NHR IX-XIII
Comparisons between polytheism and

superstitious monotheism

1. Persecution and Toleration 

The rites in primitive polytheistic religions can be very barbaric and cruel

including, e.g., human sacrifice

Since Theism supposes the existence of a being who is at least nominally perfect, and hence perfectly good, its rights ought in principle to be more restrained.

However, monotheistic religions are necessarily intolerant

(they will not recognize other Gods)

This goes so far as to include intolerance of alternative ceremonies

And intolerance of minor differences in theology.

Polytheistic religions, in contrast, are naturally tolerant of one another.

Since “sacred zeal and rancour” are “the most furious and implacable of all human passions” …

… the doctrinal intolerance of monotheism causes it to end up being more barbaric and cruel, as well as more dangerous to society.

e.g., the inquisition
(which not only killed more people, but selected those highest in virtue, love of liberty, and knowledge, thus depriving society of its best citizens)

2.  Courage and Abasement

Because monotheism represents God as infinitely superior to us, it encourages the “monkish virtues”

mortification, penance, humility, passive suffering, submission, self-abasement, obedience

Because polytheism represents the Gods as only a little better than us, and holds out the hope that some of us might equal them, it encourages the “heroic virtues”

activity, spirit, courage, magnanimity, love of liberty
3.  Reason and Absurdity
There is nothing inherently absurd about polytheism.

It is only factually false of this world, and not supported by any evidence.

Monotheism rests on the secure foundation of the design argument …

and so deserves the consent of philosophers inquiring into the origin of the universe …

But it cannot tolerate reasonableness, cultivates absurdity and contradictions,

and perverts philosophy to serve its quibbling purposes.

This is because to believe something because it is reasonable does not seem as great an instance of servitude to the deity as to subdue one’s reason and believe absurd doctrines.

(Cf., a similar and more serious point about to be made about morality)

(This is especially the case of Christianity, which has spawned a great many heresies

is God one or three?

was Christ a man or a God?

did Christ suffer or not suffer on the cross?

did the sacrifice on the cross save all or just some?

can we be saved by our works or only by election?

etc.

The history of Christianity shows that in the end the most reasonable extremes are always condemned as heretical and the orthodox position is always the one that is in fact the most absurd.)

4.  Doubt and Conviction

Both polytheism and monotheism are equally dubious

polytheism because its stories are fanciful and unsupported by any facts

monotheism because of its absurdities and contradictions

People’s behaviour often shows that they do not really believe their religions.

But they are nonetheless very positive and dogmatic in their religious assertions.
This conviction is sometimes hypocritical but more often the product of deep self-deception

In polytheism, this contradiction between secret doubt and open profession of faith is easier to bear

This is because the beliefs are not as deeply engrained in the culture.

As a consequence, people aren’t as provoked to inquire into their foundations

(they accept them out of habit and turn their curiosity to other questions)

[In monotheism, in contrast, one’s secret doubts can be a cause of anxiety and of the development of a gloomy and sullen disposition]
5.  Impious conceptions of divinity
Because both polytheism and monotheism arise out of fear of the wrath of invisible, intelligent powers …

… both tend to conceive their God as wrathful, vindictive, and malevolent

Even when inflation of the divine attributes sets in, people tend to focus on the increase in the God’s power and knowledge, not its wisdom or benevolence.

However, no one dares to expressly assert that the God is actually a demon.

(or even think it, when the God starts to be conceived as being so powerful as to be able to read people’s minds)
(Since the heart can’t help but secretly detest the measures of rigid and implacable vengeance ascribed to the God …
… this becomes a further source of religious anxiety.)

A passing remark with an attached footnote:

“The contradiction is still perhaps stronger between the representations given us by some later religions and our natural ideas of generosity, lenity, impartiality, and justice; and in proportion to the multiplied terrors of these religions, the barbarous conceptions of the Divinity are multiplied upon us.”
cf. Ramsay’s remarks on the doctrines of the “predestinarian Doctors”

NHR XIV

The bad influence of popular religions on morality

(Taking off from NHR XI, which discusses the bad influence of monotheism on reason)

The basic demand of superstitious religions of all kinds is that one do what one can to serve the God.

But if you do what reason or those passions that we approve of and denominate virtues (benevolence, justice, kindness to children, etc.) would lead you to do, …

… then there is no special mark of service to the God in your actions.

Consequently, religious people are constantly on the look out for ways they can serve the God that are contrary to reason or instinctive morality.

These are acts that are:

absurd

useless or frivolous

self-destructive

dangerous to others

depraved and horrible

The more extreme the act, the greater the service it is supposed to render to the God.
NHR XV
A “General Corollary”

cf., the conclusion of Treatise 1.4.2, 1.4.7, the Appendix to the Treatise
Having all along repeatedly insisted that belief in the existence of a supremely wise, powerful, and benevolent creator rests on the secure foundation of the design argument …

… Hume drew a somewhat contrary “corollary” conclusion from his investigation of religious psychology:

A careful examination of the phenomena of the world around us leads to the conclusion that the world was not, in fact, designed to promote human happiness …

… it was instead designed to preserve a more or less perfect balance between good and evil over time

(with perhaps a slight tip in favour of evil)

This “corollary” is particularly well instanced by the phenomena of religious psychology.

On the “good” side: we have been selected to know the Creator (this is perhaps the greatest good that could be granted a created being)

On the “bad” side: this knowledge is, in most people, entirely corrupt.

Why would a Creator wise and powerful enough to make this world as it is make us this way?

Hume concluded by declaring the question to be an “enigma” that ought to lead us to suspend judgment
He did not say what we were to suspend judgment about, but the topic seems evident:

the existence and nature of the Creator

A concluding note:

The natural impulses driving us to belief in a deity would be too strong for us to abide by this sceptical resolution …

… were it not for reflection on the history and psychology of religion. 

