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Abstract

David Hume’s psychologism, as a philosophical approach, in contrast to
traditional perspectives in the philosophy of religion that were largely
grounded in metaphysical argumentation, rational demonstration, or divine
revelation, regards religious beliefs as products of mental processes such as
imagination, habitual association, and human emotions, and thus introduces
a transformative, skeptical, and reductionist perspective on religious belief
within the philosophy of religion. Over time, with the emergence of the
cognitive science of religion as an interdisciplinary field, new models and
theories have been developed that place cognitive and evolutionary
processes at the center of the formation and stabilization of religious beliefs.
This study, adopting an interdisciplinary approach and a systematic
methodology that includes rigorous philosophical analysis of the theoretical
foundations of Hume’s psychologism, in-depth conceptual critique of its
key constructs, and a comparative examination with contemporary theories
in the cognitive science of religion, highlights the point of convergence
between classical philosophy and modern cognitive sciences and facilitates
the development of a more comprehensive and novel understanding of
religion within the humanities. The findings indicate that although Hume’s
approach is innovative and foundational, it pays comparatively less attention
to certain spiritual and ontological complexities of religion. In contrast,
modern theories, by relying on cognitive and evolutionary mechanisms,
offer a broader and more scientific perspective that can render the
philosophy of religion both deeper and more practically applicable. This
interdisciplinary re-reading provides a productive framework for future
research and scholarly applications in the philosophy of religion and the
cognitive sciences.

Keywords: Psychologism; David Hume; Philosophy of Religion; Cognitive
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The philosophy of religion has long been
concerned with explaining the nature, origin, and
function of religious belief, traditionally relying on
metaphysical argumentation, rational
demonstration, and theological authority; however,
the emergence of modern cognitive sciences has
significantly transformed this field by introducing
psychological, evolutionary, and neuroscientific
frameworks  for  understanding  religious
phenomena. Among the earliest and most
influential contributors to this transformation is
David Hume, whose psychologistic approach
reframed religion as the product of human mental
processes rather than as the outcome of divine
revelation or pure rationality (Collins, 1996;
Fogelin, 2003). Hume’s philosophical project
redirected the study of religion toward imagination,
habitual association, and emotional experience as
the primary sources of belief, thereby laying
conceptual foundations that resonate strongly with
contemporary cognitive theories of religion
(Chambers, 2015; Millican, 2002). While Hume’s
approach introduced unprecedented explanatory
power and methodological rigor, it also provoked
significant controversy for its reductionist
tendencies and its marginalization of the spiritual
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and ontological dimensions of faith (Barrett,
2004; Glock, 2008). Modern cognitive science of
religion, drawing from evolutionary psychology,
anthropology, and neuroscience, has expanded
Hume’s insights by proposing that religious belief
emerges from adaptive cognitive mechanisms that
enhance survival, social cohesion, and existential
meaning (Bering, 2010; Boyer, 1994; McCauley &
Lawson, 2002). This intellectual convergence
invites a systematic re-reading of Hume’s
psychologism in light of contemporary scientific
models, particularly when juxtaposed with
cultural-social interpretations of religion advanced
by thinkers such as Geertz, Berger, and Asad, who
emphasize  symbolic  systems, institutional
structures, and historical power relations in the
formation of religious meaning (Asad, 1993;
Berger, 1969; Geertz, 1973). The present study
therefore positions Hume’s philosophy as a
conceptual bridge linking classical epistemology
with modern cognitive science, offering an
integrated framework for understanding religion as
simultaneously mental, cultural, social, and
evolutionary.

Hume’s psychologism conceptualizes religious
belief as arising from three fundamental cognitive
processes: imagination, habit, and emotion, which
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together generate stable patterns of belief
independent of rational proof or metaphysical
certainty (Hume, 1779). Imagination constructs
causal narratives that transform ambiguous
experiences into meaningful representations of
divine  agency;  habit  reinforces  these
representations through repetition and social
transmission; and emotion supplies motivational
force by connecting belief to fear, hope, anxiety,
and consolation (Fogelin, 2003; Hume, 1779).
This cognitive-affective model anticipates key
principles of contemporary cognitive science of
religion, particularly Pascal Boyer’s theory of the
naturalness of religious ideas, which argues that
religious concepts persist because they conform to
innate cognitive structures that facilitate memory,
inference, and communication (Boyer, 1994). Jesse
Bering’s evolutionary model further extends this
framework by proposing that belief in supernatural
agents evolved as an adaptive mechanism to reduce
existential anxiety, regulate moral behavior, and
promote cooperation (Bering, 2010).
Complementary models, such as Barrett’s theory of
the hyperactive agency detection device and the
theory of mind framework, explain how humans
naturally attribute intention and consciousness to
unseen agents, thereby reinforcing religious
interpretations of the world (Baron-Cohen, 1995;
Barrett, 2000). Cognitive byproduct theory
likewise interprets religion as the unintended
outcome of otherwise adaptive cognitive processes,
suggesting that belief systems arise spontaneously
from the architecture of the human mind rather than
from deliberate cultural design (Guthrie, 1993). At
the same time, cultural-social theories challenge
the sufficiency of purely cognitive explanations by
emphasizing symbolic meaning, institutional
power, and historical context in shaping religious
experience (Asad, 1993; Berger, 1969; Geertz,
1973). The theoretical synthesis proposed in this
study integrates these perspectives, treating
religion as the product of interacting cognitive
mechanisms, evolutionary pressures, and socio-
cultural environments.

V¥

This research employs an interdisciplinary
qualitative methodology consisting of systematic
philosophical analysis, comparative theoretical
evaluation, and critical synthesis. Primary
philosophical sources from Hume’s corpus are
examined to reconstruct the conceptual structure of
psychologism, focusing on the cognitive
mechanisms underlying religious belief (Hume,
1779). These concepts are then compared with
leading theoretical models in cognitive science of
religion, including Boyer’s naturalness theory
(Boyer, 1994), Bering’s evolutionary account
(Bering, 2010), Barrett’s agency detection
framework (Barrett, 2000), and Guthrie’s
cognitive byproduct model (Guthrie, 1993).
Cultural-social interpretations are incorporated
through analysis of seminal works by Geertz
(Geertz, 1973), Berger (Berger, 1969), and Asad
(Asad, 1993). The study also integrates empirical
findings from neuroscience and anthropology,
particularly investigations into neural correlates of
religious experience and social functions of belief
(Azari et al., 2001; Newberg & Waldman, 2009;
Norenzayan, 2013). All materials are analyzed
using thematic coding and conceptual mapping in
order to identify points of convergence, divergence,
and theoretical complementarity between classical
and modern frameworks.

The analysis demonstrates that Hume’s
psychologism anticipates many of the core
assumptions of contemporary cognitive science of
religion, particularly regarding the non-rational
origins of belief and the centrality of cognitive
mechanisms in religious formation. Hume’s
emphasis on imagination, habit, and emotion
closely aligns with modern theories of agency
detection, theory of mind, and cognitive byproducts
(Barrett, 2000; Guthrie, 1993; Hume, 1779). The
study further finds that evolutionary models extend
Hume’s framework by situating these mechanisms
within adaptive functions related to survival,
cooperation, and psychological  well-being
(Bering, 2010). Neuroscientific  evidence
corroborates this integration by demonstrating
consistent neural activation patterns during
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religious experiences, particularly within prefrontal
and limbic regions associated with emotion, self-
regulation, and social cognition (Azari et al., 2001;
Newberg & Waldman, 2009). However, the
findings also reveal limitations in purely cognitive
or evolutionary accounts, as they struggle to fully
explain the depth of symbolic meaning, cultural
diversity, and existential significance of religious
life (Kapic, 2013; Roberts, 2016). Cultural-social
theories therefore provide essential explanatory
layers that complement cognitive models by
contextualizing belief within historical narratives,
institutional structures, and collective identity
formation (Asad, 1993; Berger, 1969; Geertz,
1973).

The comparative synthesis indicates that neither
classical psychologism nor contemporary cognitive
science alone can fully account for the complexity
of religious belief. Hume’s model supplies a
powerful psychological foundation but remains
vulnerable to charges of reductionism and neglect
of metaphysical and spiritual dimensions (Glock,
2008; Plantinga, 2000). Conversely, cognitive-
evolutionary theories risk oversimplification when
abstracted from cultural and philosophical contexts
(Garner, 2018; Kenny, 2017). The most robust
explanatory framework therefore emerges from
interdisciplinary integration, wherein cognitive
mechanisms, evolutionary functions, and socio-
cultural structures are treated as mutually
reinforcing components of religious life
(Norenzayan, 2013; Taves, 2009). This synthesis
repositions Hume not as a reductionist skeptic but
as a foundational theorist whose insights remain
indispensable for contemporary research.

This interdisciplinary re-reading of Hume’s
psychologism  demonstrates that classical
philosophy and modern cognitive science are not
rival paradigms but complementary traditions that
together provide the most comprehensive account
of religion as a human phenomenon, revealing
religious belief to be simultaneously cognitive,
emotional, evolutionary, social, and existential, and
thereby establishing a durable conceptual bridge

o

between classical epistemology and modern
scientific inquiry.

References

Alston, W. P. (1991). Epistemic Justification.
Cornell University Press.

Asad, T. (1993). Genealogies of Religion:
Discipline and Reasons of Power in
Christianity and Islam. Johns Hopkins
University Press.

Azari, N. P., Missimer, J., & Seitz, R. J. (2001).
Religious experience and emotion:
Evidence for distinctive cognitive neural
patterns.  International Journal of
Psychophysiology, 42(2), 199-214.

Baron-Cohen, S. (1995). Mindblindness: An
Essay on Autism and Theory of Mind. MIT
Press.
https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/4635.00
1.0001

Barrett, J. L. (2000). Exploring the natural
foundations of religion. Trends in Cognitive
Sciences, 4(1), 29-34.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1364-
6613(99)01419-9

Barrett, J. L. (2004). Why Would Anyone
Believe in God? AltaMira  Press.
https://doi.org/10.5040/9798216409243

Berger, P. (1969). The Social Reality of Religion.
Doubleday.

Bering, J. M. (2010). The Belief Instinct: The
Psychology of Souls, Destiny, and the
Meaning of Life. W.W. Norton & Company.

Boyer, P. (1994). The Naturalness of Religious
Ideas: A Cognitive Theory of Religion.
University of California Press.
https://doi.org/10.1525/9780520911628

Chambers, J. A. (2015). Psychologism in
Hume's Theory of Belief. Hume Studies,
41(2), 233-250.
https://doi.org/10.1353/hms.2015.0012

Collins, J. (1996). The Philosophy of Religion: A
Critical Introduction. Oxford University
Press.

Fogelin, R. J. (2003). A Defense of Hume on
Miracles. Princeton University Press.

Garner, L. (2018). Cognitive byproducts and the
spirituality challenge: Rethinking
naturalistic approaches to religion. Journal
of Cognitive Science and Religion, 12(2),
65-80.

Geertz, C. (1973). The Interpretation of
Cultures. Basic Books.

Glock, H. J. (2008). On the Study of Religious
Belief. Routledge.

Guthrie, S. (1993). Faces in the Clouds: A New
Theory of Religion. Oxford University
Press.


https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/4635.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/4635.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1364-6613(99)01419-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1364-6613(99)01419-9
https://doi.org/10.5040/9798216409243
https://doi.org/10.1525/9780520911628
https://doi.org/10.1353/hms.2015.0012

ol O e 9 S 20

https://doi.org/10.1093/0s0/9780195069
013.001.0001
Hume, D. (1779). Dialogues Concerning

Natural Religion. Routledge.
https://doi.org/10.1093/0seo/instance.00
044084

Jackson, D. (2015). Theory of Mind and
religious cognition: Limits and prospects.
Philosophy of Religion Quarterly, 18(1),
40-55.

Kapic, P. (2013). Cognitive approaches and the
theology of religion: Beyond reductionism.
Religious Studies Review, 39(3), 172-185.
https://doi.org/10.1111/rsr.12062

Kenny, M. (2017). The agency detection device:
Cognitive science and religious belief.
Philosophical Psychology, 30(1), 108-123.

McCauley, R. N., & Lawson, E. T. (2002).
Bringing Ritual to Mind: Psychological
Foundations of Cultural Forms. Cambridge

University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/CB097805116064
10

Millican, P. (2002). Hume on Religion. In D. F.
Norton (Ed.), The Cambridge Companion
to Hume (pp. 345-381). Cambridge
University Press.

Newberg, A., & Waldman, M. (2009). How God
changes your brain: Breakthrough
findings from a leading neuroscientist.
Ballantine Books.

Norenzayan, A. (2013). Big Gods: How Religion
Transformed Cooperation and Conflict.
Princeton University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781400848324

Plantinga, A. (2000). Warranted Christian
Belief. Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1093/0195131932.001.0
001

Plantinga, A. (2011). Where the conflict really
lies: Science, religion, and naturalism.
Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:0s0/97801
99812097.001.0001

Roberts, P. C. (2016). Evolutionary psychology
and the limits of religious explanation.
Journal of Evolutionary Religion, 3(1), 25-
40.

Taves, A. (2009). Religious Experience
Reconsidered: A Building-Block Approach
to the Study of Religion and Other Special
Things. Princeton University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781400830978

Tobias, J. (2011). Social Mindscapes: An
Evolutionary Perspective on Religion and
Cognition. Cambridge University Press.

Turner, M. (2020). Social mindscapes and the
philosophy of religion: Towards a
comprehensive view. Journal of
Contemporary Religion, 35(1), 85-102.

\§

Wolterstorff, N. (1983). Reason within the
Bounds of Religion. University of Notre
Dame Press.

Zackman, R. (2014). Neuroscience of religious
experience: The brain and spirituality.
Journal of Neuroscience and Psychology,
11(2), 111-124.


https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780195069013.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780195069013.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/oseo/instance.00044084
https://doi.org/10.1093/oseo/instance.00044084
https://doi.org/10.1111/rsr.12062
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511606410
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511606410
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781400848324
https://doi.org/10.1093/0195131932.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/0195131932.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199812097.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199812097.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781400830978

