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This article aims to fundamentally refute the reductionist model of religion (such
as Feuerbach’s projection hypothesis and Freud’s psychological illusion) by
conducting an epistemological analysis of Bernard Lonergan’s ‘Unrestricted Desire
to Know’. The core hypothesis is that reductionists have diminished religion to
mere defect, need, or projection of attributes by disregarding the essential and
necessary structure of human consciousness. The methodology is analytical-
critical, focusing on Lonergan’s four levels of consciousness. The paper
demonstrates that the Unrestricted Desire to Know is not a mere psychological or
compensatory drive but an unconditioned and essential orientation that necessarily
compels reason toward accepting an "Unconditioned Being". From Lonergan’s
epistemological perspective, this desire is not a deficiency requiring consolation,
but the actual perfection of the cognitive process. Consequently, reductionist
models—by denying the ultimate object of this desire—effectively challenge the
validity of the entire system of human rationality and knowledge, rendering them
epistemologically invalid.
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Extended Abstract

The origin and epistemic status of religious belief constitute a central problem in
modern philosophy of religion. Reductionist approaches seek to explain religion not
through an objectively existing transcendent reality but through mechanisms internal to
human beings. Two influential forms of reductionism are found in Sigmund Freud’s
psychological account and Ludwig Feuerbach’s projection theory. Freud interprets
religious belief as an illusion rooted in human helplessness, anxiety, and the need for
psychological compensation, particularly in response to suffering, death, and
uncontrollable forces of nature. Feuerbach, by contrast, explains God as the
externalization and idealization of human qualities and perfections. Despite their
differences, both approaches deny that religious belief has an objective transcendent
referent. The present study critically examines this reductionist model from an
epistemological perspective through Bernard Lonergan’s analysis of human
consciousness and his concept of the “unrestricted desire to know.” The central
argument is that reductionist explanations fail to adequately account for the essential
structure and intrinsic orientation of human cognition and consequently encounter a
tundamental epistemological difficulty.

Lonergan understands knowing as a dynamic, structured, and purposive activity
rather than a passive reception of information. Human consciousness possesses an
invariant structure consisting of four interconnected levels: experience, understanding,
judgment, and decision or responsible action. At the first level, the subject attends to
data; at the second, the mind seeks insight and intelligibility; at the third, it critically
evaluates possible answers and asks whether they are true; and at the fourth, it
deliberates about value and determines whether recognized truths should be realized in
action. The entire process is dynamically oriented toward truth and intelligibility. At its
center lies the “unrestricted desire to know,” which is not an ordinary psychological
wish or emotional need but an intrinsic orientation of intelligence toward complete and
unrestricted understanding. Human questioning does not possess an arbitrary internal
stopping point: every conditioned answer may generate further questions concerning
its grounds or conditions. Thus, rational consciousness remains directed toward an
ultimate and unconditioned intelligibility.

This framework provides a direct challenge to Freud’s explanation of religion as
compensation for human weakness. Freud maintains that the vulnerability experienced
during childhood is reproduced in adulthood when human beings confront nature,
injustice, suffering, and death. The psyche consequently projects the image of a
powerful protective father onto the transcendent realm and develops belief in a divine
being capable of providing security, justice, and immortality. From Lonergan’s
perspective, however, this account conflates contingent psychological needs with the
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intrinsic desire of intelligence. A need for security may arise from vulnerability, but the
unrestricted desire to know cannot be reduced to such a need. Human intelligence
continues to ask questions even when immediate psychological needs have been
satistied. The desire for truth is therefore not merely a passive response to deficiency
but a constitutive principle of rational consciousness. It represents, in Lonergan’s terms,
an actuality and perfection of the human spirit rather than a pathological mechanism
requiring compensation.

Lonergan’s analysis also challenges Feuerbach’s projection hypothesis. Feuerbach
argues that human beings detach their own essential perfections—such as knowledge,
love, goodness, and power—from themselves, absolutize them, and project them onto
a transcendent being. God is consequently interpreted as an idealized representation of
the human essence. Lonergan’s epistemological analysis challenges this explanation by
maintaining that the movement of intelligence toward the unrestricted is not an
arbitrary act of imagination or idealization. The unrestricted desire to know expresses a
structural demand internal to rational inquiry itself. Intelligence cannot simply stop with
a conditioned explanation because every conditioned explanation remains open to
further questioning. The movement toward the unconditioned therefore arises not
merely from dissatisfaction with human limitations but from the intrinsic dynamism of
cognition. The desire does not create its ultimate object by projecting human qualities;
rather, it directs intelligence toward the possibility of an ultimate ground of intelligibility.

The notion of the Unconditioned is therefore central to Lonergan’s argument. The
unrestricted desire to know does not imply that human beings already possess complete
knowledge, nor does it mean that every person explicitly experiences a desire for God.
It means that intelligence is structurally open to unrestricted questioning and cannot
arbitrarily impose an absolute limit upon its search for truth. Lonergan connects this
orientation with the Unconditioned, understood as the ultimate ground that does not
itself require a further condition or explanation. In this sense, the reference to God is
intended to arise not from psychological desire alone but from the internal norms of
rational inquiry. If human intelligence is genuinely oriented toward truth, then the
possibility of an unrestricted and ultimately intelligible ground of reality becomes
epistemologically significant.

This argument becomes clearer in Lonergan’s contrast with Kant. Kant likewise
recognizes that human reason is naturally directed toward the unconditioned, but he
maintains that theoretical reason cannot legitimately infer the objective existence of
God from this tendency. Ideas such as God, the soul, and the world as a totality have a
regulative role but cannot establish the existence of their objects beyond possible
experience. Lonergan accepts the structural insight that reason is directed toward the
unconditioned but rejects the conclusion that this orientation is merely a source of
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transcendental illusion. For him, the unrestricted desire to know is constitutive of
cognition and is closely connected with the conditions of rational judgment. The
difference, therefore, concerns whether the orientation toward the unconditioned
should be interpreted primarily as a regulative feature of reason or as an epistemically
significant dynamism directed toward ultimate intelligibility.

On this basis, the study argues that reductionist theories generate an
epistemological paradox. If the deepest and most fundamental orientation of human
intelligence toward truth is itself fundamentally deceptive when it reaches the question
of ultimate reality, then the reliability of the same cognitive capacities in other domains
becomes difficult to justify. This does not mean that every human judgment
immediately becomes invalid if God is denied. Rather, the problem concerns the
normative foundation of rationality. If the highest operation of intelligence necessarily
produces an illusion concerning ultimate reality, reductionism must explain why that
same intelligence should be trusted in scientific, historical, mathematical, and everyday
judgments. The study characterizes this difficulty as a form of “rational suicide™: a
position that employs rational inquiry to conclude that the fundamental orientation of
rational inquiry is intrinsically deceptive risks undermining the epistemic authority on
which its own conclusion depends.

Nevertheless, the study recognizes an important limitation in Lonergan’s argument.
The structural orientation of human consciousness toward the unconditioned does not,
by itself, establish without further argument that the object of this orientation
objectively exists. This is precisely the difficulty emphasized by Kant: there is a logical
distinction between the necessity of thinking or seeking the unconditioned and the
proof of its actual existence. Consequently, Lonergan’s analysis should not be
understood as a complete proof of every dimension of classical theism. Its principal
strength lies rather in demonstrating the inadequacy of explanations that reduce
religious belief simply to psychological deficiency, emotional compensation, or
projection. The study concludes that the unrestricted desire to know is an intrinsic and
purposive feature of human rationality and cannot be adequately explained as a
pathological or merely constructed phenomenon. By denying an objective and ultimate
referent for this orientation, reductionist theories face a significant epistemological
challenge concerning the reliability and purpose of human cognition itself. Lonergan’s
epistemology therefore offers a powerful framework for defending the rational
intelligibility of religious belief and for showing that the question of God cannot be
adequately resolved by reducing religion to human weakness or projection alone.
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