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Abstract

The rise of the CSR and the identification of cognitive mechanisms involved in the formation
of religious beliefs have given rise to an epistemic challenge known as EDAs. These arguments
posit that religious beliefs are products of mechanisms evolved for survival (fitness) rather
than for discovering the truth—making them “off-track” and thus lacking epistemic
justification. This study aims to formulate a foundational response to this challenge, centered
on the theory of “knowledge by presence” (al-ilm al-hudiiri) in Mulla Sadra’s transcendent
philosophy (al-hikma al-muta‘aliya). The research method is descriptive-analytical, utilizing
library resources. The findings indicate that EDAs rest on the presupposition of
representationalism; that is, they assume religious belief is fundamentally a form of mental
representation. By contrast, in transcendent philosophy, the truth-tracking core of religious
belief is grounded in the soul’s immediate knowledge by presence of its existential poverty
and intrinsic dependence upon the Source of being. Unlike representational knowledge (al-
Glm al-husili), such knowledge by presence is neither representational in nature nor the
product of mediated cognitive mechanisms, and is therefore immune to evolutionary
debunking. Accordingly, EDAs can challenge only the propositional and reflective dimension
of religious belief, whereas its presentational core lies beyond their scope.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The emergence of CSR in recent decades has shifted the inquiry into the origins of
religious beliefs into the empirical domain, demonstrating that such beliefs are the
products of evolved cognitive mechanisms (e.g, HADD and ToM). Although causal
explanations do not logically entail the falsity of a belief, their integration with
evolutionary epistemology has posed a formidable challenge known as EDAs. The core
premise of EDAs is that natural selection has optimized cognitive mechanisms exclusively
for reproductive success and survival, not for truth-tracking. Since, according to critics,
there is no necessary link (a “Milvian Bridge”) between the survival value of religious
beliefs and their objective truth, these beliefs are “insensitive” to mind-independent truth
and lack epistemic justification. In response to this challenge, mainstream replies in
analytic philosophy of religion (such as Plantinga’s Reformed Epistemology) share an
unspoken premise with EDAs: “Representationalism.” Both sides presume that religious
belief is inherently a form of mental representation or conceptual imaging of reality. By
applying Mulla Sadra’s “Knowledge by Presence” (al-ilm al-hudiri) to transcend the
representationalist paradigm, this research demonstrates that the truth-tracking core of
religious belief remains immune to evolutionary debunking.

1. Cognitive Genealogy and the Structure of EDAs

EDAs highlight the gap between survival and truth. For instance, Sharon Street’s
“Darwinian Dilemma” argues that evolutionary forces shape beliefs based solely on
adaptive function. Unlike commonsense beliefs—where truth-tracking aids fitness by
preventing physical harm—religious beliefs lack this bridge. Mechanisms like HADD are
inherently hypersensitive and produce systematic errors (false positives) that are
adaptively beneficial for survival but epistemically false. The resulting inference is that
religious belief, as a byproduct of error-prone mechanisms, lacks justificatory grounding.

2. Mulla Sadra’s Turn: From Acquired Representation to Existential Presence

EDAs dismantle religious belief entirely only if knowledge of the Divine is exclusively
acquired, mediated, and representational (al-ilm al-hustili). Transcendent Philosophy (al-
hikma al-muta‘aliya) shatters this exclusivity by positing the fundamental dichotomy
between acquired knowledge and knowledge by presence. In knowledge by presence,
reality itself is present to the knower without the mediation of mental concepts, thereby
eliminating the subject-object duality. In Mulla Sadra’s system, knowledge of the Divine is
grounded in an ontological apprehension of the causal relationship—namely, the
contingent being's pure relationality, i.e., copulative existence (‘ayn al-rabt) to the
Necessary Being. Accordingly, the foundation of religious knowledge possesses a three-
layered structure:

The First Level (Ontological Presence of Poverty): The most fundamental layer is
not an epistemic state, but the very mode of the effect's existence. The existence of the
effect in relation to its cause is sheer dependence and essential ontological need (al-faqr
al-wujidi).

The Second Level (Simple Knowledge by Presence): Based on this ontological
presence, a non-intentional, simple knowledge (al-ilm al-basit) by presence emerges
wherein the knowledge is identical to the known. The soul directly and immediately
apprehends its own existential poverty and essential dependence on the Absolute
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Richness. In this realm, there is no perceptual intermediary, rendering systematic error
impossible.

The Third Level (Compound and Intentional Acquired Knowledge): Beyond
simple knowledge, the soul can direct intentionality toward its poverty, conceptualizing it
into propositional and acquired frameworks (e.g., theological concepts).

Relying on this structure, it becomes evident that neural and evolutionary
mechanisms do not serve as “efficient causes” (al-‘illa al-fa‘iliya) in the genesis of religious
belief; rather, they merely act as “preparatory causes” (al-illa al-mu‘idda). Evolutionary
pressures have merely polished the mirror of human perception, but the source of light
reflecting in this mirror (i.e., the intuition (shuhud) of poverty) is rooted in the existential
reality of the soul, not in the adaptive processing of the brain.

3. Epistemic Immunity of the Presentational Core and Evaluating Challenges

This research argues that EDAs exclusively debunk beliefs generated by representation-
producing cognitive processes. Since the core of religious belief in Mulla Sadra’s
anthropology is an unmediated existential disclosure (al-inkishaf al-wujidi) rather than a
conceptual representation, EDAs are restricted to the acquired layer and cannot debunk
the presentational layer. In evaluating this claim, two major challenges are anticipated
and addressed:

The False Attribution Challenge: Critics might argue that what is termed the
intuition of poverty is merely a cognitive processing error—a false attribution of internal
bodily states to a transcendent agent. The response is that false attribution is only
meaningful in acquired knowledge, where an inferential gap exists between subject and
object. In knowledge by presence, no external data is exchanged for the mind to
misprocess into a false positive; in this domain, the knower and the known are unified.

The Pluralism Challenge: How can the astonishing and sometimes contradictory
diversity of religious beliefs be reconciled with an infallible, shared presentational core?
Based on the principle of “substantial motion” (al-haraka al-jawhariyya), the existential
perfection of human souls leads to varying degrees of truth-tracking intensity and clarity
in this disclosure. The plurality of religions, therefore, does not negate the core intuition;
rather, it is the effect of the differing degrees of existential perfection among souls,
coupled with the inherent limitations in translating and interpreting that pure existential
apprehension (i.e., al-ilm al-basit in Sadra’s terminology) into conceptual, linguistic, and
cultural acquired constructs (i.e., al-ilm al-murakkab).

Conclusion

EDAs, due to their reliance on a reductionist, representation-centric presupposition, fail to
evaluate the epistemological totality of religion. The application of Mulla Sadra’s theory of
knowledge by presence demonstrates that the truth-tracking core of religious belief—
namely, the unmediated intuition of existential poverty and essential dependence on the
Divine origin—serves as an infallible existential disclosure that is entirely immune to
evolutionary debunking. The findings of cognitive science merely explain the biological
origins of the external, conceptual layer of religion; a layer whose ultimate validity is
borrowed not from evolutionary mechanisms, but from the foundational, pre-existing
knowledge by presence.
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