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Religion: ‘like Foreigners in a strange Country’1 
 
1. Hume principal works on religion are, Of Superstition and Enthusiasm (1741), Of 
Miracles and Of a Particular Providence and of a Future State (1748, in Essays/Enquiry 
concerning Human Understanding), The Natural History of Religion (1757), Dialogues 
concerning Natural Religion (in progress since the 1750s, authorised publication 
1779), and the suppressed Of Suicide and Of the Immortality of the Soul (written c. 
1755, unauthorised publication 1777). 

2. The interpretation of Hume’s writings on religion is puzzling, difficult, and 
controversial. (a) Hume often uses speakers, which conceal his own views. (b) 
There are probably instances of ‘theological lying’ (e.g. beginning and end of IS), 
and hence dissimulation or appeasement (e.g., the final section of DNR, where 
what is usually taken to be Hume’s ‘voice’ apparently concedes the validity of the 
design argument). (c) The mainstream view is that Hume is a closet atheist. (d) 
Hume makes a distinction between false and true religion (see §7–9). 

3. Why suppressing the two essays (and not publishing DNR)? Perhaps to avoid 
troubles (e.g., the Edinburgh chair affair in 1745). But Hume still publishes NHR, 
and SE, EHU 11,2 and the long footnote in Of National Characters are all openly 
critical of (false) religion. More likely: since IS in particular is little more than a 
rough and elusive draft, Hume thought it was not good enough for publication. 

4. “It is putting too great a Respect on the Vulgar, and on their Superstitions, 
to pique one’self on Sincerity with regard to them. Did ever one make it a point 
of Honour to speak Truth to Children and Madmen? If the thing were worth 
being treated gravely, I should tell him, that the Pythian Oracle, with the 
approbation of Xenophon, advisd every one to worship the Gods νόμῳ πόλεως 
[nomo poleos; i.e. according to the laws of the city]. I wish it were still in my 
Power to be a Hypocrite in this particular: The common Duties of Society usually 
require it; and the ecclesiastical Profession only adds a little more to an innocent 
Dissimulation or rather Simulation, without which it is impossible to pass thro the 
World. Am I a Lyar, because I order my Servant to say I am not at home, when I 
do not desire to see company.” (Letter to Edmonstoune, April 1764, NHL, p. 83). 

5. Negative: (a) according to the copy principle (ideas are faint copies of 
impressions), we have no idea of God, immortality, or providence. Hence these 
terms have no meaning (see EHU 2.9). (b) So, religious questions, such as God’s 
existence, cannot be settled by reason (or a priori); yet induction (or factual 
reasoning) fails for its lack of analogies (cf. IS).3 Hence, it seems religious questions 
cannot be settled at all. There can be no rational theology; perhaps there is natural 
theology. (c) Morality does not depend on religion. Fearing God, say, does not 

                                            
1  Dialogues concerning Natural Religion 1.10. 
2  Available on the course website. 
3  See also the book-burning algorithm at EHU 12.34: “When we run over libraries, persuaded by 

these principles, what havoc must we make? If we take in our hand any volume; of divinity or 
school metaphysics, for instance; let us ask, Does it contain any abstract reasoning concerning number or 
quantity? No. Does it contain any experimental reasoning concerning matter of fact and existence? No. 
Commit it then to the flames: For it can contain nothing but sophistry and illusion.” 
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matter morally. In EPM, Hume attempts to ground morality in social utility, and 
hence human nature and custom. (The same holds for political obligation.) 

6. Positive: Hume aims to show how religion is possible as grounded in human 
nature. The ‘experimental method’ does not show us anything about God as such, 
but only about how we react to the (alleged) divine powers. The primary principle 
of genuine religion is a ‘belief [in] invisible, intelligent power’ (NHR Intro. 10). 
There is perhaps something like a religious ‘instinct’ that is part of our nature. 

7. At SE 1, Hume appeals to ‘false’ and ‘true’ religion. False religion is harmful. 
All religion ‘except the rational and philosophical kind’ will always just ‘cover to 
faction and ambition’ (DNR 12.12–3). Superstition undermines civil liberty and 
causes endless disputes; invented cardinal sins, as well as ‘frivolous species of merit’ 
(DNR 12.16; e.g., certain foods, cf. EPM 3.36) which are not natural approved or 
social utility (i.e. no correlated evaluative sentiment), pervert morality and make us 
hypocrites (see the note in NC, p. 357). Superstition and enthusiasm are ‘violent’ 
passions, and hence could not promote happiness (cf. DT, ST, Sc on ‘softening’ the 
passions). 

8. True religion is devoid of baroque rituals: as Philo says in DNR (12.32), “To 
know God, as Seneca says, is to worship him. All other worship is indeed absurd, 
superstitious, and even impious.” In a withheld preface to HE II, Hume writes, 
“The proper Office of Religion is to reform Men’s Lives, to purify their Hearts, to 
inforce all moral Duties, & to secure 
Obedience to the Laws & civil Magistrate” 
(see also DNR 12.12).4 (Does this conflict 
with the view that morality is irreligious?) 
True religion roots in aesthetic sentiments 
(e.g., our reaction to order and symmetry; 
see, e.g., ST 12–3). 

9. Natural piety: an inclination to be 
inspired by natural events, to be in awe 
about them, or to revere nature—‘a longing 
desire and expectation’ (DNR 12.33).5 To 
recognise that nature is partly beyond our 
cognitive grasp, that our scientific or 
explanatory aspirations have limits, fosters an 
attitude of epistemic humility or modesty 
congruent with scepticism. The 
‘experimental method’ could not extend to 
the divine. (Does natural pierty tend towards 
enthusiasm about nature?) 

10. The key notions carry over to politics: 
superstition drives divine right approaches; 
enthusiasm drives contractualism (SE 2–3). 

                                            
4  Mossner, E. (1954). The Life of David Hume. Oxford: Clarendon Press (p. 306). 
5  Picture: beginning of DNR 12.33 in Hume’s writing; www.davidhume.org/texts/dms.html 


