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Abstract 
David Hume’s significance in the intellectual transformations of the Enlighten-
ment is undeniable. On the one hand, he maintained a deep commitment to the 
scientific outlook and the achievements of modern science; on the other, he 
adopted one of the most critical perspectives on religion and the idea of God. 
Hume extensively drew upon the scientific knowledge of his age to reinforce his 
skeptical arguments against traditional theology. One of the most prominent do-
mains of this engagement was his critique of the principle of causality—a princi-
ple that held a central place in classical arguments for the existence of God. By 
employing the scientific and philosophical advances of his time, Hume argued 
that causality is not an objective necessity inherent in the world but rather a men-
tal and psychological habit formed through the repetition of experience. Conse-
quently, reliance on the principle of causality as a foundation for proving God’s 
existence and explaining the relationship between the world and a transcendent 
origin loses its philosophical validity. This article critically examines how Hume’s 
encounter with contemporary science shaped his skeptical stance on causality 
and explores the implications of this critique for religious rationality. 
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Extended Abstract 
1. Introduction 
The principle of causation has long occu-
pied a central place in traditional proofs 
for the existence of God. Among those 
proofs, the cosmological argument stands 
out as an a priori inference that presumes 
every phenomenon in the world has a 
cause and that the chain of causes ulti-
mately terminates in a transcendent first 
cause. In classical rational theology, the 
principle of causation was treated as a 
self-evident and unquestionable rule and 
served as the principal means of connect-
ing the sensible world to an infinite divine 
source. However, the intellectual develop-
ments of the Enlightenment posed serious 
challenges to this longstanding founda-
tion. Seventeenth- and eighteenth-cen-
tury advances—especially in Newtonian 
physics, the rise of empirical methods as-
sociated with Francis Bacon and John 
Locke, and broader epistemological 
shifts—created a new horizon for evaluat-
ing the principle of causation. It was in this 
context that David Hume, as one of the 
leading critical philosophers of the En-
lightenment, undertook a foundational re-
appraisal of causation. Hume argued that 
causation is not an objective necessity re-
siding in the nature of things but rather a 
psychological habit produced by repeated 
experience and mental association. Con-
sequently, relying on the principle of cau-
sation to prove God’s existence or to ex-
plain the relation between the world and a 
transcendent source loses its philosophi-
cal authority. 

2. Research Aim 
The central question of this article is: How 
did Hume, by drawing on the scientific and 
epistemic resources of his age, reduce the 
theological-metaphysical status of the 
principle of causation to a psychological 

habit? More specifically, the study aims to 
(1) reconstruct the role of the principle of 
causation within traditional rational theol-
ogy and cosmological argumentation; (2) 
identify and analyze the scientific and 
philosophical currents that shaped Hume’s 
skepticism; (3) read Hume’s principal 
texts—A Treatise of Human Nature and An 
Enquiry Concerning Human Understand-
ing—in light of those influences; and (4) 
evaluate the implications of Hume’s cri-
tique for religious rationality and possible 
reconstructions of theology. 

3. Methodology 
This research employs a historical-critical 
methodology. Primary texts by Hume—
most notably the Treatise and the En-
quiry—are examined in detail to trace the 
form and basis of his critique of causation. 
Concomitantly, the study surveys the sci-
entific and philosophical background of 
the period—especially Newtonian me-
chanics and Baconian/Lockean empiri-
cism—to situate Hume’s arguments within 
their intellectual milieu. Secondary litera-
ture in the philosophy of religion and the 
history of ideas is used to assess the con-
sequences of Hume’s critique for contem-
porary debates about rationality and the-
ology. 

4. Findings 
The investigation yields the following 
principal results. First, in classical rational 
theology the principle of causation was 
treated as an unquestionable premiss and 
constituted a cornerstone of cosmological 
arguments that move from the observed 
contingency of the world to a transcend-
ent cause. Second, the scientific and phil-
osophical transformations of Hume’s time 
Newtonian physics’ mechanistic account 
of nature and the empiricist emphasis on 
sensory experience—created a context in 
which claims about necessary relations in 
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nature could be reinterpreted as regulari-
ties discoverable by observation rather 
than metaphysical necessities. Third, 
Hume’s textual analysis shows that he did 
not merely reject causation on purely 
speculative grounds; rather, he argued 
that what we call causal necessity is a psy-
chological expectation formed by habit 
when similar events repeatedly follow one 
another. Fourth, by recasting causation as 
psychological habit rather than metaphys-
ical necessity, Hume undercut the epis-
temic foundation of cosmological and 
other traditional theistic proofs; as a re-
sult, those proofs lose the sort of empirical 
or rational support they once claimed. 

5. Discussion and Synthesis 
Hume’s criticism of causation is best un-
derstood as arising from an intimate en-
gagement with the scientific and epis-
temic climate of the Enlightenment, not as 
an isolated rhetorical maneuver. His com-
mitment to an inductive, experience-
based account of human understanding 
led him to locate causal reasoning in hu-
man psychology rather than in the exter-
nal order of things. This reframing invites 

a reorientation of philosophy of religion 
away from purely metaphysical demon-
stration toward approaches that take ex-
perience, psychology, and human prac-
tices as central to religious understanding. 

6. Conclusion 
The study concludes that Hume’s critique 
of the principle of causation represents a 
decisive turning point in the history of re-
ligious rationality. By demonstrating that 
causal necessity is a product of mental 
habit rather than a metaphysical feature of 
the world, Hume deprived classical cos-
mological proofs of their longstanding 
philosophical authority. This shift opened 
intellectual space for later developments 
in philosophy of religion—such as non-
demonstrative or fideistic accounts of 
faith, and approaches that ground religion 
in existential experience rather than de-
ductive argumentation. Thus, Hume’s leg-
acy remains pivotal for contemporary de-
bates about the relation between science 
and religion and for ongoing efforts to re-
conceive the rational foundations of reli-
gious belief.

  



 

84 

Volume 4. Issue 2. Autumn and Winter 2025. Pages 81 to 99. 

 

Farideh Lazemi, Muhammad Asghari. A Critical Examination of David Hume’s Susceptibility to the Science of His 
Time in His Turn toward a Critical Conception of the Principle of Causation 

Journal of Explorations in Philosophy and Religion 

References
Bacon, Francis (2023). Novum Organum. 

Translated by Mahmoud Sanaei. 
10th ed. Tehran: Jami Publishing. 

Baxter, Andrew (1990). An Enquiry into the 
Nature of the Human Soul, Wherein 
the Immateriality of the Soul is 
evinced from the Principles of Rea-
son and Philosophy. 2nd ed. 2 vols. 
London. 

Clarke, Samuel (1978). The Works. 4 vols. 
London. 

Copleston, Frederick (2009). History of 
Philosophy. Translated by Jalal al-
Din Mojtabavi. 5th ed. Tehran: Elmi 
va Farhangi Publishing. 

Cudworth, Ralph (1845). True Intellectual 
System of the Universe: Wherein All 
the Reason and Philosophy of Athe-
ism is Confuted, and its Impossibil-
ity Demonstrated. 3 vols. Translated 
by J. Harrison. London: Thomas 
Tegg. 

Hume, David (2016). A Treatise of Human 
Nature, Book I. Translated by Jalal 
Peikani. 1st ed. Tehran: Qoqnoos 
Publishing. 

Hume, David (2017). Dialogues Concerning 
Natural Religion (Another Reading). 
Translated by Rasoul Rasoulipour 
and Soudeh Mahtabpour. 1st ed. 
Tehran: Hikmat Publishing. 

Hume, David (2018). An Enquiry Concern-
ing Human Understanding. Trans-
lated by Kaveh Lajevardi. 4th ed. 
Tehran: Nashr-e Markaz. 

Hume, David  )1938). An Abstract of a Trea-
tise of Human Nature. reprinted in 
T. 

Hume, David) 1985 (. Essays: Moral, Politi-
cal, and Literary. edited by E. F. Mil-
ler. Indianapolis: Liberty Classics. 

James, William (1897). The Will to Believe: 
And Other Essays in Popular Philos-
ophy. India: Longmans, Green, and 
Company. 

James, William (2009). The Varieties of Re-
ligious Experience: A Study In Hu-
man Nature. Australia: Floating 
Press . 

Kant, Immanuel (2005). Prolegomena to 
Any Future Metaphysics That Will 
Be Able to Come Forward As Science. 
Translated by Gholam-Ali Haddad 
Adel. 1st ed. Tehran: University 
Publishing Center. 

Kierkegaard, Søren (2022). Fear and Trem-
bling. Translated by Sadegh Nouri. 
1st ed. Tehran: Solar Publishing. 

Locke, John (2020). An Essay Concerning 
Human Understanding. Translated 
by Kaveh Lajevardi. 1st ed. Tehran: 
Nashr-e Markaz. 

Makarem Shirazi, Naser (1995). Tafsir Ne-
mouneh [Exemplary Commentary]. 
Vol. 1. 1st ed. Tehran: Dar al-Kotob 
al-Islamiya. 

Newton, Isaac (2024). Philosophiae Natu-
ralis Principia Mathematica. Trans-
lated by Behnam Sheikh Bagheri. 



 

85 Farideh Lazemi, Muhammad Asghari. A Critical Examination of David Hume’s Susceptibility to the Science of His 
Time in His Turn toward a Critical Conception of the Principle of Causation 

Journal of Explorations in Philosophy and Religion 

Volume 4. Issue 2. Autumn and Winter 2025. Pages 81 to 99. 

5th ed. Tehran: Rokhdad-e No Pub-
lishing. 

Rowe, William L (1998). The Cosmological 
Argument. New York: Fordham 
University Press. 

Warburton, William (1841). “A Charge on 
the Study of Theology.” In A Selec-
tion from Unpublished Papers of the 
Right Reverend William Warburton, 
edited by Rev. F. Kilveret. London.

 


