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ABSTRACT 

 

A Theory of Justification in Hume’s Treatise 

 

by 

 

Sam Entin Zahn 

 

The topic of this dissertation is the epistemology of 18th century Scottish philosopher David 

Hume. Hume notoriously pursues a constructive science of human nature in his masterpiece 

A Treatise of Human Nature while raising serious skeptical doubts about that project and 

leaving them apparently unanswered. In this dissertation, I attempt to answer one central 

question: what can Hume say in favor of believing anything beyond the present contents of 

one’s consciousness? The core of this dissertation is the identification of a theory of 

justification in Hume’s Treatise, one that preserves both his skepticism and his science of 

human nature. 

 In Chapter 1, I introduce the interpretive problem that is the subject of this 

dissertation and survey proposed answers from a wide field of commentators. 

In Chapter 2, I explore Hume’s skepticism about reason and the role it plays in the 

epistemology of the Treatise. I argue that this skepticism generates an acute interpretive 

problem for Hume’s epistemology. This problem will in large part guide the discussion of 

justification in Hume’s Treatise in the following chapters. 
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 In Chapter 3, I look at Hume’s response to the self-undermining objection to his 

skeptical arguments against reason. I argue that Hume commits himself in his response to a 

dialectic of the flickering authority of reason. Reason loses and gains authority as often as the 

skeptical arguments gain and lose authority, respectively. Though this model of Hume’s 

response prima facie conflicts with other parts of the text, they can be made consistent by 

distinguishing between the flickering of reason and the mind’s response to this unstable 

position. 

 In Chapter 4, I argue that Hume endorses two completely distinct standards of 

doxastic normativity: the epistemic and the natural (i.e. a belief’s contribution to 

psychological health). The epistemic grants beliefs philosophical approval, while the natural 

circumscribes the domain of investigation to prevent reasoning that leads to extreme 

skepticism.  

 In Chapter 5, I develop a novel account of epistemic justification in the Treatise, 

which I call epistemic dispositionalism. Hume describes at least three doxastic dispositions: 

that of the vulgar, that of the true philosopher, and that of the extreme skeptic. A doxastic 

disposition is constituted by (i) active belief-forming principles, (ii) higher-order corrective 

tendencies, and (iii) emotional disposition. Epistemic justification, for Hume, reduces to the 

psychological feature of believability. A belief is epistemically justified if and only if it is 

believable within the philosophical or skeptical doxastic disposition and one is in that 

disposition. A belief is epistemically unjustified in all other cases (e.g. when believed within 

the vulgar disposition). In the skeptical disposition, it may be the case that the only ideas that 

are believable – and so justified – are those about one’s occurrent mental states. Shifts 
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between dispositions are not directly under the control of the will, but can be precipitated by 

an increase or decrease in epistemological reflection. 

In Chapter 6, I apply the account of justification presented in Chapters 4 and 5 to the 

interpretive problem of Hume’s skepticism about reason identified in Chapter 2. We see that 

epistemic dispositionalism allows us to make sense of the dialectic of Hume’s skepticism 

about reason without highly controversial interpretations of his skeptical arguments or failing 

to explain his return to philosophy after the skeptical episode in the conclusion of Book 1.  
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I. Introduction 
1. The central question

This dissertation attempts to answer one central question: what can Hume say in favor of 

believing anything beyond the present contents of one’s consciousness?  

This question might strike one as quite general and a bit unscholarly. It is general 

because it doesn’t pick out any kind of consideration in favor of belief, be it epistemic, 

pragmatic, aesthetic, or otherwise. It is perhaps unscholarly because it asks what Hume can 

say, instead of the more natural question of what Hume did say (or, at least, what he really 

thought). I’m taking it as a starting point in this dissertation that this is unavoidable. Hume 

never addresses the question of the normativity of belief explicitly, and many of the clues in 

the text that bear on the question appear to be in tension with one another. The text, as well 

as the large literature on the topic, make it clear that there is no way of interpreting Hume’s 

epistemology without some rational reconstruction. If I may make a confession at the outset: 

when reading the Treatise and the first Enquiry, it does not seem that Hume cared to develop 

a coherent account of justification. After raising skeptical doubts about the understanding in 

these two works, he appears happy to “yield to the current of nature” (T 1.4.7.101), 

recognizing that skepticism could have no lasting effect on his everyday beliefs nor his faith 

in his science of human nature, and leave epistemology behind to apply this science to less 

1 Citations of Hume’s texts will occur in-text in accordance with the following system of abbreviations. A 
Treatise of Human Nature, eds. David F. Norton and Mary J. Norton (Oxford: Oxford University Press) will be 
cited with ‘T’ followed by Book, Part, section, and paragraph numbers. For example, Treatise Book 1 Part 4 
section 7 paragraph 8 will be abbreviated ‘T 1.4.7.8.’ An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, ed. Tom L 
Beauchamp (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) will be cited with ‘EHU’ followed by section and 
paragraph numbers. The abstracts of these books will be cited with the book abbreviation followed by 
‘Abstract’ and paragraph number. The Dialogues concerning Natural Religion, ed. Richard H. Popkin 
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1998) will be abbreviated ‘DNR’ followed by section and paragraph numbers. The 
Letters of David Hume, 2 vols., ed. John Y.T. Grieg (Oxford: Claredon Press, 1932) will be cited with ‘HL’ 
followed by volume and page number from this edition. My Own Life [quoted from An Enquiry concerning 
Human Understanding, ed. Peter Millican (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007)] will be cited with ‘MOL’ 
followed by paragraph number.  
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problematic topics. This does not mean that “finding” a theory of justification in Hume really 

amounts to grafting one onto him. I hope it will become clear in this dissertation that Hume 

has the materials to support a theory of justification, and a Humean one at that; which 

interpretation is “best” is a matter of balancing textual fidelity, philosophical plausibility, and 

historical context. 

My answer to the central question is that the most plausible theory of the normativity 

of belief in Hume is that both scientific and everyday beliefs can be justified on the basis of 

one or both of two possible sources of justification: epistemic and what I will call natural. A 

belief has natural warrant if it contributes to one’s psychological health (to be spelled out in 

Humean terms). Despite Hume’s skeptical arguments, beliefs based on reason, memory, and 

the senses can have epistemic warrant, too – but what constitutes epistemic justification for 

Hume is and must be very unorthodox. To understand these claims requires some 

preliminaries. First, we will look at the most significant interpretive problem for a theory of 

justification in Hume. Then, I will present an overview of the interpretive landscape 

regarding solutions to this problem. Finally, I will present a brief summary of this 

dissertation, and in doing so situate my interpretation within this landscape. 

2. The central problem

The central problem for Hume’s epistemology is that he appears to be inconsistent. At times, 

he is happy to use the belief-forming processes of the senses, reason, and memory - even in 

the investigation of those very processes. At other times, he presents what appear to be 

devastating skeptical arguments against those processes - also, sometimes, using those 

processes in the arguments themselves. To make matters worse, he is notoriously unclear 

about whether he is engaging in normative or descriptive inquiries into these processes. As  
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we will see, differences in interpretation of the degree and extent of normativity in Hume’s 

 text lead to radical differences in the overall interpretation of Hume’s epistemology. Finally, 

Hume expresses what appear to be conflicting reactions to his skeptical arguments: 

sometimes he is unperturbed, even blasé; other times he is deeply distraught.  

I will refer to this set of consistency puzzles as the integration problem after Phillip 

Cummins.2 We can also think of this as the general problem of integrating Hume’s positive 

science of human nature with his skepticism. Commentators sometimes frame this as a 

tension between Hume’s skepticism and his naturalism. This word is simultaneously useful 

and mystifying. Hume himself says of the word ‘nature’ “there is none more ambiguous or 

equivocal” (T 3.1.2.7). But this concept of naturalized normativity will be important. We will 

see that many commentators have fixated on Hume’s tendency to condone and condemn 

beliefs based on their having or lacking some natural property. The strongest support for this 

practice would mean reducing justificatory properties (often, epistemic ones) to prima facie 

non-normative, psychological or social properties (e.g. a belief’s stability, usefulness, 

irresistibility, universality). Hume notices that beliefs and belief-forming principles 

sanctioned by philosophers tend to have these features in common; and if justification 

doesn’t reduce to these properties, they may still have relevance to a theory of justification. 

This is because these may be the only properties to which the Humean investigator has 

access that justificatory claims appear to track. This is to be contrasted with the dominant 

view - held also by Hume’s contemporaries - that a belief’s justification ought ultimately to 

track its likeliness of being true. Of course, it is possible that these natural properties 

2 Phillip Cummins, “Hume’s Diffident Skepticism,” Hume Studies 25, no. 1 and 2 (1999): 43-65. 
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correlate with truth. I will argue that Hume’s theoretical commitments prevent him from 

drawing correlations of this kind – that the natural properties are all he has. 

 In this dissertation, the integration problem is going to be approached not as an 

objection to Hume’s system as a whole, but rather as a constraint upon a theory of 

justification. What is the most plausible theory of justification available to Hume, taking into 

account the most faithful reading of the text?  

The integration problem is not obviously resolved by exploring the dialectic of 

Hume’s texts. In both the three-volume Treatise and the successive publication of the 

Enquiries,3 Hume’s epistemology (including the skeptical arguments) is presented before the 

positive and systematic development of his theories of the passions, morals, and - in the case 

of the Treatise - government.4 In both series of works, Hume liberally utilizes previously 

discredited (apparently) belief-forming processes in the development of his positive theories. 

 Despite this similarity between the Treatise and the Enquiries, there are substantive 

differences between the texts. I believe that the differences relevant to Hume’s epistemology 

are significant enough to warrant separate treatment. For this reason, I have chosen to focus 

only on the Treatise in this dissertation.5 This deserves a few words of explanation. 

 
3 A parallel structure is found in his Essays and Treatises on Several Subjects, in which we find the two 
Enquiries plus A Dissertation on the Passions.  
4 The Treatise is composed of three books: Book 1 “Of the Understanding,” Book 2 “Of the Passions, and Book 
3 “Of Morals.” Books 1 and 2 were published together in 1739, and the third book was published the following 
year. Norman Kemp Smith contends that Book 1 was composed after the other two books, which would render 
Hume’s epistemological optimism in those books more intelligible. (Norman Kemp Smith, The Philosophy of 
David Hume [New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005], 538.) It still seems strange, though, that Hume would 
publish them with this seemingly dialectically incoherent structure, even if, as Hume admits, he was “carry’d 
away by the Heat of Youth and Invention to publish too precipitately” and “repented [his] Haste a hundred, & a 
hundred times” (HL i.158). After all, the recasting of this material in the Enquiry sequence was presented 
similarly. An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding - corresponding roughly to Book 1 of the Treatise - 
was originally published in 1748, and then later An Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals (1751) - 
corresponding roughly to Book 3 of the Treatise - and finally A Dissertation on the Passions (1757), which 
corresponds roughly to Book 2. 
5 Most recent books written on this subject have focused largely or entirely on the Treatise. See Annette Baier, 
A Progress of Sentiments: Reflections on Hume's Treatise (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991); 
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3. Book 1 of the Treatise vs. An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding 

The traditional position among commentators regarding the relationship between the Treatise 

and the Enquiries is that the works are philosophically the same, at least to the extent that the 

one may be used to support or critique an interpretation of the other. The differences are to be 

found in presentation. The Treatise is a long, often difficult text that traverses many and 

various topics in philosophy. The Enquiries, by comparison, are short, stylistically digestible, 

and more circumscribed in philosophical scope. The view that these texts are very similar in 

substance is reinforced by Hume’s claim that he “cast the first part of [the Treatise] anew” in 

the first Enquiry because the publishing failure of the Treatise “had proceeded more from the 

manner than the matter” (MOL 8). This makes it seem that Hume, confessed seeker of 

literary fame, merely rewrote Book 1 of the Treatise in a way that would guarantee popular 

success without changing much, if any, of the philosophical substance.  

 My dominant impression while reading the Enquiry6 is that it is the “greatest hits” of 

Book 17 of the Treatise. Much of the most dubious content of the Treatise is omitted (e.g. 

nearly the entirety of Part 2 “The ideas of space and time,” the notorious skeptical argument 

against reason at T 1.4.1, the theory of personal identity (T 1.4.6) – which he already 

confesses to be “defective” in the Abstract [T Abstract 20]), as well as much of the tedious 

content (e.g. in the over-long Part 3 “Of knowledge and probability”). This invites the 

interpretive question: when reading the Enquiry, should we “fill in” the omitted material and 
 

Donald Garrett Cognition and Commitment in Hume’s Philosophy, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997); 
David Owen, Hume’s Reason (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), Louis Loeb, Stability and Justification 
in Hume’s Treatise (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002); Paul Russell, The Riddle of Hume’s Treatise: 
Skepticism, Naturalism, and Irreligion (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008); Don Ainslie, Hume's True 
Scepticism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015); and Graciela De Pierris, Ideas, Evidence, and Method 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
6 Hereafter, I will use ‘the Enquiry’ to refer to An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding. 
7 Though not everything in the Enquiry is in Book 1. For example, EHU 8 “Of Liberty and Necessity” comes 
from Book 2, and the content of EHU 10 “Of Miracles” was left out of the Treatise completely – perhaps from 
concerns about its irreligious content.  
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base our reading on what results, or should we read the text as if Hume abandoned that 

material? 

 If we are to defer to Hume, we should do the latter. Hume writes in his Advertisement 

to the collection that includes the Enquiries, “Henceforth, the Author desires, that the 

following Pieces may alone be regarded as containing his philosophical sentiments and 

principles” (EHU Ad.). And he writes in a letter to Gilbert Elliot, “I believe [the Enquiry] 

contain[s] every thing of Consequence relating to the Understanding, which you would meet 

with in the Treatise; & I give you my Advice against reading the latter” (HL i.158). 

 Unfortunately, it is notoriously unclear what Hume’s specific reasons are for 

shunning the Treatise in this way. One might wonder, for instance, if the philosophical 

substance of the works is the same, why not recommend the Enquiry to the greater public, 

and direct the reader to the Treatise only if she is interested in the more developed version of 

the system (and is willing to hold her nose during the occasional adolescent flourish of 

style)? It seems plausible to me that Hume omitted some parts of the Treatise because he no 

longer believed in the arguments. Perhaps the most conspicuous omission is the skeptical 

argument against reason at T 1.4.1. It is conspicuous because (i) it is arguably the most 

destructive skeptical argument in the Treatise, purportedly undermining the justification of 

all beliefs formed on the basis of an inference, (ii) it occupies a prominent place in the 

Treatise, opening the final Part of Book 1 “Of the sceptical and other systems of 

philosophy,” and (iii) it plays a crucial role in precipitating the skeptical panic attack in the 

Conclusion. I will have much more to say about this argument and its role in the 

epistemology of the Treatise in Chapter 2. While we don’t know with certainty Hume’s 

intentions in omitting this argument from the Enquiry, we do know that in the Advertisement 
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to the Enquiry, published a year before his death, he complains that “several writers” (one of 

which we know to be Reid) continue to “direct their batteries” against the Treatise despite 

the fact that in the Enquiry Hume corrected “some negligences in his former reasoning.” It is 

likely that Hume was aware that Reid had several very powerful objections to the T 1.4.1 

arguments (later published in the collection Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man). Also, 

again, the skeptical argument against reason at T 1.4.1 plays a crucial role in the dramatic 

skeptical episode in the Conclusion of Book 1 (T 1.4.7). Notably, both the argument and the 

dramatic skeptical episode are absent in the Enquiry, to be replaced with the more level-

headed (but still puzzle-ridden) Section 12, “Of the Academical or Sceptical Philosophy.” It 

is my opinion that the skeptical arguments against reason at T 1.4.1 are a load-bearing pillar 

in Hume’s epistemology in the Treatise. So if we are to read the Enquiry without this 

argument in play, we have some reason to think that there is theoretical discontinuity 

between Hume of the Treatise and Hume of the Enquiry. 

 The second reason that I will be looking solely at the Treatise is that the Enquiry 

contains a messy relationship between belief and truth that, I believe, is absent in the 

Treatise, and may require a radically different account of epistemic justification. In the 

Treatise, Hume makes justification claims repeatedly while truth claims are conspicuously 

absent - even in the introduction, where his optimism about the positive science of human 

nature is at an apex.8 In the Enquiry, however, Hume is much more willing to make 

substantial and far-reaching claims regarding humans’ contact with the truth. See this 

passage from section 1 (which contains the content corresponding to the introduction to the 

Treatise): 

 
8 For more on this, see Chapter 4. 



8 
 

 It cannot be doubted, that the mind is endowed with several powers and faculties, that  
these powers are distinct from each other, that what is really distinct to the immediate 
perception may be distinguished by reflection; and consequently, that there is a truth 
and falsehood in all propositions on this subject, and a truth and falsehood which lie 
not beyond the compass of human understanding. [...] 
May we not hope, that philosophy, if cultivated with care, and encouraged by the 
attention of the public, may [...] discover, at least in some degree, the secret springs 
and principles, by which the human mind is actuated in its operations? [EHU 1.14-15; 
my emphasis] 

 
And later: 

Happy, if we can unite the boundaries of the different species of philosophy, by 
reconciling profound enquiry with clearness, and truth with novelty. [EHU 1.17] 

 
These passages exist in bold contrast to the Treatise, where Hume is careful not to make 

these kinds of claims about our ability to apprehend truths. But perhaps the greatest flourish 

of epistemic optimism in the Enquiry comes in Hume’s “sceptical solution” to his skeptical 

doubts about probabilistic reason (i.e. the problem of induction) in section 5. He reviews his 

result in section 4 that the “transition of thought from the cause to the effect proceeds not 

from reason” and instead notices that “it derives its origin altogether from custom and 

experience” (EHU 5.20). Initially, he writes that “by employing that word [‘custom’], we 

pretend not to have given the ultimate reason of such a propensity. Perhaps, we can push our 

enquires no farther, or pretend to give the cause of this cause, but must rest content with it as 

the ultimate principle” (EHU 5.5). This ‘perhaps’ is already a departure from the Treatise, 

where his semantic empiricism is much stronger and would disallow the possibility that 

anything could be said about facts beyond conjunction and customary expectation, inviting 

the question of what the second ‘cause’ in the above passage could possibly refer to.9 But at 

the end of section 5, Hume says something further, something quite surprising, about custom: 

 
9 One feature of the so-called “New Hume debate” is that present in the Enquiry but less so in the Treatise are 
pro tanto indications that Hume believes in “thick causal powers,” that is, real causal powers between objects in 
the world. This is a departure from the Old Hume interpretation, which is supported more by the Treatise, 
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 Here, then, is a kind of pre-established harmony between the course of nature and the  
succession of our ideas; and though the powers and forces, by which the former is 
governed, be wholly unknown to us; yet our thoughts and conceptions have still, we 
find, gone on in the train with the other works of nature. Custom is that principle, by 
which this correspondence has been effected. [...] Had not the presence of an object 
instantly excited the idea of those objects, commonly conjoined with it, all our 
knowledge must have been limited to the narrow sphere of our memory and senses. 
[EHU 5.21] 

 
If this passage is to be taken on anything approaching face value, it is perhaps the most 

perplexing of any related to Hume’s epistemology. With “pre-established harmony,” Hume is 

alluding to Leibniz, who held that God pre-programmed the specific sequence perceptual 

states in each mind so that they would accurately represent the sequence of external events. 

Leibniz’ motivation was to avoid Descartes’ problem of causal interaction between 

substances (in this case, in perception). Hume’s suggestion is not quite as radical or 

theologically grounded – but he is suggesting that the non-rational instinct in human nature 

that enables probabilistic reasoning – though we can’t know its reliability by investigating 

the understanding itself – harmoniously corresponds to the succession of events in the world, 

and so is in fact reliable. What licenses Hume to assert that custom is truth-tracking in this 

way (or shall continue to be in the future)? And in what sense is this a “sceptical solution”? 

Either he comes to know this correspondence by a posteriori, probabilistic reasoning or he 

doesn’t. If he doesn’t – if this correspondence is known demonstratively, intuitively, or in 

some other way –  we will want to hear the story. If the correspondence is known by a 

posteriori, probabilistic reasoning, Hume seems to fall into the circularity problem of the 

skeptical argument in section 4 (and will need to avail himself of another “sceptical 

solution”). It may be, as John Passmore10 suggests, that this is merely an ironic reference to 

 
according to which Hume is a strict anti-realist about causation. For a good discussion of the debate, see Peter 
Millican, “Hume, Causal Realism, and Causal Science,” Mind 118 (2009): 647-712. 
10 John Passmore, Hume’s Intentions (London: Duckworth, 1980), 147. 
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Leibniz. But it doesn’t read merely in that way. In fact, he doubles down on the 

correspondence between nature and custom in the following paragraph. Again, the contrast 

with the Treatise is vivid, as when Hume asks despairingly in the Conclusion of Book 1: “By 

what criterion shall I distinguish [truth], even if fortune shou’d at last guide me on her foot-

steps?” (T 1.4.7.3) No proposal follows, and throughout this dissertation I will be developing 

a case for the claim that the Hume of the Treatise is barred from claiming that the 

understanding and senses, even when functioning properly, can get at truth. On the one hand, 

this limits him to a deflationary, non-veritistic theory of justification. On the other hand, it 

opens the possibility of a pluralistic theory of justification that can accommodate both his 

skepticism and his positive science. 

 My aim here is not to engage in commentary about the Enquiry, but only to briefly 

raise concerns about the practice of devising an epistemology that applies to both it and the 

Treatise. Because of these concerns, I will not be using passages from the Enquiry (or other 

epistemologically relevant texts, such as the Dialogues) to support my account of 

justification in the Treatise.  

4. The interpretive landscape 

Regarding Hume’s epistemology in the Treatise, there are several main interpretive sects. 

These sects are characterized by their answers to one or more of the following questions: (i) 

Does Hume think most of our everyday and scientific beliefs are justified? (ii) If so, what 

kind(s) of justification apply to these beliefs? (iii) How can Hume’s naturalistic science of 

human nature be reconciled with his skepticism? Note that this is just a cursory overview to 

orient the reader. The positions of important representatives of these views will be explored 

as they arise in the course of this dissertation. 
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 The first sect is the extreme skeptical interpretation, according to which Hume offers 

skeptical arguments in Book 1 of the Treatise that go unanswered, and so undermine the 

justification for most everyday and scientific beliefs. This is perhaps the oldest of the 

interpretations of Hume’s epistemology, and was held by Hume’s contemporaries (and thorn-

in-the-side detractors) Thomas Reid and James Beattie (it is sometimes referred to as the 

Reid-Beattie interpretation). The virtue of this interpretation is that it can accommodate a 

straightforward reading of Hume’s skeptical arguments and his skeptical crisis in the 

conclusion of Book 1. It significantly struggles, though, to explain why Hume continues to 

use the discredited belief-forming processes in Books 2 and 3. Without such an explanation, 

this view seems highly uncharitable. More recent extreme skeptical commentators11 have 

recognized the need to acknowledge the integration problem. For example, Janet 

Broughton12 thinks that Hume’s skeptical arguments and resultant breakdown in the 

conclusion cause an ironic detachment from (but not total disavowal of) his positive 

conclusions.13  

 
11 Some recent extreme skeptical interpreters are Robert Fogelin, “The Tendency of Hume's Skepticism” in The 
Skeptical Tradition, ed. Miles Burnyeat (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983), 397–412; Donald 
Baxter, Hume's Difficulty: Time and Identity in the Treatise (New York: Routledge, 2008) and A Pyrrhonian 
Interpretation of Hume on Assent. Skepticism: From Antiquity to the Present, ed. B. Reed (New York: 
Bloomsbury, 2018), 380–94; and Janet Broughton, “The Inquiry in Hume's Treatise,” The Philosophical Review 
113, no. 4 (2004): 537–56. 
12 Broughton, “The Inquiry in Hume’s Treatise.”  
13 At the edge of the extreme skeptical camp is Yuval Avnur, who draws a distinction between justification and 
excuse (“Excuses for Hume's Skepticism,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 92, no. 2 (2015): 264-
306). He makes the compelling claim that for Hume our belief-forming processes are not justified but are 
excused. That is, we cannot be blamed for believing, for example, that an external world exists, since it is a 
natural and universal tendency of our species (271). Certain beliefs can even be praiseworthy, despite their lack 
of justification. A belief is “better” insofar as it is more natural or more universal (288). This is quite similar to 
the naturalistic interpretation, which, as we will see, holds that justification reduces to non-epistemic 
psychological facts about belief (e.g. naturalness and universality). These subtle differences between 
interpretations illustrate just how developed the literature is on this topic. 
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 Practical/moral interpreters14 agree with the extreme skeptical interpreters that 

Hume’s skeptical arguments destroy the possibility of straightforward epistemic justification. 

But they think that Hume has recourse to pragmatic justification - and indeed, as we will see 

in Chapter 4, there are key texts to support this. The reason why the practical and the moral 

are lumped together is because according to Hume’s theory of moral normativity, we call 

“virtuous” character traits that are useful or agreeable to the bearer or others. Insofar as 

beliefs or belief-forming processes can be evaluated as useful or agreeable, according to the 

practical/moral interpreter, they too can be morally evaluated in this way. These views do a 

good job of explaining how Hume can justify continuing to philosophize after providing 

unanswered (and, according to him, unanswerable) skeptical arguments. But they have the 

challenge of giving a principled reason to prefer traditionally respectable belief-forming 

processes to things such as superstition and wishful thinking, which may be quite useful and 

agreeable.  

 Among the interpretive sects, the naturalistic interpretation15 likely has the most 

adherents today. The view goes back to Kemp Smith, who was dissatisfied with the standard 

view of Hume as an extreme skeptic, and is credited with first articulating the integration 

problem and then offering a solution on which his positive, naturalistic science defeats his 

skepticism. Louis Loeb, a more recent partisan, characterizes naturalistic interpreters by the 

position that, “Hume holds that the justificatory status of a belief depends upon nonepistemic 

facts (facts that can be characterized without utilizing such notions as ‘knowledge,’ 

 
14 See for example Michael Ridge, “Epistemology Moralized: David Hume’s Practical Epistemology,” Hume 
Studies 29, no. 2 (2003): 165-204; Hsueh Qu, “Hume’s Practically Epistemic Conclusions?” Philosophical 
Studies 170, no. 3 (2014): 501-24; David Owen, Hume’s Reason (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 220. 
15 Notable defenders of this interpretation are Kemp Smith, The Philosophy of David Hume; Loeb, Stability and 
Justification; Christine Korsgaard, “Normativity as Reflexivity: Hume’s Practical Justification of Morality,” 
Sixteenth Hume Society Conference, Lancaster, England 1989; and Garrett, Cognition and Commitment and 
Hume (London: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2015). 
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‘justification,’ and ‘evidence’) about either beliefs or the processes or mechanisms that 

generate or sustain beliefs.”16 For most naturalistic interpreters, justification reduces, at least 

in a significant part, to some non-epistemic psychological feature of either a belief or a 

belief-forming process. Some influential examples are irresistibility and inevitability (Kemp 

Smith, The Philosophy of David Hume), stability (Loeb, Stability and Justification), survival 

of reflective scrutiny (Korsgaard, “Normativity as Reflexivity”), and reason mixed with 

liveliness and propensity (Garrett, Cognition and Commitment). The advantage of the 

naturalistic interpretation is that it provides the most plausible explanation for Hume’s 

positive efforts in Books 2 and 3: he thought that his science of human nature was 

epistemically justified. The disadvantage of this interpretation is that it requires a fairly 

revisionary reading of Hume’s skeptical arguments. One component of this is that naturalistic 

interpreters read much of Book 1 as descriptive rather than normative. 

 The last main17 sect are the perspectivalist interpreters.18 These commentators 

believe Hume endorses multiple incommensurable epistemic perspectives in the Treatise 

 
16 Loeb, Stability and Justification, 21. 
17 There are other commentators who don’t fit into any of these categories. We might identify two other 
significant types of interpretations. First, there are what we can call circumscribing interpreters, who believe 
that much of the apparently skeptical content in Part 4 of Book 1 is a performance by Hume to demonstrate 
epistemically improper inquiry (as opposed to the epistemically proper inquiry found earlier in Book 1 and in 
Books 2 and 3).  Annette Bair thinks Hume is illustrating that the solitary thinker will eventually fall into a state 
of melancholy and delirium when he finds that reason cannot subsist by itself within an individual without 
driving him to paradoxes and unanswerable doubts. So he comes out the other side of these “desponding 
reflections” recognizing that reason – at least as a part of human nature – is “passionate and social.” Baier, A 
Progress of Sentiments, 278-81. Donald Ainslie believes that the skeptical episodes in the Treatise demonstrate 
that when we reflect on our perceptions as such instead of merely attending to the content of those perceptions, 
we generate a kind of “reflective interference.” Ainslie, Hume's True Scepticism, 236-40.  

Externalist interpreters have attempted to deal with the problem, to be discussed at length in this 
dissertation, that Hume cannot connect justification to truth via any internal mark by interpreting Hume as an 
externalist about justification. See for example Frederick Schmitt, Hume’s Epistemology in the Treatise 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). The challenge for this interpretation is the charge of anachronism. 
18 See Robert Fogelin, “Garrett on the Consistency of Hume’s Philosophy,” Hume Studies 24, no. 1 (1998): 
164-7 and “Hume’s Scepticism” in The Cambridge Companion to Hume, ed. David F. Norton and Jaqueline 
Taylor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 90-116; and Graciela De Pierris, “Hume’s Pyrrhonian 
Skepticism and the Belief in Causal Laws,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 29, no. 3 (2001): 351-83. 
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without giving ultimate endorsement to any one perspective. The advantage of this 

interpretation is that it is uniquely able to take the text at face value: underlying the 

apparently positive, naturalistic passages are a more typical, permissive set of epistemic 

standards, and underlying the apparently negative, skeptical passages are a highly restrictive 

set of standards. The disadvantages, though, are (i) that the view seems to render Hume’s 

epistemology inconsistent and (ii) that it is ad hoc - it opts for a direct reading of the text, and 

when this reading reveals two incommensurable perspectives, it posits this highly 

controversial position of epistemic pluralism without explaining why this is otherwise 

appropriate. 

5. A prospectus 

The core of this dissertation is the development of a new perspectivalist reading of Hume’s 

Treatise, one that can to a significant degree avoid these disadvantages. 

 In Chapter 2, we will explore Hume’s skepticism about reason and the role it plays in 

the epistemology of the Treatise. I will argue that this skepticism generates an acute 

interpretive problem for Hume’s epistemology. This problem will in large part guide the 

discussion of justification in Hume’s Treatise in the following chapters. 

 In Chapter 3, we will look at Hume’s response to the self-undermining objection to 

his skeptical arguments against reason. I argue that Hume commits himself in his response to 

a dialectic of the flickering authority of reason. Reason loses and gains authority as often as 

the skeptical arguments gain and lose authority, respectively. Though this model of Hume’s 

response prima facie conflicts with other parts of the text, they can be made consistent by 

distinguishing between the flickering of reason and the mind’s response to this unstable 

position. 
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 In Chapter 4, I argue that Hume endorses two completely distinct standards of 

doxastic normativity: the epistemic and the natural (i.e. a belief or belief-forming 

mechanism’s contribution to psychological health). The epistemic grants beliefs 

philosophical approval, while the natural circumscribes the domain of investigation to 

prevent reasoning that leads to extreme skepticism. In doing so, I argue that we shouldn’t 

countenance the epistemic at the expense of the natural (as the naturalistic interpreter does), 

nor should we countenance the natural at the expense of the epistemic (as the moral/practical 

interpreter does). 

 In Chapter 5, I develop a novel perspectivalist account of epistemic justification in the 

Treatise, which I call epistemic dispositionalism. Hume describes at least three doxastic 

dispositions: that of the vulgar, that of the true philosopher, and that of the extreme skeptic. 

A doxastic disposition is constituted by (i) active belief-forming principles, (ii) higher-order 

corrective tendencies, and (iii) emotional disposition.  Epistemic justification, for Hume, 

reduces to the psychological feature of believability. A belief is epistemically justified if and 

only if it is believable within the philosophical or skeptical doxastic disposition and one is in 

that disposition. A belief is epistemically unjustified in all other cases (e.g. when believed 

within the vulgar disposition). In the skeptical disposition, it may be the case that the only 

ideas that are believable – and so justified – are those about occurrent mental states. The 

philosophical disposition is characterized by dominant philosophical belief-forming 

principles, higher-order general rules that correct the more precipitous first-order judgments, 

and minimal influence of the passions. The skeptical disposition is constituted by extreme 

consistency in application of higher-order, corrective principles and faculty-justificatory 

reflection that lead to wide-ranging suspension of judgment. Shifts between dispositions are 
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not directly under the control of the will, but can be precipitated by an increase or decrease in 

philosophical reflection. 

 In Chapter 6, I apply the account of justification presented in Chapters 4 and 5 to the 

interpretive problem of Hume’s skepticism about reason identified in Chapter 2. We see that 

epistemic dispositionalism allows us to make sense of the dialectic of Hume’s skepticism 

about reason without highly controversial interpretations of his skeptical arguments or failing 

to explain his return to philosophy after the skeptical episode in the Conclusion of Book 1.  
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II. The Interpretive Problem of Hume’s Skepticism with regard to Reason 
 

1. Introduction  

Understanding Hume’s skeptical arguments against reason in T 1.4.1 (“Of scepticism with 

regard to reason”) and how they fit into Hume’s epistemological project is the most 

important step in finding the account of justification at work in the Treatise. This might seem 

strange. First, these arguments are notorious – and not just because their conclusions are 

extreme. They are considered by many to be some of Hume’s worst arguments (Hume 

himself doesn’t repeat them in the first Enquiry). Second, these arguments have been 

significantly overshadowed by the celebrated skeptical argument against probabilistic reason 

in T 1.3.6. Nevertheless, the consequences of these arguments for Hume’s epistemology in 

the Treatise are tremendous. Hume himself thought the arguments were of  “vast 

consequence,” and they produce one horn of the “dangerous dilemma” that led to the famous 

skeptical crisis in the conclusion of Book 1 (T 1.4.7.6-8).  In this chapter, we will explore the 

skeptical arguments against reason in T 1.4.1 with an eye toward uncovering a problem for 

interpreting these arguments. By extension, we will also be uncovering a problem for finding 

an account of justification in Hume’s Treatise.  

2. Hume on reason 

One of the upshots of Hume’s arguments in T 1.4.1 is that it is irrational to hold a belief on 

the basis of an inference. It is irrational in the following sense: if we consistently apply our 

principles of reasoning – the standards by which we evaluate any judgment – we will find 

that to hold any belief on the basis of an inference would be in violation of those principles 

(T 1.4.1.8). In order to fully understand these arguments and their consequences, we must 

first explore that which is purportedly being undermined: reason (as Hume understands it).  
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Hume begins “Of scepticism with regard to reason” (T 1.4.1) with a claim about the 

activity of reason in causal terms. “Our reason must be consider’d as a kind of cause, of 

which truth is the natural effect” (T 1.4.1.1). Elsewhere, Hume writes, “reason is the 

discovery of truth or falsehood” (T 3.1.1.9). Hume makes a famous distinction between kinds 

of truth discovered by reason. According to Hume, truth falls into two categories: (i) “the 

discovery of the proportions of ideas, considered as such” and (ii) “the conformity of our 

ideas of objects to their real existence” (T 2.3.10.2). Hume calls the first “knowledge” and 

the second “probability.” Sometimes he calls (i) “relations of ideas” and (ii) “matters of fact” 

(T 3.1.1.9). I will use the latter terminology. Each of these kinds of truth has its own form of 

reasoning that brings us from one set of ideas to another via inference. For relations of ideas, 

the characteristic form of reasoning is demonstration. For matters of fact, the characteristic 

form of reasoning is probability.  

Hume says of reasoning: “All kinds of reasoning consist in nothing but a comparison, 

and a discovery of those relations, either constant or inconstant, which two or more objects 

bear to each other” (T 1.3.2.2). The two forms of reasoning – relations of ideas and matters 

of fact – are most fundamentally distinguished by the kinds of relations they function to 

identify. Demonstration discovers constant relations between ideas (e.g. four will always be 

twice as much as two, no matter what contingencies exist), while probability discovers 

inconstant relations (e.g. it is a contingent fact that objects move toward and not away from 

heavy bodies; it is conceivable that things were otherwise).19 For Hume, the relation 

discovered by demonstration is proportion in quantity and number, and the paradigmatic 

 
19 There are judgments concerning both relations of ideas and matters of fact that fall under neither 
demonstrative nor probabilistic reasoning. Some relations between ideas are “discoverable at first sight” (T 
1.3.1.2). Hume calls judgments concerning these relations intuitive (rather than demonstrative). And of course, 
some matters of fact require no inference at all (e.g. that I am now perceiving greenly). 
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demonstrative sciences are algebra and arithmetic (T 1.3.1.5). Of course, the most important 

relation discovered by probabilistic inference, for Hume, is cause and effect.  

3. The arguments 

Hume’s arguments in T 1.4.1 purport to undermine both demonstrative and probabilistic 

reason. This is one reason why the arguments are so important. Whatever skeptical effect 

these arguments have will bleed through large portions of our systems of belief – be they 

philosophical, scientific, or everyday. The only beliefs that will be unaffected are those 

regarding occurrent experiences, the immediate deliveries of memory, and (perhaps) those 

relations of ideas that rely solely on intuitive judgments (e.g. regarding resemblance, 

contrariety, and degrees in quality [T 1.3.1.2]). 

The skeptical argument of T 1.4.1 proceeds in two stages. I will present it as two 

separate arguments (this is standard in the literature).  

In the first argument (hereafter, “SR1”), Hume concludes that all knowledge actually 

“resolves itself into probability” (T 1.4.1.4). We will have to look at the argument to see 

exactly what Hume means by this. Hume begins with a plausible claim about human 

reasoning: “In all demonstrative sciences the rules are certain and infallible; but when we 

apply them, our fallible and uncertain faculties are very apt to depart from them, and fall into 

error” (T 1.4.1.1). The rules of demonstration are certain and infallible. For example, in 

calculating 136/17 if one follows the rules of division perfectly, one is assured to arrive at the 

correct answer of 8. In this way, demonstration is different from probability. In a 

demonstration, one does not need to worry about whether a black swan is lurking around the 

corner, or whether the earth will be knocked off its axis and the sun will fail to rise. No 

observation or even change to the laws of nature could make it so that 136/17≠ 8. Another 
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way to think about it is this. On Hume’s theory of mind, an angel that is able to apply the 

rules of good reasoning infallibly (both demonstrative and probabilistic reasoning), but is 

otherwise like a human (i.e. gets its mental contents from impressions, has the same origins 

of the idea of causal necessity), would have certain demonstrations but uncertain 

probabilistic inferences. Thus, for the angel, the forms of inference would be clearly different 

in kind.  

But humans are, in fact, fallible in our application of the rules of demonstrative 

science. Hume writes: 

Our reason must be consider’d as a kind of cause, of which truth is the natural effect; 
but such-a-one as by the irruption of other causes, and by the inconstancy of our 
mental powers, may frequently be prevented. By this means all knowledge 
degenerates into probability; and this probability is greater or less, according to our 
experience of the veracity or deceitfulness of our understanding, and according to the 
simplicity or intricacy of the question. [T 1.4.1.1]  
 

The first thing to notice is that the passage begins with ‘our’ – this signifies that Hume is 

discussing human reason. The natural effect of human reason is truth, but frequently humans 

fail to reach the truth because something goes wrong. In a demonstration, for example 

136/17=8, we may skip a step, or fail to remember the number we started with, or be rash in 

our judgment of what divides into what, etc. So, we should reduce our credence in our 

demonstrations to sub-certainty, with the specific credence determined by what we judge to 

be our track record when doing a demonstration of this complexity.  

 The degeneration of knowledge into probability occurs in two steps. First, we perform 

a demonstration (e.g. 136/17=8). Then, in accordance with the standards of probabilistic 

reason (in this case, a probabilistic judgment from our observed imperfect track-record with 

demonstrations of this kind), we make a second-order judgment regarding the probability of 

the demonstration’s being correct. In our example of 136/17=8, I may judge that with 
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numbers of this size, my success rate with division is about 80%. So, given this second-order 

judgment about the probability of my first-order demonstration’s being true, I lower my 

credence in my demonstration to 80%.  

 This move from a first-order judgment to a second-order review is very important, so 

it bears pausing on. Hume will repeat this move again and again to obtain the extreme 

skeptical conclusion of the second argument. Hume writes: 

We must… in every reasoning form a new judgment, as a check or controul on our 
first judgment or belief; and must enlarge our view to comprehend a kind of history 
of all the instances, wherein our understanding has deceiv’d us, compar’d with those, 
wherein its testimony was just and true. [T 1.4.1.1] 
 

This is a deceptively strong claim. Hume thinks that in every case of reasoning, we must form 

this second-order regulative judgment and then adjust our confidence in the first-order 

judgment in response. This does not merely apply to demonstrations, as we will see. This 

applies to probabilistic judgments, too – including the higher-order regulative judgments 

themselves.  

 This passage raises an important question for interpreting these arguments: what is 

the significance of the “must” here? Let’s look at the passage in context. It is presented as a 

conclusion from the claim that humans are apt to fall into error when reasoning (the ellipses 

in the passage above replace a ‘therefore’). So Hume is saying that to avoid error, we must 

form and utilize these regulative judgments. We can think of this as a principle of 

probabilistic reasoning. There is real normativity contained in the “must.”  Hume takes up 

this kind of scenario in Part 3 of Book 1 (“Of the probability of causes” T 1.3.12). Here, he 

describes the ways the mind reacts when presented with a “contrarity of causes,” that is, 

when one experiences exceptions to an otherwise constant conjunction.  
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‘Tis evident, that when an object is attended with contrary effects, we judge of them 
only by our past experience, and always consider those as possible, which we have 
observ’d to follow from it. And as past experience regulates our judgment concerning 
the possibility of these effects, so it does that concerning their probability; and that 
effect, which has been the most common, we always esteem the most likely. [T 
1.3.12.9] 

  
Hume explicitly states that the review judgment in T 1.4.1 is a judgment of this kind.  

Observing from experience, that ‘tis sometimes just and sometimes erroneous, I 
consider it as regulated by contrary principles or causes, of which some lead to truth, 
and some to error; and in balancing these contrary causes, I diminish by a new 
probability the assurance of my first decision. [T 1.4.1.9] 
 

Hume writes that this process of adjusting our credence in light of experienced exceptions 

need not only occur at the first order, but can (as in the skeptical arguments that are our topic 

of interest) arise from a second-order review of past experience. 

We commonly take knowingly into consideration the contrariety of past events; we 
compare the different sides of the contrariety, and carefully weigh the experiments, 
which we have on each side: Whence we may conclude, that our reasonings of this 
kind arise not directly from habit, but in an oblique manner. [T 1.3.12.7] 

 
While a non-human animal may instinctually reduce confidence in a course of action given 

that an intended effect does not consistently follow, humans are capable of reducing 

confidence obliquely through a second-order, rational review. Although Hume uses 

descriptive language in these passages, we have good reason to think he endorses this kind of 

response to the contrariety of causes. After giving his account of the probability of causes, he 

begins the next section, “All these kinds of probability are receiv’d by philosophers, and 

allowed to be reasonable foundations of belief and opinion” (T 1.3.13.1). He goes on to 

contrast this with various forms of “unphilosophical probability.”  

 There is a deep question lurking here. We have established that Hume endorses what 

we can call the probabilistic control principle: that for every inference P, demonstrative or 

probabilistic, we ought to form a judgment P* regarding our reliability in performing 
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inferences of P-kind, and adjust our credence in P accordingly. Hume claims that by means 

of the control principle all knowledge “degenerates” (T 1.4.1.1) – or “reduces itself” (T 

1.4.1.3) or “resolves itself” (T 1.4.1.4) – into probability. What exactly does this 

degeneration consist in? Thomas Reid objects that Hume conflates demonstrative judgments 

with infallibility. Reid argued that a successful demonstration will always be a 

demonstration; it can never be merely probable. Even if we accept our fallibility and lower 

our credence in the conclusion of the demonstration, that does not change the form of the 

inference. If we make a mistake in a demonstration, it is, according to Reid, not a 

demonstration at all.20 A demonstration is certain, but a wise person has sub-certain 

confidence in his demonstrations. So is Hume just making a crude error here? 

 Hume may be able to respond to this objection, and in a way that discloses something 

unique about his theory of reason. It is true that what a demonstration discovers is a constant 

relation that holds between two or more ideas. So on Hume’s account, demonstration will 

always be distinguished from probability by the kind of philosophical relation it discovers. 

But let’s bracket the content of demonstration and just look at its form. If Hume’s claim that 

“our reason must be consider’d as a kind of cause, of which truth is the natural effect” 

(1.4.1.1) is taken at face value, then demonstration as performed by human beings is a causal 

process. It is temporally extended and, in accordance with Hume’s theory of causation, 

involves mental events whose “necessary” relation to one another is furnished by the mind 

and not the events themselves. If this is the case, then Reid and Hume either have very 

different conceptions of demonstration or are talking past one another. Hume can accept that 

a demonstration considered as, for example, a finished proof published in a mathematics 

 
20 Thomas Reid, “Mr. Hume’s Scepticism with regard to Reason,” Early Responses to Hume vol. 4, ed. James 
Fieser (Bristol: Thoemmes Press, 2000), 348-50.  
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journal, or a timeless syllogism etched in Plato’s heaven, ceases to be a demonstration if it is 

invalid. But demonstration as a human belief-forming process can go wrong, “by the 

irruption of other causes, and by the inconstancy of our mental powers” (T 1.4.1.1). This 

form of demonstration is characterized by its intended end: the discovery of a constant 

relation of ideas. The success or failure of the inference does not determine its form.  

 The bare fact, though, that demonstration is a temporally extended, causal belief-

forming process, does not entail that it is fallible. Causal judgments, the paradigm case of 

probabilistic reasoning, are causal judgments in the sense that they are discovering a causal 

relation between objects, not in the sense that the reasoning itself is a causal process. It is 

sufficient for their status as probabilistic inferences that the relation itself cannot be known 

with certainty (or else we could know effects from causes a priori). So, the degeneration of 

knowledge into probability will have to gain its probabilistic status from a different source. 

Perhaps this is what Reid missed. The degeneration of knowledge into probability has its 

source in the mechanics of demonstration in human reasoners, not in the fallibility of the 

rules of demonstration or in the inconstancy of the relations that hold between the ideas on 

which the reasoning is performed. If this may be allowed, then of course knowledge will 

degenerate. We have imperfect track records with performing demonstrations. In the first 

argument of T 1.4.1 (SR1) this is the crucial point. Relations of ideas are necessary; but the 

reasoning that leads from the ideas to the discovery of those relations is ultimately 

probabilistic.  

 The second-order control judgment, however, is a standard probabilistic judgment. It 

is a recognition that the conjunction between reason as a cause and truth as an effect is not 

constant. Truth may not obtain because of the “irruption” of other causes. So the probability 
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of truth obtaining is assessed and then applied to the first-order demonstration. If Reid made 

a mistake, it was thinking that Hume believed that knowledge degenerates into probability by 

being infected by a probabilistic second-order review judgment. Instead, the second-order 

review is only necessary (in the normative sense) because demonstration in human reasoners 

is itself a causal process that admits of contrariety, and so is probabilistic in structure. This 

may seem bizarre. It sounds as if Hume is asserting that demonstration is probabilistic. But 

the subtleties make the difference here. Demonstration considered as a human action is a 

temporally extended, causal process, of which true belief is the intended effect. As a causal 

process embedded in a complex causal matrix, its intended effect is never completely secure 

from the interference of other causes. This possibility of interference constitutes the 

probabilistic structure of the process of demonstration. Note that this should not be confused 

with objective probability. The probability in the probabilistic structure is thoroughly 

epistemic; it is an uncertainty regarding the intended effect of true belief from the point of 

view of the reasoner that results from the possibility of interfering causes unknown to the 

reasoner. Because it is epistemic and so doesn’t involve objective probability, the 

probabilistic structure of demonstration does require a source of epistemic uncertainty. This 

comes in the form of the demonstrator having some reason to think that the demonstration 

may not result in a truth. This source of uncertainty is plentiful. Insofar as demonstration is a 

kind of causal belief, and causal belief – in the reasoner’s past experience – has been subject 

to contrariety at least once, the reasoner will have some degree of uncertainty about her 

demonstrations, though she may not be aware of this uncertainty. 
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 In the second argument, (SR2) Hume examines the “foundation” of probability. And 

because demonstration resolves itself into probability, he is examining the foundation of 

demonstration, too. He begins by reiterating the probabilistic control principle. 

In every judgment, which we can form concerning probability, as well as concerning 
knowledge, we ought always to correct the first judgment, deriv’d from the nature of 
the object, by another judgment, deriv’d from the nature of the understanding. [T 
1.4.1.5] 

 
So for probabilistic judgments – be they standard causal judgments or degenerate 

demonstrative ones – we ought to form a higher-order judgment regarding the reliability of 

probabilistic reasoning (of some fairly specific kind) and reduce our confidence in the lower-

order judgment accordingly. This applies even to the corrective judgments themselves, so 

that for every n-order judgment (to which confidence in the first-order judgment has already 

been adjusted), we ought to form an n+1-order judgment regarding our reliability of 

performing n-order judgments. The lowered credence in the n-order judgment eventually 

trickles down to the first-order judgment.21 So for each review, our credence in the original 

judgment (e.g. 136/17=8) is reduced. Obviously, there is no natural stopping point to this 

iterative review process. The probabilistic control principle applies to all inferences. Because 

“no finite object can subsist under a decrease repeated in infinitum,” our “evidence” becomes 

 
21 One of the more damning objections to SR2 targets this step in the argument. Why would lowered confidence 
in our second-order review (that regarding the reliability of performing the first-order demonstration-type), lead 
to lowered confidence in the original demonstration? This seems to presuppose that we always overestimate our 
ability to perform demonstrations. For all we know, it is just as likely that we underestimated our ability to 
perform demonstrations of that kind, which if true ought to increase our confidence in the demonstration. If we 
assume that Hume was aware of this issue, this argument becomes more complex. Perhaps the change in 
credence effected by the reviews doesn’t track increasing pessimism about our reliability, but rather tracks 
changes in the range of uncertainty regarding the original demonstration’s likeliness of being true (via 
increasing awareness of sources of uncertainty). Another way of putting it is that each review after the second-
order review increases the perceived margin of error for that second-order review – at least effectively. Imagine 
that a vaccine development lab conducts an internal investigation into the accuracy of its claims about a 
vaccine’s effectiveness. This study determines that the likelihood of those claims being accurate is about 80%. 
But as the margin of error of the internal investigation study increases, confidence in the 80% conclusion ought 
to diminish – and supposing no new source of information and no default confidence, confidence in the vaccine 
claims ought to diminish, too. 
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weaker and weaker with each review, and at last if this is allowed to go on “there would 

remain nothing of the original probability”22 (T 1.4.1.6). Hume writes: 

Let our first belief be never so strong, it must infallibly perish by passing thro’ so 
many new examinations, of which each diminishes somewhat of its force and vigour. 
When I reflect on the natural fallibility of my judgment, I have less confidence in my 
opinions, than when I only consider the objects concerning which I reason; and when 
I proceed still farther, to turn the scrutiny against every successive estimation I make 
of my faculties, all the rules of logic require a continual diminution, and at last a total 
extinction of belief and evidence. [T 1.4.1.6] 
 

This is the extreme skeptical conclusion of SR2. Hume endorses the probabilistic control 

principle, and then concludes that when we apply it to any first-order judgment – 

demonstrative or probabilistic – we are “obliged by our reason” (T 1.4.1.6) to apply it to 

every higher-order judgment on pain of inconsistency. And if we do that, each review will 

subtract from the belief’s credence and this series will eventually empty the belief of all 

credence. Because we are obligated by our reason, if we continue to hold the belief we are 

being irrational. Specifically, we are irrational because we are violating a principle of 

 
22 One common objection to SR2 is that there is a logarithmic decline in the power of each successive review 
judgment to subtract credence from the original belief. Thus, even if the infinite sequence of reviews were 
possible, belief reaches an asymptote of some finite level of credence. Fogelin defends Hume on this point, 
arguing that there is plausibly some “finite degree of probability below which the chance for error never falls.” 
Fogelin, Hume’s Skepticism in the Treatise of Human Nature (London: Routledge, 1985), 17. For example, it 
seems implausible for a human being to judge our possibility of being wrong lower than 1/10100000000. And thus, 
the subtraction from the level of original credence never reaches an infinitesimal. But this response misses the 
source of the limit. It is fact that the fractions of credence are being multiplied together as exponents, rather than 
the reducing of the fractions themselves, that leads to the limit. But there is a naturalistic phenomenon that 
Hume can make use of that would save him from the problem of the limit. If this iterative review is supposed to 
be something in which humans can actually engage if only we had the necessary focus (Hume writes that we are 
only saved from this “total scepticism” that results from the regress by the difficulty of “entering into a remote 
view of things” (T 1.4.7.7); see also T 1.4.1.10), then we could only psychologically lower our credence each 
time by a non-infinitesimal, finite amount. Credence, according to Hume’s theory of belief, corresponds to the 
force and vivacity of the idea. And as force and vivacity are phenomenological properties, it would be 
impossible for these properties of a belief to be reduced 40,000 times  (e.g. the 40,000 reviews after the 1010000 
review) without some noticeable felt change in the belief. There is just a psychological limit on how subtle the 
lowering of vivacity can be. And when a noticeable, or just-sub-noticeable quantity of vivacity is repeatedly 
subtracted from a belief, the belief will eventually lose all vivacity, resulting in an emptying of all credence. 
This “solution” to the limit objection is a manifestation of what many see as Hume’s general problem with 
infinities. Hume’s imagistic requirement on mental content (e.g. with regard to extension: “We have… no idea 
of space or extension, but when we regard it as an object either of our sight or feeling” [T 1.2.3.16]) bars us 
from having substantial ideas of very small units of extension, time, and, in this case, credence. 
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probabilistic reason without epistemic justification for this violation. We are like one who 

makes an exception to the principle that one ought to have good evidence to believe in a 

thing’s existence when it comes to belief in ghosts. Without an epistemic reason for this 

exception, it seems, the belief is irrational.  

 In the next section, I will raise problems for interpreting SR1 and SR2 in light of 

Hume’s epistemological project in the Treatise. But before that I would like to note two 

things. First, were one to want to resist saddling Hume with wholesale skepticism about all 

beliefs based on inference (we will see why one might want to do this in the next section), 

one might be tempted to claim that Hume doesn’t endorse the probabilistic control principle. 

We will see below that some naturalistic interpreters attempt to do this by interpreting the 

passages as descriptive rather than prescriptive. But this is a prima facie implausible 

interpretation of the text. Hume articulates the probabilistic control principle three times 

within the two pages in which SR1 and SR2 are offered. Additionally, he uses several 

examples meant to show us that careful reasoners apply this principle. Mathematicians, 

merchants, and men of “solid sense and long experience” are used to show the reader that the 

principle is plausible. Regarding the normativity, it is clear that the passages are normative 

and prescriptive. We will look later at what kind of normativity is actually being expressed 

by the oughts and musts, but that the articulations of the probabilistic control principle are 

normative is very difficult to deny. In the passage quoted just above, Hume writes that “all 

the rules of logic require” the repeated application of the probabilistic control principle (T 

1.4.1.6). If one denies the normativity of this text, this denial will come not principally from 

the arguments themselves, but from the lack of coherence with other text and with Hume’s 

(undeniable) habit of utilizing reason.  
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 The second thing to note is the thread of descriptive psychology that runs through 

these arguments. It can be seen when Hume says:  

Let our first belief be never so strong, it must infallibly perish by passing thro’ so 
many new examinations, of which each diminishes somewhat of its force and vigour. 
[T 1.4.1.6] 

 
This is a call back to Hume’s theory of belief. A belief, for Hume, is an idea with certain 

content conceived in a certain manner. He variously calls this manner of conception force, 

vivacity, vigour, solidity, firmness, steadiness (T 1.3.7). An idea not assented to has a lifeless 

dullness for us, while a belief is forceful and vivid. This manner of conception – I’ll just use 

vividness for ease – can come in degrees. The degree of vividness corresponds to the degree 

of assent. So when we apply the probabilistic control principle, we are – now from a purely 

descriptive, psychological standpoint – sapping our belief of vivacity, the total extinguishing 

of which is the complete suspension of judgment. Hume thinks that the human mind is 

incapable of sapping beliefs of all vivacity in this way. This is due to a non-rational feature of 

human psychology.  

After the first and second [review]; as the action of the mind becomes forc’d and 
unnatural, and the ideas faint and obscure; tho’ the principles of judgment, and the 
balancing of opposite causes be the same as at the very beginning; yet their influence 
on the imagination, and the vigour they add to, or diminish from the thought, is by no 
means equal. [T 1.4.1.10] 
 

We are psychologically incapable of conducting the iterative review process to the point that 

the original belief is completely destroyed. The effort needed to perform the review increases 

as the order of review increases. Eventually, the required effort is too high and we lose focus. 

Hume claims that “belief, being a lively conception, can never be entire, where it is not 

founded on something natural and easy” (T 1.4.1.11). This applies also to the destruction of 

belief. This is an interesting revelation. We have already seen that Hume appears to accept 
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the evaluative epistemic claim that it is irrational to believe anything on the basis of an 

inference. But if ought implies can, then, conjoined with psychological impossibility of 

completing the iterative review sequence, it appears he cannot make the further normative 

claim that we ought not believe anything on the basis of an inference. This question will be 

taken up in detail in Chapter 6. 

4. Interpretive problems 

The epistemological upshot of arguments SR1 and SR2 is far from clear. The most 

straightforward way to interpret the conclusion of the conjunction of these arguments is that 

no belief formed on the basis of an inference is epistemically justified.  But situated in the 

context of the entire Treatise (or even, perhaps, the rest of T 1.4.1), this interpretation is ill-

fitting for several reasons. First, Hume says that any question about whether he is a skeptic 

about reason or whether he “sincerely assents” to SR1 and SR2 is “entirely superfluous” (T 

1.4.1.7). No one, he says, could be a skeptic of this kind or “sincerely and constantly” assent 

to these arguments. What a strange thing to say after offering an argument in one’s own 

voice! Forming beliefs on the basis of reason, Hume says, is “unavoidable” (T 1.4.1.7). 

“Nature, by an absolute and uncontroulable necessity has determin’d us to judge as well as to 

breathe and feel” (T 1.4.1.7). Though these skeptical arguments may cause momentary 

suspense, one cannot sustain the skeptical posture.  

There is no place where this is more vividly illustrated than in the skeptical crisis of 

the conclusion of Book 1 (T 1.4.7). And SR1 and SR2 play a large role in precipitating that 

crisis. But to understand how deep, how foundational the worry caused by SR1 and SR2 is 

for Hume’s epistemology, we must first examine Hume’s stated purpose for offering the 
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arguments. After admitting that the arguments cannot be sincerely and constantly endorsed, 

Hume writes: 

My intention then in displaying so carefully the arguments of that fantastic sect, is 
only to make the reader sensible of the truth of my hypothesis, that all our reasonings 
concerning causes and effects are deriv’d from nothing but custom; and that belief is 
more properly an act of the sensitive, than of the cogitative part of our natures. [T 
1.4.1.8; Hume’s emphasis] 

 
Let’s take up the italicized claims in order. When Hume writes that “all our reasonings 

concerning causes and effects are deriv’d from nothing but custom,” custom is to be 

contrasted with rational principles. According to Hume, there are always non-rational 

enabling conditions for beliefs concerning cause and effect. The positive element in this is 

custom, or habit, which compels us to expect a B-type event when we encounter an A-type 

event if As and Bs have been constantly conjoined in past experience. But there is a negative 

element, too, that enables causal belief. This is the inability of the mind to complete the 

iterative review process of SR2. After the first or second review, the process becomes “forc’d 

and unnatural” (T 1.4.1.10), and the mind is psychologically blocked by its own weakness 

and inconstancy from emptying the belief of all credence.  

 The second claim is more general. “Belief is more properly an act of the sensitive, 

than of the cogitative part of our natures.” Again we face the problem of untangling the 

descriptive and the normative. Much of Book 1 is dedicated to descriptive psychology. Hume 

uncovers the mechanics of belief formation – the transference of vivacity from impressions 

to ideas via channels of association. It turns out that all belief relies on non-rational enabling 

conditions. Hume is rather Janus-faced about this fact. Sometimes he is neutral, sometimes 

relieved, and other times he deeply despairing. For example, Hume seems quite cheerful at 

the end of Part 3 of Book 1 “Of knowledge and probability.” Although he has already 
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uncovered custom as the non-rational enabler of causal reasoning, he confidently enumerates 

the rules for good causal reasoning (T 1.3.15) and then, with defiant naturalistic gusto, shows 

that his deflated theory of causal reasoning also applies to non-human animals. He says of 

reason, in the final paragraph of Part 3:  

…reason is nothing but a wonderful and unintelligible instinct in our souls, which 
carries us along a certain train of ideas, and endows then with particular qualities, 
according to their particular situations and relations. [T 1.3.16.9] 

 
What does he mean when he writes that reason is “unintelligible”? He means that causal 

judgments cannot be rationally justified, and that our propensity to reason in this way has its 

source in a non-rational part of our nature, which we share with other animals, and which we 

have no reason to believe is veridical. It is not something that can be further analyzed or 

defended epistemically; it must be taken as a brute epistemic fact. Nevertheless, he feels (at 

this point) that this instinct to make causal judgments is “wonderful.” 

Yet, in the despairing moments, Hume recognizes the normative import of the 

‘sensitive’ contribution to belief against the traditional standard of justification as truth-

tracking. Take this passage from the conclusion of Book 1. Here, Hume repeats the lessons of 

SR1 and SR2, but with a different tone (note that Hume raises the problem of the criterion): 

For with what confidence can I venture upon such bold enterprizes, when beside 
those numberless infirmities peculiar to myself, I find so many which are common to 
human nature? Can I be sure, that in leaving all establish’d opinions I am following 
truth; and by what criterion shall I distinguish her, even if fortune shou’d at last guide 
me on her foot-steps? After the most accurate and exact of my reasonings, I can give 
no reason why I shou’d assent to it; and feel nothing but a strong propensity to 
consider objects strongly in that view, under which they appear to me. […] Without 
[habit], by which the mind enlivens some ideas beyond others (which seemingly is so 
trivial, and so little founded on reason) we cou’d never assent to any argument, nor 
carry our view beyond those few objects, which are present to our senses…The 
memory, senses, and understanding are, therefore, all of them founded on the 
imagination, or the vivacity of our ideas. No wonder a principle so inconstant and 
fallacious shou’d lead us into errors, when implicitly follow’d (as it must be). [T 
1.4.7.3-4; my emphasis] 
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And how does the priest on the other side of the screen respond to this confession? This is the 

return of the normative to the discussion of the skeptical arguments of T 1.3.6 and T 1.4.1. In 

Hume’s explicit disclosure of his intentions in offering SR1 and SR2, there is no such 

negative normative valence. In fact, when Hume claims that reasoning is unavoidable, this in 

some ways appears to be a solution to skepticism with regard to reason. It is as if in the 

conclusion of Book1 Hume remembers the normativity of the probabilistic control principle 

and for the first time recognizes its extreme consequences. In this passage, Hume seems to be 

invoking a standard internalist requirement on justification: for a belief to be justified, the 

believer must have reason to think that it is true or probably true. Even assuming that truth is 

the natural effect of reason (T 1.4.1.1) (it is interesting that Hume never questions this with 

respect to demonstrative reason) our imperfect track record in applying reason is a defeater 

for beliefs based on inference. The only way to remove the defeater is to apply the 

probabilistic control principle. But even this doesn’t work, since it produces a criterion 

regress. And anyway, we are psychologically incapable of applying the probabilistic control 

principle past the second or third review. “By what criterion shall I distinguish [truth], even if 

fortune shou’d at last guide me on her foot-steps?” (T 1.4.7.3) Given the non-rational 

ingredients of inferential belief – habit for causal judgments, inability to complete the 

iterative review for demonstration – if any case of human reason tracks truth, it does so only 

incidentally (as far as we know).23  

 
23 It has been noted that Hume’s theory of probability, like much else in his philosophy, was heavily influenced 
by Locke. See David Owen, "Hume's Doubts about Probable Reasoning: Was Locke the Target?” in Hume and 
Hume's Connexions, ed. M.A. Stewart and John P. Wright (Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994), 140-59; 
Antonia Lolordo, “Probability and Hume’s Skepticism about Reason,” British Journal for the History of 
Philosophy 8, no. 3 (2000): 419-46. But Locke calls probability “likeliness to be true” (Essay IV xv 1; 654). 
Like his rejection of Locke’s optimism about cognition of mind-independent entities on the basis of the 
illegitimacy of causal claims between perceptions and purported insensible objects (T 1.4.2), Hume rejects 
Locke’s optimism about the veridicality of probability because of the nature of causal judgments themselves. 
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 The epistemic consequences of SR1 and SR2 do not fully register for Hume until the 

“dangerous dilemma” (T 1.4.7.6-7). As far as the dialectic of the Treatise goes, the role of 

SR1 and SR2 in the dangerous dilemma is the primary reason why they are so important for 

Hume’s epistemology. The horns of the dangerous dilemma are unsatisfactory answers to a 

question that arises from reflection about causation. Hume reviews his theory of causation, 

saying that finding that which ties an effect to its cause is “the aim in all our studies and 

reflections” (T 1.4.7.5). Then he writes: 

And how must we be disappointed, when we learn, that this connexion, tie, or energy 
lies merely in ourselves, and is nothing but that determination of the mind, which is 
acquir’d by custom…? Such a discovery not only cuts off all hope of ever attaining 
satisfaction, but even prevents our very wishes; since it appears, that when we say we 
desire to know the ultimate and operating principle, as something, which resides in 
the external object, we either contradict ourselves, or talk without a meaning. 
[1.4.7.5] 

  
He then says that even in everyday cases of causation (e.g. the impact of two billiard balls), 

we are not aware of our ignorance of that “ultimate principle” which ties them together. 

We’ll put aside the interesting question of how we can be ignorant about the referent of 

something whose referring phrase is contradictory or nonsensical. Then he proposes that this 

lack of awareness of our ignorance “proceeds from an illusion of the imagination.” Then 

Hume poses the crucial question: “How far ought we to yield to these illusions?” (T 1.4.7.6) 

It is clear from context that the illusions to which he refers are those non-rational enabling 

conditions for belief that arise not from the understanding but from the imagination (or 

fancy). In the case of causal beliefs, this is the habit of expecting a B when we encounter an 

A when As and Bs have been constantly conjoined in past experience.  So he is asking: to 

what degree should we allow non-rational forces of human psychology to determine our 

 
Floating free from mind-independent objects and truth, Hume’s philosophy comes to appear highly 
claustrophobic in comparison to Locke’s. 
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beliefs? This leads to a dilemma. We can either let the imagination or the understanding rule 

our thought.24 If we give the imagination full reign, then we will be led into “errors, 

absurdities, and obscurities” (T 1.4.7.6). Hume writes, “nothing is more dangerous to reason 

than the flights of the imagination, and nothing has been the occasion of more mistakes 

among philosophers” (T 1.4.7.6). On the other hand, if we let the understanding rule, all 

belief in the products of reason is destroyed by the skeptical arguments SR1 and SR2. We 

only “save ourselves from this total skepticism” by a “seemingly trivial property of the 

fancy” (T 1.4.7.7). This is our psychological inability to complete the iterative review 

sequence because the process becomes too abstruse, and after the first or second review we 

lose focus. He then considers a third option: perhaps we give reason some authority – enough 

to check the triviality of the fancy – but we “establish it for a general maxim, that no refin’d 

or elaborate reasoning is ever to be receiv’d” (T 1.4.7.7). This compromise would certainly 

prevent reason from undermining itself. But Hume recognizes that it has problems of its own. 

 
24 Hume disambiguates his use of ‘imagination’ in a footnote to T 1.3.9.19. “When I oppose the imagination to 
memory, I mean the faculty, by which we form our fainter ideas. When I oppose it to reason, I mean the same 
faculty, excluding only our demonstrative and probable reasoning.” 

A different formulation of the footnote originally appeared at T 2.2.7.6, but was removed before 
printing: “To prevent all ambiguity, I must observe, that where I oppose the imagination to the memory, I mean 
in general the faculty that presents our fainter ideas. In all other places, and particularly when it is oppos’d to 
the understanding, I understand the same faculty, excluding only our demonstrative and probable reasonings.” 
Quoted from David Fate Norton and Mary J. Norton’s annotations to the Treatise, (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2000), 515. 

Given these two versions of the disambiguation, it is clear that Hume is here using ‘imagination’ in the 
latter, more narrow sense. At T 1.4.7.7, in the midst of the dangerous dilemma, Hume again addresses the 
ambiguity of ‘imagination,’ and here he calls the understanding “the general and more established properties of 
the imagination.” He contrasts this with beliefs formed by the “trivial suggestions of the fancy” (i.e. from 
imagination in the narrow sense) (T 1.4.7.7). It seems Hume is invoking a distinction made at T 1.4.3.11-
1.4.4.1. There, Hume writes “the imagination, according to my own confession, [is] the ultimate judge of all 
systems of philosophy” (T 1.4.4.1). He distinguishes between the influence of the imagination on the 
Peripatetics, who have been “guided by every trivial propensity of the imagination” (T 1.4.3.11), and the 
principles of the imagination that are “received by [non-Peripatetic] philosophers”: those that are permanent, 
irresistible, and universal (T 1.4.4.1). I will have more to say about this important passage in Chapter 4. This 
distinction is both invoked and problematized by the normative reckoning at T 1.4.7, where he comes to 
recognize that the enablers of both demonstrative and probabilistic reasoning are also “trivial” (T 1.4.7.3 for 
probability, T 1.4.7.7 for demonstration and probability). 
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First, both science and philosophy require refined and elaborate reasoning, so this maxim 

would outlaw them – an undesirable consequence. Second, this maxim itself was arrived at 

through refined and elaborate reasoning, so by endorsing it you “expressly contradict 

yourself” (T 1.4.7.7). This contradiction lies between the maxim and an at least implicit 

lemma in the justification for the maxim: that refined and elaborate reasoning is (sometimes, 

at least in this case) a legitimate belief-forming mechanism. If Hume was as interested in 

finding a Humean theory of justification as we commentators are, he might have considered a 

fourth, more subtle option. Perhaps there is a principled way to allow refined and elaborate 

reasoning in some domains – even scientific and philosophical ones – without allowing it in 

faculty-justificatory activity. As it happens, many commentators who believe Hume is not an 

extreme skeptic identify him with this fourth position.25 But Hume does not consider it, and 

so according to Hume if we are to recognize the legitimacy of reason, we must either (i) 

arbitrarily and in a self-contradictory way prohibit refined and elaborate reasoning, or (ii)  

accept it, which will result in the undermining of reason entirely. This amounts to choosing 

“betwixt a false reason and none at all” (T 1.4.7.7).  

 The significance of the dangerous dilemma for Hume’s epistemology in the Treatise 

cannot be overstated. It is discharge of tension that has run through the entire first book. In 

the conclusion of Book 1, Hume is facing up to a problem that he has not yet considered with 

full seriousness: for nearly all of our beliefs, we cannot know whether we are getting at the 

truth. Nearly all mental process that ought to preserve truth contain steps determined by 

passion, sentiment, imagination, fancy. These steps are non-rational, and so they, as it were, 

 
25 See, for example, the leading representatives of the non-skeptical sects: Garrett, Cognition and Commitment 
(naturalistic interpretation); Ridge, “Epistemology Moralized” (practical/moral interpretation); Ainslie, Hume’s 
True Scepticism (circumscribing interpretation). For a review of the interpretive landscape, see Chapter 1, 
section 4. 
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break the truth-tracking chain. If Hume wants to preserve the non-skeptical justificatory 

outcomes of science, philosophy, and everyday thinking, then a traditional account of 

epistemic justification – one on which justification is that feature of a belief that gives us 

reason to think it is probably true – is closed to him. On the other hand, if Hume wants to 

preserve the traditional account of epistemic justification, nearly all of our beliefs will fail to 

meet that standard, and extreme skepticism will result. This includes skepticism about beliefs 

based on demonstrative and probabilistic reason. On its face, the dangerous dilemma is 

problematizing this choice by identifying the non-traditional justificatory alternative with 

free reign of the imagination. That is, if Hume gives up on the traditional account of 

epistemic justification, anything endorsed by the imagination will be justified – psychics’ 

predictions, children’s fear of monsters, rationalists’ substances. If he keeps the traditional 

account, skepticism about reason, the senses, testimony, memory, and perhaps many other 

things will result. 

 As I suggested, though, many commentators believe that Hume has available – and 

perhaps endorses – an alternative to the dilemma between the free reign of the imagination 

and extreme skepticism. If Hume is read as endorsing an alternative, then the epistemic 

significance of SR1 and SR2 may have to be reassessed. This is a point of important 

interpretive equilibrium. Hume’s theory of justification has to account for SR1 and SR2, 

including all of their normative baggage. But if we have independent reason to believe Hume 

endorses a certain theory of justification (or even just non-skeptical outcomes for his science 

of human nature) our interpretation of SR1 and SR2 may have to be adjusted. This accounts 

for some of the messiness of overarching argument in this dissertation. If our goal is to find a 

theory of justification in Hume’s Treatise, we will have to use what SR1 and SR2 give us, 
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any other evidence at our disposal, and come back to give a final interpretation of SR1 and 

SR2. This final interpretation will occur in Chapter 6. 

 The most influential third alternative is the naturalistic interpretation. This also 

requires the most radical interpretation of arguments SR1 and SR2. The straightforward 

interpretation of these arguments is that they jointly provide a skeptical argument against 

beliefs formed on the basis of reason, with the conclusion that no belief based on reason 

alone is epistemically justified. On the naturalistic reading, the epistemic import of these 

arguments is highly attenuated. Before we examine what the naturalistic reading is, or how it 

requires a reinterpretation of SR1 and SR2, let’s look at the best evidence for this third 

alternative: the integration problem.  

 The dangerous dilemma is presented at the end of Book 1. By the beginning of Book 

2, it is as if none of the skeptical drama had happened. Hume continues to use the apparently 

discredited belief-forming mechanisms of Book 1 – reason and the senses, most notably – 

with even greater confidence. This gives us good reason to think that Hume believes these to 

be epistemically justified belief-forming mechanisms. And not only that, but it seems he 

thinks that these mechanisms are more justified than wishful thinking, tea leaves, and divine 

revelation. So it doesn’t appear that Hume chose the “imagination rules” horn of the 

dangerous dilemma. It seems he didn’t choose either, but instead chose some middle path 

that conforms to the standards laid out in the Introduction, despite the fact that these 

standards could not be themselves justified in Book 1. How do we integrate Hume’s apparent 

skeptical arguments with his continued use of those apparently undermined belief-forming 

mechanisms in Books 2 and 3? 
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 I will have much more to say about this in Chapters 4 and 5. As we will see, the 

naturalistic interpretation is not the only way that commentators have attempted to solve the 

integration problem. The practical/moral interpreter argues that the skeptical arguments close 

epistemic justification for Hume, but there still remains pragmatic justification, and it is that 

standard that Hume employs in Books 2 and 3. But note that the practical/moral 

interpretation does not require a reinterpretation of SR1 and SR2. Hume is an extreme 

skeptic about epistemic justification – case closed; luckily, he still has pragmatic justification 

available. My aim in using the naturalistic interpretation here is to bring to light an 

interpretive problem for SR1 and SR2. Of course, much of the important text for resolving 

this problem comes between the dangerous dilemma and the beginning of Book 2. 

Ultimately,26 I will argue that Hume can retain the epistemic significance of SR1 and SR2 

while retaining epistemic warrant to use reason.  

 But for now, let’s suppose that (i) we have good reason to think Hume is not an all-

things-considered skeptic about reason, and (ii) this prima facie conflicts with the 

straightforward reading of SR1 and SR2. On the naturalistic interpretation, Hume has an 

account of doxastic normativity that is epistemic, and this epistemic justification is at least 

partially constituted by a non-rational ingredient that makes it invulnerable to those skeptical 

concerns that would seem to undermine the kinds of claims necessary for the science of 

human nature. In the case of SR1 and SR2, the naturalistic interpreter thinks Hume ultimately 

denies that our inability to perform the iterative review sequence defeats our justification for 

beliefs based on reason. Another way to put it is this: the naturalistic interpreter thinks that 

Hume ultimately does not endorse the probabilistic control principle: that for every inference 

P, demonstrative or probabilistic, we ought to form a judgment P* regarding our reliability in 
 

26 See Chapter 5. 
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performing inferences of P-kind, and adjust our credence in P accordingly. More precisely, 

the naturalistic interpreter does not think the ‘ought’ is an all-things-considered epistemic 

‘ought.’ Garrett writes: 

But although Hume reaches the conclusion that “all the rules of logic” require an 
extinction of belief, there is no reason to suppose that this conclusion is an epistemic 
evaluation of either the truth or the final worthiness of our beliefs… Hume’s 
conclusion that an extinction of belief is required by the rules of logic is … simply a 
conclusion of cognitive psychology concerning the natural consequences of the 
understanding’s own natural operations.27  
 

Garrett argues that when Hume says “all the rules of logic require a continual diminution, 

and at last a total extinction of belief and evidence” (T 1.4.1.6), he is using ‘evidence’ not as 

a term of epistemic support, but rather to mean ‘evidentness.’ This is echoed by Owen: 

The negative arguments of T 1.4.1 do not show that there are no rational grounds for 
our beliefs; they show that our beliefs are in danger of ceasing to be beliefs at all. The 
problem is not that reason cannot justify our beliefs, or actually shows them to be 
unjustified; the problem is that our beliefs, as produced by a causal or probable 
reasoning, threaten to disappear in the face of skeptical arguments.28 

 
Garrett is committed to the stunning claim that SR1 and SR2 have little epistemic 

significance (Garrett’s view will be considered at length in Chapters 4 and 5). Owen accepts 

that there is some epistemic import to the arguments, but it is primarily that the principles of 

reason are not the full story when it comes to forming rational beliefs. The nature of belief 

must be taken into consideration, too.29 But if we were to bracket Hume’s return to 

philosophy after the skeptical crisis in the conclusion and his continued reliance on reason in 

Books 2 and 3, this would seem a very implausible interpretation of SR1 and SR2. As we 

have seen, Hume’s repeated attempts to sell the reader on the probabilistic control principle 

give us very good reason to think that these arguments have epistemic justification-defeating 

 
27 Garrett, Cognition and Commitment, 227. 
28 David Owen, “Scepticism with regard to Reason,” in The Cambridge Companion to Hume’s Treatise, ed. 
Donald Ainslie and Annemarie Butler (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 116. 
29 Ibid., 119. 
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power. If these were to be mere descriptions of what would happen to inferential beliefs if 

the understanding were left to its own devices, then why would Hume word the arguments as 

he did? Why wouldn’t he distance himself from the probabilistic control principle by writing, 

for example, “It may seem that we must in every reasoning form a new judgment, as a check 

or control on our first judgment or belief.” Also, we will want to hear from Garrett a very 

compelling account of how Hume’s normatively charged comments about the non-rational 

ingredients of belief in and leading up to the dangerous dilemma keep open the possibility of 

epistemic justification for Hume. For this, we will have to wait until Chapter 5. Owen, 

interestingly, opts for a pragmatic account of justification. 

 On the other hand, if the arguments are to be interpreted more straightforwardly (i.e. 

as genuinely skeptical and endorsed by Hume - at least qua arguments, regardless of whether 

they can produced sustained assent), we will either need to claim that Hume is inconsistent 

when he continues to use reason in Books 2 and 3, or we will need to find some way to 

contain the effects of this argument so that claims of Hume’s first order, non-epistemological 

science of human nature are not tainted. In Chapters 4 and 5, I develop a theory of 

justification in the Treatise that attempts to do the latter. Then in Chapter 6, I revisit the 

arguments in T 1.4.1, interpreting the arguments in light of this theory of justification and – 

holding fixed the skeptical import of the arguments – show that Hume can consistently 

endorse the arguments and make use of reason.   
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  III. Hume’s Response to the Self-Undermining Objection 

 
1. Introduction  

As we saw in the previous chapter, in Treatise 1.4.1, “Of scepticism with regard to reason,” 

Hume offers a two-part skeptical argument that concludes that for beliefs held on the basis of 

an inference, “all the rules of logic require a continual diminution, and at last a total 

extinction of belief and evidence” (T 1.4.1.6). That is, from the conjunction of these 

arguments, Hume appears to draw the extreme skeptical conclusion that it is irrational to hold 

a belief on the basis of an inference, either demonstrative or probabilistic.  

Much has been written on these two arguments. On the whole, commentators have 

not been kind to them – and perhaps rightly so.30 But recall that Hume himself took them to 

be not only strong but “of vast consequence,” producing one horn of the “dangerous 

dilemma” that led to the famous skeptical crisis in the conclusion of Book 1 (T 1.4.7.6-8).  

 While the arguments and their role in Hume’s epistemology have been popular topics 

with commentators, little attention has been paid to Hume’s consideration of a proposed 

solution to this skepticism with regard to reason. At T 1.4.1.12, Hume considers – then 

rejects – the “expeditious” objection that the skeptical arguments are self-undermining.  

If the sceptical reasonings be strong, say they, ‘tis a proof, that reason may have some 
force and authority: If weak, they can never be sufficient to invalidate all the 
conclusions of our understanding. [T 1.4.1.12] 
 

If the skeptical arguments conclude that it is irrational to hold a belief on the basis of an 

inference, either demonstrative or probabilistic, then this conclusion destroys the authority of 

the arguments on which it rests, and thus we have no reason to believe it. 

 
30 For good overviews of the objections raised against the T 1.4.1 arguments, see Fogelin, “Hume’s Skepticism 
Concerning Reason,” 13-24 and Owen, “Scepticism with Regard to Reason.” 
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Hume responds that this objection “is not just; because the sceptical reasonings […] 

wou’d be successively both strong and weak, according to the successive dispositions of the 

mind” (T 1.4.1.12). In Pyrrhonian style, the response is presented as a dialectic between the 

skeptic and the dogmatist: if the dogmatist’s reason has authority, the skeptical conclusion 

has authority; and if the skeptical conclusion has authority, the dogmatist’s reason loses 

authority. But when the dogmatist’s reason loses authority, we no longer have grounds to 

believe the skeptical conclusion.  

 Here we encounter a problem. What happens next in the dialectic? Hume claims that 

the skeptical position “diminishes the force of [reason], and its own at the same time; till at 

last they both vanish away into nothing, by a regular and just diminution” (T 1.4.1.12). Hume 

seems to be suggesting that the skeptical and dogmatic positions weaken one another until 

both lose all authority. And, of course, this “subver[sion] of all conviction” and 

“dest[ruction] of human reason” is what the skeptic wanted all along. But why think that the 

dialectic moves toward a weakening of both positions to extinction rather than, say, a never-

ending cycle in which each side recovers its strength after the other’s loss, and loses that 

strength after the other’s gain? That is, why think the dialectic is a slide as opposed to a 

seesaw? 

 I will argue that Hume does, or at least ought to, endorse the seesaw model of the 

dialectic. But this is not ultimately a problem for Hume. The text can be made consistent with 

the seesaw model by distinguishing between the dialectic and the psychological outcome of 

reflection on the dialectic. Skepticism prevails because of a certain psychological thesis 

Hume endorses: that when the mind is presented with a contradiction or paradox, it feels 

uneasy and seeks relief by sacrificing one of the members of the contradiction to the other 
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(1.4.2.37). In our case, because the initial authority of reason generates this cycle of wavering 

between reason and suspense – the flickering of reason – the mind can only remove this 

instability by removing the necessary precondition, i.e. by suspending judgment on the 

authority of reason (and, by consequence, the “positive” skeptical conclusion). 

2. Preliminaries: the arguments 

 Although Hume endorses the T 1.4.1 arguments in the sense that there is nothing 

wrong with them qua arguments,31 he believes the question of whether he “sincerely 

assent[s]” is “entirely superfluous” (T 1.4.1.7). “Nature, by an absolute and uncontroulable 

necessity has determin’d us to judge as well as to breathe and feel” (T 1.4.1.7). Reasoning is 

unavoidable. And the iterative review that would lead to the complete undermining of belief 

cannot be carried out because the reasoning becomes too abstract and the mind loses focus. 

As we saw in the previous chapter, this psychological weakness turns out to be a non-rational 

enabling condition for belief in the products of reason. And so it is psychologically 

impossible to “sincerely and constantly” (T 1.4.1.7) assent to the arguments (though they can 

cause temporary suspense32). Instead, his stated intention in offering the arguments is: 

only to make the reader sensible of the truth of my hypothesis, that all our reasonings 
concerning causes and effects are deriv’d from nothing but custom; and that belief is 
more properly an act of the sensitive, than of the cogitative part of our natures. [T 
1.4.1.8; Hume’s emphasis] 
 

 From this, and Hume’s continued reliance on reason in the works following the first 

book of the Treatise, it is fairly safe to conclude that Hume believes we have all-things-

considered normative license to use reason. We will have to wait until Chapters 4, 5, and 6 to 

see what kind of normativity is available to Hume and how the T 1.4.1 arguments fit in. 

 
31 I defended this in the previous chapter. To see how this coheres with his overall epistemology in the Treatise, 
we will have to wait until Chapters 5 and 6. 
32 See T 1.4.2.57, 1.4.7. 
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Nevertheless, belief in the products of reason is never purely rational, where to be ‘purely 

rational’ means to be the product of the understanding with minimal intervention of the non-

rational forces of human nature. I use ‘minimal intervention’ instead of ‘no intervention’ 

because it is not clear that there is any possible case of human reasoning for Hume that is 

totally free of non-rational enabling conditions. But complete clarity on this point is not 

necessary for our purposes here. Insofar as Hume can distinguish between the “cogitative” 

and “sensitive” parts of our nature – as he does in the passage from T 1.4.1.8 quoted above – 

where the “cogitative” refers to at least the “certain and infallible rules” of demonstrative 

reasoning, and sensitive to, for example, the natural incapacity of the mind to carry out long, 

subtle chains of reasoning, such as those that would undermine belief in the products of 

reason; insofar as this distinction can be made, belief in the products of reasoning can never 

be purely cogitative, or purely rational. To this extent, belief in the products of reason is 

irrational.33 Thus, Hume concludes from the T 1.4.1 arguments: 

Hume’s Conclusion (HC): For any proposition P, it is irrational to believe P on the 

basis of inference, either demonstrative or probabilistic. 

 
33 Some readers may be bothered by the negative normative valence of ‘irrational.’ When I use ‘irrational’ here, 
I don’t mean to deny that Hume at the end of the day sanctions reasoning as a belief-forming process. I only 
mean to highlight that Hume arrived at the skeptical conclusion of T 1.4.1 by arguments that contain normative 
language. There is normativity in, for example, the ‘must’ in “we must, therefore, in every reasoning form a 
new judgment as a check or controul on our first judgment or belief” (T 1.4.1.1); and ‘require’ in “all the rules 
of logic require a continual diminution” (T 1.4.1.6). So, in light of our rational duty, if we continue to hold 
beliefs on the basis of inference, we are irrational. This sense of ‘irrational’ is the negation of the specific, prima 
facie epistemic sense of ‘rational’ as being in accordance with the principles of the understanding minimally 
mixed with the non-rational influences on belief (e.g. habit, difficulty focusing on abstruse chains of reasoning). 
In the conclusion of Book 1 of the Treatise, Hume sincerely despairs of the fact that the bulk of human 
reasoning requires habit, which is a quality that is “seemingly so trivial, and so little founded on reason” (T 
1.4.7.3). The sense of ‘reason’ in this passage appears to be closer to that of pure reason, as I put it. It is clear, 
though, that a belief’s being irrational in this way is only a pro tanto reason not to hold it. All-things-considered, 
Hume is relieved that we cannot complete the iterative review that undermines conviction in the products of 
inference. But there still exists a normative epistemic sense in which this is a failure. See also T 1.3.12.13: “Just 
reasoning ought still, perhaps, to retain its force, however subtile.” 
 This is delicate ground. I understand that some readers may disagree with this justification for the use 
of ‘irrational.’ In that case the word ‘non-rational’ may be substituted with, I believe, little damage to my 
greater purposes here.  
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We are on safe interpretive grounds attributing HC to Hume, so long as we don’t attribute 

this further skeptical position as a consequence: 

Pyrrhonian Position (PP): One ought to suspend judgment on any proposition P 

which, were one to believe it, that belief would be based solely on an inference, either 

demonstrative or probabilistic. 

While HC is evaluative, it does not entail (i) that all-things-considered one ought not believe 

anything on the basis of inference, nor (ii) that PP is true. We have already seen why Hume 

wouldn’t accept (i). It is fairly clear that Hume also wouldn’t accept PP. In addition to Hume 

violating PP in practice, PP violates ‘ought implies can’ when conjoined with the 

unavoidability of reasoning. When Hume writes “philosophy would render us entirely 

Pyrrhonian, were not nature too strong for it” (T Abstract 27), this is not a lament. In fact, 

Hume often expresses gratitude for the non-rational parts of our nature that prevent us from 

carrying out those skeptical reflections that would be so destructive of belief and conduct.34 

In what follows, we will take HC to be the conclusion of the T 1.4.1 arguments relevant for 

evaluating the self-undermining objection and Hume’s response to it. But we must make sure 

not to equivocate on ‘irrational’ in a way that commits Hume to PP. But not to fear – HC 

alone provides the objector with enough to initiate the self-undermining objection; though 

Hume thinks it will not go where the objector hopes.  

3. Sextus, the self-undermining objection, and Hume’s response 

 Hume’s discussion of the self-undermining objection (SUO) occurs in the final 

paragraph of “Of scepticism with regard to reason” (T 1.4.1.12), Commentators interested in 

this section of the Treatise have primarily been concerned with understanding and evaluating 

the skeptical arguments and speculating about how they fit into Hume’s epistemology. Most 
 

34 In addition to the end of T 1.4.1.12, see especially T 1.4.2.57 and T 1.4.7.9. 
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ignore the SUO passage completely. Commentators that have mentioned the passage have 

not offered an in-depth analysis of Hume’s response to the SUO nor an evaluation of this 

response.35  

 Recall the objection (SUO): 

If the sceptical reasonings be strong, say they, ‘tis a proof, that reason may have some 
force and authority: If weak, they can never be sufficient to invalidate all the 
conclusions of our understanding. [T 1.4.1.12] 

 
This can be reformulated as follows. Recall Hume’s Conclusion (HC): for any  

proposition P, it is irrational to believe P on the basis of inference, either demonstrative or 

probabilistic. Assume that the skeptical arguments of T 1.4.1 are our only evidence for HC. 

 (i) HC is the result of an inference. 
  

(ii) If the inference is strong, then HC is false. 
  

(iii) If the inference is weak, then it is not sufficient grounds for believing HC. 
  

(iv) So, we should not believe HC. 
 
Hume responds to this “expeditious way, which some take with the sceptics:”  
 

This argument is not just; because the sceptical reasonings, were it possible for them 
to exist, and were they not destroy’d by their subtility, wou’d be successively both 
strong and weak, according to the successive dispositions of the mind. Reason first 
appears in possession of the throne, prescribing laws and imposing maxims, with an 
absolute sway and authority. Her enemy, therefore, is oblig’d to take shelter under her 
protection, and by making use of rational arguments to prove the fallaciousness and 

 
35Henry Allison offers an interpretation of Hume’s response. Allison, Custom and Reason in Hume: A Kantian 
Reading of the First Book of the Treatise (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 228-9. He reads Hume as 
arguing that the SUO doesn’t work because it, in fact, blows up in the dogmatist’s face. The only way the 
dogmatist can win is if reason does undermine itself. But in this case, the skeptic and dogmatist both lose all 
justification for their positions. This is no consolation to the dogmatist.  

Donald Ainslie focuses on the psychology. Ainslie, Hume's True Scepticism, 38. According to Ainslie, 
the upshot of Hume’s response to the self-undermining argument is that the investigation into the authority of 
reason, which leads to a rational argument against believing in the verdicts of reason, merely functions to cause 
confusion inside the skeptic and leads to a temporary loss of reason. 

Robert Fogelin thinks that the SUO response passage shows that Hume, at this point in the Treatise, 
does not understand the threat that the T 1.4.1 arguments pose to him. Fogelin, Hume’s Skeptical Crisis 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 52-4. He “seems to see himself as standing above the fray while the 
skeptic and the dogmatist engage in mortal combat that inevitably leads to their mutual destruction” (54). It is 
not until the conclusion of Book 1 (T 1.4.7) that Hume recognizes and confronts this threat. 
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imbecility of reason, produces, in a manner, a patent under her hand and seal. This 
patent has at first an authority, proportion’d to the present and immediate authority of 
reason, from which it is deriv’d. But as it is supposed to be contradictory to reason, it 
gradually diminishes the force of that governing power, and its own at the same time; 
till at last they both vanish away into nothing, by a regular and just diminution. [T 
1.4.1.12] 
 

The first thing to notice is that Hume’s response is presented as a dialectic. This is a debate 

between reason and her enemy; later in the passage, Hume refers to these as “sceptical and 

dogmatical reasons.” The style bears a close resemblance to the argumentative style of the 

ancient Pyrrhonians. According to Burnyeat, this style was common among the Hellenistics 

because “logic at this period had not yet lost its connection with dialectic and disputation.”36 

As we will see, this dialectical feature of the argument is crucial for understanding how the 

argument is not straightforwardly self-undermining. We also see the mark of the ancient 

Pyrrhonians in the specific strategy Hume employs. It is a well-known tactic of Sextus 

Empiricus’ to take refuge in a claim or argumentative strategy in order to undermine that 

claim or strategy (corresponding to Hume’s patent), urging that the proper response to this is 

suspension of judgment.37 Because of these features that Hume and the ancient skeptics 

share, and because Hume attributes the skeptical position or suspense (or the belief that they 

hold the skeptical position or participate in suspense) to the ancient skeptics and their early 

modern admirers, and further because Hume offers his response on behalf of the skeptics; it 

will be useful to first look to sources of Pyrrhonian philosophy with which Hume might have 

been acquainted to elucidate the argument.  

 We do not know with certainty whether Hume was acquainted with Sextus’ works 

first hand, or whether he knew of Pyrrhonism only through commentators such as Pierre-

 
36 M.F. Burnyeat, “Protagoras and Self-Refutation in Later Greek Philosophy,” The Philosophical Review 85, 
no. 4 (1976): 55. 
37 Ibid., 52. 
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Daniel Huet and Bayle. The latter authors wrote little regarding the ancient skeptics’ 

response to the self-undermining objection against rational argumentation.38 But it is not 

improbable that Hume read Sextus while in France during the writing of the Treatise, or at 

least conversed with those who had.39 Regardless, connections between Hume’s response 

and Sextus’ give us reason to look to Sextus to establish a standard against which we can 

understand Hume’s response.  

In Against the Logicians, Sextus offers skeptical arguments against demonstration  

and then takes up the dogmatists’ objection that an argument of that kind is self-undermining.  

If the arguments produced against demonstration have remained unrefuted, and the 
arguments taken up in favor of there being demonstration are also strong, let us attach 
ourselves neither to one set nor to the other, but agree to suspend judgment. And if 
the argument against demonstration is agreed to be demonstrative, the dogmatists are 
not helped on this account toward there being demonstration, as we have already 
pointed out; for it concludes that there is not demonstration, and if this is true it 
becomes false that there is demonstration.40 

 
38 We do know that Hume read Pierre Bayle’s Dictionary and Pierre Huet’s A Philosophical Treatise 
Concerning the Weakness of Human Understanding (the latter is cited in the Dialogues). Bayle endorses the 
self-undermining objection against Sextus with regard to the criterion, of which he writes “…this ruins the 
system.” Bayle, Historical and Critical Dictionary, trans. Richard Popkin (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1991), 205. 
Huet defends the skeptics against the self-undermining objection to skepticism about demonstration. 

When I undertook to prove that there was no Demonstration, the Proofs, I made use of, ought to be 
included with the rest, and to destroy themselves along with them; but you’ll reply, that if these proofs 
be in vain and ineffectual, it follows that there are Demonstrations, seeing the Proofs which I alleg’d 
against it are ineffectual. I own that these Proofs are not true, since there is nothing that is certainly so: 
I own likewise that they conclude not with any certainty, seeing there is nothing infallibly certain; I 
only say that they are probable, but that which is only probable, is not infallibly sure, which it ought to 
be in order to amount to a Demonstration. [Pierre Huet, A Philosophical Treatise Concerning the 
Weakness of Human Understanding, trans. unknown (London: Printed for Gysbert Dommer, 1725), 
202, https://archive.org/details/aphilosophicalt00huetgoog/page/n8/mode/2up] 

Huet’s two-part defense echoes Sextus’ own response, as we shall see below. But the second part can give us no 
aid in understanding Hume. Huet can endorse the conclusion of his skeptical argument against demonstration 
because he has not also undermined the legitimacy of probabilistic inference. For Huet, it can be rational to 
argue to skepticism about demonstration because the conclusion can be held probabilistically, and so, the form 
of inference being different from the one discredited, it fails to undermine itself. I hope the reader will forgive 
my noting the curious parallel that Hume may able to avoid the self-undermining objection to the more famous 
problem for induction at T 1.3.6 by inverting Huet’s strategy. The problem of induction is prima facie expressed 
as a demonstrative argument, and so the problem does not apply to the form of argument used to prove it. 
39 For more on this, see Richard Popkin, “Sources of Knowledge of Sextus Empiricus in Hume’s Time,” 
Journal of the History of Ideas 54, no. 1 (1993): 137-41; Dario Perinetti, “Hume at La Fleche: Skepticism and 
the French Connection,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 56, no. 1 (2018): 45-74. 
40 Sextus Empiricus, Against the Logicians, trans. Richard Bett (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2006), 182. 
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Assuming the skeptic’s argument against reason is sound (an assumption under which the 

dogmatist is already operating in offering the SUO), it seems that the dogmatist is faced with 

a dilemma: either deny that sound arguments prove their conclusions – effectively skepticism 

– or admit they do and endorse the skeptical conclusion on pain of inconsistency. The 

dogmatist may respond that he is not forced to choose because, though perhaps valid, the 

argument is ill-formed since it “tosses itself out,”41 i.e. it renders itself inadmissible for 

bearing on epistemic questions because the conclusion removes the conditions which allow it 

to be secured by the premises. In response, Sextus first entertains the possibility that his 

demonstration of the non-existence of demonstration is the exception – the only legitimate 

demonstration. Then he writes: 

Even if it does toss itself out, that there is demonstration is not thereby ratified. For 
there are many things that put themselves in the same condition as they put other 
things. For example, just as fire after consuming the wood destroys itself as well, and 
just as purgatives after driving the fluids out of bodies eliminate themselves as well, 
so too the argument against demonstration, after doing away with all demonstration, 
can cancel itself as well. And again, just as it is not impossible for the person who has 
climbed to a high place by a ladder to knock over the ladder with his foot after his 
climb, so it is not unlikely that the skeptic too, having got to the accomplishment of 
his task by a sort of step-ladder – the argument showing that there is not 
demonstration – should do away with this argument.42 
 

It is clear that for Sextus, an argument is an event. It is offered in the course of a dialogue and 

it can be used up in the service of a doxastic outcome. The skeptic meets the dogmatist on his 

own terms, accepting the default authority of reason for the ultimate purpose of effecting a 

suspension of judgment on the legitimacy of reason. Reason in hand, the skeptic then offers a 

demonstration that concludes with the non-existence of demonstration. Here, Sextus claims it 

is “not unlikely” that the skeptic has demonstrated the non-existence of demonstration, which 

 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid., 183. 
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then destroys the argument while leaving the conclusion unharmed. The conclusion remains 

in a way analogous to the person who remains in the high place even after she has kicked 

over the ladder that brought her there. The crux of the disagreement is that the skeptic denies 

the dogmatist’s claim that when the demonstration destroys itself, it destroys its conclusion, 

too. In our reformulation of SUO above, the skeptic denies premise (ii): if the skeptical 

inference is strong, then HC is false (substituting Sextus’ skeptical conclusion for Hume’s). 

The strength of the skeptical inference lies in its securing the skeptical conclusion, even if it 

must destroy itself in the process. So the skeptic and the dogmatist agree that the skeptical 

argument against demonstration is self-undermining; the skeptic just believes that the 

skeptical conclusion remains standing. 

 How does this bear on interpreting Hume’s response? Like Sextus, Hume’s skeptic 

begins by appropriating reason’s default authority. The skeptic uses reason’s default 

authority for the purposes of the discussion (“to prove the fallaciousness and imbecility of 

reason” [T 1.4.1.12]). Armed with this authority she produces the skeptical arguments of T 

1.4.1 which conclude HC: for any proposition P, it is irrational to believe P on the basis of 

inference, either demonstrative or probabilistic. So far, the arguments appear to run 

parallel.43 But then they diverge. Sextus suggests that the skeptical argument “tosses itself 

out” while the conclusion remains – an immediate victory for the skeptic. For Hume, there is 

another phase to the dialectic: the continued interplay between reason and skepticism 

extended in time. 

But as [the skeptical argument] is supposed to be contradictory to reason, it gradually 
diminishes the force of that governing power, and its own at the same time; till at last 
they both vanish away into nothing, by a regular and just diminution. The sceptical 
and dogmatical reasons are of the same kind, tho’ contrary in their operation and 

 
43 We are glossing over differences between the non-existence of demonstration and HC for the purposes of 
focusing on the structure of the responses.  
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tendency; so that where the latter is strong, it has an enemy of equal force in the 
former to encounter; and as their forces were at first equal, they still continue so, as 
long as either of them subsists; nor does one of them lose any force in the contest, 
without taking as much from its antagonist. [T 1.4.1.12] 
 

There are two important differences between Sextus’ response and Hume’s. The first is this 

continued interplay between dogmatical and skeptical reason. For Hume, the skeptical 

argument only gradually diminishes the force of reason (and, he argues, if reason’s force is 

diminished then the force of the skeptical argument is diminished proportionately). A 

plausible explanation for this difference is that while Sextus presents this dialectic as taking 

place between two interlocutors, where each argument has a determinate and, for practical 

purposes, instant effect, Hume is imagining the dialectic – though perhaps instigated by an 

interlocutor presenting the SUO – occurring within a single mind. “The sceptical 

reasonings… would be successively both strong and weak, according to the successive 

dispositions of the mind” (T 1.4.1.12; my emphasis). As in skeptical argument SR244 (the 

diminution of belief via iterative review), the reflector’s confidence diminishes in real time in 

the carrying out of her epistemic duty: confidence in reason diminishes in light of the 

skeptical argument, and then confidence in the skeptical argument diminishes in light of this 

weakened confidence in reason. So long as reason is strong, the argument for the “positive” 

skeptical outcome (i.e. the substantial skeptical position HC) is strong; and when reason is 

weakened, so too is the argument for HC. This interplay occurs in a single mind, in real time 

and, as a result, skeptical and dogmatical reasons are diminished gradually.  

 It is important to pause here and note that for Hume, the dialectic between skeptical 

and dogmatical reason (occurring within the single mind) is not a fully-idealized rational 

model. In some ways it is a counterfactually “improved” scenario, but in other ways the 

 
44 See Chapter 2, section 3. 
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dialectic it is still constrained by the usual psychological forces of human nature. Hume is 

describing what would happen if we had the capacity to focus our attention on subtle 

reasoning and reflection and subtle reasoning and reflection were capable of exerting a 

strong and sustained influence on belief. In fact, neither of these are features of human 

nature. But other non-rational features of human reason (e.g. habit, in the case of causal 

reasoning) might still hold – though what these are and to what extent they hold are not 

important for our purposes here.  

This leads us to the second important difference. Sextus suggests that the conclusion 

of the skeptical argument – the non-existence of demonstration – remains even after it 

destroys the argument that produced it. The parallel of this for Hume would be the reflector 

continuing to endorse HC after the skeptical and dogmatical reasons “vanish away into 

nothing” at the end of the gradual process of diminution. But this isn’t what Hume thinks 

(perhaps it isn’t what Sextus thinks, all things considered, either45). Skeptical arguments – 

were the mind capable of carrying them out to completion – would “subvert… all 

conviction” and “totally destroy... human reason” (1.4.1.12). This has both psychological and 

epistemic aspects. The subversion of conviction would be the psychological effect of 

complete reflection on reason in accordance with rational principles. All conviction is 

subverted in the products of reason. And why wouldn’t it be, given that reason leads to the 

conclusion that it is irrational to believe on the basis of reasoning? If there were a machine 

designed to detect unreliable machines, and it reported itself as unreliable, one would at least 

take pause concerning the reliability of that machine (and, as a consequence, all of its reports 

on other machines). Because HC is the product of reasoning (the skeptical arguments of T 

1.4.1), belief in HC would be subverted, too. So Sextus’ tossing out of the proof is not the 
 

45 See Burnyeat, “Protagoras and Self-Refutation,” 54. 
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same as Hume’s skeptical and dogmatical reasons “vanish[ing] away into nothing.” Hume’s 

process does not leave us with a “positive” skeptical outcome (i.e. the substantial skeptical 

position HC). But the skeptic needn’t worry: HC has been destroyed only because it has 

destroyed the authority of reason. The outcome is total suspension of judgment on the 

products of reason – a worthy skeptical victory indeed. 

4. Puzzle: the slide and the seesaw 

 The task now is to understand how Hume can justify this latter diversion from Sextus’ 

response. That is, how exactly can Hume secure the skeptical effect of suspension of 

judgment on the products of reason without HC (i.e. the positive skeptical conclusion that for 

any proposition P, it is irrational to believe P on the basis of inference, either demonstrative 

or probabilistic)? Recall the self-undermining objection (SUO): 

 (i) HC is the result of an inference. 
  

(ii) If the inference is strong, then HC is false. 
  

(iii) If the inference is weak, then it is not sufficient grounds for believing HC. 
  

(iv) So, we should not believe HC. 
 
While Sextus responds by denying (ii), Hume appears to be arguing that SUO, even if it 

stands, is ignoratio elenchi. Belief in HC is not the dangerous skeptical outcome. Skepticism 

with regard to reason, were it psychologically possible, would consist in suspension of 

judgment on all products of reason, including HC. “[The self-destruction of skeptical 

arguments] can never take place, till they have first subverted all conviction, and have totally 

destroy’d human reason” (T 1.4.1.12). Okay, the dogmatist might say, but even if HC is not 

the skeptic’s destination, it is certainly a waypoint. HC is efficacious in securing the 

suspension of judgment: but for HC, there would be no slide from reason’s default authority 
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to total suspense. It is true that Hume’s response avoids Sextus’ dubious background claim 

that, at least for some arguments, it is legitimate to continue to believe a conclusion based on 

that argument even after the argument form has been discredited. But we still want an 

account of when and how Hume is using HC in the dialectic. In this section, we will look at 

models for understanding HC’s role in Hume’s response. The most important question will 

be: why does reasoning remain illegitimate after we no longer have reason to hold HC? 

 For ease of understanding, the authority of reason and the authority of HC will be 

represented with numerical values. The following numerical models are only heuristic; they 

function to make the dialectic and its philosophical decision points as clear as possible.  

The authority of reason and HC can be conceived both psychologically and 

epistemically. Psychologically, the numerical value will represent the level of conviction in 

the process or proposition, with 1 representing full confidence and 0 representing no 

confidence at all. Epistemically, the value will represent the level of credence in the process 

or proposition that ought to be apportioned by the understanding in accordance with purely 

rational principles. Hume himself articulates this spectrum of value in terms of the “force” of 

skeptical and dogmatical reasons, which, in true Humean fashion, contains the psychological 

and epistemic intertwined.   

 Let’s consider the following model (hereafter “Model 1”). Suppose we grant the 

default authority of reason 1 (full confidence).46 The skeptic then borrows this full authority 

of reason for the sake of the dialectic, so the skeptic’s reason gets 1.47 The skeptic then offers 

 
46 “Reason first appears in possession of the throne, prescribing laws, and imposing maxims, with an absolute 
sway and authority” (T 1.4.1.12). 
47 “Here enemy, therefore, is oblig’d to take shelter under her protection, and by making use of rational 
arguments to prove the fallaciousness and imbecility of reason, produces, in a manner, a patent under her hand 
and seal. This patent has at first an authority, proportion’d to the present and immediate authority of reason, 
from which it is deriv’d” (T 1.4.1.12). 



56 
 

the skeptical arguments of T 1.4.1, concluding HC: for any proposition P, it is irrational to 

believe P on the basis of inference, either demonstrative or probabilistic. So HC gets 1 

(recall: both objector and respondent are assuming the argument is sound). But if we have 

full confidence in HC, then we have no confidence in reason. So the authority of reason is 

reduced to 0 and, as a product of reasoning, the authority of HC is likewise reduced to 0.48 

Let’s bracket for now the gradual speed at which the reductions are supposed to occur (we 

will return to this later). If HC loses all authority, why doesn’t reason then regain its 

authority? After all, the dialectic began with reason’s default authority. The dogmatist could 

argue that if HC loses all authority, then, absent any other considerations against it, reason 

should regain this initial authority of 1. But if reason returns to 1, there is nothing stopping 

the skeptic from again using reason’s authority to argue for HC, restarting the cycle. This is 

the seesaw model of the dialectic. As soon as reason gains any authority, the skeptic uses that 

authority to diminish reason; but as soon as reason’s authority is diminished, the skeptic loses 

HC, which allows reason to regain its authority. This process of back and forth would 

continue indefinitely without any natural stopping point, were the mind capable and willing 

to persist. 

 The seesaw model of the dialectic is problematic for Hume for a couple reasons. First, 

on the seesaw model of the dialectic, Hume appears to lose his univocally skeptical outcome. 

As often as skepticism is strong reason is strong. Second, the seesaw model appears to 

conflict with the following key piece of text: 

As [the skeptical argument] is supposed to be contradictory to reason, it gradually 
diminishes the force of that governing power, and its own at the same time; till at last 
they both vanish away into nothing, by a regular and just diminution. [T 1.4.1.12] 

 
48 “But as it is supposed to be contradictory to reason, it gradually diminishes the force of that governing power, 
and its own at the same time; till at last they both vanish away into nothing, by a regular and just diminution” (T 
1.4.1.12). 
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In order for Hume to show, as this passage suggests, that the dialectic is a slide rather than a 

seesaw (i.e. that there is a continuous reduction of the authority of reason resulting in a static 

outcome of suspension of judgment on all products of reason, including HC), he needs to 

show that reason does not regain its authority after HC is reduced to zero confidence. 

 To this end, Hume might argue that reason’s default authority in the dialectic was not 

founded on any antecedent epistemic claim (e.g. reason’s strong track record), but was only 

posited by the skeptic as an assumption for reductio. Therefore, reason doesn’t have any 

authority outside the dialectic from which it can draw after both it and HC are reduced to 

zero confidence. The skeptic assumed reason has authority and concluded that it is not the 

case. An assumption for reductio need not have any original, independent authority; it is used 

for the purpose of generating a contradiction (or maybe, here, something a bit weaker). Even 

if the assumption did have antecedent, independent support, that support is defeated by the 

fact that it entails a contradiction. Either way, the assumption cannot gain or regain any 

authority after the absurd entailment is revealed. 

 The last point may work for Hume even if he cannot sustain the claim that this 

argument is a reductio. If reason has default authority, Hume might say, surely that authority 

is defeasible. Its authority can be defeated by new considerations. The fact that we can 

soundly conclude HC from the T 1.4.1 arguments is just one of these considerations. Recall 

the analogy above. If we have a machine designed to detect unreliable machines, and it 

identifies itself as unreliable, then it appears we have a defeater for its reliability. So even if 

the skeptic loses HC in the conflict, it remains true that if reason has authority then HC is true 

– and this is a sufficient defeater for reason’s default authority.  
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 Can Hume make this move? Unfortunately, I think not. The proposition if reason has 

authority then HC is true is only an admissible defeater of the default authority of reason if 

we have reason to think it’s true. But again we hear the buzzing approach of paradox. We 

arrived at this proposition itself as the result of reasoning. If we accept that every argument 

contains the implicit premise reason has authority (similar to the tortoise adding to Achilles’ 

modus ponens argument P and if P then Q, then Q) then we are faced with two problems. 

First, the reasoning for the defeater contains as a premise the very thing to be defeated. 

Second, with reason has authority as a premise in the argument, there is nothing to stop us 

from drawing HC as a conclusion, in which case we are back where we started. The self-

undermining problems for the defeater will be just as bad of those for HC. 

 But the main problem for the attributing to Hume the slide model becomes clear when 

we examine a model of the dialectic in which the values are reduced to sub-certainty 

(hereafter “Model 2”). Suppose we again grant the default authority of reason 1 (full 

confidence). The text is fairly clear about this initial valuation of reason. But instead of the 

skeptic borrowing all of this authority of reason for the sake of the dialectic, she only takes 

0.8 (high but sub-certain confidence).49 This, too, is consistent with the text, as Hume writes 

that the skeptic’s patent is “proportioned” to the authority of reason while not specifying this 

proportion (it may not be 1:1). Also, as we will see, playing with the numbers in this way 

reveals something important about the argument. So with a patent to use reason of 0.8, the 

skeptic then offers arguments the skeptical arguments of T 1.4.1, concluding HC: for any 

proposition P, it is irrational to believe P on the basis of an inference, either demonstrative or 

 
49 “Her enemy, therefore, is oblig’d to take shelter under her protection, and by making use of rational 
arguments to prove the fallaciousness and imbecility of reason, produces, in a manner, a patent under her hand 
and seal. This patent has at first an authority, proportion’d to the present and immediate authority of reason, 
from which it is deriv’d” (T 1.4.1.12; my emphasis). 
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probabilistic. As a result, HC gets 0.8. With this level of confidence in HC, reason’s authority 

is decreased significantly but not completely. With HC’s force at 0.8, the authority of reason 

is reduced to 0.2. But if we apply the updated value of reason to the skeptical arguments of T 

1.4.1 (offered again in real-time), then our confidence in HC is 0.2. HC thus weakened, by 

the same reasoning as above the authority of reason is increased to 0.8 – exactly where the 

skeptic started. This cycle can be repeated again and again, and we are back on the seesaw.50 

 The upshot of our examination of Model 2 is that so long as reason’s default authority 

is not completely destroyed by the initial blow from HC (which will happen whenever we 

begin with less-than-full confidence in reason), we get as a result a never-ending seesaw of 

reason and skepticism. This would seem a strange outcome if one thought that Model 1 could 

give Hume a slide dialectic. Why should reducing the skeptic’s initial patent to use reason 

from full confidence to high confidence generate dialectics that are so radically different in 

kind? This is compelling evidence that regardless of what initial degree of confidence we 

grant to reason, the outcome is a seesaw. 

5. Solution: paradox and human nature 

 In section 4, we saw that the seesaw model of the dialectic – to which, I argued, 

Hume seems committed – is problematic because (i) it doesn’t generate the skeptical 

outcome of suspension of judgment on reason and (ii) it appears to conflict with the text. The 

specific passage that is in tension with the seesaw model is this: 

As [the skeptical argument] is supposed to be contradictory to reason, it gradually 
diminishes the force of that governing power, and its own at the same time; till at last 
they both vanish away into nothing, by a regular and just diminution. [T 1.4.1.12] 

 
50 The reader may disagree about how confidence in HC responds to reason’s authority being reduced to 0.2. It 
may be that it is HC’s previous value of 0.8 that is modified by reason’s new value of 0.2, in which case HC 
will be reduced to 0.16 instead of 0.2. But note that this still generates a seesaw and still conflicts with the text 
which says that dogmatical and skeptical reasons “gradually diminish” in proportion to one another and 
eventually vanish (T 1.4.1.12). 
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In this section, I will argue that the seesaw model, the text, and Hume’s commitment to the 

skeptical outcome of suspense can be reconciled.  

 First, let’s distinguish between the dialectic, which is maximally rational (i.e. occurs 

maximally within the understanding, with minimal influence from the non-rational elements 

of human nature) and the psychological response to reflection on the dialectic, which may 

include a variety of non-rational elements. Recall that the dialectic is occurring within a 

single mind, and this mind is idealized in the sense that Hume is describing what would 

happen if we had the capacity to focus our attention on subtle reasoning and reflection and 

subtle reasoning and reflection were capable of exerting a strong and sustained influence on 

belief. In fact, neither of these are features of human nature. At the end of the SUO passage, 

after giving his response, Hume writes: 

‘Tis happy, therefore, that nature breaks the force of all sceptical arguments in time, 
and keeps them from having any considerable influence on the understanding. Were 
we to trust entirely to their self-destruction, that can never take place, till they have 
first subverted all conviction, and have totally destroy’d human reason. [T 1.4.1.12] 

 
By “nature,” Hume is referring to our lack of these two psychological features that would 

enable the subversion of all conviction. In the last sentence of this passage, it appears at first 

glance that Hume is referring to the slide model of the self-undermining dialectic. On the 

seesaw model, reason is never totally destroyed, but is destroyed, appears again, and 

destroyed again. Reason flickers interminably without ever being completely extinguished. 

 But what happens if we instead interpret the last sentence as referring to the 

psychological outcome of reflection upon the seesaw dialectic? As it turns out, Hume has 

recourse to another non-rational feature of human nature that would stop the seesaw. Hume 

claims that when we notice a contradiction either between external objects or “from the 
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combat of internal principles” we become uneasy (T 1.4.2.37). We “naturally seek relief 

from this uneasiness” by sacrificing one of the conflicting objects or principles to the other. 

Hume writes of this phenomenon that “nothing is more certain from experience.” One 

example of this kind of contradiction is between (i) our propensity to ascribe numerical 

identity to resembling objects (e.g. the deer walking on the hillside before and after blinking 

my eyes is the same deer) and (ii) our belief that merely resembling objects are not 

numerically identical (the deer was in a slightly different position after I opened my eyes) (T 

1.4.2.37). In this case, Hume thinks, we resolve the contradiction by sacrificing the strict 

notion of numerical identity, submitting to the tendency to gloss over differences between 

resembling objects. 

 Hume can make use of this feature of human nature to explain how the mind 

extricates itself from the seesaw of reason and skepticism. It is important to note here that I 

am not proposing that Hume in fact intended his response to the SUO to utilize this 

psychological phenomenon. There is not enough in the text to substantiate that claim. Having 

identified a prima facie problem in Hume’s response, I only seek to propose a solution to 

which Hume has recourse (and that is, I believe, is in the Humean spirit). 

 We have distinguished between the purely rational dialectic of the response to SUO, 

which occurs maximally within the understanding, and the mind’s response to that dialectic, 

which may include a variety of non-rational elements. When reflecting on the dialectic, the 

mind detects a contradiction, or paradox – whatever it is, it is an objective instability (i.e. 

reason’s flickering authority). The mind becomes uneasy and seeks to remove this uneasiness 

by sacrificing an enabling condition for the contradiction or paradox. The best option for 

regaining stability (again, we are operating under the assumption that the skeptical arguments 
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of T 1.4.1 are sound) is to sacrifice reason. This is because suspending judgment on reason’s 

authority removes a precondition for the seesaw: the initial force of conviction in reason that 

leads to the contradictory or paradoxical conclusion HC (for any proposition P, it is irrational 

to believe P on the basis of inference, either demonstrative or probabilistic). The process of 

sacrificing reason occurs gradually because the decision to suspend judgment on reason was 

itself a product of inference, so at each moment along the way conviction in this extreme 

solution is reduced as its supporting argument is deflated of authority. But the process is 

carried out to completion and eventually the mind receives relief from the unstable flickering 

of reason and rests in the relative comfort of pure skepticism.  

 By introducing into Hume’s response a distinction between the dialectic and the 

mind’s response to this dialectic, and by making use of a common non-rational feature of 

human nature, the seesaw model, the text, and Hume’s commitment to the skeptical outcome 

of suspense can be reconciled. 
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IV. Two Forms of Doxastic Normativity 

1. Introduction 

In this chapter, we will begin the work of finding an account of doxastic normativity in 

Hume’s Treatise. Recall from Chapter 1 that the Treatise contains no explicit account of the 

normativity of belief. This has caused many interpretive problems. The most conspicuous of 

these problems, and the one that has perhaps vexed readers and commentators the most, is 

the integration problem: Hume offers skeptical arguments in Book 1 with apparently 

devastating conclusions for all philosophical inquiry and then goes on to propose theories of 

the passions and morals in Books 2 and 3. Without a clear account of doxastic normativity, it 

is difficult to understand how Hume is entitled to continue philosophizing, and, in fact, we 

are put into the position of cobbling together an account of doxastic normativity based on 

patterns in what Hume is and is not willing to endorse.  

Most interpretations51 of Hume on doxastic normativity have focused on what 

Humean epistemic normativity must look like if it is to account for both pessimistic, skeptical 

Hume and optimistic, scientific Hume. In an effort to make Hume consistent, they have 

found ingenious ways to bend a theory of epistemic normativity in the Humean spirit,52 or 

else to say that the scientific Hume isn’t playing the foundationalist epistemic game at all.53 

Others have taken up the pragmatist threads in Hume, and claimed that beliefs are justified 

practically or morally, rather than epistemically (or that the epistemic is really just a species 

of the practical/moral). In this chapter, I will argue for an alternative account that has not 

 
51 For a more detailed survey of the interpretive landscape, see Chapter 1, section 4. 
52 This form of naturalistic interpretation goes back to Kemp Smith (see especially The Philosophy of David 
Hume) and has as its characteristic feature the claim that there is some natural psychological property of a belief 
that is non-epistemic and contributes to the justification of that belief. For Kemp Smith, this feature was 
irresistibility. A leading recent interpretation of this kind is Louis Loeb’s (Stability and Justification in Hume’s 
Treatise). For Loeb, the naturalistic property is stability under an agent’s actual level of reflectivity. 
53 See especially Donald Ainslie, Hume's True Scepticism, 237-46. 
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been represented in the literature. The most straightforward way to make sense of the often 

Janus-faced text is to read Hume as applying two completely different forms of doxastic 

normativity – the epistemic and the natural. Natural justification applies to beliefs that are 

psychologically healthy, and so is a specific kind of practical justification. Others have 

argued that there are two forms of doxastic normativity in the Treatise, for example Michael 

Ridge.54 While Ridge’s account of non-epistemic normativity is different from the one I 

propose, the most significant difference between our views is that Ridge argues that non-

epistemic (for him, moral) justification is the only warrant that beliefs can have in light of 

Hume’s skeptical arguments. I will argue that, given key passages in the text, Hume thinks 

that beliefs can be both epistemically and naturally justified. And, further, this double-

justification is the gold standard of belief for Hume. The epistemic gives philosophical 

approval, as it were, while the natural circumscribes the domain of philosophical/scientific 

inquiry so as to ward off extreme skepticism that is so destructive of belief and conduct. 

 This is the first of two steps in understanding doxastic normativity in the Treatise. 

Though it is clear (and I will argue for this below) that Hume thinks that beliefs and belief-

forming mechanisms can be epistemically justified, I will not be investigating here what 

epistemic justification amounts to for Hume. Once we separate epistemic from non-epistemic 

doxastic normative claims, we can more clearly understand the resources and constraints on a 

Humean theory of epistemic justification. This will be the topic of the next chapter.   

2. Conflicting standards of doxastic normativity 

 Despite the infamy of Hume’s skepticism, the vast majority of the Treatise contains 

what very much appears to be an implicit standard of doxastic normativity that approves of 

both everyday beliefs and the results of Hume’s science of human nature. In fact, Hume’s 
 

54 Michael Ridge, “Epistemology Moralized.” 
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skeptical arguments are relegated mostly to a few sections of the final part of Book 1.55 The 

introduction to the Treatise sets out the most explicit account of his method and standards, 

then throughout the rest of the work this method is employed, prodded, precisified, and, 

occasionally, despairingly critiqued.  

There is no question of importance, whose decision is not compriz’d in the 
science of man; and there is none, which can be decided with any certainty, before we 
become acquainted with that science. In pretending therefore to explain the principles 
of human nature, we in effect propose a compleat system of the sciences, built on a 
foundation almost entirely new, and the only one upon which they can stand with any 
security. 

And as the science of man is the only solid foundation for the other sciences, 
so the only solid foundation we can give to this science itself must be laid on 
experience and observation. [T Intro.6-7; my emphasis] 

 
Later, Hume elaborates on his proposed method: 

… it seems evident, that the essence of the mind being equally unknown to us with 
that of external bodies, it must be equally impossible to form any notion of its powers 
and qualities otherwise than from careful and exact experiments, and the observation 
of those particular effects, which result from its different circumstances and 
situations. [T Intro.8] 
 

Lastly:  

… we must endeavor to render all our principles as universal as possible, by tracing 
up our experiments to the utmost, and explaining all effects from the simplest and 
fewest causes… [T Intro.8] 
 

Note the optimistic ring and Newtonian flavor. This method involves foundational 

observations, making causal judgments about these observed phenomena by controlling for 

variables, and forming general principles based on patterns discovered in this set of causal 

judgments. Interestingly, nowhere in the introduction does Hume explicitly claim that the 

experimental method leads to knowledge by discovering truths. Instead, he claims that the 

 
55 Specifically, T 1.4.1, 1.4.2, and 1.4.7. One exception is the problem of induction at T 1.3.6, though it is 
matter of controversy whether Hume’s discussion of probability here is epistemically-loaded. 
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results will be more certain56 than those of the philosophers who use other methods (e.g. the 

rationalists and scholastics), and also that by applying the method correctly, we may arrive at 

“just conclusions” (T Intro.10). 

After presenting a schematic account of his epistemic standards in the introduction, 

Hume employs and develops these standards throughout Book 1 of the Treatise. He 

continuously makes claims with clear epistemic normative content. For example, Hume 

repeatedly describes certain belief-forming processes as justified (or, more often, just). 

Interestingly, only seldom does he describe beliefs as justified (see, for example, T 1.4.2.56). 

Take this quintessential expression of Hume’s empiricist method:  

‘Tis impossible to reason justly, without understanding perfectly the idea concerning 
which we reason; and ‘tis impossible perfectly to understand any idea, without tracing 
it up to its origin, and examining that primary impression from which it arises. [T 
1.3.2.4; my emphasis] 
 

And here, where he establishes the importance of causal reasoning:  

The only connexion or relation of objects, which can lead us beyond the immediate 
impressions of our memory and senses, is that of cause and effect; and that is because 
‘tis the only one, on which we can found a just inference from one object to another. 
[T 1.3.6.7; my emphasis] 
 

At the end of part 3 of Book 1, after giving his account of causation and its importance in 

reasoning, Hume provides the epistemic standards of causal reasoning – how to judge good 

causal reasoning from bad. “We shall,” he writes, “take notice of some general rules, by 

which we ought to regulate our judgment concerning causes and effects” (T 1.3.13.11). By 

using these rules we may know when causation has really occurred (T 1.3.15.2). 

 
56 This point is echoed at the end of Book 1 (T 1.4.7.14). Qu writes that by T 1.4.7, “Hume does not think his 
contribution consists in his managing to attain truth, but merely in identifying regions where ‘assurance and 
conviction’ might be found.” Hsueh Qu, Hume’s Epistemological Evolution (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2020), 165. 



67 
 

 It is important to mention that all of this evidence that Hume believes in epistemic 

normativity comes before the most destructive skeptical arguments in T 1.4 (that is, except 

the problem of induction57 – which comes before he tells us how we can know whether 

something really is the cause of something else!). These arguments, on their face, undermine 

the justification of both demonstrative and probabilistic reason (T 1.4.1), as well as the belief 

in mind-independent objects that exist when unperceived (T 1.4.2). Additionally, he revisits 

causation: though he previously endorsed it,58 he is now deeply troubled by the non-rational 

ingredient – custom or habit – that is “seemingly so trivial and so little founded on reason” (T 

1.4.7.3) and breaks the chain of pure rational justification (T 1.4.7.3-7). Perhaps Hume 

establishes a method with provisional epistemic authority just to show that, despite its 

relative humility, investigation reveals that we must give it up. But if so, why go on to use 

this method (with equal or even greater fervor) in Books 2 and 3? Perhaps Hume just can’t 

help himself.59 But this seems like an extreme and implausible interpretation. In the end, the 

interpreter is forced to choose one of two options: either (i) say that Hume thinks he can (or 

is willing) to do without epistemic justification for nearly every claim in the Treatise,60 or (ii) 

 
57 See note 6. 
58 “The only connection or relation of objects, which can lead us beyond the immediate impressions of our 
memory and senses, is that of cause and effect; and that is because ‘tis the only one, on which we can found a 
just inference from one object to another” (T 1.3.6.7). 
59 Janet Broughton argues that the skeptical episode at the end of Book 1 shows that Hume thinks that nearly all 
of our beliefs are unjustified. And yet, because the decision to return to philosophy, too, has a non-rational 
source, the skeptical realizations cause an ironic detachment from (but not total disavowal of) his positive 
philosophical conclusions. Broughton, “The Inquiry in Hume’s Treatise.” 
60 Except, perhaps, at least some beliefs produced by intuition, which for Hume require neither demonstrative 
nor probabilistic inference. This would almost certainly include beliefs about the content of ideas directly 
perceived (T 1.4.2.7, 2.2.6.2), but also, plausibly, some intuitive (rather than demonstrative) relations of ideas, 
i.e. those that are “discoverable at first sight” (T 1.3.1.2). 
 Along with the moral/practical interpretations to be discussed below, there are commentators who have 
proposed subtle distinctions within the epistemic to make Hume’s positive theorizing consistent with his 
skepticism. For example, Yuval Avnur draws a distinction between justification and excuse. Avnur, “Excuses 
for Hume's Skepticism.” According to Avnur, Hume thinks that our belief-forming processes are not justified 
but are excused. That is, we cannot be blamed for believing, for example, that an external world exists, since is 
a natural and universal tendency of our species. 
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allow that the skeptical arguments do not completely undermine the possibility of epistemic 

justification. 

3. The limits of the naturalistic interpretation 

This suggests that we have reason to think Hume is not monolithically skeptical – 

where this means that he thinks that substantial claims in the science of human nature can be 

epistemically justified (or morally/practically justified in the technical sense to be explored 

below). Epistemic justification of these claims would require that the outputs of probabilistic 

reasoning (specifically, causal judgments) can be justified, as well as claims about external 

bodies (for example, the kinds of claims about other people that make Hume’s moral theory 

possible). One type of interpretation that allows for this is the naturalistic interpretation. 

Common to naturalistic interpreters is that they hold that Hume has an account of doxastic 

normativity that (i) is epistemic and (2) this epistemic justification is at least partially 

constituted by a non-rational ingredient that makes it invulnerable to those skeptical concerns 

that would seem to undermine the kinds of claims necessary for the science of human 

nature.61  

 The naturalistic interpreter is right about one very important thing: the epistemic 

normativity that Hume endorses must have a non-rational component. Although Hume 

claims that reason simpliciter is naturally oriented towards truth (T 1.4.1.1), causal 

reasoning, for Hume, requires a non-rational element provided by the imagination (“custom” 

or “habit”) that, as it were, breaks the truth-tracking chain. This is because the problem of 

induction has uncovered that our belief that past or observed regularities will hold in future 

or unobserved cases is not determined by reason. So we have no reason to think that causal 

 
61 See for example Kemp Smith (The Philosophy of David Hume), Loeb (Stability and Justification), and 
Garrett (Cognition and Commitment in Hume’s Philosophy). 



69 
 

reasoning – reasoning concerning matters of fact that goes beyond what is immediately 

present to the senses – tracks truth. Therefore, in order to even have causal beliefs, their 

source must have some non-rational element. And causal reasoning makes up the bulk of the 

science of human nature – including Books 2 and 3 of the Treatise. Thus, if Hume thinks 

causal reasoning can be justified despite our having no reason to think it is truth-tracking, 

then Hume must believe that, at least in the domain of causal belief, justification does not 

track truth (or it does so only incidentally).62  

But, contra the naturalistic interpreters, I do not think that epistemic normativity 

exhausts Hume’s account of doxastic normativity in the Treatise. In what follows, I would 

like to look at key passages, places one would think to find substantive evidence for Hume’s 

views on doxastic normativity. Ultimately, I will argue that a mixed account of doxastic 

normativity better makes sense of the passages themselves as well as how they fit into the 

rest of the Treatise.  

 The first is one of the few very revealing passages on this topic in the Treatise. Here, 

Hume is responding to an objection that he has been inconsistent. He has just criticized the 

ancient philosophers for being guided by “every trivial propensity of the imagination,” while 

at the same time holding that “the imagination, according to my own confession, [is] the 

ultimate judge of all systems of philosophy” (T 1.4.3.11-1.4.4.1). To resolve this apparent 

inconsistency he makes a distinction. He distinguishes between two kinds of “principles of 

the imagination” (belief-forming pathways from impressions to the enlivening of ideas): 

 
62 “All probable reasoning is nothing but a species of sensation. ‘Tis not solely in poetry and music, we must 
follow our taste and sentiment, but likewise in philosophy” (T 1.3.8.12). 
“All our reasonings concerning causes and effects are deriv’d from nothing but custom; and […] belief is more 
properly an act of the sensitive, than of the cogitative part of our natures” (T 1.4.1.8; Hume’s emphasis). 
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(1) Those that are “received by philosophy”: permanent, irresistible, universal, solid, 

consistent, the foundation of all thought an action, and the removal of which 

would destroy human nature. He also implies that these are necessary, 

unavoidable, useful to conduct and life, and not easily subverted by other 

principles of custom and reason. 

(2) Those that are “rejected” by philosophy: changeable, weak, irregular, avoidable, 

not necessary, not useful in the conduct of life, take place in weak minds, and 

easily subverted when in opposition with other principles of custom and reason. 

He also implies that these are liable to inconsistency (presumably, the beliefs 

produced are liable to inconsistency with other beliefs). 

Then Hume gives an example.  

One who concludes somebody to be near to him, when he hears an articulate voice in 
the dark, reasons justly and naturally; tho’ that conclusion be deriv’d from nothing 
but custom, which infixes and enlivens the idea of a human creature, on account of 
his usual conjunction with the present impression. But one, who is tormented he 
knows not why, with the apprehension of spectres in the dark, may, perhaps, be said 
to reason, and to reason naturally too: But then it must be in the same sense that a 
malady is said to be natural; as arising from natural causes, tho’ it be contrary to 
health, the most agreeable and most natural situation of man. [T 1.4.4.1] 
 

Hume is saying that philosophy sanctions some principles of the imagination (belief-forming 

pathways from impressions to the enlivening of ideas), and gives some criteria for these. An 

attractive way to read this section is that Hume is giving a set of criteria for determining what 

is an epistemically justified belief-forming process, given that it will have to be naturalized 

(i.e. not necessarily truth-tracking). But I propose that we read “justly and naturally” to be 

identifying two separate normative standards: “justly” being epistemic and “naturally” being 

something else entirely. Let’s focus on the concept of naturalness. Hume seems to be 

invoking two senses of the word natural here: mechanistic and salubrious. The superstitious 
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man reasons naturally, according to Hume, but only in the sense that a disease is natural – “as 

arising from natural causes” (T 1.4.4.1). This is the mechanistic sense of ‘natural,’ and within 

the domain of things that can be studied by the empirical sciences, everything is going to be 

natural in this way. But then he contrasts this sense of ‘natural’ with that which applies to 

health (and in the context of the discussion, doxastic health) – “the most agreeable and most 

natural situation of man.”  Despite Hume’s antipathies with the Aristotelians (some of which 

he is defending in this very section!), it seems Hume is using something like a teleological 

notion of naturalness here.63 That is, it does seem that naturalness is grounding some kind of 

value standard that is derived from the demands of human nature. Just as it is natural/good to 

be physically healthy, so too is it natural/good to be doxastically healthy, which for Hume in 

this passage obtains when one’s beliefs arise in accordance with the philosophical principles 

of the imagination. I think it is uncontroversial that this notion of naturalness contains some 

kind of value standard (and so, normativity) associated with doxastic health as described 

above; but the important question this raises for our purposes is whether this value is 

epistemic (and so would ground epistemic normativity). I think it is not. Hume’s pairing of 

‘agreeable’ with ‘natural’ here is quite illuminating. The kind of value contained in ‘natural’ 

is agreeableness, which should not be surprising. There is already a precedent for this kind of 

account in Hume’s moral theory, where he identifies ‘good’ and ‘evil’ with ‘pain’ and 

‘pleasure,’ respectively (T 2.3.9.8). This is not to say that this natural normativity is actually 

just moral normativity applied to belief. But it does seem that Hume is evaluating belief 

based on psychological agreeableness, and that this criterion does not show up in his account 

of the epistemic (e.g. from the introduction). 

 
63 This use of ‘natural’ does not appear to fall within any of Hume’s three definitions of ‘natural’ at T 3.1.2.7-9. 
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In fact, tension arises at multiple points in the Treatise between epistemic integrity 

and agreeableness. This tension is expressed in no more striking terms than in the conclusion 

to Book 1 (T 1.4.7).  

I still feel such remains of my former disposition, that I am ready to throw all my 
books and papers into the fire, and resolve never more to renounce the pleasures of 
life for the sake of reasoning and philosophy. [T 1.4.7.10]  
 

And later:  

If I must be a fool, as all those who reason or believe any thing certainly are, my 
follies shall at least be natural and agreeable. [T 1.4.7.10]  
 

The tension arises because Hume thinks that his skeptical conclusions are epistemically 

justified, and yet extreme skepticism – for however long it can be sustained – is doxastically 

unhealthy, that is, causes real mental distress. “Sceptical doubt, both with respect to reason 

and the senses, is a malady, which can never be radically cur’d” (T 1.4.2.57). And of course, 

the most notorious example of this comes in the skeptical panic attack of T 1.4.7. But 

extreme skepticism doesn’t just cause psychological pain; it is also capable of temporarily 

destroying belief (for example, in the existence of mind-independent objects [T 1.4.2.57]). 

And since beliefs, specifically their liveliness, are necessary for action, this temporary 

sapping of liveliness from thought contributes to “indolence” – an inability to act for want of 

belief about how to act or what is worthy of pursuit. 

The naturalistic commentator must interpret Hume’s skeptical arguments as not 

intended to undermine epistemic justification, while at the same time recognizing that the 

methods and standards that led to those skeptical conclusions are just those of the science of 

human nature.64 Don Garrett argues that Hume offers a considered, higher-order epistemic 

 
64 As we saw in Chapter 2, the most conspicuous example a principle of the science of human nature having 
devastating skeptical consequences occurs between T 1.3.12.9 and T 1.4.1.1-6. At T 1.3.12.9, Hume claims that 
when presented with “contrariety of causes” – that is, when one experiences exceptions to an otherwise constant 
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principle in the conclusion of Book 1 that circumscribes the domain of justified belief-

formation to keep in scientific theorizing and keep out extreme skepticism.  In the conclusion 

of Book 1, after describing the emotional character of the skeptical panic attack, Hume 

writes:  

These are the sentiments of my spleen and indolence; and indeed I must confess, that 
philosophy has nothing to oppose to them, and expects a victory more from the 
returns of a serious good-humour’d disposition, than from the force of reason and 
conviction. [T 1.4.7.11; my emphasis] 
 

Hume then gives what Garrett65 considers to be just this kind of higher-order epistemic 

principle:  

In all the incidents of life we ought still to preserve our scepticism. If we believe, that 
fire warms, or water refreshes, ‘tis only because it costs us too much pains to think 
otherwise. Nay if we are philosophers, it ought only to be upon sceptical principles, 
and from an inclination which we feel to the employing ourselves after that manner. 
Where reason is lively, and mixes itself with some propensity, it ought to be assented 
to. Where it does not, it never can have any title to operate on us. [T 1.4.7.11] 
 

Here, Garrett refers back to Hume’s discussion in T 1.4.4.1 of the principles of the 

imagination that are “permanent, irresistible, and universal.” Garrett thinks that in both of 

these passages Hume is saying something about what makes a belief/belief-forming process 

epistemically justified, and that they square well with one another. He says that the above 

higher-order epistemic principle (expressed in the last two sentences of the passage), which 

he calls the “title principle,” can sanction these principles of the imagination (e.g. 

probabilistic inference and the belief in continued, distinct existences) because “even lively 

reason that mixes with our propensities cannot ultimately destroy their force.”66 

 
conjunction – one should proportion one’s belief that a particular kind of effect will follow the next occurrence 
of that kind of cause to its past frequency. A specific form of this general rule shows up at T 1.4.1.1-6, where 
the cause is reason and the contrary effects are truth and falsity. It is the iterative application of this rule that 
drives this skeptical argument against reason. 
65 Garrett, Cognition and Commitment, 234. 
66 Ibid. 
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 But I believe that in both passages (T 1.4.7.11 and T 1.4.4.1) Hume is employing a 

non-epistemic evaluative standard of belief. When Hume says that “if we believe, that fire 

warms, or water refreshes, ‘tis only because it costs us too much pains to think otherwise,” he 

is using ‘pains’ in at least two senses. It pains us to try to remain in the forced state of 

skeptical suspense because our nature is constantly pushing us back to belief and action. It 

also pains us to be skeptical because skepticism (of the extreme form) is attended with very 

unpleasant emotions. A better way to interpret this passage is to attribute to Hume a doxastic 

standard in addition to the epistemic that is based on what is “natural” in the sense of 

agreeable or psychologically healthy. On this reading, the “ought” in the so-called “title 

principle” is expressing this latter kind of normativity, and should be interpreted as a rival 

principle to the epistemic. The subject of the title principle is reasoning; Hume is saying of 

reasoning (and, presumably, epistemically good reasoning) that it should only be assented to 

only if it is “lively and mixes with some propensity,” that is, is doxastically healthy/natural. 

For example, justified reasoning about the best chisel to use on one’s sculpture ought to be 

assented to, while Cartesian skeptical arguments that lead to bedroom-entombing ennui 

should be avoided. 

It is attractive to conflate these two standards of doxastic normativity because Hume 

thinks that typically both those who form beliefs in accordance with the unphilosophical 

principles of the imagination (from T 1.4.4.1 above) and those in the grips of extreme 

skepticism are doxastically unnatural, disagreeable, and unhealthy. Belief that an invisible 

demon visits your room at night may be as harmful to your psychological health as 

suspending belief on whether one is systematically deceiving you. So typically, beliefs 
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formed on the basis of philosophical principles of the imagination will fare well on both 

epistemic and natural evaluation.  

 We should expect to find the most compelling evidence for positing two forms of 

doxastic normativity in places where they come apart. I have already argued that this occurs 

in the case of extreme skepticism, which is epistemically but not naturally sanctioned. But 

Hume also believes that one’s doxastic practices could be naturally but not epistemically 

sanctioned. And, in fact, Hume thinks that between these two sub-optimal choices, the latter 

is preferable. That is, natural normativity is in most cases a defeating principle; when it 

comes into conflict with epistemic norms it should win out. By distinguishing between these 

two forms of doxastic normativity, the epistemic and the natural, we are able to make sense 

of why Hume thinks philosophy – or even epistemic virtue more generally – is not 

necessarily for everyone. In T 1.4.7.14, he discusses the “honest gentlemen” of England, who 

spend their time employed in domestic affairs and amusements. Of them he writes:  

They do well to keep themselves in their present situation; and instead of refining 
them into philosophers, I wish we cou’d communicate to our founders of systems, a 
share of this gross earthy mixture… [T 1.4.7.14]  
 

According to Louis Loeb, who thinks that justification in Hume amounts to stability of belief 

under the agent’s actual level of reflectivity,67 Hume is committed to the view that the honest 

gentlemen’s beliefs are justified because their vulgar level of reflectivity is insufficient to 

destabilize their beliefs. Loeb accepts that this can be formulated into an objection: that on 

his interpretation, “justification comes too easy.”68 But he notes, quite correctly, that Hume 

does not condemn the honest gentlemen. Loeb concludes:  

The beliefs of the unreflective person occupy a preferred epistemic status. I believe 
that securing this paradoxical result was among Hume’s intentions in the Treatise. 

 
67 Loeb, Stability and Justification, 92-6. 
68 Ibid., 93. 
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Hume seeks to show that an epistemic preference for reflection is a prejudice. As a 
matter of temperament, I suspect, Hume took delight in disparaging intellectual 
reflection.69  
 

I believe this is a bit course-grained. It is true that Hume does not all things considered 

endorse maximal reflectivity. But he does repeatedly criticize the vulgar on epistemic 

grounds (T 1.3.12.5, 1.3.12.20, 1.3.13.12, 1.4.3.9, 1.4.3.10). The “honest gentlemen,” though 

doxastically approved by Hume, are still vulgar in the pejorative sense. According to Loeb’s 

interpretation, if the vulgar’s unphilosophically-generated beliefs are actually stable (versus, 

for example, being counterfactually stable) then they are justified. I think this is both an 

implausible view – as the most ignorant and least reflective will fare best epistemically – and 

incompatible with Hume’s attitude toward the vulgar in the Treatise.  

The reason why Hume doxastically condones the honest gentlemen is because they 

are living natural and agreeable doxastic lives – that is, they are naturally successful. As 

noted above, this is the more important of the two doxastic norms for Hume. This does not 

mean that Hume must countenance epistemically egregious doxastic practices so long as they 

lead to naturally beneficial outcomes. If this were the case, Hume might have to all things 

considered endorse superstitious belief-forming processes. There are ways to be 

epistemically suboptimal without believing things that are egregiously epistemically 

unjustified. One way is to not hold any beliefs at all regarding some topic of purported 

importance. This is exactly the position of Hume’s honest gentlemen. They are not religious 

zealots, isolated indigenous tribesmen, or scholastic metaphysicians; they are modern men of 

action who have few, if any, properly philosophical beliefs.  When Hume looks back over his 

tumultuous skeptical saga, he is hesitant to put those who are in this relatively benign, yet 

 
69 Ibid., 97-8. 
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still suboptimal, epistemic position in danger. If doing philosophy would jeopardize one’s 

doxastic health, then it ought to be avoided. See this passage near the end of Book 1: 

Human nature is the only science of man; and yet has been hitherto the most 
neglected. ‘Twill be sufficient for me, if I can bring it a little more into fashion; and 
the hope of this serves to compose my temper from that spleen, and invigorate it from 
that indolence, which sometimes prevail upon me. If the reader finds himself in the 
same easy disposition, let him follow me in my future speculations. If not, let him 
follow his inclination, and wait the returns of application and good humour. [T 
1.4.7.14] 
 

Note that not only should philosophy be avoided if it will lead to psychic sickness, but it 

should be pursued if it will lead to psychic health (e.g. “to compose [one’s] temper” from 

spleen and indolence). The latter is employed in Hume’s return to philosophy after the 

skeptical panic attack. When considering this return, Hume describes the inclinations that are 

pulling him back toward philosophy (e.g. curiosity). Of these he writes:  

These sentiments spring up naturally in my present disposition; and shou’d I endeavor 
to banish them, by attaching myself to any other business or diversion, I feel I should 
be a loser in point of pleasure; and this is the origin of my philosophy. [T 1.4.7.12] 
  

By “origin” here, I interpret Hume to mean motivational origin. This is further evidence that 

any doxastic activity that will lead to psychic health (a natural and agreeable state of mind) is 

prima facie doxastically good. And yet, philosophy is full of psychic dangers. Some 

philosophical activity, though epistemically justified, will reliably lead to unnatural and 

disagreeable psychological states. After Hume discusses skepticism with regard to reason and 

the senses (T 1.4.1-2), he writes of the attempt to defend these two faculties:  

As the sceptical doubt arises naturally from a profound and intense reflection on those 
subjects [i.e. reason and the senses], it always increases, the farther we carry out our 
reflections, whether in opposition or conformity to it. [T 1.4.2.57]  
 

It is no coincidence that Hume limits himself to mostly non-epistemological inquiries in 

Books 2 and 3. These are first-order science of human nature par excellence: using the 
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method without examining the method with the method (that is, using the method on things 

other than the method itself).70 Though the epistemic norms of the science of human nature 

can be employed to investigate the epistemic credentials of reason and the senses, it is 

harmful to our doxastic health to do so. So natural concerns put a barrier around the parts of 

human nature that ought not be investigated. One function of Treatise 1.4 is to vividly 

demonstrate this, and thus excuse (by natural normativity) Hume from, for example, solving 

the puzzle in T 1.4.2 about how it is even possible to think about mind-independent objects, 

before proceeding to investigate human moral behavior in Book 3.  

4. The practical/moral alternative 

 I am not original in thinking that agreeableness figures into doxastic normativity for 

Hume. Practical/moral interpreters believe that the bulk of doxastic normative approval is 

practical or moral. The practical and moral are lumped together because according to Hume’s 

theory of moral normativity, we call “virtuous” character traits that are useful or agreeable to 

the bearer or others. So given (i) that Hume has a developed account of moral normativity 

and no explicit account of doxastic normativity, (ii) that clearly beliefs and belief-forming 

processes can be useful and agreeable to oneself or others, and (iii) Hume’s apparent 

pessimism about the possibility of traditional epistemic justification, it is very tempting to 

take this theory of moral normativity and apply it to belief. Specific practical/moral 

(hereafter, PM) commentators have come to different accounts about how belief, practicality, 

morality, normativity, and the epistemic are related. Michael Ridge argues that Hume has an 

account of epistemic normativity that is completely independent of his account of the 

practical normativity of belief. But Ridge thinks that Hume concludes at the end of Book 1 

that we cannot have epistemic (or, in his words, “theoretical”) justification for belief, since 
 

70 A similar point is made by Ainslie. Ainslie, Hume’s True Scepticism. 
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that would require that the “understanding certifies itself.”71 So if belief is to be justified, it is 

to be justified practically.72 Hsueh Qu proposes an alternative PM account (which he 

ultimately rejects) on which the epistemic is not a rival to the practical, but a species of it, 

alongside the moral.73 Though I agree with PM interpreters that agreeableness is a 

component of Hume’s overall theory of doxastic normativity, I do not think that the 

practical/moral compose the entirety of this account. Hume has an epistemic standard of 

belief that is independent of practical concerns. In this section, I will look at Ridge and Qu’s 

PM accounts, some problems with those accounts, and how a mixed theory of doxastic 

normativity is capable of avoiding those problems (while still taking advantage of the textual 

support for PM). 

 Ridge, like many skeptical interpreters, thinks that Hume concludes from his failure 

to certify the understanding in Book 1 that the products of reason cannot be epistemically 

justified.74 This skeptical conclusion precipitates the skeptical panic attack in the conclusion 

of Book 1 (T 1.4.7) that causes Hume to briefly swear off philosophy. But Ridge noticed that 

the reasons Hume gives for returning to philosophy after the panic attack appear pragmatic, 

and that previous commentators – including skeptical interpreters – have not taken these 

reasons seriously enough. Recall T 1.4.7.12. I quote it in full because it is the key text for the 

PM interpretation:  

 
71 Ridge, “Epistemology Moralized,” 179. 
72 Owen holds a similar position: “The moral approval we feel towards the wise and reasonable person, on the 
grounds that characteristics of that sort are pleasing or useful to their possessors or others, is the ultimate ground 
for Hume’s preference for reason.” Owen, Hume’s Reason, 220. 
73 Qu, “Hume’s Practically Epistemic Conclusions?” Qu offers a PM interpretation that avoids problems that he 
raises for Ridge’s account, but ultimately he concludes that any PM account would be highly problematic for 
Hume. Nevertheless, he does not think this is sufficient evidence that Hume did not in fact hold a PM view in 
the Treatise (23). Elsewhere, Qu argues that Hume presents a very different account of justification in the 
Enquiry. See Qu, Hume’s Epistemological Evolution and “Hume’s Internalist Epistemology in EHU 12,” 
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 96, no. 3 (2018): 517-39.  
74 Ridge, “Epistemology Moralized,” 181. 
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At the time, therefore, that I am tir’d with amusement and company, and have 
indulg’d a reverie in my chamber, or in a solitary walk by a river-side, I feel my mind 
all collected within itself, and am naturally inclin’d to carry my view into all those 
subjects, about which I have met with so many disputes in the course of my reading 
and conversation. I cannot forbear having a curiosity to be acquainted with the 
principles of moral good and evil, the nature and foundations of government, and the 
cause of those several passions and inclinations, which actuate and govern me. I am 
uneasy to think I approve of one object and disapprove of another; call one thing 
beautiful, and another deform’d; decide concerning truth and falsehood, reason and 
folly, without knowing upon what principles I proceed. I am concern’d for the 
condition of the learned world, which lies under such deplorable ignorance in all 
these particulars. I feel an ambition to arise in me of contributing to the instruction of 
mankind, and of acquiring a name by my inventions and discoveries. These 
sentiments spring up naturally in my present disposition; and shou’d I endeavor to 
banish them, by attaching myself to any other business or diversion, I feel I should be 
a loser in point of pleasure; and this is the origin of my philosophy. [T 1.4.7.12] 
 
Ridge thinks that because this passage appears in the context of Hume’s “attempt to 

justify his not being stymied by his own skepticism,” his natural inclination to return to 

philosophy “is doing some justificatory work.”75 Ridge also gives what he calls a 

“hedonistic” reading of the title principle passage, which directly precedes T 1.4.7.12. When 

Hume writes “where reason is lively, and mixes itself with some propensity, it ought to be 

assented to,” Ridge interprets “lively” as pleasurable, and “propensity” as an inclination to 

engage in pleasant activities.76 So like Garrett, Ridge reads the title principle passage as 

Hume’s all things considered normative principle for belief. But unlike Garrett, Ridge thinks 

it contains a pragmatic, not epistemic (even in Garrett’s naturalized sense), account of 

justification. Recall that according to Ridge’s epistemically skeptical interpretation, Hume 

has given up on the possibility of epistemic justification. So in the title principle passage he 

is merely settling for the practical – hence “the melancholy tone at the end of Book 1.”77  

 
75 Ibid. 
76 Ibid. 
77 Ibid., 179. 
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One virtue of Ridge’s PM view is that it rules out justification for reasoning that leads 

to skepticism, since skepticism is not useful or agreeable to the skeptic or others. But one 

might object that Ridge’s account of justification – like Loeb’s – still doesn’t rule out 

enough. It doesn’t rule out certain vulgar forms of reasoning that Hume explicitly criticizes. 

Specifically, the PM view may have trouble ruling out superstitious beliefs. The belief in the 

afterlife, for example, appears – at least on its face – to be quite useful to the believer, since it 

mollifies one’s fear of death.78 The worry is that this view commits Hume to a Pascalian 

form of pragmatism about religious belief that is plainly un-Humean. For only a few 

paragraphs after the title principle passage, Hume says we shouldn’t embrace hypotheses 

“merely for being specious and agreeable” (T 1.4.7.14).79  

 Ridge recognizes that this objection can be raised against PM. He also recognizes that 

to respond by saying the afterlife myth is false begs the question, since the responder must 

claim that the reasoning leading to this is justified (and to the afterlife myth, unjustified). His 

proposed solution is that we can practically justify the use of the understanding because we 

know directly (i.e. non-inferentially) that we desire to philosophize – that is, use the 

understanding to this end – and this gives us provisional practical justification for its use. 

Here, Ridge is contrasting the faculty of the understanding with superstitious belief-forming 

processes. So, presumably, once we have this provisional warrant for the understanding, we 

 
78 Of course, Hume holds that in many respects religious belief can be harmful and disagreeable. Hume claims 
that superstition “is often able to disturb us in the conduct of our lives and actions” (T 1.4.7.13). Later in the 
passage, he writes, “generally speaking, the errors in religion are dangerous.” But this does not entail that no 
religious beliefs at all could be useful or agreeable.  
79 Qu claims that Hume also rejects the principle that a view ought to be avoided just because it has harmful 
consequences. Qu, “Hume’s Practically Epistemic Conclusions?” 509. For this he cites T 2.3.2.3. But in this 
passage, Hume is specifically discussing dangerous consequences “to religion and morality.” This leaves open 
the possibility that Hume thinks one ought to consider the negative consequences of a view on other things. I 
argue that extreme skepticism is an example of a view (though it is doubtful that Hume would even consider 
this a coherent view rather than, say, a mood) that Hume would recommend avoiding because of its dangerous 
consequences.  
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have some non-question-begging reason to prefer philosophy to superstition. But clearly the 

“we” is important here; the superstitious person has no such desire to philosophize, and so no 

such provisional warrant, nor do the norms of philosophical reason have any authority over 

him. If Hume is willing to accept that we are beholden to the norms of good reasoning only if 

we have an antecedent passion for reason (e.g. desire to philosophize) that is directly 

accessible, then he seems to be stuck with a fairly extreme doxastic relativism a la Loeb’s 

interpretation. He seems to have no ground from which to criticize the superstitious person 

whose direct access to the passion for superstition would, mutatis mutandis, give the 

superstitious provisional warrant to use superstitious belief-forming mechanisms. This does 

not seem to square with his criticism of the superstitious person in T 1.4.4.1. Qu does not 

think this is a problem for the PM interpretation, since the title principle only says that 

reason ought to be assented to if it is lively and mixes with some propensity, and 

superstitious belief-formation is not properly reasoning.80 But this appears to contradict T 

1.4.4.1:  

But one, who is tormented he knows not why, with the apprehension of spectres in 
the dark, may, perhaps, be said to reason, and to reason naturally too: But then it 
must be in the same sense that a malady is said to be natural… [T 1.4.4.1; my 
emphasis] 
  

 Perhaps Hume is using ‘reason’ loosely here, and that its use in the title principle is narrow 

and technical. But even if Qu is right that superstitious belief-formation does not fall under 

Hume’s conception of reasoning, this does not seem to exonerate Ridge; rather, Ridge’s PM 

view conflicts with the title principle (conceived as a supreme normative principle for belief). 

Here is another normative principle for belief-formation that PM cannot rule out: 

superstition, when lively and mixed with some propensity, ought to be assented to. Either 

 
80 Ibid., 507. 
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this superstitious principle conflicts with the title principle, or – closer to the letter of the 

passage – the title principle says nothing at all about whether to endorse superstitious beliefs, 

since it only puts a limitation on what reasoning ought to be assented to; it says nothing 

about divination, revelation, wishful thinking, etc.  

 But even assuming that justification doesn’t come too easy on Ridge’s PM view, 

there is another objection, raised by Qu, that does seem fatal. Ridge wants to subsume all 

doxastic normativity under the moral. But as Qu points out, Hume appears to insist on a 

distinction between the epistemic and the moral. First, Hume claims that actions can be 

subject to moral but not rational evaluation, while he often calls beliefs and belief-forming 

mechanisms “reasonable” and “unreasonable” with clear normative force. But this 

segregation of rational and moral evaluation only applies to actions; it leaves open the 

possibility that “reasonable” is just the sentiment of moral approbation that can be applied to 

belief. And yet, Hume does not seem to accept this kind of connection between belief and 

morality. Qu cites T 3.1.1.12:  

…these errors [of beliefs relating to conduct] are so far from being the source of all 
immorality, that they are very innocent, and draw no manner of guilt upon the person 
who is so unfortunate as to fall into them… No one can ever regard such errors as a 
defect in my moral character. [T 3.1.1.12]  
 

In the passage in which this is embedded, Hume is arguing that we are not morally 

responsible for mistakes of fact or mistakes of right (beliefs about right conduct). So even on 

Hume’s broad account of the moral realm, beliefs are not objects of moral evaluation. This 

means there must be epistemic normativity in addition to the moral to make sense of Hume’s 

evaluations of belief throughout the Treatise. Qu thinks that this closes the door on a 

straightforward moralized account of doxastic normativity, but it still leaves open the 

possibility of an alternative “usefulness and agreeableness” interpretation (I will continue to 
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use ‘PM’ to designate this kind of interpretation). Moral normativity, Qu proposes, judges by 

the standard of the usefulness and agreeableness of sentiment-forming dispositions, like 

benevolence, gratitude, greed, envy, etc.81 But this leaves Hume the possibility of an account 

of epistemic normativity that judges by the standard of the usefulness and agreeableness of 

belief-forming dispositions. So Qu is here suggesting a theory of doxastic normativity that 

parallels, but is not subsumed under, Hume’s theory of moral normativity. We judge an 

epistemic agent on the basis of his disposition to form beliefs that have the feature of 

usefulness and agreeableness (either to the agent or others).82  

But in patching up Ridge’s PM account, Qu recognizes that he’s removed the 

bandage from one wound to cover another. The motivation for the PM account was that 

ambition and curiosity were supposed to justify the use of the understanding for the purposes 

of philosophy. This was interpreted to be the significance of the title principle passage and T 

1.4.7.12 quoted above (in which Hume is returning to philosophy because of its benefits). 

Reasoning was to be assented to only if (and, ultimately, because) it satisfies one’s ambition 

and curiosity. But ambition and curiosity are passions, not beliefs. So if ambition and 

curiosity are to justify the use of the understanding for the purposes of philosophy, this will 

have to be a moral justification on Qu’s PM schema. So Qu’s proposed updated PM view 

leaves him in a position in which he is unable to appeal to the text that was so important for 

overcoming extreme skepticism. 

 
81 Ibid., 516. 
82 Qu raises the possible objection that this is a prima facie implausible account of epistemic normativity since 
“it makes no reference to truth or probability of truth.” Qu, “Hume’s Practically Epistemic Conclusions?” 518. 
But he thinks this account can “incorporate truth in a meaningful way.” Whether it can or not, I don’t think this 
objection is a very serious one, since it appears to apply to any interpretation on which Hume thinks beliefs or 
belief-forming mechanisms can be epistemically justified. As discussed above, the problem of induction and 
Hume’s theory of causation give us no reason at all to think causal judgments track truth. Nevertheless, good 
causal reasoning is the gold standard for Hume, and makes up the bulk of the science of human nature. 
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 There is one more way in which Qu’s proposed solution neutralizes one of the virtues 

of Ridge’s view, and this is not one that Qu addresses. Recall that Ridge thought Hume was a 

skeptic with regard to epistemic justification, so he could take Hume’s skeptical arguments at 

face value. This is one of the benefits of Ridge’s interpretation over, for example, the 

naturalistic interpreter, who is burdened with explaining why Hume rejects the skeptical 

conclusions that he really does seem to accept, and offer some principled grounds for this 

rejection. On Qu’s proposed account, we are again faced with a theory of the epistemic that is 

capable of circumscribing inquiry in a way that rules out the legitimacy of Hume’s skeptical 

arguments. To make this account plausible, we will need to hear how this can work. 

 A mixed account of doxastic normativity is capable of accepting the criticisms of 

Ridge’s PM account, without accepting the liabilities of Qu’s proposed updated PM account 

(a proposal that, again, he ultimately rejects83). According to the mixed account, Hume has 

fairly stable standards of epistemic normativity throughout the Treatise. These are laid out 

initially in the introduction, then developed and refined throughout Book 1 (especially in T 

1.3). But there is another standard of doxastic normativity at work in the Treatise – natural 

normativity – that approves of beliefs that contribute to the most “natural and agreeable” 

state of the human being. The first problem with Ridge’s account was that it struggled to rule 

out justified superstition. It seemed that according to moral normative standards, some 

superstitious belief-forming mechanisms could be justified, as some superstitions are 

plausibly useful to oneself or others. But according to the mixed account, belief is beholden 

to both natural and epistemic standards. Even if a superstitious belief did pass the natural test, 

it would still be epistemically condemned. And recall that though the natural is preferable to 

the epistemic, and will typically defeat in cases of conflict (e.g. extreme skepticism and the 
 

83 Ibid., 523. 
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“honest gentlemen” who are content to not philosophize at all), Hume would not accept that 

the epistemic should be disregarded in egregious cases. After all, Hume takes pains to 

critically describe species of “unphilosophical probability” in T 1.3.13 – epistemically 

illegitimate ways of forming empirical beliefs – and then goes on to give rules by which we 

ought to form causal empirical beliefs at T 1.3.15. Forming illegitimate beliefs is not on par 

epistemically with ignorance. This tracks an intuitive distinction between, for example, 

withholding certain things from children to preserve their happiness and innocence, and 

telling them outright lies.  

 The mixed view also exonerates the title principle of endorsing superstition. For 

Ridge’s PM view, the title principle gives us Hume’s supreme doxastic standard. But his 

hedonic interpretation of the title principle appears to condone reasoning that is merely useful 

and agreeable, however epistemically unsavory it might be. Either this or, if Qu is right, the 

title principle – again, the supreme doxastic principle – is completely silent on whether 

superstition ought to be believed (since, according to Qu, superstitious belief-formation is not 

reasoning, and the subject of the title principle is reasoning). But on the mixed view, given 

the context in which the title principle passage occurs, all it is saying is that epistemically 

good reasoning ought to be assented to only if is also naturally good. It functions to prevent 

inquiry that would lead to extreme skepticism. It is not the sole, ultimate, or master doxastic 

normative principle; it is an expression of one form of doxastic normativity – the natural. For 

Hume’s epistemic normative principles, we should instead look to the Introduction and part 

1.3. 

 The second problem with Ridge’s account was that Hume seems to accept a 

distinction between epistemic and moral normativity, such that it is possible for beliefs to 
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have the first but not the second. The first half of this claim is clearly unproblematic on the 

mixed account. All claims in the Treatise that would be straightforwardly read as regarding 

epistemic justification for some belief or doxastic practice do regard the epistemic 

justification of that belief/practice. The second half – that beliefs cannot have moral 

justification – requires more analysis. Natural normativity is not the same as moral 

normativity. It is true that traits are in fact called virtuous or vicious if they have or lack 

usefulness or agreeableness, respectively. And natural normativity does track usefulness and 

agreeableness. But this does not commit Hume to the claim that all human traits that can be 

evaluated on their usefulness and agreeableness must be evaluated morally. We can ask the 

question of whether a certain belief is agreeable or disagreeable without encroaching on 

Hume’s domain of the moral.  
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V. A Perspectivalist Reading of Hume’s Epistemology in the Treatise 
 

1. Introduction 

In the previous chapter, I identified the two forms of doxastic normativity in the Treatise: the 

epistemic and the natural. In this chapter, I will develop an account of epistemic justification 

in the Treatise. As we have seen, there appear to be two standards of epistemic justification at 

work in the Treatise: a permissive scientific standard and a stringent skeptical one. The 

tension between these two standards is the integration problem, and it is the most significant 

puzzle in Hume’s epistemology. I will argue that these two standards are in in fact in tension, 

and, ultimately, that this tension does not need to be reconciled by explaining one away – as 

the skeptical and naturalistic interpreters attempt to do – but that there is a naturalistic 

account of justification on which the two standards can coexist. This view falls into the 

perspectivalist sect of interpretations of Hume’s epistemology. On the perspectivalist 

reading, Hume endorses multiple incommensurable epistemic perspectives in the Treatise. 

This reading faces two significant objections: that it renders Hume’s epistemology 

inconsistent (or at least highly incoherent) and that it is ad hoc. In this chapter, I propose a 

perspectivalist account of epistemic justification in the Treatise that addresses, to a 

significant degree, these concerns. Hume has available to him an account – what I will call 

epistemic dispositionalism – that is both internally consistent and allows for epistemic 

continuity between perspectives. In addition, far from being ad hoc, this account is well 

grounded in Hume’s cognitive psychology and coheres with the spirit of Hume’s naturalism. 

Along the way, I will argue for a claim that must be only provisional at the outset, which is 

that justification is the key epistemic concept for Hume. 

Perhaps the leading proponent of the perspectivalist reading is Robert Fogelin:  
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It seems, then, that Hume’s writings exhibit a radical form of epistemological, or 
better, doxastic perspectivism. What we believe and what we think it appropriate to 
believe is a function of the level of investigation we are indulging in […] Hume does 
not simply describe these perspectives; he actually presents his views from within the 
confines of one of them.84 

 
 According to Fogelin, Hume traverses between three perspectives: gentlemanly 

Hume, wise Hume, and Pyrrhonian Hume. Fogelin answers the problem of reconciling 

Hume’s naturalistic project with his skeptical doubts by denying that it is a problem at all. 

The pantheon of great philosophers, of which Hume is a member, contains only those whose 

systems are rich enough that they must be “deeply impregnated with inconsistency.”85 To 

force consistency upon Hume on pretense of charity, therefore, would actually be to cheapen 

his philosophy and assail his legacy. 

 A more recent expression of the perspectivalist account comes from Graciela De 

Pierris.86 She argues that Hume occupies two “frames of mind:” the scientific/common life 

frame, which starts with natural beliefs (e.g. causal judgments, the existence of external 

bodies) and reflectively tempers and refines them, and the skeptical frame in which one 

attempts to ground these natural beliefs from a point of view outside of these beliefs.87 

Crucially, for De Pierris, these two frames are epistemically insulated from one another and 

transitions between them are non-philosophical. 

There is a transition from an immersion in the radical skeptical frame of mind to an 
immersion in our natural beliefs through “carelessness and in-attention” (T 218) or 
through “blind submission” (T 269), and a transition back again from an immersion in 
natural beliefs to the “profound and intense reflection” (T 270) of the radical skeptic 
[…] Neither transition is mediated by philosophical argument, but is simply a bare 
switch in perspective.88  

 
84 Fogelin, “Garrett on the Consistency of Hume’s Philosophy,” 164. See also Fogelin, “Hume’s Scepticism.” 
85 Ibid., 161. 
86 De Pierris, “Hume’s Pyrrhonian Skepticism and the Belief in Causal Laws.” De Pierris later abandoned her 
perspectivalist account, developing an account on which causal reasoning for Hume ultimately lacks epistemic 
justification in Ideas, Evidence, and Method. 
87 De Pierris, “Hume’s Pyrrhonian Skepticism,” 383. 
88 Ibid., 367. 
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De Pierris thinks that in addition to a psychological discontinuity between perspectives, there 

is an epistemic discontinuity.89 This is both because the perspectives are different in kind, 

and because the transition between perspectives is mediated by non-epistemic psychological 

forces. Upon returning from the skeptical episode, the skeptical results are bracketed out, but 

not erased. And so, both incommensurable sets of epistemic norms remain legitimate. 

 The perspectivalist interpretation has the advantage that it is uniquely licensed to take 

the text at face value. The passages that seem highly skeptical are highly skeptical, and 

likewise for those apparently naturalistic passages. Here, the skeptical interpreter90 is forced 

to account for why Hume continues philosophizing after (and even before) the skeptical 

arguments in Book 1, and to explain exactly what kind of normativity can be applied to 

Hume’s positive claims. The naturalistic interpreter91, on the other hand, has the burden of 

reinterpreting these apparently skeptical arguments and explaining exactly what kind of 

epistemic justification is consistent with them. This latter question is common to all 

interpretations that read Hume as allowing the claims of the science of human nature to have 

epistemic justification, including perspectivalism, and so bears pausing on. 

 
89 Ibid., 362. 
90 By this I mean an interpretation that takes Hume to believe that there is nothing epistemically to be said in 
favor of most everyday and scientific beliefs. This is sometimes referred to as the Reid-Beattie interpretation, 
after two noteworthy critics of Hume’s own time. A more recent example of this, and one that attempts to deal 
with the tension between Hume’s naturalism and his skepticism, is from Broughton, “The Inquiry in Hume's 
Treatise.” 
91 Recall Loeb’s characterization: according to naturalistic interpreters, “Hume holds that the justificatory status 
of a belief depends upon nonepistemic facts (facts that can be characterized without utilizing such notions as 
‘knowledge,’ ‘justification,’ and ‘evidence’) about either beliefs or the processes or mechanisms that generate 
or sustain beliefs.” Loeb, Stability and Justification, 21. For most naturalistic interpreters, justification reduces, 
at least in a significant part, to some non-epistemic psychological feature (see Chapter 1). Notable defenders of 
this interpretation are Kemp Smith (The Philosophy of David Hume), Loeb (Stability and Justification), 
Korsgaard (“Normativity as Reflexivity”), and Garrett (Cognition and Commitment; Hume). 
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For any reading on which Hume of the Treatise92 is not an extreme skeptic, the 

commentator must accept the following unsavory fact. There can be no plausible Humean 

theory of epistemic justification insofar as such a theory connects some property of a belief 

or belief-forming mechanism to truth. If justification tracks or tends to track truth, it does so 

only incidentally.93 I will use this term ‘truth-tracking’ repeatedly. For justification of a 

belief or belief-forming process to be truth tracking, it must be the case that a higher degree 

of justification corresponds to a higher probability of truth. Although Hume does discuss 

knowledge and perhaps thinks it’s possible,94 Hume, following Locke, uses the term in a 

special sense. He defines ‘knowledge’ as “that evidence, which arises from the comparison 

of ideas” (1.3.11.2). But Hume isn’t interested in relations of ideas insofar as he is attempting 

to introduce the experimental method into moral subjects. Experimental philosophy employs 

causal reasoning (1.3.15.11). Although Hume claims that reason simpliciter is naturally 

oriented towards truth (1.4.1.1), causal reasoning, for Hume, requires a non-rational element 

provided by the imagination (“custom” or “habit”) that, as it were, breaks the truth-tracking 

chain.95 This is because the problem of induction has uncovered that it is not rational (in the 

strict sense of not being wholly determined by reason) to believe that past or observed 

 
92 This fact may not hold for the epistemology of the Enquiry. See Chapter 1 section 3. For a more detailed 
treatment of this question, see Qu, Hume’s Epistemological Evolution. 
93 Hume holds, by all appearances, a correspondence theory of truth with regard to matters of fact. According to 
Hume, truth falls into two categories: (i) “the discovery of the proportions of ideas, considered as such” and (ii) 
“the conformity of our ideas of objects to their real existence” (T 2.3.10.2). There is no evidence that Hume was 
inclined toward a deflationary theory of truth (e.g. a collapsing of justification and truth, a pragmatic theory of 
truth). For more on this, see Chapter 6, section 3. 
94 Hume offers a skeptical argument that appears to undermine the evidence for those relations of ideas that 
would be discovered by demonstration (T 1.4.1). But knowledge (on Hume’s definition) may also be attained 
by intuition, which judges of those relations of ideas discoverable “at first sight” (T 1.3.1.2). And yet, even if 
we can attain knowledge in cases of intuitive judgments, this covers only a tiny portion of the positive claims in 
the Treatise. 
95 There is some controversy about whether Hume’s correspondence theory of truth consists of a 
correspondence between belief and a world of mind-independent facts, objects, etc.; or between beliefs and 
mental presentations (e.g. impressions). I don’t think this makes a great difference for a theory of justification, 
even for sense beliefs (Hume, after all, raises problems for both direct and representative theories of perception 
at T 1.4.2). 
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regularities will hold in future or unobserved cases.96 And so, we have no reason to think that 

causal reasoning – reasoning concerning matters of fact that goes beyond what’s immediately 

present to the senses – tracks truth. Therefore, in order to even have causal beliefs, their 

source must have some non-rational element. Note that I have not yet drawn any normative 

conclusion here. As we saw in the last chapter, Hume does endorse causal reasoning, and I 

believe this endorsement is epistemic. Causal reasoning makes up the bulk of the science of 

human nature – including Books 2 and 3 of the Treatise. Thus, if knowledge in the non-

technical sense in which we use it is (at least) justified, true belief, and the role of 

justification in a theory of knowledge for an internalist97 is as an internally accessible mark 

that a belief is true or probably true, and Hume thinks causal reasoning can be justified 

despite our having no reason to think it is truth-tracking, then Hume must believe that, at 

least in the domain of causal belief, justification does not track truth (or it does so only 

incidentally).98 And so, knowledge of this kind is impossible. This is the primary theoretical 

reason why justification is the key epistemic concept for Hume, not knowledge (in the sense 

of (at least) justified, true, belief). 

 
96 ‘Non-rational’ should not be conflated with ‘irrational.’ I have not yet said anything about a normative 
response to this state of affairs. Ultimately, I do not think this destroys the possibility of epistemic justification 
for causal beliefs. This is only to suggest that epistemic justification cannot track truth, for Hume, if we assume 
that causal beliefs can be justified. 
97 By ‘internalism’ here, I mean the epistemological position that what justifies a belief or belief-forming 
process is internal to the believer (e.g. a mental state) and is accessible to the believer. For example, my belief 
that the summit of Mount Peale is covered in snow is justified my having the accessible memory of seeing the 
snowy summit this morning. 
 Some have attempted to circumvent this veridicality problem by interpreting Hume as an externalist 
about justification. See for example Frederick Schmitt, Hume’s Epistemology in the Treatise; Francis Dauer, 
“Hume’s Skeptical Solution and the Causal Theory of Knowledge,” Philosophical Review 89, no. 89 (1980): 
357-78. I will not be addressing theories like this here. All interpretations of Hume’s epistemology have some 
characteristic problem. For the perspectivalist, it is incoherence. The characteristic problem for externalist 
accounts is absolving them of the charge of anachronism. That said, I find externalism a more plausible 
interpretation of Hume’s epistemology in the Enquiry because of concerns raised in Chapter 1, section 3.  
98 “All probable reasoning is nothing but a species of sensation. ‘Tis not solely in poetry and music, we must 
follow our taste and sentiment, but likewise in philosophy” (T 1.3.8.12). 
“All our reasonings concerning causes and effects are deriv’d from nothing but custom; and […] belief is more 
properly an act of the sensitive, than of the cogitative part of our natures” (T 1.4.1.8; Hume’s emphasis). 
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 The positive upshot of this for the perspectivalist is that she need not explain which of 

the set of incommensurable epistemic standards is the one that tracks truth, which would 

invite the further question of why that is not the sole standard. The more general upshot for 

those interested in finding a theory of epistemic justification in Hume’s Treatise is this. A 

theory of epistemic justification in Hume functions to take stock of the set justified belief-

forming principles Hume actually accepts99 and reconcile this with the skeptical doubts 

generated by following these principles themselves. One who searches for a way for Hume to 

ground that set of principles in truth will come up short.  

 This theme will reemerge below, but for now let’s return to our topic. We have seen 

that the great interpretive advantage of the perspectivalist reading is its ability to take Hume’s 

text at face value. But a price is paid for this is in the currency of philosophical plausibility. 

Qu says of these interpretations generally that “reading Hume as committed to irreconcilable 

viewpoints that are nevertheless equally valid seems significantly to compromise the overall 

coherence and systematicity of Hume’s project.”100 In Fogelin’s account, this comes in the 

form of straightforward inconsistency – a feature whose virtue, whatever Whitmanian 

romanticism it might add, we may justly dispute. In De Pierris, this comes in the form of the 

epistemic discontinuity between perspectives. If there is really an epistemic firewall between 

the perspectives, then we are imposing upon Hume a quite radical form of epistemic 

pluralism: one perspective that accepts natural beliefs and one that operates completely 

independently of them.101 

 
99 These are laid out schematically in the introduction, then qualified and precisified throughout Book 1 
(especially in Part 3). It is commonly thought that his final word on these standards are his “rules by which to 
judge of causes and effects” at T 1.3.15.  
100 Qu, Hume’s Epistemological Evolution, 135. 
101 In her more recent work, De Pierris argues that there is a methodological continuity between perspectives. 
See De Pierris, Ideas, Evidence, and Method. 
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There is the further though related problem that the interpretation seems ad hoc. If the 

considerations in favor of perspectivalism are really just that (i) it allows us to take the text at 

face value and (ii) it is an answer, of sorts, to the problem of reconciling Hume’s constructive 

naturalism with his destructive skepticism; then maybe we really ought to reinterpret those 

problematic passages, or even accept the integration problem as an unfortunate flaw in 

Hume’s philosophy. Such a prima facie strange epistemology ought to be rooted in or 

bolstered by other parts of Hume’s system. It should be in the Humean spirit. It should not be 

a wall nailed in at an angle to make the house look straight. 

 I develop here a perspectivalist account that avoids these problems. On this 

interpretation, Hume describes at least three doxastic dispositions, as I will call them: the 

vulgar, the true philosopher, and the extreme skeptic. A doxastic disposition is constituted by 

(i) active belief-forming principles, (ii) higher-order corrective tendencies, and (iii) emotional 

disposition.  Epistemic justification, for Hume, reduces to the psychological feature of 

believability. A belief is epistemically justified if and only if it is believable within the 

philosophical or skeptical doxastic disposition and one is in that disposition. A belief is 

epistemically unjustified in all other cases (e.g. when believed within the vulgar disposition). 

In the skeptical disposition, it may be the case that the only ideas that are believable – and so 

justified – are those about occurrent mental states. The philosophical disposition is 

characterized by dominant philosophical belief-forming principles, higher-order general rules 

that correct the more precipitous first-order judgments, and minimal influence of the 

passions. The skeptical disposition is constituted by extreme consistency in application of 

higher-order, corrective principles and faculty-justificatory reflection that lead to wide-

ranging suspension of judgment. Shifts between dispositions are not directly under the 
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control of the will, but can be precipitated by an increase or decrease in philosophical 

reflection. 

In building an account that answers the two charges discussed above – 

inconsistency/incoherence and lack of textual support – it will be necessary to address the 

latter first. Then, once our perspectivalist account is grounded in Hume’s cognitive 

psychology, we will see how the account is internally consistent and coherent with the 

mechanics and spirit of Hume’s system. 

2. Dispositions to believe 

On the perspectivalist account I will be presenting, the criterion of epistemic justification for 

Hume is believability – that an idea would become a belief, given a certain set of background 

contents, within certain psycho-epistemic dispositions of the believer. This will need to be 

qualified and explained. But first it is necessary to explain what I mean by believability as a 

psychological property. Then I will show how we can understand believability as 

epistemically-laden for Hume.  

 A belief is a certain kind of idea, for Hume. Hume puts a qualitative condition on 

belief. “An idea assented to feels different from a fictitious idea, and this different feeling I 

endeavour to explain by calling it a superior force, or vivacity, or solidity, or firmness, or 

steadiness” (T 1.3.7.7). He explicitly defines belief as “a lively idea related to or associated 

with a present impression” (T 1.3.7.5). It seems ultimately for Hume a belief102 is a lively (or 

vivid, forceful, strong, solid) idea, paradigmatically associated with a present impression by a 

 
102 This applies to beliefs regarding matters of fact. One might object to Hume’s claim that belief in matters of 
fact always has some qualitative element. For example, many non-episodic memory beliefs (e.g. that the capital 
of Thailand is Bangkok) do not seem to have any conscious, qualitative content. Hume’s theory of belief seems 
to be a consequence of his concept empiricism, which entails a strict imagistic requirement on belief.  
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relation of experienced constant conjunction (T 1.3.7.7).103 There is a kind of economy of 

force or vivacity in Hume’s cognitive psychology.  

[It is] a general maxim in the science of human nature, that when any impression 
becomes present to us, it not only transports the mind to such ideas as are related to it, 
but likewise communicates to them a share of its force and vivacity. [T 1.3.8.1] 

 
The liveliness of the belief is conducted from the liveliness of the impression in accordance 

with certain principles of association – paradigmatically, cause and effect. For example, I 

have the present visual impression of a ripe watermelon. I form the idea that its insides are 

pink and fleshy, and this idea is formed because of a constant conjunction between seeing 

watermelons and seeing them cut open, revealing a pink and fleshy inside. Because of the 

mechanics of the human mind, I come to anticipate pink and fleshy innards when I perceive a 

watermelon. That is, the vivacity of the impression of the watermelon is communicated to an 

idea of pink and fleshy innards via the pathway of cause and effect. This idea of the pink and 

fleshy innards is vivid, solid, irresistible; while if I were to imagine its insides as blue and 

hard, this idea remains faint, obscure, unstable, ready to vanish. This vivid, solid idea is the 

belief, while the latter – the blue, hard watermelon innards idea – is a mere idea created by 

the imagination. It lacks the phenomenal qualities of a belief.  

At times, Hume wants to limit belief to those ideas with the right phenomenal 

qualities and the right origin, i.e. a causal origin. But at other times, he seems to want to 

allow that other sources of belief exist, and that the phenomenal quality is all there is to a 

belief. For example, he thinks that in one who is insane, the imagination can reach a degree 

 
103 Hume says various, sometimes prima facie conflicting things about what a belief is and what its necessary 
and sufficient conditions are. For example, he at one point claims that a present impression is not necessary for 
belief; that a “strong propensity or inclination alone” will suffice (1.4.2.43). For a good discussion of this, see 
Price, “Hume’s Analysis of Belief” in Belief (New York: George Allen and Unwin, 1969): 
https://www.giffordlectures.org/books/belief/lecture-7-humes-analysis-belief. This definition at least captures 
the paradigm cases for Hume and, I think uncontroversially, the only cases in which a belief could be justified.  

https://www.giffordlectures.org/books/belief/lecture-7-humes-analysis-belief
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of strength that the ideas it produces have the same phenomenal quality as those produced by 

the faculties that cause causal beliefs, and these vivid imaginings are in fact beliefs (T 

1.3.10.9). This can happen, to a lesser degree, when one listens to poetry. While a poet may 

not be able to create a new belief with his vivid rhetoric, he may be able to augment the 

vivacity of a belief one already has.104 

This leads us to the relation between vivacity and confidence, or level of credence. 

For Hume, belief is not an all or nothing affair. We can have different levels of confidence in 

a proposition, which correspond to different levels of vivacity in the idea whose content is 

that proposition. This correspondence exists because there is nothing else to determine 

credence in an idea, since the only difference between an idea not assented to and a belief is 

the manner of conception (T 1.3.7.7). For example, when I roll a die, the quantity of vivacity 

of certainty in any one outcome is equally distributed among all six possibilities (T 

1.3.11.12). Thus, I have some confidence that it will land on five; that idea is more lively 

than, say, the idea that I will win the lottery if I’ve bought a single ticket. Degrees of 

vivacity, or levels of confidence, in an idea/proposition can be influenced by a variety of 

factors, including the emotional and epistemic dispositions of the agent. Hume mentions that 

a coward will give more credence to claims about dangers that might affect him, since these 

excite his fear, and the vivacity of this passion is naturally conducted to those ideas (T 

1.3.10.4). For example, he will be more confident that he will be bit by a rattlesnake when 

told he is hiking in rattlesnake country than a non-coward, ceteris paribus. 

 Note that both relations of ideas and matters of fact are subject to sub-certain degrees 

of confidence. For matters of fact (conclusions of probabilistic inferences) this is obvious. 

 
104 The same goes for ideas connected to impressions by the associative principles of resemblance and 
contiguity. See T 1.3.9.8. 
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But Hume thinks this is true of some relations of ideas (conclusions of demonstrative 

inferences), too. For example, long division done in one’s head is demonstrative, but one 

should be less than completely certain one has gotten the right answer, given that one has 

made mistakes in long division before. For the intelligent, reflective person, complex 

demonstrative inferences will always yield less than certain beliefs. Recall that these claims 

ground the skeptical argument against demonstration in T 1.4.1. 

 In summary, a belief is an idea with a high degree of vivacity, and one that is related 

to a present impression. The specific degree of vivacity corresponds to the degree of 

confidence in the content of the idea. Now we will look at the mechanics of belief formation. 

Characteristically, on this topic Hume mixes his descriptive psychology with epistemic 

normativity. At the most basic, mechanical level, belief formation is the conduction of 

vivacity from impressions to ideas. One of Hume’s goals in Book 1 is to identify the 

principles and rules that govern how vivacity is conducted from impressions to ideas and to 

evaluate them epistemically.  

 Hume describes several different doxastic dispositions in the Treatise. A doxastic 

disposition is constituted by (i) active belief-forming principles, (ii) emotional disposition, 

and (iii) higher-order corrective tendencies. We have already seen how one’s emotional 

disposition can affect belief formation. Passions act as a source of input vivacity that, as it 

were, travels along the circuits of belief-forming principles to one’s ideas, augmenting their 

vivacity/credence. The other two constituents of doxastic dispositions are the belief-forming 

principles themselves, and the hierarchical way that these principles interact to enable or 

prevent the enlivening of ideas to belief. These features will be taken in turn.   
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The two most important types of belief-forming principles for Hume are principles of 

the imagination and general rules. Hume distinguishes between two senses of ‘imagination’: 

(i) the more general faculty that forms our fainter non-memory, non-sense ideas, and (ii) the 

narrower faculty that influences the formation of ideas that aren’t formed by sense 

experience, memory, or the understanding (T 1.3.9.19, footnote 22). The latter he sometimes 

refers to as ‘fancy.’ Although it is prima facie strange for Hume to epistemically endorse 

imaginative principles in this narrow sense, especially given that he seems to think that 

principles of the imagination at least partially determine the distribution of vivacity to all 

beliefs (T 1.3.13.11), this is one of the central results of his cognitive psychology in the 

Treatise. Hume famously concludes after his inquiry into the sources of probabilistic 

reasoning: 

When the mind […] passes from the idea or impression of one object to the idea or 
belief of another, it is not determin’d by reason, but by certain principles, which 
associate together the ideas of these objects, and unite them in the imagination. Had 
ideas no more union in the fancy than objects seem to have to the understanding, we 
cou’d never draw any inference from causes to effects, nor repose belief in any matter 
of fact. [T 1.3.6.12; my emphasis] 

 
‘Habit’ or ‘custom,’ the enablers of all causal judgments, have their source in the fancy or 

narrow-imagination and so are non-rational.105 Although cause and effect reasoning is the 

paradigmatic form of probabilistic reasoning: 

All probable reasoning is nothing but a species of sensation. ‘Tis not solely in poetry 
and music, we must follow our taste and sentiment, but likewise in philosophy. [T 
1.3.8.12] 

 
See also: 

 
105 Again, we have not yet introduced any normativity into this account. By “non-rational” here I only mean not 
determined by reason, which is the phrasing used by Hume to describe the inference from causes to effects (T 
1.3.6.12). But recall from Chapter 2 that there is a normative reckoning in the conclusion of Book 1, where 
Hume despairs at the inability to link habit and custom with truth. See T 1.4.7.3, especially in the context of T 
1.4.7.3-8. 
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All our reasonings concerning causes and effects are deriv’d from nothing but 
custom; and […] belief is more properly an act of the sensitive, than of the cogitative 
part of our natures. [1.4.1.8, Hume’s emphasis] 

 
This is not to say that the reason has no share in belief; only that reasoning must be mixed 

with (i) the input energy of the present impression and (ii) the non-rational forces of the 

imagination in order to produce belief.106 Recall that this is why justification cannot be truth-

tracking, and so why Hume cannot distinguish between, say, scientific experimentation and 

palm-reading on the basis of their conduciveness to truth. The problem of induction 

undermines a distinction based on the superior reliability of the one to the other (where 

reliability is here taking into account past success rates of the two belief-forming methods 

and inferring similar success rates in the future). 

Even after experience has inform’d us of [a] constant conjunction [between causes 
and effects], ‘tis impossible for us to satisfy ourselves by our reason, why we shou’d 
extend that experience beyond those particular instances, which have fallen under our 
observation. We suppose, but are never able to prove, that there must be a 
resemblance betwixt those objects, of which we have had experience, and those 
which lie beyond the reach of our discovery. [T 1.3.6.11] 

 
 There are three prominent doxastic dispositions described in the Treatise: the vulgar, 

the true philosopher, and extreme skeptic.107 Despite the infamy of the extreme skeptical 

arguments in the Treatise, most of the epistemically normative content of Book 1 concerns 

distinguishing between vulgar and philosophical doxastic practices. Regarding the principles 

of the imagination, the bulk of this work comes in Part 3 “Of knowledge and probability,” 

specifically Hume’s distinction between philosophical and unphilosophical probability (i.e. 

 
106 This is not only true of probability, but demonstration, as well. The difference is that the non-rational enabler 
of demonstrative judgments is not a positive additive (e.g. habit) but rather a non-rational proscriptive force: the 
inability to carry out long chains of abstruse reasoning that would undermine belief via the skeptical arguments 
of T 1.4.1 (see, specifically, T 1.4.1.10). 
107 I use ‘true philosopher’ here instead of ‘philosopher,’ and ‘extreme skeptic’ instead of ‘skeptic,’ because 
Hume thinks that the extreme skeptic is also a philosopher, and that the true philosopher is also a kind of skeptic 
(in the Treatise, a “moderate sceptic”). Hereafter I will abbreviate ‘true philosopher’ to ‘philosopher’ and 
‘extreme skeptic’ to ‘skeptic.’  
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principles for forming probabilistic beliefs). Philosophical probability is “receiv’d by 

philosophers, and allowed to be reasonable foundation of belief,” while unphilosophical 

probability has “not had the good fortune to obtain the same sanction” (T 1.3.13.1).108 An 

important example of a philosophical principle of the imagination concerns the way the mind 

responds when presented with a “contrariety of causes,” that is, when one experiences 

exceptions to an otherwise constant conjunction.  

‘Tis evident, that when an object is attended with contrary effects, we judge of them 
only by our past experience, and always consider those as possible, which we have 
observ’d to follow from it. And as past experience regulates our judgment concerning 
the possibility of these effects, so it does that concerning their probability; and that 
effect, which has been the most common, we always esteem the most likely. [T 
1.3.12.8] 

 
We may consider this a subtype of the rule that one ought to proportion one’s belief to the 

evidence. Although Hume uses descriptive language in this passage, we have good reason to 

think he endorses this kind of response to the contrariety of causes. After giving his account 

of the probability of causes, he begins the next section, “All these kinds of probability are 

receiv’d by philosophers, and allowed to be reasonable foundations of belief and opinion” (T 

1.3.13.1). He goes on to contrast this with various forms of “unphilosophical probability.” 

The principle expressed in this passage is that when an A-type event has been followed by 

both B- and C-type events, we proportion our belief that a B will follow a new A to its past 

frequency. I use this example because, as the reader may recall from Chapter 2, from this 

general principle, Hume derives a specific form that is the engine for his most destructive 

skeptical argument in the Treatise – the infamous argument at T 1.4.1 that appears to 

 
108 It is a perennial problem in Hume commentary (and we can blame Hume for this) that it is difficult to wrestle 
the descriptive from the normative. In what follows, I ask the reader to recognize that Hume appears to be 
making a normative distinction between philosophical and the unphilosophical principles, while waiting to see 
how this can be explained within Hume’s system.  
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undermine the epistemic justification for all beliefs formed on the basis of inference, 

demonstrative or probabilistic. Here is the specific form: 

In every judgment, which we can form concerning probability, as well as concerning 
knowledge, we ought always to correct the first judgment, deriv’d from the nature of 
the object, by another judgment, deriv’d from the nature of the understanding. [T 
1.4.1.5] 

 
This can be reformulated as follows: 

probabilistic control principle: for every inference P, demonstrative or probabilistic, 
we ought to form a judgment P* regarding our reliability in performing inferences of 
P-kind, and adjust our credence in P accordingly (T 1.4.1.1, 1.4.1.5, 1.4.1.6, 1.4.1.9). 

 
Because we have made errors in reasoning in the past, reason, considered as a cause (T 

1.4.1.1), must be regarded as producing contrary effects: sometimes truths, sometimes 

falsehoods. So in every inference we ought to proportion our credence in the output to our 

reliability in performing that kind of inference. Hume thinks repeated application of this 

wide-scope principle (see “every judgment” above) would cause reason to completely 

subvert itself, were the mind capable of the focus necessary to carry it out. This is because 

our confidence in the second-order check on our first-order judgment ought also to be 

reduced by a third-order judgment about its (the second-order judgment’s) reliability. And 

this diffidence trickles down to the first-order judgment. Because there is no non-arbitrary 

stopping point to this iterative review process, Hume thinks that consistent, higher-order 

application of the probabilistic control principle ought to occur in infinitum (T 1.4.1.9), 

eventually sapping the first-order judgment of all credence.  

It is important here to repeat the significant role Hume’s skeptical argument against 

reason at T 1.4.1 plays in the epistemology of the Treatise.109 Not only is it highly 

destructive on its own, it features into Hume’s dangerous dilemma – the skeptical concern 

 
109 For a full discussion of this, see Chapter 2. 
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that precipitates his famous panic attack in the conclusion of Book 1 (T 1.4.7.6-7). Here, 

Hume is faced with the dilemma of either letting the imagination or the understanding rule 

belief.110 If the imagination rules, all false philosophy and superstition is licensed. If the 

understanding rules, all belief is subverted (via the skeptical argument against reason at T 

1.4.1). And if we try to avoid the skeptical regress by letting the understanding rule but 

abstaining from “refin’d or elaborate reasoning,” we cut off the possibility of science and 

philosophy (T 1.4.7.7). And so, melancholy and delirium ensue. 

 One might think that the difference between the vulgar and philosophical doxastic 

dispositions is that they are constituted by unphilosophical and philosophical principles of the 

imagination, respectively. But Hume’s position is more complex. First, Hume thinks that 

there are specific kinds of both beliefs and belief-forming processes that are universal. For 

example, nature has made it impossible for us to fail to believe in the existence of bodies, and 

likewise impossible not to believe the products of reason (T 1.4.2.1). These features of the 

mind govern both the wise person and the fool. Second, Hume accepts that everyone is, to 

some degree, vulnerable to unphilosophical belief formation. But for the wise, 

unphilosophical principles have only a pro tanto influence on belief formation. Thus, with 

respect to belief-forming principles, the vulgar disposition is characterized by dominant 

 
110 Hume is here using ‘imagination’ in narrow sense, that is, the faculty by which we form our fainter ideas, 
excluding demonstrative and probabilistic reason (see Chapter 2 note 24 and the footnote to T 1.3.9.19). At T 
1.4.7.7, in the midst of the dangerous dilemma, Hume again addresses the ambiguity of ‘imagination,’ and here 
he calls the understanding “the general and more established properties of the imagination.” He contrasts this 
with beliefs formed by the “trivial suggestions of the fancy” (i.e. from imagination in the narrow sense) (T 
1.4.7.7). It seems Hume is invoking a distinction made at T 1.4.3.11-1.4.4.1. There, Hume writes “the 
imagination, according to my own confession, [is] the ultimate judge of all systems of philosophy” (T 1.4.4.1). 
He distinguishes between the influence of the imagination on the Peripatetics, who have been “guided by every 
trivial propensity of the imagination” (T 1.4.3.11), and the principles of the imagination that are “received by 
[non-Peripatetic] philosophers”: those that are permanent, irresistible, and universal (T 1.4.4.1). This distinction 
is both invoked and problematized by the normative reckoning at T 1.4.7, where he comes to recognize that the 
enablers of both demonstrative and probabilistic reasoning are also “trivial” (T 1.4.7.3 for probability, T 1.4.7.7 
for demonstration and probability). 
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unphilosophical principles of the imagination. This dominance exists either because 

philosophical principles of the imagination are absent or they are present but unable to 

oppose the force of the unphilosophical ones. 

 The philosophical doxastic disposition, on the other hand, is characterized by 

dominant philosophical principles of the imagination. Philosophical principles of the 

imagination can be, either solely or sometimes, deployed as second-order, reflective 

principles. For example, when faced with a prima facie exception to a causal pattern, the 

vulgar will rashly conclude that there is objective uncertainty (randomness) in events, while 

the philosopher will, reflecting on past cases in which previously unknown causes were later 

found, think it’s at least possible that there exist, in this case, too, unknown causes rather than 

“contingency in the cause” (T 1.3.12.4-5). Hume’s “rules by which to judge of causes and 

effects” (T 1.3.15) are just these kinds of second-order principles found out by reflection – 

rules by which we can know when something really is the cause of another (T 1.3.15.2), that 

is, rules to distinguish the accidental circumstances from the efficacious causes (T 1.3.13.11). 

This leads us to the third constituent of doxastic dispositions. Recall that a doxastic 

disposition is constituted by (i) active belief-forming principles, (ii) emotional disposition, 

and (iii) higher-order corrective tendencies. These corrective tendencies determine if, when, 

and how the believer applies reflective scrutiny to her first-order beliefs.  

Here it is necessary to introduce Hume’s notion of general rules. He uses this term 

throughout the three books of the Treatise. The term encompasses various kinds of principles 

at work in the mind. The important use to which Hume puts ‘general rules’ for our purposes 

is any belief-forming principle.  
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General rules vary in degree of intellectualization. There are those general rules that 

“precede reflection and which cannot be prevented by it” (T 1.3.13.8). Hume seems to think 

these can become built into the senses so that our perception is actually structured by these 

principles (T 2.2.8.5). At this level, general rules operate without the consent of our will, at 

the level of what we now call the subpersonal. The most basic causal reasoning happens at 

this level (Hume calls it “the first influence of general rules” [T 1.3.13.12]). Then there are 

the higher-order, intellectualized general rules that are both the products of reflection and 

applied via reflection on the products of first-influence general rules. Sometimes the pre-

reflective and reflective rules conflict, that is, give different answers to the question of which 

belief (if any) will be formed given some input. Of this kind of scenario, Hume writes: 

When we take review of [the first influence of general rules], and compare it with the 
more general and authentic operations of the understanding, we find it to be of an 
irregular nature, and destructive of all the most establish’d principles of reasoning; 
which is the cause of our rejecting it. This is a second influence of general rules, and 
implies the condemnation of the former. Sometimes the one, sometimes the other 
prevails, according to the disposition and character of the person. The vulgar are 
commonly guided by the first, and wise men by the second. [T 1.3.13.12] 

 
Here, Hume is identifying an important difference between the vulgar and philosophical 

doxastic dispositions. The vulgar’s beliefs are typically determined by first-order, 

unreflective general rules, while the philosopher submits the application of these rules to 

interrogation by certain general rules of reflection – i.e. “the more general and authentic 

operations of the understanding.”111 Hume uses the example of the connection between 

causes and effects (T 1.4.3.9). The vulgar, in their “common and careless way of thinking,” 

believe there is a connection between things constantly conjoined since custom has made it 

difficult to separate them in their minds. But philosophers, “who abstract from the effects of 

 
111 Cf. T 1.4.7.7, where Hume calls the understanding “the general and more establish’d properties of the 
imagination.” 
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custom,” are able to separate elements of experience in the mind and discover that there is no 

such connection. He makes a similar distinction between the vulgar and the philosopher on 

the continued existence of unperceived objects (T 1.4.2.14). 

 While in the philosophical disposition moderate higher-order reflective activity 

protects against rashness, superstition, and other forms of epistemic vulgarity, high reflective 

activity can destroy the philosophical disposition altogether, effecting a transition into the 

skeptical disposition. We have already seen an example of this. Recall the general 

philosophical principle regarding the contrariety of causes. We proportion our belief that a 

certain event will follow another to its frequency of obtaining in past experience. Hume says 

this can function as a higher-order regulative principle (T 1.3.12.7). Recall the specific 

version in T 1.4.1: 

probabilistic control principle: for every inference P, demonstrative or probabilistic, 
we ought to form a judgment P* regarding our reliability in performing inferences of 
P-kind, and adjust our credence in P accordingly (T 1.4.1.1, 1.4.1.5, 1.4.1.6, 1.4.1.9). 

 
For the scientist, or even the average person doing her taxes, one or two applications of this 

principle results in healthy epistemic caution. But repeated, iterative application of this 

principle (Hume thinks) would sap inferential beliefs of all credence/vivacity. The important 

point is that Hume’s skeptical arguments, and the skeptical doxastic disposition that can 

temporarily result, are constituted by the same belief-forming norms as the philosophical 

disposition. These are just the standards of the scientist of human nature. The difference is 

consistency and domain of application. Excessive application of philosophical principles of 

the imagination in epistemological inquiry can effect a transition to the skeptical disposition. 

The skeptical doxastic disposition is characterized by a short-term, involuntary 

suspension of believability within some very general doxastic domain as a result of 
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epistemological reflection. Examples of general doxastic domains are those beliefs that are 

the products of probabilistic reasoning, demonstrative reasoning, the senses, and memory. In 

cognitive psychological terms, to suspend believability is to block the channels between 

impressions and the ideas that might be enlivened by their vivacity.  

Hume writes of the cause of the skeptical disposition with regard to the reason and 

the senses: 

‘Tis impossible upon any system to defend either our understanding or senses; and we 
but expose them farther when we endeavor to justify them in that manner. As the 
sceptical doubt arises naturally from a profound and intense reflection on those 
subjects, it always increases, the farther we carry out our reflections, whether in 
opposition or conformity to it. [T 1.4.2.57] 

 
According to Hume, the epistemological reflection that precipitates the skeptical disposition 

can occur (always occurs?) whether one is criticizing or attempting to justify that faculty. So 

just as the shift from the vulgar to the philosophical disposition is caused by reflection, so too 

is the shift from the philosophical to the skeptical. But it is reflection of a certain type: 

faculty justificatory or critical reflection. 

In T 1.4.2, “Scepticism with regard to the senses,” Hume gives a nice illustration of 

how one might travel through the doxastic dispositions, from vulgar to skeptic, by way of 

successive waves of reflection. Hume thinks that it is a fact of human nature that we believe 

that (i) the objects of our senses have a permanent and continued existence. But the 

philosopher notices that (ii) we never experience an object continuing to exist while 

unexperienced, and (iii) we never perceive a strict identity between successive perceptions, 

only resemblances. While these conflicts may never become salient to the vulgar, in the 

philosophical disposition one reflects upon this incongruity between belief and experience. 

And in accordance with general rules of coherence, one tries to reconcile (i), (ii), and (iii). 
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Some philosophers (e.g. Descartes and Locke) attempted to do this by positing another realm 

of objects, independent of perceptions, that are steady and permanent and that systematically 

cause our perceptions. This makes (i), (ii), and (iii) consistent, but it comes into conflict with 

part of Hume’s theory of causation, expressed by (iv): a causal judgment can only be formed 

if it is in principle possible to experience a constant conjunction. But as these purported 

objects that cause our perceptions are in principle not directly observable, we cannot “form a 

just conclusion” from the perceptions to the existence of the objects (T 1.4.2.54). So in 

attempting to reconcile (i)-(iii), the philosopher has proposed a solution that conflicts with 

(iv), which is a central philosophical principle of the imagination.  

This last wave of reflection causes a shift in doxastic disposition from the 

philosophical to the skeptical. 

Having thus given an account of all the systems both popular and philosophical, with 
regard to external existences, I cannot forbear giving vent to a certain sentiment, 
which arises upon reviewing those systems. I begun this subject premising, that we 
ought to have an implicit faith in our senses, and that this would be the conclusion, I 
shou’d draw from the whole of my reasoning. But to be ingenuous, I feel myself at 
present of a quite contrary sentiment, and am more inclin’d to repose no faith at all in 
my senses, or rather imagination, than to place in it such an implicit confidence. I 
cannot conceive how such trivial qualities of the fancy, conducted by such false 
suppositions, can ever lead to any solid and rational system. [T 1.4.2.56] 

 
In the skeptical disposition, one doubts that there is an external world of stable, independent 

objects. And one doesn’t merely doubt; Hume seems to think that one can actually cease to 

be persuaded (i.e. cease to believe) that there is anything beyond our impressions and ideas 

(it may be that doubting something implies ceasing to believe that thing, in which case the 

claim that for Hume skeptical reflection causes suspense is even more strongly confirmed) (T 

1.4.2.57). According to Hume, “carelessness and inattention alone” can effect a transition 

back to the philosophical disposition and the world of independent objects (T 1.4.2.57). 
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Common to all of Hume’s skeptical arguments in the Treatise is the realization that 

the ‘fancy’ or imagination narrowly-construed is required for some domain of prima facie 

respectable beliefs. In his skeptical moods, Hume is inclined to refer to belief-enabling 

contributions of fancy as “trivial” (T 1.4.2.56, 1.4.7.3). It is clear that by “trivial” he does not 

mean that they have no use; they are highly important for survival and practical success. By 

“trivial,” Hume means that there is no indication that they are truth-tracking. The trivial 

propensity could provide a positive contribution like habit, which compels us to expect a B-

type event when we encounter an A-type event if As and Bs have been constantly conjoined 

in past experience. But it could also be a negative contribution, as in the case of the skeptical 

argument against reason at T 1.4.1. After the first or second review, the process becomes 

“forc’d and unnatural” (T 1.4.1.10), and the mind is psychologically blocked by its own 

weakness and inconstancy from emptying the belief of all confidence.112  

In the next section, we will look at exactly how the epistemic normativity is infused 

into the framework of doxastic dispositions. But I would like to make a concluding remark 

about these skeptical episodes that will help make some space for perspectivalism. As we 

have seen, extreme skepticism arises from consistent application of the very belief-forming 

practices constitutive of the positive science of human nature. Therefore, on pain of 

inconsistency, Hume must accept extreme skepticism if he accepts these practices. But 

because of the detachment of epistemic justification from truth, he need not only accept 

skepticism. A properly qualified endorsement of scientific norms is still available to him. It 

may not be irrelevant to note that Hume thinks that the fact that these norms lead to 

 
112 That Hume thinks suspense can still be obtained in the products of reason despite our inability to complete 
the iterative review sequence suggests that the mere recognition that (i) we ought rationally to complete the 
iterative review and (ii) that if we did our credence would be destroyed are sufficient to cause skeptical 
suspense. We are not released from the epistemic or psychological force of the argument just because we cannot 
complete the iterative review. For more on this, see Chapter 6. 
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skepticism ought to give us pause about the norms themselves, and thus about the skepticism 

(T 1.4.1.12, 1.4.7.14). The general point here can be put another way. In assigning a view to 

a historical philosopher, one should balance interpretive and philosophical plausibility. Both 

naturalistic interpreters such as Garrett and perspectivalists such as Fogelin and De Pierris – 

who think that there is an at least implicit account of epistemic justification in the Treatise – 

are burdened with assigning a non-truth-tracking account of epistemic justification to Hume. 

But the benefit received from releasing justification from truth is a license to apply it to 

multiple, incommensurable (though, I will argue consistent) sets of epistemic norms. Thus, 

the perspectivalist can retain her advantage over the naturalistic commentator in interpretive 

plausibility (in the currency of textual fidelity), without taking on the severe philosophical 

implausibility of multiple, incommensurable but still truth-tracking perspectives.  

3. Believability to normativity 

Up to this point, we have mostly been engaged in the descriptive (to the degree possible) 

phase of identifying and analyzing the three major doxastic dispositions in the Treatise. Now 

it is time to bring in the normativity. On the perspectivalist account being developed here – 

epistemic dispositionalism – a belief is epistemically justified for Hume if and only if it is 

believable within the philosophical or skeptical doxastic dispositions and one is in that 

disposition.113 In the following two sections, we will answer two main questions. First, where 

does the normativity originate? Second why/how does the normativity get divided between 

these two incommensurable standards? In answering ‘why’ part of the second question, we 

will show how Hume’s view is coherent, and in doing so show how this perspectivalist view 

differs from that of De Pierris. In answering the ‘how’ part of the second question, we will 

 
113 We will see below exactly how the vulgar can have justified beliefs. For now, we are looking at a simple 
model. Ultimately, we will see that an individual at any given time can be vulgarly disposed with regard to 
certain domains of beliefs and philosophically disposed with regard to others. 
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see, in precise terms, how Hume’s view is consistent, and in doing so show how this 

perspectivalist view differs from that of Fogelin. 

 The origin question divides into two: (i) where does the normativity originate in the 

logical structure of the Treatise? or (ii) where is its source in Hume’s epistemology as a 

finished product? These will be addressed in turn. 

In the logical structure of the Treatise, epistemic normativity has its source in an 

initial assumption. Hume assumes, and keeps roughly fixed throughout the majority of the 

Treatise, the extension of ‘justified belief-forming principle’ as understood by his 

scientifically-minded contemporaries.114 When proposing a methodology in the introduction, 

he writes that the only “solid foundation” for the science of man is “experience and 

observation” (T Intro.7). But he gives no philosophical justification for this claim. He merely 

says that we shouldn’t be surprised that it took so long for experimental philosophy (i.e. 

Newtonian methodology), so celebrated in natural philosophy, to be applied to moral 

subjects. One attractive way to read Hume is that he recognized the successes of the 

experimental method in the physical sciences and decided to apply these same successful 

methods to moral subjects. Thus, the success of the sciences would justify the scientific 

method, and so, most fundamentally, observation and experience. But while this could be the 

genealogy of the project,115 it cannot be the justification for it. The science of human nature, 

Hume thinks, is epistemically antecedent to natural philosophy (T Intro.4-5). The Treatise 

starts in medias res; the experimental method is assumed at the outset, and then cleaned-up 

 
114 For a more detailed discussion of this, see Chapter 4. 
115 Garrett seems to think this at least is the case, and further that it perhaps it could lend some “provisional 
authority” to the scientific method. Garrett, “Reasons to Act and Believe: Naturalism and Rational Justification 
in Hume's Philosophical Project,” Philosophical Studies 132, no. 1 (2006), 5-6. 
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and precisified throughout Treatise 1.1-1.3, in part by way of consistent application of the 

copy principle.  

 One thing that is uncovered by this application of the assumed standards of 

experimental philosophy is that we have no reason to think these standards track truth. This 

leads to question (ii): where is the source of normativity in Hume’s epistemology as a 

finished product (if not in the connection between these standards and truth)? On at least the 

general answer to this question, the perspectivalist and the naturalistic interpreter ought to 

agree. There are certain principles that have been found to be more fundamental to human 

nature than others. These principles have certain psychological properties that are 

characteristic of belief-formation in humans, and can be distinguished from the more 

contingent and accidental principles.116 There are more “general,” “authentic,” and 

“established” (T 1.3.13.12) belief-forming principles in human nature. From these flow all 

epistemic normativity. The ideal epistemic posture is, as it were, encoded in human nature. 

This source coheres well with Humean naturalism as these psychological features are 

available to empirical study, while correspondence between what is empirically available and 

a separate world of objects is beyond the scope of Hume’s empiricism. Rational convergence 

(agreement based upon application of these principles) is all that can be said for a science. 

When a warm imagination is allow’d to enter into philosophy, and hypotheses 
embraced merely for being specious and agreeable, we can never have any steady 
principles, nor any sentiments, which will suit with common practice and experience. 
But were these hypotheses once remov’d we might hope to establish a system or set 
of opinions, which if not true (for that, perhaps, is too much to be hop’d for) might at 

 
116 Recall that this has been remarked upon by many commentators, and has come in a wide variety of 
formulations. Some influential examples are irresistibility and inevitability (Kemp Smith, The Philosophy of 
David Hume), stability (Loeb, Stability and Justification), survival of reflective scrutiny (Korsgaard, 
“Normativity as Reflexivity”), and reason mixed with liveliness and propensity (Garrett, Cognition and 
Commitment). It is not necessary here for me to take an official stand on which of these is correct, if any. 
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least be satisfactory to the human mind, and might stand the test of the most critical 
examination.117 [T 1.4.7.14, my emphasis] 

 
 We may worry about circularity here. Perhaps it is no surprise that Hume should 

conclude that, roughly, the same set of belief-forming principles he assumed were justified at 

the outset, are in fact justified. But this may not be viciously circular. After all, he admits 

along the way that this set of principles cannot be proven to be connected to truth; this set, 

like all other candidate sets of epistemic norms, is in part determined by the imagination, by 

non-rational forces in human nature. So Hume is forced to distinguish among imagination-

caused principles. As we saw in Chapter 4, Hume’s most explicit attempt to do this occurs at 

T 1.4.4.1-2. Here, Hume is responding to an objection that he has been inconsistent. He has 

just criticized the ancient philosophers for being guided by “every trivial propensity of the 

imagination,” while at the same time holding that “the imagination, according to my own 

confession, [is] the ultimate judge of all systems of philosophy” (T 1.4.3.11-1.4.4.1). To 

resolve this apparent inconsistency he makes a distinction. He distinguishes between two 

kinds of principles of the imagination: those that are “received by philosophy”: permanent, 

irresistible, universal, solid; and those that are rejected by philosophy: changeable, weak, 

irregular, avoidable (T 1.4.4.1). 

As always, the paradigm philosophical principle of imagination is the customary 

transition from cause to effect (T 1.4.4.1). Though this transition is determined by custom, 

one whose beliefs are enlivened this way, Hume claims, “reasons justly and naturally.” He 

gives the example of someone who receives the impression of a voice in the dark, which 

enlivens the idea of a human creature nearby. This is natural and just, according to Hume. He 

compares this person with one who believes there are “spectres in the dark.” Although this 
 

117 Hume makes this point in the Enquiry: “Philosophical decisions are nothing but the reflections of common 
life, methodized and corrected” (EHU 12.25). See also DNR 1.11-2. 
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person reasons naturally, too, Hume says that his reasoning is natural in the sense that a 

disease is natural for a body, i.e. “arises from natural causes.” The first person, whose beliefs 

are formed by the philosophical principles of the imagination, reasons healthily, i.e. in “the 

most “agreeable and natural situation of man.” So in this section, part of what Hume is doing 

is sectioning off the more general and authentic belief-forming principles of human nature. It 

is these principles that are the source of epistemic normativity in Hume’s epistemology.  

Distinguishing between sets of norms naturalistically (i.e. on the basis of apparently 

non-epistemic, psychological features) is common to both the naturalistic interpretation and 

the perspectivalist interpretation being developed here. But I would like to note one more 

thing about the T 1.4.4.1-2 passage that will help to identify a decision point for choosing 

between the two. I argue in Chapter 4 that when Hume writes “reasons justly and naturally,” 

he is picking out two different forms of doxastic normativity. ‘Justly’ refers to epistemic 

normativity, while ‘naturally’ refers to belief-formation that is psychologically healthy. 

Antecedent to any preference for perspectivalism, there are good reasons to think that Hume 

endorses these two distinct forms of doxastic normativity. The upshot for the perspectivalist 

interpretation is that it gives Hume a non-arbitrary reason to prefer the moderate higher-order 

epistemic activity characteristic of the philosophical doxastic disposition to the extreme – 

perhaps neurotic – reflectivity of the skeptic. Moderate use of the probabilistic control 

principle, for example, keeps the accountant from making mistakes; consistent use of the 

same principle – while no objection can be made against it on epistemic grounds – leads to a 

doxastic disposition unfavorable to psychological health and practical success. This 

distinction also enables Hume to recommend or proscribe certain domains of enquiry. 

According to the perspectivalist, faculty-evaluative epistemology is a perfectly legitimate 
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domain of enquiry118 – after all Hume does it! But the desire for well-being ought to inhibit 

us from engaging in it (more than once).119 

4. Epistemic pluralism 

Thus ends our discussion of the origins of epistemic normativity. Let’s move on to the 

second question posed at the beginning of section 3, again split into two: (i) why and (ii) how 

does the normativity get divided between the two incommensurable perspectives?  

First, the normativity must be split between the philosophical and skeptical dispositions 

because they are epistemically continuous. These dispositions share with each other, but not 

with the vulgar disposition, the belief-forming norms assumed by Hume to be justified at the 

outset of the Treatise. Along the way, epistemic normativity becomes naturalized in the 

sense that he realizes (using these norms) that (a) we have no reason to think they are truth-

conducive, and yet (b) they are the general and established doxastic principles of human 

nature, and so carry a kind of normativity that is distinguishable from the practical,120 moral, 

aesthetic, etc. Hume also realizes that there is no non-arbitrary way to epistemically 

distinguish between philosophical and skeptical use of these principles.  

If there were a way to epistemically non-arbitrarily distinguish between the 

philosophical and skeptical dispositions, this would weaken the perspectivalist account by 

making it vulnerable to the objection that it renders Hume’s epistemology incoherent. This is 

the problem with the perspectivalist account offered by De Pierris. On her view, as I read it, 

 
118 This distinguishes the perspectivalist from interpreters who think that Book 1 of the Treatise (or, more 
specifically, the conclusion) is, at least in part, a kind of rhetorical demonstration to show the limits of the 
legitimate use of our faculties. See for example Ainslie, Hume's True Scepticism; Baier, A Progress of 
Sentiments. 
119 For a full discussion of the two forms of doxastic normativity in the Treatise, as well as the relation of this 
view to pragmatist interpretations of Hume, see Chapter 4. 
120 There are interpretations on which all doxastic normativity for Hume is practical. This is either because 
epistemic normativity fails (e.g. in Ridge, “Epistemology Moralized”) or because epistemic normativity is really 
just a species of the practical (e.g. in Qu, “Hume’s Practically Epistemic Conclusions?”). For a full discussion 
of these views, see Chapter 4. 
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the perspectives are epistemically segregated in at least three senses: the standards are 

incommensurable, the principles that constitute the standards are different in kind, and 

transitions between perspectives are not philosophical. On the first, I agree with De Pierris. A 

belief can be justified in one perspective and unjustified in another – this is the essence of the 

perspectivalist reading. But I disagree with De Pierris on both other counts. It is important to 

note that De Pierris later abandoned her perspectivalist interpretation.121 Let’s first examine 

the claim that the transitions are not philosophical, i.e. that one is not led from one to the 

other by way of justified inference. This is at least false with respect to the transition from the 

philosophical to the skeptical disposition. De Pierris cites T 1.4.7.12, claiming that “there is a 

transition back from an immersion in natural beliefs to the “profound and intense reflections” 

of the radical skeptic [i.e. from the skeptical to philosophical disposition], through 

“curiosity” and “uneasiness.”122 As these are passions and so not epistemically justificatory, 

De Pierris argues, this transition is non-philosophical. But this is misleading in a couple 

ways. First, in this passage Hume is describing his motivations to return to philosophy after 

the skeptical panic attack of T 1.4.7; justificatory concerns are totally absent. He finds he is 

still curious about philosophy topics, especially those to be found in the following two books 

of the Treatise concerning passions, morals, and government. He will not be engaging in the 

type of reflection that effects a transition to the skeptical disposition. It is true that in this 
 

121 In place of the perspectivalist view endorsed in “Hume’s Pyrrhonian Skepticism,” De Pierris develops a 
more skeptical interpretation in Ideas, Evidence, and Method. In this work, she traces a skeptical argument 
against the uniformity of nature principle (central to Newtonian inductive science) from T 1.3.6 through the 
skeptical argument against probabilistic reasoning in T 1.4.1 and then finally the skeptical crisis in T 1.4.7. Like 
other contemporary skeptical interpreters, she argues that because the methods used in the science of human 
nature ultimately lead to insoluble skeptical paradoxes, (i.e. in my terms, the coherence of Hume’s 
epistemology) Hume’s ultimate “normative recommendation” of philosophy rests on non-epistemic grounds 
(296-7). Specifically, philosophy is a safe outlet for the near-universal desire for grand speculation that would 
otherwise manifest as theology or superstition (which are dangerous). But De Pierris in this work is less 
interested in Hume’s positive account of justification and more interested in the function of extreme skepticism, 
which is to purge Newtonian inductivism of its negative (theological) elements while preserving its positive 
(naturalistic) ones (302-3). 
122 De Pierris, “Hume’s Pyrrhonian Skepticism,” 367. 
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passage Hume finds himself uneasy, but it is uneasiness about making judgments without 

some inquiry as to why he is making these particular judgments; that is, he dreads fleeing 

from philosophy into the vulgar disposition. So while Hume here is explaining the “origins” 

of his return to philosophy, it is clear that these are his motivational not justificatory origins. 

But crucially, both the hiatus from philosophy and the philosophy he will be pursuing 

afterwards occur within the confines of the philosophical disposition. 

 But more than from a critique of De Pierris’ interpretation of T 1.4.7.12, the evidence 

that the transition from the philosophical to the skeptical disposition is mediated by 

philosophical argumentation is to be found in Hume’s skeptical arguments themselves. We 

have already seen the clearest case of this. At T 1.4.1, the philosophical principle that 

governs how we ought epistemically to react when faced with a contrariety of causes (T 

1.3.13.8) is applied to our mixed track-record performing inferences. Hume thinks that if we 

were capable of applying this principle consistently to our inferential judgments (which, he 

thinks, we ought to do on grounds of (i) his clear normative endorsement of a broad-scope 

version of the principle that applies to all inferential judgments [T 1.4.1.1, 1.4.1.5, 1.4.1.6, 

1.4.1.9], and (ii) basic epistemic norms of consistency), it would result in the suspension of 

judgment on all products of inference. But this also occurs in Hume’s skepticism regarding 

the senses, where it is during philosophical reflection that he notices an inconsistency 

between the vulgar’s beliefs that (i) objects are perceptions and (ii) objects persist with 

numerical identity through time, despite the fact that (iii) perceptions at different times 

merely resemble each other (T 1.4.2.36). And then, once the philosopher posits a 

representationalist theory, she notices that it conflicts with general rules regarding causation 

(T 1.4.2.46-8). Again, it is higher-order, consistent application of philosophical principles of 
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the imagination that precipitates the skeptical disposition and its characteristic skeptical 

suspense. 

 It is fairly easy to see how the transition from the philosophical to the skeptical 

disposition is philosophically mediated. But De Pierris is right that it is very difficult to see 

how Hume can claim that the transition back to the philosophical disposition can be 

philosophically mediated. In fact, it appears that Hume explicitly denies this. In the middle of 

the conclusion of Book 1, Hume rhetorically takes up the skeptical disposition, in which he 

“can look upon no opinion even as more probable or likely than another” (T 1.4.7.8). Then he 

writes: 

Most fortunately it happens, that since reason is incapable of dispelling these clouds, 
nature herself suffices to that purpose, and cures me of this philosophical melancholy 
and delirium. [T 1.4.7.9; my emphasis] 

 
After he has come down from the skeptical panic attack, he still feels: 

such remains of my former disposition, that I am ready to throw all my books and 
papers into the fire, and resolve never more to renounce the pleasures of life for the 
sake of reasoning and philosophy. For these are my sentiments in that splenetic 
humour, which governs me at presents… These are the sentiments of my spleen and 
indolence; and indeed I must confess, that philosophy has nothing to oppose to them, 
and expects a victory more from the returns of a serious good-humour’d disposition, 
than from the force of reason and conviction. [T 1.4.7.10-11; my emphasis] 

 
It is distraction and forgetting that effects the transition from the skeptical to the 

philosophical disposition. Backgammon and dinner parties do what no philosophical 

argument could have. So how can the perspectivalist claim that there is epistemic continuity 

here? 

 This topic dovetails with the last of the three ways that De Pierris thinks the doxastic 

dispositions are epistemically discontinuous. She claims that the principles that constitute the 

standards are different in kind. There is a  
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radical discontinuity between two fundamentally different types of normative 
reflection: one [i.e. the skeptical] which engages reason in the critical analysis of the 
grounding of natural beliefs from a point of view outside these beliefs, and another 
[i.e. the philosophical] which combines itself with fundamental natural beliefs only to 
temper or improve them while the mind remains always under their influence.123 

 
This would be a radical discontinuity, and one that would seriously threaten the coherence of 

Hume’s epistemology. According to De Pierris, one standard is constituted fundamentally by 

natural beliefs, and the other operates totally independently of them. This opens De Pierris to 

the difficult question of why Hume doesn’t just endorse one or the other (apart from the 

consideration that nearly all interpreters accept: that Hume really seems to endorse both). 

After all, the skeptical interpreter just focuses on the fact that Hume argues that our natural 

belief-forming mechanisms cannot be shown to have the tendency to produce true beliefs – 

even on the assumption that the natural effect of reason is truth. Meanwhile, the naturalistic 

interpreter convincingly argues that Hume endorses naturalized epistemic standards 

(Garrett’s lively reasoning with propensity, Loeb’s stable beliefs, etc.), to which the skeptical 

reflections do not live up and so are left abandoned in Book 1. 

 On the epistemic dispositionalism interpretation, contra De Pierris, the skeptical 

disposition, too, is thoroughly naturalized, and so there is no room for either the skeptical or 

naturalistic commentator to drive a wedge between the dispositions. To see this, we need to 

distinguish between natural beliefs and natural belief-forming principles. It is true that Hume 

thinks that there are natural beliefs that constitute the philosophical disposition (e.g. the 

belief in continued, mind-independent external objects). And it is true that the skeptical 

disposition lacks these beliefs, both in the inferences that lead to the disposition and in the 

disposition itself. But natural belief-forming principles constitute a much greater portion of 

the philosophical disposition than natural beliefs. These principles are critiqued in the 
 

123 De Pierris, “Hume’s Pyrrhonian Skepticism,” 383. 
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transition from the philosophical to skeptical disposition, but they are also the very principles 

utilized in this critique. For example, both demonstrative and probabilistic reasoning are 

natural in the sense that they rely on an imaginative contribution. And yet, these part-

imaginative processes are utilized in the arguments for Hume’s skeptical conclusion that 

these imaginative contributions (e.g. habit, custom, the vivacity of ideas) are trivial (see 

especially 1.4.7.3). There is absolutely no point of view outside of natural belief-forming 

principles – except perhaps for gods and angels – from which to even attempt to ground these 

principles.  

 One might object that in establishing continuity between perspectives, we make them 

vulnerable to epistemic comparison. For example, the skeptical disposition seems to fare 

better than the philosophical on consistency. With respect to reason, this shows up in 

consistent application of the probabilistic control principle; with respect to the senses, 

consistent application of Hume’s theory of causation; with respect to probability at T 1.3.6 

(i.e. the problem of induction), consistent application of norms prohibiting circularity. If the 

philosophical disposition runs afoul of its very own consistency norms, then perhaps this 

would be sufficient reason to reject it as a legitimate set of epistemic standards. So even by 

the lights of the naturalized standards of the Treatise, the skeptical interpreter has room for 

her wedge. 

 This objection of intra-dispositional consistency leads us to some very strange 

territory. In offering a response, it is necessary to engage in some rational reconstruction.   

 The philosophical doxastic disposition contains consistency norms, but, as the 

objector notes, these norms appear to be of narrow scope. This narrow scope, though, is not 

enforced by the letter of the norms themselves, but rather by non-rational forces of human 
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nature that put psychological limits on our ability to apply the norms. But, again, non-rational 

influences are essential to all or nearly all cognitive activity, including justified belief-

formation. It is also important to add that the scope of the consistency norm is only narrow 

with respect to higher-order judgments (i.e. judgments about our judgments, rather than 

judgments about objects). Inconsistencies, for example, in the physical sciences ought always 

to be reconciled. But Hume notices that it is a feature of human nature that iterative, nested 

judgments about judgments strain the understanding and obstruct the flow of vivacity from 

impressions to ideas, even if the same form of inference would be quite natural and easy if 

applied to more terrestrial topics (T 1.4.1.11). This is not to say, as Donald Ainslie contends, 

that Hume wants to put strict limits on theorizing about perceptions qua perceptions.124 Much 

of the Treatise contains theorizing of this kind, from the very first distinction between 

impressions and ideas, which is repeated after the skeptical panic attack at the outset of Book 

2. Theorizing about the contents of our minds as mental entities with their own realm of laws 

makes up a good portion of the cognitive psychology of not only Book 1, but also Book 2 

(and, to some extent, Book 3). But the higher the reflexivity of the contents, the less natural 

the inference. This is not ‘natural’ in the sense of ‘psychologically healthy’ from above; 

rather it is in the sense that habit and custom are natural, i.e. as non-rational enablers of belief 

that constitute the more general and authentic principles of the imagination. And recall that 

according to both this perspectivalist interpretation and naturalistic interpretations, epistemic 

justification reduces to non-rational psychological features of beliefs. So the limiting of the 

application of consistency norms by natural, fundamental psychological features is 

countenanced by nearly every interpretation that grants epistemic justification to the science 

of human nature.  
 

124 Ainslie, Hume’s True Scepticism, 238-9. 
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  But these natural limits on the application of consistency norms can be overstepped. 

Of course, this makes the philosophical disposition unstable in the face of epistemic 

reflection. Both endorsed dispositions (the philosophical and skeptical) are unstable to some 

degree; this is part of the motivation for perspectivalism. The non-rational forces in human 

nature are not absent from the skeptical disposition, either, so one cannot complain that the 

skeptic is pure, that she has followed reason faithfully wherever it has led. Nor, perhaps, once 

she has arrived there can she consistently hold her ground (recall Hume’s response to the 

self-undermining objection at T 1.4.1.12 in Chapter 3, where suspense is naturally [i.e. 

psychologically] reached through a seesawing between dogmatic and skeptical reason). This 

overstepping of the natural limits on the application of consistency norms is one gateway to 

the skeptical disposition. The question here is whether application of the consistency norms 

to the application of the consistency norms themselves is acceptable within the philosophical 

disposition. If so, the philosophical disposition would be internally inconsistent. Perhaps not; 

perhaps when one engages in this activity one is already en route to the skeptical disposition. 

One might worry that a narrow-scope consistency principle is just irrational, or 

absurd. Isn’t a rule that we should only sometimes be consistent immediately repugnant? But 

again, it is not the principle that is narrow in scope, but the application. Selective application 

of consistency, while apparently absurd, may only appear so because of our antecedent 

preference for truth-tracking. That is, it may not necessarily be epistemically vicious if 

epistemic virtue is detached from truth. These questions are interesting, and I will leave it to 

the reader to decide how epistemic dispositionalism fares with respect to this Escherian 

puzzle into which we have stumbled.    
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 There is a deeper, though less puzzling, point to be made here. For the perspectivalist 

interpreter, the epistemic standards that constitute the dispositions cannot be epistemically 

compared. If they could, it would have to be against some master epistemic criterion. But if 

such an extra-dispositional, overawing criterion existed, it would be the sole epistemic 

criterion for Hume. It is true that the dispositions can be compared by the standard of what I 

have called ‘natural’ normativity (or that which is health and success-conducive).125 This is 

what allows Hume to say, “’Tis happy… that nature breaks the force of all sceptical 

arguments in time” (T 1.4.1.12; see also T 1.4.7.9, 1.4.2.57). Distraction and forgetting effect 

a transition between the skeptical and the philosophical disposition; so because they are 

extra-dispositional, they cannot be evaluated epistemically (and luckily, too; by any 

reasonable standard they would do poorly). But by natural normativity they are celebrated. 

Interestingly, this forgetting effect when applied to individual beliefs rather than doxastic 

dispositions is criticized by Hume.126  

 So because the dispositions cannot be epistemically compared, we need not worry 

about that species of inter-dispositional inconsistency. But Fogelin argues that Hume’s 

perspectivalism contains a different species of inter-dispositional inconsistency. He says that 

perspectivalism is straightforwardly inconsistent because the assertions made from the 

different perspectives are inconsistent.127 This, Fogelin claims, distinguishes perspectivalism 

from relativism. Relativistic assertions have the form from perspective A, x seems F; from 

perspective B, x seems not F. The ‘seemings’ insulate the judgments from coming into 

 
125 See Chapter 4. 
126 One of the unphilosophical belief-forming principles criticized by Hume regards the influence of time on 
belief.  Recent experiences have a stronger influence on the judgment and passions than those further in the past 
(T 1.3.13.2). For example, the drunkard whose friend dies of debauch vividly understands the dangers of 
alcohol, for a time. Eventually, the memory fades and so too does the belief. 
127 Fogelin, “Garrett on the Consistency of Hume’s Philosophy,” 165-6. 
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contradiction. But perspectivalist assertions, Fogelin argues, come in the form x is F 

(asserted from perspective A); x is not F (asserted from perspective B). Because the 

assertions themselves are unqualified they can come into contradiction. 

 Fogelin is right that judgments from the different doxastic dispositions are not mere 

seemings, and so they are the sorts of things that could come into contradiction. But they 

would only be inconsistent in the epistemically-loaded sense if held by a single person, in a 

single disposition, at a single time. These qualifications make all the difference. For example, 

if William says “God exists” and Peter says “God doesn’t exist,” it would be strange to 

complain that these men are being inconsistent. Their inconsistency is a fact that carries no 

epistemic baggage, except for inviting the further inquiry into which, if either, is better 

justified. It is still a matter of debate in epistemology whether their disagreement could be 

rational, i.e. both could be justified; whereas few would accept that it could be rational for a 

single person to hold these contradictory beliefs at the same time. On epistemic 

dispositionalism, the assertions of philosophical Hume and skeptical Hume resemble those of 

William and Peter in the epistemically relevant ways. They may be inconsistent, but this is 

acceptable because their justificatory statuses are indexed to different epistemic dispositions. 

And although a single person can travel between dispositions, when this occurs one literally 

becomes a different epistemic agent.128 Justification claims are always indexed to a doxastic 

 
128 This may be in a sense more dramatic and in another sense less dramatic than it appears. To become a 
different epistemic agent on this view does not entail becoming a different person. It just means that one’s 
beliefs are determined by sufficiently different internal belief-forming circumstances. The Hume that wrote 
Book 2 of the Treatise is the same Hume that wrote Book 1. The worry that this view commits the 
perspectivalist to positing two different authors of the Treatise has its source, I believe, an intuitive distaste for 
the idea that the standards of justification change with one’s internal, psycho-epistemic mood (a distaste which, 
all-things-considered, may be quite reasonable). It should be noted that most people will have very little 
vacillation in epistemic disposition. And yet it is true that this view makes the doxastic/epistemic life of the 
serially epistemically reflective person highly schizophrenic. This is the sense in which the view is rather 
dramatic and extreme. In Chapter 6, section 3, I will argue that the instability of Hume’s epistemology comes 
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disposition. This feature of epistemic dispositionalism is similar to typical internalist theories 

in which justification claims regarding a single belief are always indexed to a set of mental 

contents and inferential relations. Epistemic dispositionalism just extends the set of mental 

features necessary to determine whether a belief is justified.  

 So to review, on the perspectivalist reading developed here Hume can answer both 

charges of inter-dispositional inconsistency. The dispositions themselves are not inconsistent 

because there are no extra-dispositional criteria with which to compare them. The assertions 

made within the dispositions are not inconsistent (at least in the relevant evaluative sense) 

because the justificatory features of the judgments are indexed to a disposition, and so cannot 

come into conflict.  

5. Overview and the Problem of the Vulgar 

Let’s step back. On this interpretation, epistemic justification, for Hume, reduces to the 

psychological feature of believability. A belief is epistemically justified if and only if it is 

believable within the philosophical or skeptical doxastic disposition and one is in that 

disposition. A belief is epistemically unjustified in all other cases. In the skeptical 

disposition, it may be the case that the only ideas that are believable – and so justified – are 

those about occurrent mental states (perhaps, also, those relations of ideas “discoverable at 

first sight”). The doxastic dispositions are constituted by (i) active belief-forming principles, 

(ii) higher-order corrective tendencies, and (iii) emotional disposition. The philosophical 

disposition is characterized by dominant philosophical principles of the imagination, higher-

order general rules that correct the more precipitous first-order judgments, and minimal 

influence of the passions. The skeptical disposition is constituted by extreme consistency in 

 
from Hume position as a boundary figure between earlier, traditional epistemologies and later, more progressive 
views on which truth rather than justification is deflated. 
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application of higher-order, corrective principles and faculty-justificatory reflection that lead 

to wide-ranging suspension of judgment. Shifts between dispositions are not directly under 

the control of the will, but can be precipitated by an increase or decrease in philosophical 

reflection. This grounds Hume’s epistemology in the vicissitudes of our mental lives, which 

is very much in the Humean spirit. The psychological winds blow not only our passions but 

also the very standards of our judgments. 

I believe that we shouldn’t think it strange that this interpretation commits Hume to 

epistemic pluralism. If one is going to reduce justification to a psychological property – as I 

and many naturalistic interpreters argue Hume does – one would need to give a principled 

reason why some conditions under which this property arises are appropriate and some 

inappropriate.129 The fact that Hume uses normative epistemic language in two distinct and 

individually coherent standards and endorses both of these standards in his own voice gives 

us a reason to ascribe to him an epistemic pluralism. I have attempted to show that this 

pluralism is not only consistent with Hume’s science of human nature, but is very much in 

the spirit of it. One might wonder how this view compares to contemporary pluralistic 

epistemic theories, like contextualism.130 Unlike typical contextualist theories on which 

epistemic standards are determined by social conventions (e.g. norms of discourse), for 

Hume these standards are characteristically naturalistic. They are determined by our psycho-

epistemic disposition, which is not under our direct control. Likewise, shifts in standards are 

not, as the contemporary contextualist might argue, caused directly by intentions of 

 
129 In fact, there is an objection lurking here regarding how Hume can claim that the vulgar’s beliefs are not 
justified despite their having the property of believability. This objection is discussed below. 
130 See, for example, Stewart Cohen, “Knowledge, Context, and Social Standards,” Synthese 73 (1987): 3-26; 
 “Contextualist Solutions to Epistemological Problems: Skepticism, Gettier, and the Lottery,” Australasian 
Journal of Philosophy 76, no. 2 (1998): 289-306; and David Lewis, “Elusive Knowledge,” Australasian Journal 
of Philosophy 74, no. 4 (1996): 549-67. 
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interlocutors. We must submit to psychological forces beyond the direct control of the will, 

but that can be influenced indirectly by increases or decreases in philosophical reflection.  

One might also wonder why, according to this interpretation, the vulgar’s vulgar 

beliefs aren’t justified (or how Hume can claim that any belief is unjustified!). If justification 

just amounts to believability within a doxastic disposition, isn’t it arbitrary to give epistemic 

approval to the philosophical and skeptical dispositions but not the vulgar? What principled 

reason could Hume have to draw this boundary? I would like to pair this with a different but 

related objection: if on this perspectivalist interpretation justification is only possible within 

the philosophical or skeptical dispositions, this seems to entail that none of the vulgar’s 

beliefs are justified. I take it that it is almost equally absurd to claim that all of the vulgar’s 

beliefs are justified as it is to claim that none of them are.  

 To answer the first objection, that this interpretation commits Hume to an arbitrary 

distinction between the vulgar and other, more charmed dispositions, I would like to return to 

the question of the origins of epistemic normativity in the Treatise. It is not, I argued, derived 

from a non-naturalistic131 epistemic standard like truth-tracking. Hume begins with standards 

of justification that would be endorsed by his scientifically-minded contemporaries and 

proceeds to refine them so that they are internally coherent and consistent with his 

empiricism.  But it is clear by the conclusion of Book 1 that he does not think a Cartesian – 

or any other – grounding project can succeed. If the faculties can’t be grounded, then (barring 

an externalist theory) the epistemologist is left to (i) identify the more general and authentic 

belief-forming principles that constitute human nature and (2) an empirical study of the 

 
131 I am using ‘naturalistic’ in the technical sense in which it has been used in this dissertation, i.e. reducing to a 
non-epistemic psychological property such as believability, stability, or irresistibility, and doing so without the 
further claim that beliefs with this property tend to be true. This sense is to be contrasted with a veritistic theory 
of justification.  
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norms governing the use of justificatory language. Regarding the latter, the scientist in the 

realm of the theoretical, as well as the cool, sober agent in the realm of the everyday, have 

roughly fixed the extension of ‘justified belief-forming process,’ and Hume is committed to 

the view that there is just not much more for philosophers to say about it.132 Recall this 

passage: 

When a warm imagination is allow’d to enter into philosophy, and hypotheses 
embraced merely for being specious and agreeable, we can never have any steady 
principles, nor any sentiments, which will suit with common practice and experience. 
But were these hypotheses once remov’d we might hope to establish a system or set 
of opinions, which if not true (for that, perhaps, is too much to be hop’d for) might at 
least be satisfactory to the human mind, and might stand the test of the most critical 
examination. [T 1.4.7.14, my emphasis] 

 
The vulgar’s vulgar belief that there are, for example, “spectres in the dark” is not justified 

by the standards of the scientist, or even by sober, reflective common sense. And Hume is 

content to operate within the epistemic standards of this community (albeit cleaned-up with 

his help), since he thinks there is no epistemically superior vantage point from which to 

evaluate them. 

 This will help us answer the objection that epistemic dispositionalism seems to 

commit Hume to the absurd view that none of the vulgar’s beliefs are justified, since for 

one’s beliefs to be justified one must be within the philosophical or skeptical doxastic 

disposition. It is not enough to say that vulgar have justified beliefs from the philosophical 

perspective so long as they are defensible from the philosophical perspective. Recall that 

there are two jointly necessary and sufficient conditions on justification: a belief is 

epistemically justified if and only if it is believable within the philosophical or skeptical 

doxastic disposition and one is in that disposition. If one is not in the philosophical or 

 
132 It is worth repeating that in addition to the Treatise passage below, Hume makes this point in the first 
Enquiry: “Philosophical decisions are nothing but the reflections of common life, methodized and corrected” 
(EHU 12.25). 
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skeptical doxastic disposition, then the psycho-epistemic structure necessary for a belief or 

belief-forming process to be justified is not in place. This is what appears to preclude the 

vulgar from having any justified beliefs at all. The important point for responding to this 

objection is that this picture of three wholly distinct doxastic dispositions is merely heuristic. 

In practice, a single human at any given time can be disposed to make judgments in 

accordance with radically different epistemic principles, especially with respect to different 

domains of belief. For example, a person could be philosophically disposed with regard to 

beliefs about cars and their effects on human bodies when they collide at high speeds, but 

vulgarly disposed with regard to beliefs about the long-term health effects of her diet, or 

about the properties of gods. This makes the full account of doxastic dispositions much more 

complicated. Let’s look at this in more detail. I take it that most people, most of the time, 

have both the philosophical and the vulgar doxastic dispositions “at the ready,” and which is 

deployed in service of belief formation within a given domain of belief depends on a variety 

of psychological factors – some of which will be extra-doxastic-dispositional. For example, 

an uneven education may leave the vulgar (used in the general sense, i.e. “the group most 

vulgarly disposed”) vulgarly disposed (that is, forming a given type of belief in accordance 

with the vulgar doxastic disposition) with regard to more theoretical domains of belief – e.g. 

regarding supernatural hypotheses as plausible explanations for as yet unexplained events – 

but philosophically disposed (that is, forming a given type of belief in accordance with the 

philosophical doxastic disposition) with other domains of belief – e.g. regarding the cause of 

a car engine’s failure to run. There will be a corresponding heterogeneity within those whom 

we would generally call philosophical. What is more common than observing an otherwise 

incisive colleague making the crudest errors when judging in, for example, personal matters 
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of the heart? In this domain, the philosopher is liable to be vulgarly disposed, indeed. The 

skeptical disposition, however, does not permit other dispositions to be “at the ready” in this 

way. The skeptical disposition is an acute – though short-lived – crisis; it blocks nearly all 

pathways to the formation of belief. Therefore, a total report of one’s doxastic makeup at any 

time in which one is not in the skeptical disposition would identify those domains about 

which one is vulgarly and philosophically disposed, and one’s beliefs would be judged 

accordingly. 
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VI. Believability and Justification in Hume’s Skepticism with regard to 
Reason 

 
1. Introduction 
 
Now that we have found a theory of justification in Hume’s Treatise – epistemic 

dispositionalism – we can return to Hume’s arguments in “ Of scepticism with regard to 

reason” (T 1.4.1) and apply this theory to the interpretive problems raised in Chapter 2. I 

argued in that chapter that these arguments are highly important for Hume’s epistemology. In 

order to interpret these arguments, it has been necessary to engage in a process of 

equilibrium-finding. We began by looking at the arguments in isolation. In isolation, they 

appear straightforwardly skeptical, undermining the justification for all beliefs based on 

inference, either demonstrative or probabilistic. The skeptical force of these arguments 

comes from Hume’s endorsement of the probabilistic control principle: that for every 

inference P, demonstrative or probabilistic, we ought to form a judgment P* regarding our 

reliability in performing inferences of P-kind, and adjust our credence in P accordingly. 

Because of the wide scope of this principle, and because Hume thinks that every application 

will diminish our credence in the lower-order judgments, “all the rules of logic require” the 

suspension of judgment on beliefs based on inference (T 1.4.1.6). 

 But we saw that this skeptical interpretation of the argument is in tension with 

Hume’s continued reliance on reason for the rest of Book 1 and in all of Books 2 and 3. This 

is just an instance – though a very important one – of the integration problem: how do we 

reconcile Hume’s destructive skepticism with his positive naturalism? The integration 

problem is most acute when we encounter claims and practices that appear to be really 

inconsistent. One of these points of inconsistency is between Hume’s practice of making 

claims about the world outside his mind, and his utter confusion at the end of “Of scepticism 
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with regard to the senses” (T 1.4.2) regarding whether we can even talk or think about extra-

mental entities. Another is between the skeptical arguments against reason in T 1.4.1 and his 

use of reason throughout the Treatise.  

 Many commentators who believe, I think quite rightly,133 that Hume does think 

beliefs based on inference are sometimes epistemically justified, have concluded that the 

arguments in T 1.4.1 need to be reinterpreted in a less epistemically destructive way. Garrett 

and Owen, two prominent representatives of this approach, argue that the conclusion of 

Hume’s T 1.4.1 arguments is primarily a cognitive psychological claim about the nature of 

belief.134 If we were capable of applying the probabilistic control principle universally, our 

beliefs based on reason would cease to be beliefs at all. We can attribute this position to 

Hume, they think, while denying that he all-epistemic-things-considered135 endorses a wide-

scope version of the probabilistic control principle. I argued in Chapter 2 that this is a highly 

revisionist reading of the text. By making the arguments about believability instead of 

epistemic normativity, they are burdened with explaining away the normativity-laden 

language that litters the text. 

 This problem disappears on my interpretation. Garrett and Owen are right that there is 

a cognitive psychological claim here. My interpretation marries that claim to the normative 

epistemic one. Yes, the T 1.4.1 arguments threaten the believability of the outputs of reason, 

but, according to the interpretation developed in this dissertation, epistemic justification just 

reduces to believability. If plausible and grounded in the text, this is an ideal interpretation of 

T 1.4.1, since we need not sacrifice the cognitive psychological nor the normative epistemic. 

 
133 See Chapter 4. 
134 See Chapter 2, section 4. 
135 The ‘epistemic’ is important here; for all things considered, I think, Hume believes we shouldn’t engage in 
deep epistemic reflection at all – or perhaps only once. See Chapter 4. 
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But because every idea is believable insofar as it is believed – and so bare believability as the 

master epistemic criterion would license belief in almost anything - this solution is only made 

plausible by situating the believability of an idea within the context of one of several doxastic 

dispositions, to which some confer justification and some do not. I have called this view 

epistemic dispositionalism. According to epistemic dispositionalism, epistemic justification 

reduces to believability within one of two doxastic dispositions: that of the skeptic or that of 

the philosopher. The T 1.4.1 arguments have skeptical import, and the recognition of this 

causes a shift from the philosophical disposition – in which the outputs of reason are 

believable and so justified – to the skeptical disposition – in which they are not believable 

and so are unjustified. 

First, let’s briefly review the mechanics of epistemic dispositionalism. Then we will 

look at how exactly the view can be applied to an interpretation of Hume’s skepticism with 

regard to reason. Recall that for any doxastic disposition, the believability of an idea is the 

degree of vivacity, given a certain impression as input and a set of background contents, that 

would be conducted to that idea. For example, someone with a superstitious disposition who 

receives an impression of mobbing crows might conduct more vivacity to the idea whose 

content is “something bad will happen today” than someone with a non-superstitious 

disposition. The believability of an idea is a four-part relation between an impression, an 

idea, a set of background contents, and a doxastic disposition. Doxastic dispositions have 

both universal and contingent elements. The universal elements are common to all humans 

and, therefore, all doxastic dispositions. So what distinguishes the different doxastic 

dispositions are the contingent elements. Specifically, doxastic dispositions are distinguished 
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by their characteristic emotional dispositions, principles of the imagination, weighting 

dispositions for cases of conflicting principles, and higher-order corrective tendencies. 

 According to epistemic dispositionalism, all epistemic justification claims are indexed 

to a doxastic disposition. A belief is justified if and only if is believable within the 

philosophical or skeptical doxastic disposition and one is in that disposition. A belief-

forming mechanism is justified if and only if it is constitutive of the philosophical or 

skeptical doxastic disposition, that is, it is capable of producing a belief from a given 

impression within one of those two dispositions. It is important to note that both justification 

and believability can come in degrees. For example, moderate application of regulative 

higher-order epistemic principles – activity characteristic of the philosophical disposition – 

will often dampen the enlivening of belief from the source impression. This will result in a 

partial belief (i.e. an idea with some but not total credence), and the degree of belief will 

correspond to the degree of justification for the belief. 

 Because this is a pluralistic theory of justification, any specific justification claim is 

going to have to be embedded in the background of that believer’s doxastic disposition. This 

should not seem so strange since (at least internalist) justification claims are typically already 

embedded in a believer’s set of background beliefs. Epistemic dispositionalism just extends 

the epistemological background narrative. The narrative is extended further when attributing 

to a believer shifts between doxastic dispositions. So in our application of this theory to 

Hume’s arguments in T 1.4.1, we will be telling a psycho-epistemic story: a passage from the 

philosophical to the skeptical, and back again. 

2. The psycho-epistemic story  
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Hume concludes Book 1 Part 3 of the Treatise in the philosophical doxastic disposition. He 

has just given his “rules by which to judge of causes and effects” (T 1.3.15), which, Hume 

writes, is “all the LOGIC I think proper to employ in my reasoning” (T 1.3.15.11). As I 

argued in Chapter 5, these are just those regulative, higher-order general rules that in large 

part distinguish the philosophical doxastic disposition from that of the vulgar.  

Then he moves into Book 1 Part 4 of the Treatise: the troublesome part. Part 4 begins 

with a special application of a general rule regarding causal judgments already mentioned in 

Part 3, and one that is constitutive of the philosophical disposition. This general rule governs 

how the mind regulates judgments about what effect will follow from a cause when different 

types of effects have followed from that same type of cause in past experience. 

‘Tis evident, that when an object is attended with contrary effects, we judge of them 
only by our past experience, and always consider those as possible, which we have 
observ’d to follow from it. And as past experience regulates our judgment concerning 
the possibility of these effects, so it does that concerning their probability; and that 
effect, which has been the most common, we always esteem the most likely. [T 
1.3.12.8] 

 
The special application of this general rule in T 1.4.1 concerns the contrariety of effects that 

follow from reason: sometimes reason produces the effect of truth, sometimes falsity. So 

Hume formulates a special rule that applies to reasoning as cause. This is the probabilistic 

control principle: that for every inference P, demonstrative or probabilistic, we ought to form 

a judgment P* regarding our reliability in performing inferences of P-kind, and adjust our 

credence in P accordingly. This seems to follow from the general rule, and additionally it has 

support from the actual practices of mathematicians and accountants. Again, this is just the 

kind of careful, higher-order regulative principle that distinguishes the philosophical from the 

unphilosophical/vulgar. In fact, moderate use of this special principle is constitutive of the 

philosophical doxastic disposition. So while still in the philosophical disposition, Hume 



136 
 

attempts to apply this principle. He is not “double-checking” his work in the sense that he is 

doing multiple reviews on a first-order product of reason (e.g. doing the long division, and 

then doing the long division again). He is applying the special principle to the application of 

the principle itself – checking his checks – a seemingly legitimate and prudent use of the 

probabilistic control principle.  

 But then everything goes wrong. Reflection uncovers that there is no non-arbitrary 

stopping point for its application, and that each application ought to lower one’s credence in 

the first-order judgment by some finite, non-infinitesimal amount. This reflection bumps 

Hume into the skeptical doxastic disposition in which the products of reason lose their 

believability – and so, according to epistemic dispositionalism, their epistemic justification. 

 But how exactly does this happen? Remember that the products of reason do not lose 

their vivacity (belief) because the iterative review process is completed to total subversion. 

As Hume says, this is psychologically impossible (T 1.4.1.10). Rather, the realization, 

resulting from epistemological reflection, that this would happen if one were capable of 

completing the reviews causes a shift into a doxastic disposition in which the inferential 

channel between perceptions is temporarily blocked. In the text, this occurs when Hume 

reflects on the results of his skepticism about reason and the senses at the end of “Of 

scepticism with regard to the senses” (T 1.4.2.57). It also occurs after Hume identifies the 

“dangerous dilemma” in the conclusion of Book 1. 

The intense view of these manifold contradictions and imperfections in human reason 
has so wrought upon me, and heated my brain, that I am ready to reject all belief and 
reasoning, and can look upon no opinion even as more probably or likely than 
another. [T 1.4.7.8] 
 
The naturalistic interpreter is right that Hume distances himself in one important  
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respect from the skeptical arguments against reason. The destruction of belief by way of 

iterative review is counterfactual; we are not the kinds of beings capable of completing the 

review. But this counterfactuality does not insulate us from skepticism, either in (i) the 

epistemic sense, since it does not provide a defeater for the probabilistic control principle; 

nor (ii) the psychological sense (insofar as the suspension of belief in the products of reason 

is a form of skepticism), since temporary suspense is still effected, just by a different 

mechanism from the iterative review. This psychological block is epistemically endorsed by 

Hume because it would have happened anyway if we were capable of applying the 

probabilistic control principle to all beliefs within its jurisdiction, which one ought to do on 

pain of inconsistency.  

Let’s examine this more closely. We might wonder whether this alternative pathway 

to suspension of belief is deviant in some way. After all, not every feature of the mind that 

blocks pathways from experiences to the enlivening of ideas is skeptical (where ‘skeptical’ 

here is essentially epistemic). For example, sometimes to protect the ego the mind blocks the 

enlivening of certain beliefs or memories (e.g. ‘my father is abusive,’ ‘my father abused 

me’). But of course, these blocks are not the result of epistemic concerns nor are they 

tracking normative epistemic principles. And, further, Hume himself claims that this 

argument cannot be “sincerely and constantly assent[ed]” to (T 1.4.1.7). So is the alternative 

pathway to suspense deviant? Which is to ask: does the failure to suspend by way of iterative 

review undermine the skeptical import of the argument? 

I think not. There are two plausible interpretations of assenting to the argument in 

Hume’s claim at T 1.4.1.7. On either, it is impossible to sincerely and constantly assent to the 

argument, and yet this is not a problem for its skeptical import. First, perhaps we cannot 
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sincerely assent to the argument because we cannot perform the premises. To perform the 

premises would be to make each premise occurrent in the mind and to allow the recognition 

of its truth to affect our credence in the outputs of inference. But we can still make the 

second-order judgment that if we could perform the premises – which we would if our 

psychological weakness did not interrupt the operations of the understanding – we would 

suspend judgment thereby. And this realization regarding how we ought to believe produces 

the suspension of judgment.  

The second possible interpretation of sincere assent is less stringent. To assent to the 

argument is just to recognize two things. First, if the iterative review process were 

completed, it would leave no credence in the outputs of inference. Second, the iterative 

review process ought epistemically to be completed.136 Hume himself sincerely assents to the 

T 1.4.1 arguments in this sense. See this passage at the end of T 1.4.2, after Hume has raised 

skeptical doubts about reason and the senses: 

This sceptical doubt, both with respect to reason and the sense, is a malady, which 
can never be radically cur’d, but must return upon us every moment…As the sceptical 
doubt arises naturally from a profound and intense reflection on those subjects, it 
always increases, the farther we carry out our reflections, whether in opposition or 
conformity to it. Carelessness and in-attention alone can afford us any remedy. For 
this reason I rely entirely upon them; and take it for granted, whatever may be the 
reader’s opinion at this present moment, that an hour hence he will be perswaded 
there is both an external and internal world. [T 1.4.2.57] 
 
As I argued in Chapter 5, Hume believes that reflection on the T 1.4.1 arguments can  

cause temporary suspension of judgment on the products of reason. One step in this 

reflection is sincere assent to the entailments of the probabilistic control principle. The 

thinker in the philosophical disposition cannot help but assent; it would be inconsistent not 

to. One need not go through the iterative review process to know what follows from that 

 
136 This is only pro tanto, though, since we are psychologically unable to complete the review. 
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process, just as one can find the limit of a logarithmic equation without trying every input. 

But it is very clear that Hume thinks we cannot constantly assent. Skeptical suspense is a 

forced and unnatural psychological state. It is unstable, and we are liable to lapse back into 

more natural doxastic dispositions when our attention wanders from epistemological 

concerns. So, on this more permissive interpretation of ‘assent’ we can sincerely assent, but 

we can never sincerely and constantly assent. 

 Here we find a bit of a wrinkle in our narrative, but it does not make trouble for the 

philosophical substance. Arguably, Hume does not recognize the epistemic force of the T 

1.4.1 arguments in the section itself.137 Recall that his expressed intention in offering the two 

skeptical arguments against reason is to uncover the nature of belief (T 1.4.1.8). But that is 

okay. These arguments are recited in T 1.4.1, but they may not be internalized until T 

1.4.2.57 and again in the dangerous dilemma of T 1.4.7.6-7. It is the internalization, and not 

the mere recitation, of the arguments that bumps Hume into the skeptical disposition.  

 Philosophy is fraught with psychological danger. Hume was unlucky from the 

perspective of the kind of psychological health that grounds natural normativity138 to stumble 

upon the probabilistic control principle in the course of epistemological inquiry. But the 

probabilistic control principle is very important both practically and epistemically when used 

in moderation on non-epistemological objects. Its moderate use is constitutive of the 

philosophical doxastic disposition. Success in the sciences, mathematics, and the complex 

tasks of everyday life would be impossible without it. There is a more natural, almost 

instinctual, use of the principle in these endeavors that never precipitates a skeptical crisis. 

Consider the rock climber who ties his figure eight knot. Reflection on his fallibility with 

 
137 For a more detailed discussion of this, see Chapter 2. 
138 See Chapter 4. 
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respect to tying knots is nearly as natural as the desire to have the knot in the first place – 

both are motivated by the desire for survival. And the lowering of credence in the belief 

regarding the correctness of the knot is part of what makes it reasonable to double check it. It 

is only philosophical reflection on the probabilistic control principle – and, especially, 

recognition of its universal domain – that bumps one into the skeptical doxastic disposition. 

 So far in our story, we have tracked the progression from the philosophical to the 

skeptical doxastic disposition. The generic cause of movement from a less stringent to more 

stringent doxastic disposition is epistemic reflection. In the case of skepticism with regard to 

reason, it is reflection on the probabilistic control principle. Now we will examine the 

transition from the skeptical disposition back to the philosophical.  

The generic causes of movement to a less stringent doxastic disposition are 

distraction and forgetting. To emerge from skepticism, the mind only needs to engage in 

some other activity. This could be dining, backgammon, or even the mere experiencing of a 

“lively impression of [the] senses” (T 1.4.7.9). Within hours, the mind will be back in the 

philosophical disposition, and when one recalls the reflection that led to the skeptical 

episode, it will appear “cold, and strain’d, and ridiculous” (T 1.4.7.9). 

 Interestingly, what makes the transition back to the philosophical disposition possible 

is an unphilosophical principle of the imagination. Recall Hume’s distinction between the 

philosophical and unphilosophical principles of the imagination. Broadly speaking, the 

philosophical principles of the imagination are the pathways between impressions and the 

enlivening of ideas to belief that characterize the philosophical doxastic disposition. The 

paradigmatic philosophical principles of the imagination are the rules for making causal 

judgments at T 1.3.15. Unphilosophical principles of the imagination, on the other hand, 
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characterize the vulgar disposition, and these are enumerated in T 1.3.13. The crucial 

principle of unphilosophical probability for the transition back from skepticism is that 

regarding the effect of time on belief (T 1.3.13.2). Hume observes that in many cases we are 

more confident in a proposition if it is the result of a recent observation, since the belief still 

retains a high degree of the force and vivacity of the source impression, which may be lost 

over time. For example, a drunkard is more confident that he will die of “debauch” right after 

he observes that this has happened to his friend than he is some years later. “As the memory 

of it decays away by degrees, his former security returns, and the danger seems less certain 

and real” (T 1.3.13.2; see also the extended discussion of this phenomenon at T 2.3.7). This 

is unphilosophical because the mere increase in time since a belief was formed should not 

produce a decrease in conviction in that belief (although there are cases in which we forget 

the evidence for the belief, and here it might be sensible to lower credence).  

 This unphilosophical mechanism seems to be exactly what is enabling in the 

transition from the skeptical to the philosophical disposition. Reflection on the probabilistic 

control principle is an intense experience, and it produces the strong belief that one ought to 

suspend judgment on the products of inference, and this in turn causes the suspense. This is 

analogous to the drunkard’s experience of his friend’s death. It is psychologically powerful 

and produces the strong belief that he ought to stop drinking. But when Hume later recalls 

the skeptical episode and the reasoning that produced it, he finds it cold and strained. The 

memory fades, and so too does the belief that is being sustained by this memory. The 

mechanism may still be “unphilosophical” in the sense that it is not a constituent of any 

epistemically respectable  doxastic disposition. Yet, it is naturally (i.e. practically) good, 

since it effects a transition to a more psychologically healthy doxastic disposition. There is a 
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question as to whether this principle as it functions to effect this transition is epistemically 

evaluable at all. It is not here being considered as a constituent of any specific epistemic 

disposition, but rather as a universal constituent of the human mind that governs extra-

dispositional mental activity. So, strictly speaking, in its capacity to effect transportation 

between epistemic dispositions, it is outside the frame of the epistemic. Consider that 

epistemic dispositionalism is a pluralistic theory of justification. Epistemic justification 

claims are always indexed to a doxastic disposition. Consequently, there is no extra-

dispositional criterion (e.g. truth-conduciveness) against which we can compare dispositions 

or evaluate psychological forces insofar as they produce transitions between dispositions.139 

Although this double-play of principles of the imagination as sometimes epistemically 

evaluable and sometimes not makes the whole picture more complicated, I think it also 

makes it more interesting and psychologically rich. And, as I mentioned above, this principle 

is still evaluable against our other standard of doxastic normativity: the natural. This 

principle as it functions here is naturally good because it produces a more psychologically 

healthy state of mind. And the forgetting effect is not only naturally beneficial with regard to 

the understanding. It also helps to moderate the passions. For example, the death of a good 

friend affects us less with time even though the loss remains the same.  

 The psycho-epistemic story ends with the thinker securely back in the philosophical 

doxastic disposition. As long as he avoids epistemological reflection, the products of reason 

 
139 One might wonder, if this is true, how Hume can distinguish the epistemically legitimate philosophical and 
skeptical dispositions from the illegitimate vulgar disposition. Recall from Chapter 5 that because of the 
limitations of human understanding, epistemologist are left to (i) identify the more general and authentic belief-
forming principles that constitute human nature and (ii) engage in an empirical study of the norms governing 
the use of justificatory language. Regarding the latter, the scientist in the realm of the theoretical, as well as the 
cool, sober agent in the realm of the everyday, have roughly fixed the extension of ‘justified belief-forming 
process,’ and Hume is committed to the view that there is just not much more for philosophers to say about it. 
And so, the vulgar disposition, as its norms conflict with those discovered by (i) and (ii), is epistemically 
illegitimate. For more on this, see Chapter 5, section 5. 
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remain believable and the skepticism with regard to reason has no normative or 

psychological power over his beliefs.  

3. Conclusion of this dissertation 
 
I would like to conclude with some general reactions to Hume’s epistemology in the Treatise 

as I have here interpreted it. This is an epistemology that is perched uncomfortably between 

two worlds. On the one hand, it is early modern indeed, insofar as it began with concern for 

proper foundations (T Intro.6-7) and takes skepticism seriously. Hume has a more or less 

traditional theory of truth – at least as far as we can tell – and his skeptical arguments are 

skeptical against the expectation that we can know truth in some important domains. On the 

other hand, Hume in the Treatise is pioneering a deflated, naturalized theory of justification. 

This is what Reid was unable to see, and what was finally recognized by Kemp Smith. But 

because of Hume’s old-fashioned concern with skepticism, the naturalized epistemology is 

self-aware and hesitant, and thus unstable. As an epistemologist, Hume was afflicted with the 

standards of his predecessors, but he was unable to find the resources in the understanding to 

satisfy these standards. This personal conflict was important enough that Hume canonized it 

by including it in the conclusion of Book 1 of the Treatise in an account of psychological 

torment that is perhaps unequaled in the history of epistemology.  

My memory of past errors and perplexities, makes me diffident for the future. The 
wretched condition, weakness, and disorder of the faculties, I must employ in my 
enquiries, encrease my apprehensions. And the impossibility of amending or 
correcting these faculties, reduces me almost to despair, and makes me resolve to 
perish on the barren rock, on which I am at present, rather than venture myself upon 
that boundless ocean, which runs out into immensity. This sudden view of my danger 
strikes me with melancholy; and as ‘tis usual for that passion, above all others, to 
indulge itself; I cannot forbear feeding my despair, with all those desponding 
reflections, which the present subject furnishes me with in such abundance.  

I am affrighted and confounded with that forlorn solitude, in which I am 
plac’d in my philosophy, and fancy myself some strange uncouth monster, who not 
being able to mingle and unite in society, has been expell’d all human commerce, and 
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left utterly abandon’d and disconsolate… Every one keeps at a distance, and dreads 
that storm, which beats upon me from every side. [T 1.4.7.1-2] 

 
Nature, as we have seen, rescues Hume from these desponding reflections. I have argued that 

Hume has recourse to a view on which the epistemological legitimacy of this rescue results 

from a naturalized, pluralistic theory of justification. As long as Hume can abstain from 

faculty-justificatory inquiry, or distract himself with business or amusement when doubts 

arise, he will be safe from the skeptical disposition and its unattainable epistemic standards. 

But this safety is unstable because the old veritistic standards still haunt Hume. It is pleasant 

to entertain the thought that Hume replaced the role of God in Descartes’ epistemology with 

nature. Nature provides certain fundamental and universal belief-forming tendencies that 

have been useful for not only humans but some non-human animals – most notably, the 

tendency to form causal judgments. On my interpretation, nature also helps ensure that our 

beliefs are justified by its tendency to push us from the skeptical back to the philosophical 

disposition, where beliefs are justified in virtue of being believable in that disposition. But 

Hume had his own Cartesian circles, of which he became vividly aware in the conclusion of 

Book 1. By giving up on truth, and thereby shunning traditional epistemic justification, 

Hume must have recognized a defeat, as “love of truth [is] the first source of all our 

enquiries” (T 2.3.10.1). And in response to Hume’s claim that “there cannot be two passions 

more nearly resembling each other, than those of hunting and philosophy” (T 2.3.10.8), we 

might wonder: did he believe he had a successful hunt at the end of Book 1? On the one 

hand, he continues to apply his positive conclusions in the following books, which suggests 

that these were considered usable game. On the other hand, Hume did not return from the 

hunt with verified truths. What he had to show for his efforts in Book 1 were the results of an 

experimental science of human nature that begins with concept empiricism and ends with a 
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realization that its success cannot be evaluated from within its own theoretical commitments. 

Hume writes near the end of the conclusion of Book 1, regarding his contribution to 

philosophy:  

For my part, my only hope is, that I may contribute a little to the advancement of 
knowledge, by giving in some particulars a different turn to those speculations of 
philosophers, and pointing out to them more distinctly those subjects, where alone 
they can expect assurance and conviction. [T 1.4.7.14] 
 

This passage is a representation unto itself of the conflict between the two Humes of the 

Treatise, and this is because it is written in the twilight of the skeptical crisis. He seems to be 

optimistic about knowledge – i.e. that it will be advanced – and yet he is careful to qualify his 

meaning: he is guiding philosophers to those subjects where they can expect “assurance and 

conviction.” These are psychological properties of beliefs; they are not epistemological in the 

traditional sense. This mixed sentence is written in twilight between the bright laying-bare of 

the skeptical disposition and the nocturnal faith of the scientist that he is discovering truths. 

Again, the instability of the epistemology is manifest. I cannot help but wonder how often 

Hume’s gratitude for the doxastic coercions of nature was followed by the circle of doubts: 

and how do I know even that I was saved by nature? Well, luckily nature will save me too 

from this uncertainty…   

 Hume, as I stated above, was a boundary-figure, and on the other side of this 

boundary are the variety of deflationary approaches that would develop later. Perhaps if he 

had been less entrenched in the traditional epistemological worldview, he would have 

avoided the instability of deflating justification by instead deflating truth. He writes near the 

end of the conclusion of Book 1: 

Were [hypotheses embraced merely because they are specious and agreeable] once 
removed [from philosophy], we might hope to establish a system or set of opinions, 
which if not true (for that, perhaps, is too much to be hop’d for) might at least be 
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satisfactory to the human mind, and might stand the test of the most critical 
examination. [T 1.4.7.14] 
 

Hume is saying that if truth is out of reach, we may at least be able to reach rational 

convergence. Over a century later, the pragmatists would resolve the problem of skepticism 

by defining truth as rational convergence, and thereby deflating truth to the degree that it 

outside the range of the traditional skeptical arguments. But were Hume to attempt to define 

his way out of skepticism in this way – bracketing other considerations for or against it – it 

would not stabilize his epistemology. It seems that nature has too strong a grasp on belief for 

us to modify so fundamental a feature of it. I think that for Hume, beliefs about matters of 

fact by their nature purport to correspond to objects, and truth regarding matters of fact for 

Hume is just “the conformity of ideas of objects to their real existence” (T 2.3.10.2). Hume 

does not make this claim explicitly, but it is plausibly implied by his theory of belief. Hume 

says that to conceive any idea is to conceive the content of that idea as existent – either an 

object or a property of an object (T 1.2.6.3-4, 1.3.7.2). To assent to the existence of this 

content is just to have a lively idea that has that content. So we are psychologically 

constrained in the attitudes we can take toward the metaphysics of our beliefs.140 

Additionally, there are certain beliefs and types of beliefs that are natural, for example the 

beliefs in the continued and distinct existence of bodies (T 1.4.2.1-2). Theses beliefs can only 

be suspended by skeptical reflection, and in those cases only very briefly. Otherwise, we 

cannot help that beliefs regarding matters of fact purport to correspond to objects in the 

world. So it seems that it is not just by some failure of imagination that Hume did not 

entertain deflating truth instead of justification; it is in virtue of the very same naturalism that 

 
140 This may leave room, though, for a combined pragmatist-error theory about belief. Perhaps a correspondence 
theory of truth is built into the mechanics of belief. And yet, the proper attitude for the philosopher to take 
toward the truth of our beliefs is a pragmatic one. 
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deflated justification that he could not deflate truth. Perhaps in the seminar room Hume 

might have agreed that it would be best to render truth intersubjective in the pragmatist 

fashion – after all, he seems to embrace intersubjectivity in other areas of his philosophy (e.g. 

morals, aesthetics).141 But when he left the seminar room, he would inevitably fall back into 

the natural stance that his beliefs regarding matters of fact correspond to distinct existences. 

This falling back would then enable the kinds of skeptical considerations that motivated the 

deflationary theory of truth in the seminar room; thus nature resists the attempt to stabilize 

epistemology by way of a metaphysical (instead of Hume’s actual epistemological) deflation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
141 Plausibly in these areas, though, Hume’s intersubjectivism is enabled by his view that the claims are not 
truth apt, but rather expressive. 
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