
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
  

     
   

   
 

 
 
 

   
 

 
  

   
  

 
 

 
 

Spinoza and Hume on Religion as a Natural Phenomenon 
Herman De Dijn 
Hume Studies Volume 38, Number 1 (2012), 3-21. 
Your use of the HUME STUDIES archive indicates your acceptance of HUME 
STUDIES’ Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.humesociety.org/hs/about/terms.html. 

HUME STUDIES’ Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless you have 
obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of a journal or multiple 
copies of articles, and you may use content in the HUME STUDIES archive only for your 
personal, non-commercial use. 

Each copy of any part of a HUME STUDIES transmission must contain the same 
copyright notice that appears on the screen or printed page of such transmission. 
For more information on HUME STUDIES contact 
humestudies-info@humesociety.org 

http://www.humesociety.org/hs/ 

http://www.humesociety.org/hs
mailto:humestudies-info@humesociety.org
http://www.humesociety.org/hs/about/terms.html


 

    

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
   

Hume Studies 
Volume 38, Number 1, 2012, pp. 3–21 

Spinoza and Hume on Religion as a 
Natural Phenomenon 

Herman De Dijn 

Abstract: Spinoza and Hume are two naturalist philosophers who were among 
the first modern thinkers to study religion as a natural phenomenon. There 
undoubtedly are similarities in their accounts of the origin of religion in 
imagination and passion (emotion). But those who see Hume as a crypto-
Spinozist are nevertheless confronted with serious differences between the two 
philosophers with respect to their understanding of religion and its various 
forms. These differences concern fundamental issues like the meaning and 
acceptability of the notion of God and its function in different spheres, the 
possibility of a kind of philosophical religiosity, and the possible advantage of 
religion, at least in some of its forms, to individual and social life. The militant 
“Spinozism” of Hume belongs to a world perhaps (in part) made possible by 
Spinoza, but nevertheless alien to him. 

1. Some General Considerations1 

At first sight, no two philosophies look more distant and more different than 
Spinoza’s and Hume’s. Yet, both Spinoza and Hume scholars have claimed that at 
a deeper level, there is real philosophical kinship between the two.2 Others vig-
orously deny any resemblance.3 The question whether Hume was familiar with 
Spinoza’s own writings, rather than with the Spinoza presented by Pierre Bayle, 
has also led to some controversy. A recent book by Paul Russell, The Riddle of Hume’s 
Treatise: Scepticism, Naturalism and Irreligion,4 reinterprets Hume’s Treatise as a 
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4 Herman De Dijn 

work presenting an irreligious, neo-Lucretian philosophy very much in line with 
Spinoza’s anti-theological stance. Russell even sets forth several reasons, includ-
ing circumstantial arguments, to prove that Hume did read Spinoza’s Tractatus 
Theologico-Politicus. One possible test for the thesis that Hume is a crypto-Spinozist 
involves a study of their respective views on religion. 

In the almost one hundred years between Spinoza and Hume, the cultural 
and philosophical changes were enormous. Early modern thought at the time of 
Spinoza was characterized by full confidence in the power of the natural light of 
reason. And reason was not yet split up into two separate domains, science and 
philosophy. Physics and metaphysics formed a unity called philosophy. Spinoza fits 
perfectly within this context.5 The new mechanistic view of nature brought him to 
reject the traditional philosophical and theological view of man, world, and God, a 
view characterized by both anthropomorphism and anthropocentrism. Since this 
traditional view, with its affirmation of God as lawgiver and of man as a rational, 
free-willing being, was the very presupposition of ethics, religion, and politics, a 
rejection of this view required a completely new understanding of the problem 
of individual and social wellbeing in these domains. Already from the titles of 
his major works, Ethics, Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, and Tractatus Politicus,6 it 
is clear what Spinoza wanted to accomplish: to radically rethink ethics, religion, 
and politics in line with the new philosophico-scientific way of thinking. But, ac-
cording to Spinoza, this could not be done except on the basis of a radically new 
understanding of God. This is evident from the way each of the mentioned works 
begins with, or is centred upon God, the one substance, natura naturans, source of 
everything.7 In the same way in which geometrical figures and their relations can 
and must be understood as modifications of geometrical space, in the same way 
in which physical bodies and their relations are to be understood as modes of one 
extended substance, so also things in general and their causal interrelations, as 
well as the totality of all things, should be understood as finite or infinite modes 
of substance as causa sui. God and man have to be reinterpreted in an ontological 
framework in which all things are modes of a monistic substance, and in which 
there is room only for efficient, not for final, causation. According to the formula 
causa sive ratio, efficient causation is completely intelligible, that is, perfectly in 
tune with the thoroughly intelligible relationship between substance and its infi-
nite nature(s), on the one hand, and the nature and properties of finite things, on 
the other. Once a scientific onto-theology (E I, “De Deo”) and anthropology (E II, 
which one could call Spinoza’s “De Homine”) are in place, a new ethics, religion, 
and politics can be developed in tune with the scientific view of God, nature, 
and man. 

However, a strictly theoretical insight into God and man does not by itself 
yield any idea of good and bad. Therefore, the new “philosophical” ethics, religion, 
and politics presuppose not only a rational understanding of man as a part of 
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5 Spinoza and Hume on Religion as a Natural Phenomenon 

nature and mode of divine substance but also insight in the fact that ratio, too, is 
a peculiar figure of conatus, intrinsically related to active affects and strivings and 
engaged in a power struggle with passive affects. The rational individual, too, is 
characterized by a desire for and an idea of the good life in relation to others and 
to God, albeit informed by rational insight concerning itself, its affects and their 
effects (Preface to E IV). As is demonstrated in Ethics IV, the new, rational ethics 
consists in a way of life characterized by a certain affective relationship to oneself 
(animositas) and towards other human beings (generositas, characteristic of a new 
form of pietas).8 Ethics V demonstrates that the new religion is characterized by a 
certain affective relationship to God-Nature (amor intellectualis Dei, characteristic 
of a new form of religio).9 Since human life is impossible outside human society, 
the philosopher has to develop a rational insight in the workings of human soci-
ety and, on this basis, devise precepts or blueprints determining the conditions 
for communal welfare and for the possible flourishing of a philosophical life in 
the state. 

As the poet John Donne famously expressed it, the new mechanical philoso-
phy puts everything in doubt, including the whole traditional fabric of ethics, 
religion, and politics.10 If man is just a part of nature, if there is no personal God, 
then there is no revelation, no giving of the Ten Commandments, no transmis-
sion of authority to kings and other earthly powers. The reaction of Spinoza is 
twofold: not only is it necessary to construct a completely new philosophical eth-
ics, religion, and politics in line with the new view of nature and man, but it also 
becomes possible and necessary to develop a completely new kind of study, the 
study of ordinary ethics, religion, and politics as natural phenomena.11 In Spinoza 
this study takes the form of an explanation of these domains in terms of specific 
combinations of collectively determined imaginations and affects. 

The study of ordinary ethics is to be found in Ethics III (and this kind of moral-
ity is criticized in Ethics IV). The third book of the Ethics is not just the scientific 
theory of passive and active affects required to construct a new, rational ethics. 
It is also and at the same time a genealogy, anticipating Hume, of common sense 
ethics understood as intrinsically related to passive affects.12 It demonstrates how 
humans spontaneously form the notions of good and bad on the basis of the af-
fects of pleasure and pain and how their private notions of good and bad develop 
into communal standards of praise and blame because of the workings of such 
mechanisms as the imitatio affectuum, the desire for recognition, and so on. As this 
common sense ethics is based on inadequate ideas about oneself and others (and 
God), there is no guarantee of human flourishing on this basis: what are called 
virtues are in fact often vices; if there is human flourishing, it is the result of trial 
and error or of lucky circumstances or both. 

In the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus and the Tractatus Politicus, Spinoza at-
tempts to construct a genealogy of ordinary religion and politics. These domains, 
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6 Herman De Dijn 

too, are based on the mechanisms of imagination and affect. What is remarkable 
is that although ordinary ethics, religion, and politics are always the product of 
imagination and passive affects, the student of human nature and human society 
nonetheless discovers that some forms of ethics, religion, and politics are more 
conducive to human flourishing than others. This is clearly the case in politics, 
but it is also the case in the ethico-religious sphere.13 This brings Spinoza to inves-
tigate which communal combinations of imagination and affect produce better 
results and why. 

As we will see, religion as a natural phenomenon can take different forms in 
Spinoza: forms which are constituted by combinations of collective imaginings 
and affects. But, as Spinoza explicitly demonstrates in the Appendix to E IV and 
in E V, religio can also take the exceptional form of a religiosity that is a product of 
the conatus of some rational individuals capable of adequately thinking the idea 
of an impersonal God-Nature and of developing intuitive knowledge. 

Let us turn now to Hume, but not only to the Hume of A Treatise of Human 
Nature.14 Here there is no longer a need for any reference to God in the defense 
of scientific thinking (as there was for Descartes) or in the rejection of tradition 
and the establishment of a rational way of life (as was the case for Spinoza). What 
interests Hume, according to the subtitle and introduction of the Treatise, is the 
study, in Newtonian fashion, of the principles of human nature as a basis for the 
understanding of everything, since “everything” is preconditioned either as an 
object of human understanding or as a feature of human emotionality.15 For the 
first time, modern rationality is itself scrutinized with respect to the rational 
foundation of its fundamental principles and ideas—and found lacking. As Hume 
demonstrates in his Treatise Book 1, neither the fundamental principle of causa-
tion, nor the principle of sufficient reason, nor the fundamental ideas of self and 
world (and God) seem to be rationally justifiable. All the attempts of ancient and 
modern philosophy to provide such a justification are found to fail. Causal infer-
ences have nothing to do with intelligible connections; they are but mechanical 
processes of the imagination. Pure reason is discovered to be a sub-function or a 
kind of outgrowth of the imagination, the workings of which are discovered and 
verified empirically. Left to itself, pure reason entirely subverts itself. Fortunately, 
it can hardly have consequences in real life; it cannot really subvert life and its 
practices. It is obvious that human nature does not allow this. Does this mean 
the end of philosophy? No, provided that philosophy is done “in a careless man-
ner,” in the service of common life. As the first Enquiry will put it, “philosophical 
decisions are [and should be] nothing but the reflections of common life, method-
ized and corrected” (EHU 12.25; SBN 162).16 Reason can only operate “properly” 
within the context of a common practice. Even science is such a practice, geared 
towards a certain delicate pleasure in the scientist and towards benefits for society 
at large. 

http:emotionality.15
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7 Spinoza and Hume on Religion as a Natural Phenomenon 

The most striking difference (apart from methodology) between Spinoza 
(along with other early modern philosophers) and Hume is that for Hume the 
idea of God, in whatever form, no longer does any serious work in philosophy 
or science or morals. The ultimate basis of philosophical explanation is not the 
idea of God, but the idea (of the principles) of human nature. Nevertheless, like 
Spinoza, Hume rejects the traditional philosophical-theological idea of God and 
provides a naturalistic explanation of ordinary religion. In his Dialogues on Natural 
Religion, Hume argues that the notion of a transcendent God turns out to be so 
incomprehensible and incoherent that a rationally justified belief in his existence 
seems totally impossible.17 For Hume, as for Spinoza, the only option remaining 
to explain this idea is by providing a genealogy of religious beliefs and practices, 
explaining their origins in terms of the passions and the imagination, which is 
precisely what Hume does in his Natural History of Religion.18 

There are other fundamental similarities between the two philosophers. For 
Hume, as for Spinoza, neither (common) ethics nor politics is the product of reason. 
Desire for what is good or aversion to the bad requires emotions, more precisely, 
master passions involving ideas of one’s own self and of other selves, both of which 
are constructs of the imagination. Politics is likewise based on a complicated prog-
ress of sentiments, not even having the practical rationality Hobbes supposed it to 
have in the social contract. Hume thinks that ethics and politics are, in principle, 
separable from religion.19 But are they separable in fact? Hume sees religion as a 
way of life which in its “artificiality” invariably perverts common morality and the 
natural virtues. For Spinoza, too, these collective domains are hard, if not impos-
sible, to separate, but as we will see below, he thinks their combinations can take 
forms which are not necessarily detrimental to human life. 

2. The Genealog y and Critique of religion 

2.1. Different Forms of Religion (Spinoza)20 

Since the traditional philosophical-theological idea of God has no rational justifica-
tion, religion can and must be understood genealogically; in other words, the study 
of religion as a natural (social) phenomenon becomes possible and necessary. In the 
Appendix to Ethics I and the Preface to the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, Spinoza 
begins to develop a kind of genealogy of ordinary religion. Like Hume later, he 
traces this origin to ignorance in combination with two fundamental emotions, 
fear and hope. Combined with anthropomorphic projection, these emotions lead 
to the invention of invisible agents whom people hope will interfere for them (and 
for their own group, rather than for other groups) and whom they try to please 
through ceremonies and sacrifices. Spinoza calls this complex of ignorance, emo-
tion, projection, and ritual practices “superstition.” As Susan James has rightly 
pointed out, for Spinoza, superstition does not simply consist in having false ideas, 
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8 Herman De Dijn 

but in having them in combination with certain affects, particularly ambition and 
conceit, thinking of oneself as special, better than the others, as the chosen ones.21 

In E IV P44 Sch, Spinoza describes ambition as well as lust and greed as species of 
madness. Like Hume, he mentions two factors which turn superstition into a very 
dangerous force, politically speaking: first, the establishment of a class of priests, 
or intermediaries between gods and men, leading to a disastrous combination of 
religion and political faction; second, particularly in certain forms of Christianity, 
the combining of religion and philosophy, leading invariably, and paradoxically, 
to dogmatism and to the negation of freedom of thought (and science). 

Unlike Hume, Spinoza seems to think that religion is universal among human 
beings. In ignorant people, whose life “is driven about in many ways by external 
causes” (E III P59 Sch), superstition seems inevitable. The rational individual will 
not be without religion, either, but will potentially develop a true, philosophical 
religion, on the basis of the true idea of God, one that is implanted in everyone’s 
mind (E II P47 Sch) but that requires a process of transcending imaginatio in 
order to become fully conscious and to thus form the basis of a new way of moral 
and religious life, the life of the free, rational individual, and ultimately, the life 
of wisdom. 

In the Ethics Spinoza seems to simply equate ordinary religion and superstition. 
However, even here the picture is not completely negative. When examining the 
passive affects from the point of view of ratio in part 4 of the Ethics, Spinoza remarks 
that attitudes like humility and repentance (which Hume will later derogatorily 
call “monkish” virtues), although obstructive for the pursuit of a rational way of 
life, are nevertheless better than nothing in the sphere of politics (E IV P50 Sch, 
P54 Sch). People who are neither rational nor characterized by such emotions are 
“less than human” and dangerous to human society. People having these attitudes 
can more easily be brought to adopt a rational way of life. Thus, Spinoza seems to 
be somewhat more amenable to traditional Christian virtues than Hume. 

In the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, where Spinoza studies the relation be-
tween religion (or theology, as he sometimes calls it) and politics, an altogether 
more nuanced picture is presented.22 In the subtitle of the Tractatus Theologico-
Politicus, Spinoza proposes the thesis he wants to demonstrate in this book: that 
freedom of thought and speech can go together with piety and peace. He claims 
that this is not only possible, but that these freedoms are even required for real 
piety and peace. But harmony between freedom of thought and speech, on the 
one hand, and politics and religion, on the other, can only be realized with respect 
to a certain form of religion, namely, non-superstitious religion or piety. Spinoza 
defines piety as obedience to God, demonstrating itself in good works of charity 
and justice. Piety is thus not opposed to free thought, and, for Spinoza, it is also 
compatible with the separation between church and state. It is precisely this form 
of religion that, according to Spinoza, is advocated in the Bible (both the Old and 
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9 Spinoza and Hume on Religion as a Natural Phenomenon 

New Testaments). If Spinoza is really speaking his mind here and not putting up a 
smoke screen of some kind (as is claimed by Leo Strauss and followers),23 he seems 
to accept, on the basis of the testimony of Scripture, and perhaps on the basis of his 
own observations of the life of certain Christian sects around him, that (Christian) 
religion can take the form of a non-superstitious, beneficial sort of practice and 
that this was in fact its original form. The possibility of non-superstitious religion 
or piety is all the more important in view of the fact that a rational sort of life can-
not be reached by many, perhaps even most, people. If there were only two kinds 
of individuals, the rational and the superstitious, we would have to despair of the 
possibility of salvation for the overwhelming majority of mankind (TTP XV.236). 
It would mean, furthermore, that religion and politics would be ineluctably and 
forever engaged in a deadly struggle. 

What is remarkable is that Spinoza, champion of rational thought and fierce 
critic of traditional Christian philosophy and theology, seems to accept a third 
possibility in between the rational and the superstitious way of life. This third pos-
sibility implies that some forms of religion or of “obedience” are not destructive 
but, on the contrary, are potentially advantageous to the individual and to the 
state. Even though based on false ideas, piety involves a moral practice that is not 
really different from the moral life of rational people (TTP XV.232). 

But how does Spinoza know that this salutary kind of religion exists at all? He 
himself agrees that reason on its own would never lead us to think that some form 
of salvation could follow from obedience, that is, from a way of life not governed 
by rational insights and desires. Spinoza’s answer seems to be that he cannot 
deny the facts. The prophets preaching salvation through obedience do not have 
“mathematical” certainty concerning their preaching, but they have “moral” 
certainty. This means that they are not only strongly convinced because their vi-
sions and the miracles they perform “confirm” their message(s), but they also have 
what is called the internal “testimony of the Holy Spirit,” which, says Spinoza, 
is nothing but “the peace of mind that results from good actions,” or from a life 
lived in accordance with the prophetic message itself (TTP XV.235). This moral 
certainty should be sufficient, even to the external observer. It seems undeniable 
to Spinoza that certain forms of obedience to God lead to a life of peace and quiet. 
He writes, 

It would be folly to refuse to accept, merely on the grounds that it cannot 
be proved with mathematical certainty, that which is abundantly con-
firmed by the testimony of the prophets, that which is the source of so 
much comfort to those less gifted with intelligence, and of considerable 
advantage to the state, and which we [even we philosophers!] can believe 
without incurring any peril or hurt. (TTP XV.234) 
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10 Herman De Dijn 

It looks as if Spinoza’s rationalistic framework allows him the freedom to ac-
cept the enormous diversity of the life forms created in human history, including 
life forms which can be described as piety and which, from a rational point of 
view, one would not have expected to possibly lead to a form of salvation. Human 
reason can be confronted with facts which it knows are explicable in principle (by 
an Infinite Intellect) but not by the human intellect. 

That Spinoza of all people recognizes a third possibility between superstition 
and the rational life is perhaps less surprising if we concentrate for a moment on 
the fact that imaginatio for him is never pure negatio, and the passions never pure 
passivity. Within the domain of the imagination and passions, different forms of 
passivity can be distinguished, for example, by the presence of passive affects of 
the kind hilaritas rather than melancholia.24 This clearly happens in the domain of 
politics; why should it not happen in the domain of religion? Politics is always the 
domain of thinking and affection of a community of individuals who are more 
or less in concord (concordia) with one another and which presupposes some sort 
of collective “mindedness” that cannot be characterized as adequate thinking.25 

Nevertheless, some forms of political life are clearly preferable to others. Some, like 
the empire of the Turks at the gates of Europe, are rather a human desert (solitudo, 
TP V.5); others, like the United Provinces and particularly Amsterdam, are hotbeds 
for peace, culture, and commerce. These differences are not due to differences in the 
nature of the individuals—human beings are always and everywhere the same— 
nor are they due to the guidance of state affairs by philosophers. These differences 
have to do with the presence and persistence of certain constellations of stories, 
customs, and political institutions, and the collective emotions connected with 
them. What is important, politically speaking, is not to eliminate greed, ambi-
tion, and so on, which is impossible. What counts is that ambition and greed are 
framed in such a way as to strengthen the goal of the state, namely, security and 
peace. Within such a state, the necessary conditions are also established for the 
appearance of rational individuals and their way of life. 

Spinoza himself does not, after all, seem to exclude the possibility of an 
explanation of the link between obedience (at least the pious version of it) and 
salvation. He maintains “absolutely that this fundamental dogma of theology 
[namely, that obedience saves] cannot be investigated by the natural light of reason 
or at least that nobody has been successful in proving it” (TTP XV.233). Earlier in 
the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, he explicitly said that Christ is “a man who can 
perceive by pure intuition that which is not contained in the basic principles of 
our cognition and cannot be deduced therefrom” (TTP I.64). Unlike Moses, Christ 
saw “that the end for which [religious people] were striving would be a conse-
quence necessarily entailed by the general obedience of the people” (TTP IV.107). 
For the rational person, by contrast, blessedness is not the separate, agreeable ef-
fect of a rational life of virtue; it is virtue itself (E V P40). Likewise, succeeding in 
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11 Spinoza and Hume on Religion as a Natural Phenomenon 

leading a life of quiet trust in God and of loving kindness for neighbours cannot 
but constitute blessedness as an internal reward. Of course, understanding the 
necessary link between pious obedience and salvation is not the same as grasp-
ing the conditions which produce this kind of obedience. Perhaps the Tractatus 
Theologico-Politicus as a whole can be seen as an attempt to answer this problem 
as well. 

2.2. Different Forms of (Vulgar) Religion (Hume) 

Hume’s views on religion are mainly expressed in two separate but complementary 
books: his Dialogues on Natural Religion and his Natural History of Religion.26 The 
first investigates the rational justification of arguments for God’s existence and 
the conceivability of the idea of God. The results are devastating, and the way 
out suggested at the end of the Dialogues is for the believer to turn to revelation. 
However, the study of the origin and forms of so-called “revealed” religion and of 
its effects on human life in the Natural History of Religion leads Hume to describe 
vulgar religion as “sick men’s dreams,” the “playsome whimsies of monkeys in 
human shape” (NHR 15.6, 86). The way out suggested in this work is by entering 
“the calm, though obscure, regions of philosophy” (NHR 15.13, 87). 

What Hume means by a “natural history” of religion is not a kind of historical 
survey, but a conjectural explanation of how the principles of human nature give 
rise to religion in its different forms and developments, which include polytheism 
and monotheism, superstition, and enthusiasm.27 Spinoza himself never distin-
guished between superstition and enthusiasm. For Hume, as for Spinoza, the origin 
is emotion and imagination. The fundamental emotion for all forms of religion is 
fear, even terror: elsewhere, Hume says, “terror is the primary principle of religion” 
(DNR 12, 290). But this fear is combined with wishful thinking and imaginative 
projection of friendly and unfriendly powers into objects or supposed agents. These 
imaginings are full of contradictions, but since they cannot be given up, they force 
believers into self-deception, plunging them ever deeper into irrationality and terror 
(NHR 12, 13). Add to this the influence of emotional infection in combination with 
the formation of factions and sometimes (as in enthusiasm) also excessive zeal, and 
it will be clear that religion, particularly in its monotheistic form(s), is an extremely 
dangerous socio-political force. Especially when allied with a dogmatic philosophy, 
it subverts common sense and leads to the formation of “artificial” lives that are 
incompatible with common morality.28 Particularly when directed and usurped 
by priests, this force must be curbed and checked by the political authorities. Like 
Spinoza, Hume advocates a complete submission of churches and sects to the 
political authorities. 

Even though Hume denies that religion is the product of an original instinct in 
the human soul, nevertheless the tendency towards superstition and false religion 
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12 Herman De Dijn 

seems a general attendant of human nature (NHR 15.5, 86). At the end of the 
Natural History of Religion, Hume says that it is almost impossible to envisage a 
human society without religion: “Look out for a people, entirely destitute of re-
ligion: If you find them at all, be assured, that they are but few degrees removed 
from brutes” (NHR 15.10, 86). Although both common morality and religion are 
products of emotion and imagination, morality and its virtues are seen by Hume 
as constituting a basically sound and humane sphere, separable from the luna-
cies of religion. Yet, Hume’s irenic view of common morality seems to clash with 
his pessimism about religion and its pervasive influence upon the vulgar. It is as 
if human nature, for Hume, is on the one hand, a benign force, on the other, a 
machine of perversions.29 

Hume’s attitude towards religion is extremely negative. The only exceptions 
are (ancient) polytheism and what he calls “true religion,” the kind of vaguely 
deistic, politically harmless religion entertained by cultivated people impressed 
by Newtonian physico-theology.30 Pagan mythological religion does find mercy 
in Hume’s eyes. It has no fixed dogmas and principles, only stories and rituals. It 
is (sometimes?) a poetical religion, “light, easy, and familiar,” and not wholly in-
compatible with common morality (NHR 12.18, 73). Vulgar monotheistic religion, 
on the contrary, is considered invariably a form of psycho-pathology (as Freud 
will also think), infecting and corrupting common morality.31 It is particularly 
“modern religion,” with its systematic and “scholastic” monotheism, that is dan-
gerous. This must have something to do with the centrality here of the notion of 
a transcendent God, which is not only completely incomprehensible and absurd 
but also very dangerous. For this notion is particularly prone to be combined 
with terror and self-deception, leading to disastrous consequences both for the 
believer and for society.32 Only in his History of England does Hume seem to allow 
for a couple of exceptions.33 

In the abstract, one might expect that a rationalist like Spinoza would com-
pletely reject religion as based on false ideas and passions, and that an empirically 
minded student of human nature such as Hume would be more nuanced in his 
judgment of religious phenomena. Yet it is Spinoza who accepts that religion can 
sometimes take a gentle, salutary form, piety. Hume seems unwilling to envisage 
the possibility of any positive combination of religious fictions, collective emo-
tion, and religious practice. 

Some commentators have suggested that Hume’s almost total rejection of 
religion is to be explained in terms of his aversion for the kind of religion he 
was brought up in, Scottish Evangelical Calvinism.34 Is there a more reasonable 
explanation? Perhaps Hume’s rejection is related to his view that monotheistic 
belief always forms a closed system, impervious to any critical stance from outside 
and characterized by a kind of “motivated irrationality” disregarding the “ordi-
nary” affections of human life.35 The tenacity and the disastrous consequences of 
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13 Spinoza and Hume on Religion as a Natural Phenomenon 

monotheistic religion even (especially) in modern times may have driven Hume 
to formulate a radical critique of it, in the hope of shifting, at least somewhat, 
the balance of its influence. At the same time, he knows it is very doubtful that 
philosophy and true religion, which are rather elitist affairs, could ever overcome 
the dark forces of popular religion. Therefore, the philosopher should support a 
policy of progress through commerce, the advancement of learning, and a refine-
ment of manners, thus strengthening as far as possible common morality and the 
natural virtues. But Hume’s pessimism is sometimes pervasive. He believes that 
people’s prejudices are so ineradicable that common morality will always be under 
pressure from superstition (NHR 14). 

As we will now demonstrate, Hume’s aversion to religion does not prevent 
him from having a quite sophisticated view of religion as a natural phenomenon. 
Unlike Spinoza, he anticipates a contemporary view of religion as essentially char-
acterized by symbol and ritual. 

3. religious Belief (Dogma), Stories, Ceremonies, and Practices36 

3.1. Spinoza 

For Spinoza, just as the distinction between superstition and piety has nothing to 
do with the absence or presence of adequate thinking, so also it has nothing to do 
with the presence or absence of dogmas, ceremonies, and stories. Piety, like super-
stition, is based on beliefs or dogmas that are not rational and that are connected 
with a set of religious stories. As we would put it today, piety can be characterized 
as a Big Narrative.37 Piety, even in its purified Christian form, like superstition, is 
characterized by ceremonies. If piety is a way of life inevitably involving ritual, 
narrative, and dogma, what makes it different from superstition? For Spinoza, it 
is a way of life in which, for some reason, these elements are combined not with 
the manic-depressive cycles of fear and hope, ambition and melancholy, but with 
emotions of trust and loving kindness and with practices of charity and justice. 
Or, to put it the way Susan James describes it, “The difference between the two 
types of practice lies in the passions they arouse and the functions they are able 
to serve. Unlike superstitions, devotional practices arouse devotio, a form of love 
combined with wonder, which easily changes into love [simpliciter] as its objects 
become familiar.”38 These practices and emotions require a peculiar form of so-
cial and family relations, a peculiar form of education, and so forth. Piety also 
involves an attachment to dogmas and ceremonies that is “without hesitation” 
yet is, at the same time, not fanatical; in other words, it somehow involves the 
awareness that what counts is neither the letter of the religious dogma nor the 
strict observance of ritual as such, but purity of the heart. Therefore, the pious 
believer will have no problem conforming his or her religious practices to the laws 
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14 Herman De Dijn 

of the state when religious teachings or practices and the laws of the state come 
into conflict.39 

Piety cannot exist without at least a few central dogmas, which Spinoza him-
self enumerates in the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus XIV. These central dogmas 
concern the minimal belief conditions of pious obedience, including, for example, 
the affirmation of a “supremely just and merciful [Supreme Being], the exemplar of 
true life,” who will save the obedient and who forgives repentant sinners. In other 
words, the dogmas are not at all speculative; they are “practical truths.” That is 
the reason why Spinoza himself says—and this is quite remarkable—that they do 
not and cannot conflict with philosophical truths, for example, the truth about 
determinism leading to the negation of miracles (TTP VI.132–34). Of course, the 
creed will normally contain other dogmas, differing according to the different 
(historical or cultural) forms of religion. As to stories and ceremonies, although 
piety is de facto always characterized by them, blessedness does not really depend 
on them. In order to be a pious believer, it is not important to know all these stories, 
and if political circumstance forbids observance of ceremony, this constitutes no 
real problem with respect to piety. What is essential is the inner moral attitude, 
obedience, expressing itself in the moral “works” of charity and justice, as allowed 
by the laws of the state. 

One can wonder if it is really conceivable that the morality of the believers is 
so weakly related to the religious dogmas, stories, and ceremonies.40 For the believ-
ers themselves, dogmas, stories, and ceremonies seem inextricably interwoven: 
just as they cannot separate their faith from certain dogmas and from the belief 
in (some) stories (about Christ, for example), so also they cannot separate their 
morality from certain ceremonies and symbols (the sacrament of the Eucharist 
or the cross as a symbol of forgiveness, for example). All this seems to be part of 
one form of life. Thus, Spinoza cannot possibly mean that stories and ceremonies 
are not de facto part of the moral way of life. What he seems to mean is that in 
piety the relation between these elements and faith is (and should be) different 
from what it is in superstition. In superstition, dogmas form a fixed system, and 
adherence to them is more important than practice. In superstition, rituals are 
obsessively observed; everything must make way for them. 

Piety is not so much the result of the belief in dogmas; on the contrary, the 
dogmas are “practical truths,” deeply embedded in piety as a moral way of life. 
If the letter of the dogma becomes dominant, this is a sign of superstition. In 
the same way that rituals are part of piety as a moral way of life, they are part of 
its outward expression. But if the expressions as such become the central preoc-
cupation, this is a sign of superstition. What is important about piety is neither 
the adequacy of the ideas nor the efficacy of the rituals. What counts is their 
being embedded in, or giving flesh to, the moral way of life. External criticism 
that points out the inadequacy of the ideas or the ineffectiveness of the rituals 
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15 Spinoza and Hume on Religion as a Natural Phenomenon 

is thus a misunderstanding, just as it would be a misunderstanding to criticize 
politicians and their ideas and plans as strictly speaking irrational. Philosophi-
cal criticism of the belief in miracles by the prophets and other pious people is 
in a way beside the point, because they do not take miracles to be against the 
order of nature; they simply do not have a philosophical view on this one way or 
the other. Miracles are simply taken by them as surprising events inciting their 
imagination and instilling piety (TTP VI.133). These are remarkable insights for 
a rationalist. 

However, Spinoza has no satisfactory account of what many scholars today 
consider a central feature of religion: its ritual and symbolic character. His thought 
about religious ceremonies and practices is dominated by the distinction inner/ 
outer, whereby the “right” relation of the inner to the outer requires the capac-
ity not to be obsessed with the outer. (An example would be the attitude towards 
the sabbath: the sabbath is sacred; yet the sabbath is there for man, not man for 
the sabbath.) Spinoza seems to equate piety with a kind of purely inner, pietistic 
attitude of childlike trust in and obedience to God, showing itself externally in 
practices of charity and justice. Just as he seems to think that the pious believer 
can take the right attitude towards the letter of dogma and the demands of ritual, 
so also he seems to think this believer can take the right attitude towards possible 
restrictions imposed by the sovereign on the outward acts required by his religion. 
It is doubtful whether the inner-outer relation is the right tool for thinking about 
the relationship between faith and its expressions. 

3.2. Hume on the Combination of Religious Belief, Morality, and Ritual 

As we have seen, Hume remains suspicious of all forms of vulgar religion. Even if 
it were possible, as Spinoza seems to think, to have a popular religion in which 
the principal message is that only a truly moral life is agreeable to God, this would 
still be superstition. In the Natural History of Religion, we read: 

Nay, if we should suppose, what never happens, that a popular religion 
were found, in which it was expressly declared, that nothing but morality 
could gain the divine favour; if an order of priests were instituted to incul-
cate this opinion, in daily sermons, and with all the arts of persuasion; 
yet so inveterate are people’s prejudices, that, for want of some other 
superstition, they would make the very attendance on these sermons the 
essentials of religion, rather than place them in virtue and good morals. 
(NHR 14.3, 81) 

Superstition, says Hume in the essay “Of Superstition and Enthusiasm,” is always 
expressed in “ceremonies, observances, mortifications, sacrifices, presents or . . . 
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any practice, however absurd or frivolous which either folly or knavery recom-
mends to a blind and terrified credulity” (E 74).41 This is not to say that a form of 
religion that rejects rituals, customs, and symbols, such as enthusiasm, is more 
acceptable: it, too, leads to negative consequences though of another kind, in-
cluding “intemperate zeal,” and “rapturous ecstasies” (NHR 14.1, 81), which are 
equally if not even more dangerous for common morality. What is remarkable is 
that Hume realizes that ordinary daily life, morality included, is full of profane 
rituals and symbols, looking as weird from a detached viewpoint as those of su-
perstition. Nevertheless it is only religious ceremonies, rituals, and symbols that 
are ridiculed and rejected in toto. 

Hume’s analysis of what is involved in ritual and the use of symbols, both 
religious and profane, is quite sophisticated.42 Hume explicitly recognizes that 
profane rituals like promising strongly resemble religious rituals. At first sight 
they look equally mysterious: a certain use of words or signs, accompanied by a 
certain intention, seems—in appropriate circumstances—to produce something 
completely new, a radical change in the object or person. I am now under an 
obligation; he is now a priest; this is now my property, “[this] building yesterday 
was profane; to-day, by the muttering of certain words, it has become holy and 
sacred” (EPM 3.36; SBN 198).43 

According to Karl Britton,44 both profane and sacred rituals also require the 
invention of symbolic practices by which symbolic objects, like property or holy 
places, are constituted. These practices and objects may be very useful, as in the case 
of promises or property, but people value them for themselves and take them seri-
ously in themselves.45 Human beings, Hume realized, are a truly inventive species 
(T 3.2.1.19; SBN 484), or as D. T. Siebert has put it, we are “contriver(s) of symbols.”46 

Notwithstanding this similarity between profane and sacred symbols, Hume 
thinks there are substantial differences, leading him to the rejection of the “sacred 
mysteries,” which he calls “priestly inventions” (T 3.2.5.14; SBN 524). What are 
these differences? Religious ceremonies or rituals are more rigid, in the sense, for 
instance, that they absolutely require the intention to be present (unlike in promis-
ing). If the priest secretly withdraws his intention, he acts criminally, but still, he 
“destroys the baptism, or communion, or holy orders” (T 3.2.5.14; SBN 525).47 This 
rigidity has everything to do with the second, major difference: rituals “have no 
public interest in view” (T 3.2.5.14; SBN 524) and thus they are “entirely without 
foundation” (EPM 3.38; SBN 199). However, Hume himself has to recognize that 
the rigidity of sacred rituals can be matched by that of profane ones (as in the 
sphere of justice). But, he says, the last ones are innocent and even necessary, the 
former pernicious to society (EPM 3.38n; SBN 200n). Whereas the profane symbolic 
order related to property is “absolutely requisite to the well-being of mankind and 
existence of society,” the supernatural, or sacred, order is “frivolous, useless, and 
burdensome” (EPM 3.38; SBN 199). 
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17 Spinoza and Hume on Religion as a Natural Phenomenon 

Hume’s view seems problematic because symbolic systems, whether of status 
and property or of religion, are not just independent, natural means to pre-given 
ends (like survival, flourishing or progress), but rather they constitute spheres or 
media within or through which people live their lives. If this is so, a purely prag-
matic rejection of certain practices, supposing the availability of a neutral point 
of view, is hard to envisage. Hume may have thought that his naturalistic view of 
human nature gives him a reflective standpoint from which he can objectively 
discover the real ends of human life and from which he can objectively criticize 
(ethico-religious) symbolic systems going against them. But, as Bernard Williams 
pointed out, “[t]he project of giving to ethical life, in any very determinate form, 
an objective grounding in considerations about human nature is not . . . very 
likely to succeed.”48 Of course, Hume’s appeal to the well-being of mankind and 
the existence of society may not be “purely pragmatic”; it may be recognizable 
from within any symbolic system that is not as rigid and closed and, therefore, as 
dangerous as the religions Hume subjects to criticism. 

4. Conclusion 

Spinoza and Hume are two naturalist philosophers who were among the first mod-
ern thinkers to study religion as a natural phenomenon. There undoubtedly are 
similarities in their accounts of the origin of religion in imagination and passion 
(or emotion) and in their criticisms of the traditional philosophical-theological 
notion of God. But those who see Hume as a crypto-Spinozist are nevertheless 
confronted with serious differences. These difficulties do not seem to be the result 
simply of contingent factors, like the kinds of religion the two philosophers were 
familiar with. They concern fundamental issues, such as the possibility of a non-
contradictory notion of God and its foundational role in different spheres (for 
example, in a new rational ethics and in a philosophical religion) and the possible 
advantage of religion, at least in some of its forms, to individual and social life. A 
“Spinozism” in which all these elements are absent is perhaps a radical enlighten-
ment position, but it is for sure a truncated Spinozism. The strongly anti-religious 
spirit of this “Spinozism” probably has a complex origin. In the end, it may have 
to do with the strange combination of optimism and pessimism about human 
nature that is typical of Hume. 

What has happened in between Spinoza and Hume is a kind of Copernican 
revolution, doing away with the centrality of the idea of God. The only function 
this idea can still have for Hume is in the context of what later will be called a spe-
cific symbolic and ritual framework, which sees religion as a social phenomenon. 
Even though Spinoza already sees religion as a natural phenomenon, it is Hume, 
together perhaps with Vico, who forms the beginning of a really sophisticated 
understanding of religion.49 
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