of Hume’s assumptions and conclusions, yet the work retains significance
for understanding religion’s place in human life.

Philosophical Critiques

Critics have argued that Hume’s naturalistic explanations reduce religion to mere superstition and overlook
its deeper spiritual and existential dimensions. Some contend that his skepticism dismisses valuable insights into
human meaning and morality found in religious traditions.

Theological Responses

Theological critics maintain that Hume’s rejection of divine revelation and miracles undermines the authenticity
of religious faith. They argue that his empirical approach cannot fully capture the transcendent aspects of
religion experienced by believers.



Contemporary Applications

Despite critiques, Hume’s natural history of religion continues to be relevant in contemporary debates about
religion’s role in society. It informs secular approaches to religion in pluralistic contexts and aids in
understanding interfaith dynamics. Additionally, its insights into the psychological origins of belief contribute
to ongoing research in cognitive science and comparative religion.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of David Hume's 'Natural History of Religion'?

The main theme of David Hume's 'Natural History of Religion' is an exploration of the origins and development of
religious beliefs, arguing that religion arises from human emotions and psychological tendencies rather than
from rational or divine revelation.

How does David Hume explain the origin of polytheism in 'Natural History of
Religion'?

Hume suggests that polytheism originated from human fear and imagination, where early humans attributed
natural phenomena and events to multiple gods with different powers, reflecting their attempt to explain and
control the world around them.

What critique does Hume offer regarding monotheism in 'Natural History of
Religion'?

Hume critiques monotheism by arguing that it often stems from philosophical reasoning and moral ideals rather
than natural human emotions, and he views it as a more abstract and less emotionally compelling form of
religion compared to polytheism.

In 'Natural History of Religion,' how does Hume relate religion to human
psychology?

Hume relates religion to human psychology by asserting that religious beliefs primarily arise from fear, hope,
and the human desire to make sense of the unknown, rather than from deliberate rational inquiry or divine truth.

What role does superstition play in David Hume's 'Natural History of
Religion'?

Superstition, according to Hume, is a natural and early stage in the development of religion, where humans
ascribe supernatural causes to events they cannot understand, often leading to irrational beliefs and



practices.

How does 'Natural History of Religion' fit within David Hume's broader
philosophical work?

'Natural History of Religion' complements Hume's broader philosophical skepticism and empiricism by examining
religion through a naturalistic and psychological lens, challenging traditional theological claims and
emphasizing human nature and experience.

Why is David Hume's 'Natural History of Religion' considered influential in
the study of religion?

It is considered influential because it was one of the first works to analyze religion from a historical and
psychological perspective, paving the way for modern religious studies and secular critiques by emphasizing
empirical observation over doctrinal faith.

Additional Resources
1. The Natural History of Religion by David Hume
This foundational work by David Hume explores the origins and development of religious belief from a
philosophical and psychological perspective. Hume argues that religion arises naturally from human emotions
and social needs rather than divine revelation. The book critically examines polytheism, monotheism, and the
progression of religious ideas throughout history.

2. Religion Explained: The Evolutionary Origins of Religious Thought by Pascal Boyer
Boyer investigates how human cognitive processes give rise to religious beliefs, paralleling some of Hume’s ideas
about natural origins of religion. The book blends anthropology, psychology, and evolutionary theory to
explain why religion is a universal cultural phenomenon. It provides a modern scientific complement to Hume’s
philosophical inquiries.

3. The Cambridge Companion to Hume’s Treatise by David Fate Norton and Jacqueline Taylor
This collection of essays offers comprehensive insights into David Hume’s philosophical works, including his
views on religion as found in The Natural History of Religion. Contributors analyze Hume’s skepticism and
naturalism, contextualizing his arguments within Enlightenment thought. It’s an essential resource for
understanding Hume’s approach to religion and human nature.

4. Religion and the Decline of Magic by Keith Thomas
Thomas explores the transformation of religious belief and practice in early modern Europe, touching on themes
that resonate with Hume’s analysis of religion’s natural history. The book examines how magic, superstition,
and religious ideas evolved in social contexts. It provides historical background that complements Hume’s
philosophical perspective.

5. The Evolution of God by Robert Wright
Wright traces the historical development of the idea of God through evolutionary and psychological lenses,
echoing Hume’s interest in the natural origin of religious belief. The book argues that religion has evolved
alongside human societies to fulfill social and moral functions. It offers a broad narrative that connects
ancient polytheism to modern monotheism.

6. Skepticism and the Natural History of Religion: Hume’s Philosophical Journey by Ernest Campbell Mossner
Mossner provides an in-depth study of Hume’s skepticism, focusing on how it informs his Natural History of
Religion. The book examines Hume’s critique of religious dogma and his method of naturalistic explanation. It
situates Hume’s work within the broader context of Enlightenment skepticism.

7. The Varieties of Religious Experience by William James
James’s seminal work explores psychological and philosophical aspects of religion, offering perspectives on
religious belief formation that parallel some of Hume’s observations. While James approaches religion from an



experiential standpoint, his analysis complements Hume’s focus on the natural origins and functions of religion.
The book remains influential in the study of religion’s human dimension.

8. Hume: An Intellectual Biography by James A. Harris
This biography details the life and intellectual development of David Hume, with attention to his works on
religion and philosophy. Harris sheds light on the historical and personal contexts that shaped Hume’s Natural
History of Religion. The book provides valuable background for understanding Hume’s critical stance on
religious belief.

9. God: A Human History by Reza Aslan
Aslan examines the evolution of the concept of God as a human creation, aligning with Hume’s thesis on the
natural history of religion. The book explores how human culture and psychology have shaped divine images
over millennia. It offers a narrative that bridges ancient religious origins and contemporary faith.
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