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WUME ON THE ORIGIN AND 
EVOLUTION OF RELIGIOUS 

AND PHILOSOPHICAL 
CONSCIOUSNESS 

DONALD W. LMNGSTON 
Emory University 

A Ithough Hume often speaks of philosophy and religion as 
dif'ferent forms of experience, they are so intimately con- 

nected that the one cm-not he understood without u n d e r ~ t ~ d i n g  
the other. Both have evolved over time, intermingling to form 
qualitatively different forms of experience in which their original 
identities me partidly submerged roughly in the way that colors 
such as blue and yellow may be mixed and submerged into the 
new color of green. Yet one of the identities may be strong enough 
to appear in something of its original form as in a yellowish or 
bluish green. And, of course, both identities can be recovered 
through analysis. In what follows I e ine Hume's views on the 
nature and origin of religious and philosophical forms of con- 
sciousness; how they have evolved to form distinctive modes of 
religious and philosophicad existence; and whether, if a t  d l ,  these 
modes of existence are beneficial to society. 

I t  was a rationalistic prejudice, strong in Hume's time, that 
the first religion was theism and that it was known by the first 
men through the design argument. This rational form of theism 
h a s  since been corrupted by custom a d  prejudice into polytheism 
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and into superstitious forms of theism. Sir Isaac Newton states 
the view as follows: ''SO then the farst religion was the most 
rational of all others till. the nations corrupted it. For there is no 
way (wth out revelation) to come to ye knowledge of a Deity but by 
the frame of nature."' 

Hume rejected the rationalistic account of the first religion 
offered by Newton, Clarke, and other "religious philosophers" in 
favor of a causal, evolutionary account. That account employed 
three original propensities of human nature which are necessary 
for Hume's genealogy not only of religion but, as we shall, see, of 
philosophy as well. (1) Men have a disposition to believe in 
"invisible, intelligent power" as the cause of things. This disposi- 
tion is "diffused over the human race, in d l  places m d  in all 
ages..." (NHR, p. 25). (2) Faced with the flux and contrariety of 
phenomena, men would despair of understanding the causes of 
things, "were it not for a propensity in human nature, which Peads 
into a system, that gives them some seeming satisfaction9' WHR, 
p. 33). The system may be metaphorical as in reiigion or concep- 
tual as in philosnphyj but a system of some sort there will be. (3) 
'There is a n  u n i v e r d  tendency amongst mankind to conceive all 
beings like themselves, and to t r m f e r  to every object those 
qualities, with which they are fmiliarly acquainted, and of which 
they are  intimately conscious" WNR, p. 33). 

Because these propensities are universal, religion is; natural 
to man, but it is  not inevitable. Propemitiw have varying 
strength, and the progensities that make religious belief possible 
"may easily be perverted by various accidents and causes, 
and...may by an extraordinary concurrence of circumstances, be 
altogether prevented" (NNR, pp. 25-26). m a t  then were the 
particular circumstances of the first men such that the above 
propensities expressed themselves in the form of religion and not 
in some other form? 

Wume supposes that the first men must have been primitive 
and barbarous. wthout the arts and sciences, man was little more 
than a "necessitous animal" whose main concern was survival. 
What prompted the first act of critical reflection was not admira- 
tion of regularity and order in the universe but fear a t  the sudden 
occurrence of unexpected events which threatened Pife and secu- 
rity. The remlarities of nature were abmrfted into habit and did 
not surface as objects of attention. It  was frightening events 
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contrary to expectation such as a monstrous birth or a violent clap 
of thunder that triggered the three propensities mentioned above 
and gave rise to the first explanation of events. This first account 
was, and had to be, anthropomorphic, metaphorical, and practi- 
cal. Intelligent power was metaphorically read into the contrary 
event itself: neptune is the violence of a sea a t  storm. Eventually 
the human propensity to view things systematically was trig- 
gered. Neptune is identified not only with the stormy sea but also 
with the sea when d m .  The god is seen to be related to other 
gods, and, in time, the entire world is populated with gods. 

Polytheism, then, was not only the first religion, it was the 
first systematic account of events, and so is the origin of all 
theoretical science and philosophy. Although polytheism is the 
remote ancestor of theorizing, its rationale is practical not theo- 
retical. The gods are the invisible powers which control contrary 
events. To understand is to placate an arbitrary and demanding 
personality. The logic of the system is not "the pure love of truth" 
or "speculative curiosity" about the cause of order in the world, 
but fear CNHR, p, 32). Locd deities are pr&d not out of admi- 
ration but for the advantage of the believer. The local god is 
flattered as being greater than alien gods and free of their limits. 
These e ~ s r a t e d  p r d e s  eventually free the god from all limits 
of the visible world, and he is represented as the only true god, a 
perfect being who transcends the world of space and time and who 
is its creator. In  this way theism evolves out of polytheism. 

But what emerges is not the "true" or "philosophical theism" 
which Mume accepts.2 True theism is the belief in a perfect, 
supreme intelligence who created a universe governed by law. 
Such a belief, Hume says, conform to "the principles of reason 
and  true philosophy," and inspires men to scientific inquirby into 
the laws that govern the universe and to mord conduct. I t  should 
%banish every thing frivolous, unreasonable, or inhuman from 
religious worship, and set before men the most illustrow exam- 
ple, as well as the most commanding motive of justice and 
benevolence" VVHEb, p. 59). Only a being who could inspire such 
practice is worthy of what Hume calls "rational worship and 
adoration" WHR, p. 52). 

True theism entails a belief in a "general providencew but not 
in a ""grticu%s providence." The former is the belief that the 
universe is the result of purposive intelligence which expr 
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itself in the form of law. The latter is the belief that the creator 
""disturbs.. .at every turn, the settled order of events, by particular 
volitiom" WHR, p. 50). m a t  Hume calls '%utulgar theism" carries 
with it belief in a particular providence, and so is not fully 
emancipated from it polytheistic root%--the rationale of which is 
nothing but a strategy for effecting a particular providence. Vull- 
gar theism, then, contains a contradiction, The same being repre- 
sented as perfect and not governed by human passions is also 
viewed as "the particular cause of health or sickness; plenty or 
want; prosperity or adversity" and capable of responding to pray- 
ers. But a being who respon& to prayers has pslssions very like 
OUF Own. 

The propensity sf the imagination to metaphorically identify 
invkible, intellient power with visible things exacerbates the 
contradiction and generates what Hume calls a "flux and reflux" 
of polytheism and theism. The abstract conception of a perfect 
being renders the "active imagination of men, uneasy9' (FSE-R, 
p. 57). Soon an  order of "inferior mediators or subordinate agents 
me invented which interpose betwixt mankind and their supreme 
deity9' WMR, pp. 57-58). These demigods or middle beings resem- 
ble the human and are seized upon to satisfy the polytheistic need 
for "'a particular providence." Thus theism desen* insensibly 
back to idolatry: 'The virgin Mary, ere checkt by the reformation, 
had proceeded, from being merely a good woman to usurp many 
attributes of theAmighty9' WWR, pp. 52-53). Eventually the very 
vulgarity of these middle beings is seen to conflict with the notion 
of a perfect being, and the religious mind b g i n s  again the painful 
ascent back in the direction of theism only to fall, in time, back 
towards polytheism, The absurd "flux and reflux" of polytheism 
and theism can be rs t rained and moderated, but it can never be 
overcome VJHR, p. 58). 

ORIGIN OF PWLOSQPI~"SAND TRUE ISM 

The view of Newton and other religious philosophers that 
theism (established by the design arwment) was the first religion 
implied also that the first theists were philosophers and that 
religion and philosophy were cwdensive in their origins. Hume 
argues to the contrargr that the first philosophers were polytheists 
and that pl$heism itself is a form of atheism. Comseqeaently, the 
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first philosophers were atheists. Why Hume thought polytheism 
to be a form of atheism will. be examined shortly. In the meantime, 
we should ask what were the conditions which made philosophical 
questioning possible. Hume's answer is the cultivation of the a ~ t s  
and the security brought on by "the institution of good govenment" 
UVHR, p. 35). The rationale of polytheism is fear brought on by 
extraordinary life-threatening events. The normal regularities of 
experience are absorbed into habits which have proved successful 
in the struggle for survival and never surface as objects of atten- 
tion or curiosity. But with the appearance of the arts and good 
government, security and leisure emerge, and a space is opened 
up in which, for the first time, regularity and order become objects 
of attention. "Superstition flourishes when life is governed by 
accident" WHR, p. 35). A s  makers of society, men become aware 
of order in their own works and this enables them to attend to 
order and replar i ty  in the world. Philosophy has its origin in the 
polis of polytheistic culture. 

-7 nume mentions 'Thaies, Anaximander," and "Anaximenes, 
Heraclitus" as the first philosophers. They all sought to give an 
ultimate explanation of the world by fixing on some privileged 
item in the world, '%re, water, air, or whatever they established 
to be .the ruling element" a d  metaphorically identifgring it with 
the whole WHR, pp. 43, 44ny 45). In  these first theories, three 
principles of philosophical reflection are manifest: the principles 
of ultimacy, autonomy, and dominion. Philosophical theory is 
ultimate: it transcends the world of experience and is uncondi- 
tioned. The thought behind it is radimlly autonomous: it is en- 
tirely emancipated from polytheistic custom and tradition. There 
is no attempt, for ple, to p r o ~ d e  an explanation of the world 
as a whole by magnifying the powers of one of the gods within the 
world, Philosophical theory extends dominion over everything 
within its scope, and its scope is total: the go& themselves are 
generated from the ultimate cause and are subject to its laws 
WHR, p. 45). 

Hume seems to think that philosopKcal reflection with its 
demand for ultimaq, autonomy, and dominion is sui genen's, the 
result of natural propensities which spontaneously arise under 
conditions of security and leisure. That these conditiom first 
 appeared in plytheistic culture was an mident, though one for 
which a b t o r i d  explanaLion can be given. The sudden appearance 
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of critical pa%ilossphical reflection in the world may be seen as a 
leap to a higher form of human eqerience. The e ~ r i e n c e  is of a 
higher form because it is more inclusive: (41) the gods were offered 
by polytheists as explanations not of regularity and order but of 
frightening and extraordinary events; with the emergence of 
philosophy, regularity and order are objects of speculation; (2) an 
explanation is now possible for the gods themselves. 

Hume stresses the fact that the fiwt philosophers were athe- 
ists and, indeed, that polytheism itself was. atheistic. The polythe- 
ists were atheists not because they denied the existence of a 
supreme author of the universe, but because they simply had no 
such idea. Theirs was an  atheism of innocence or ignorance. Hume 
describes the first philswphers as "superstitious atheists," who 
had no notion of a '%"being, that cor raponk to our idea of a deity- 
No first principle of mind or thought: No supreme government 
and administration: No divine contrivance or intention in the 
fabric of the world'WHR, p. 38). And so 'Thales, haximander ,  
and the eariy p'nilosophers, who redly were atheists" had no 
difficulty giving a n  ultimate explanation of the world based on 
radically autonomous reason while at  the same time being "very 
orthodox in the pagan creed" WHR, p. a n ) .  

The development of philosophical theism out of philosophical 
atheism is different from the development of vulgar theism out of 
polytheism. The latter is motivated by fear, the former by the 
original human propensity to order experience into a system. 
Hume describes this as the motive sf "speculative curiosity" or 
"the pure love of truth" WHR, p. 32). Philosophical theism 
emerges by critical reflection on the thinking of the first philo- 
sophical atheists, a d  its appearace, Hume thinks, marks a 
superior achievement in understanding. The reason is that the 
imagination can understand reality only by metaphorically iden- 
t ieing its own pasts with the world: 'The mind rises gradually, 
from inferior to superior: By abstracting from what is imperfect, 
it forms an idea of perfection: And slowly distinguishing the 
nobler parts of its frame from the grosser, it learns to transfer 
only the former, much elevated and refined, to its divinity" WNR, 
p. 24). The great achievement of the first philossphers was to shift 
polytheistic attention away from the contraieties of experience 
to the ewerielace of replasity. It was now not the horror of a 
momtrous birth which demanded errp%amtion in the form of a 
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"particular providence" but the regularity of normal birth. How- 
ever, the first philosophers were limited by the rationale of poly- 
theism insofar as they metaphorically identified the "secret and 
unknown causes" of the world by reflecting on themselves as 
passive recipients of nature. The objects of attention were regu- 
larities and cycles such as birth and death, and the explanatory 
entities were such things as water, air, earth, and fire. The 
polytheistic philosophers had not yet learned to distinguish '"he 
nobler parts" of their frame "from the grosser." They had not yet 
achieved a deep view of themselves as agents. 

But Hume holds that once men have established the habit of 
organizing the regularities of experience into systems, they nat- 
urally begin to view these systems as a unity which is the result ' 

of intelligent activity: "A purpose, an intention, a design is evident 
in every thing, and when our comprehension is so far enlarged as 
to contemplate the first rise of this visible system, we must adopt, 
with the strongest conviction, the idea of some intelligent cause 
or author." And the '"uniform maxims ... which prevail throi the 
whole frame of the universe, naturally, if not necessarily, lead 
us to conceive this intelligence as single and individual ..." 
(NHR, p. 92). 

Philosophical theism does not arise out of fear but from the 
speculative play of the intellect as it searches in its own nature 
for metaphors with which to understand the world. Man emerges 
from being a passive recipient of nature to being an autonomous 
agent. Nature is no longer conceived as an order of cycles deter- 
mined by the power of fire, water, air and the like: what Hume 
calls the 'blind, unguided powers of nature" UVHR, p. 4411). 
Rather, nature is conceived as an intelligible system guided by a 
general providence, and man is conceived as an agent participat- 
ing in this divine activity. 

Although philosophical theism arises naturally, it is not a 
natural belief on the order of belief in external objects and causal 
regularities. Hume taught that such belie& are universal and, in 
primitive form, are shared even with animals. They cannot be 
suppressed by reflection alone. True theism, then, is not natural 
in that it occurs everywhere and at  all times, but it is natural in 
that  it spontaneously arises in the security of thepolis after men 
have established the habit of oganizing regularities into systems: 
"it scarce seems possible, that any one of good understanding 
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should reject that idea, when once it is su ted to him9' WHR, 
p. 92). Moreover, true theism is a hardy plant; and although 
difficult to start (being the contingent result of historical circum- 
stances and philosophical reflection), once planted it needs little 
care. I t  is, in part, for this reason that Hume rejected the theory 
of the religious philosophers that theism, founded on reflection, 
must have been the first reIigion and had since been corrupted by 
polytheism: "If these opinions be founded in arguments so clear 
m d  obvious as to carry conviction with the generality of mankind, 
the same arguments, which a t  first diffused the opinions, will still 
preserve them in their original purity.. . .Reason, when very obvi- 
ous, prevents these corruptions: When abstruse, it keeps the 
principles entirely from the knowledge 06 the vulgar, who are 
done liable to corrupt any principles7 sr opinions" WHR, p. 29). 

'I'rue theism, then, is a belief won by a philosophical elite, and 
in the philosophical community is vrrtually irreversible. Philoso- 
phers, however, are not free of the prejudices of the wider vulgar 
community of which they are a part; and so p-hiiosophicai theism 
is never held in pure fom.  Hume taught as a principle that one 
should not expect coherence of belief in abstract theories, espe- 
cially theories of religion and philosophy WHB, p. 7811). Hume 
mentiom Anaxdlgora as "the first undoubted theist m o n g  the 
philosophers9' followed by Socrates, Xenophon, and Plato. All of 
these were very much under the influence of polytheistic super- 
stitions. Xenophon, Hume observes, was in the grip of auguries, 
mrifices, oracles, and beliefs such as that sneezing is a lucky 

e was true of most other pagan philosophid 
theists, including Wume's own hero Ciceso m, p. 73). The 
Stoics were especially remarkable for blending philosophical the- 
ism with pagan superstition: "the force of their mind, being all 
turned to the side of morals, unbent itself in that of religion" 
CNHR, p. 77). Marcus Aurelius "received many admonitions from 
the gods in his sleep," and Tanaetius was the only Stoic, amongst 
the Greeks, who so much as doubted with regard to augeries and 
divinations." Epictetus blieved in the ""language of rooks and 
ravens9Y(NNB pp, 77). 

Turning to modern theists, Hume o b s v e :  '3 maintain, that 
Newton, Locke, Clmke, etc. being h i -  or Sscinians, were very 
sincere in the creed they profest: And 1 always oppse  this argu- 
ment to some libertines, who will needs have it, that it was 
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impossible, but that these great philosophers must have been 
hypocrites" UVm, p. 79). Indeed, the philowphical libertines 
themselves may not know what they really believe. They may 
accept the tenets of philosophid theism and many of the tenets 
of vulgar theism while denying them. And so "might seem deter- 
mined infidels, and enemies to the established religion, without 
being so in reality; or at least, without knswing their own minds 
in that particular" (NHTR, p. 74). 

RELATION OF RELIGION P ~ L O S O P ~  
IN ANCIENT AND MODERN S O C I E T  

The polytheistic religions of the ancient world were typically 
state reli@ons. The Lask of these civic religions was to preserve 
the sacred tradition of the political community and its relation to 
the divine order. Hume observes that polytheistic religion was 
remmhbly  tolerant about the gods of other polytheistic regimes. 
T'ne case was otherwise with theism: 'The intolerance of almost 
all religions, which have maintained the unity of godj is as 
remarkable as the contrary principle in polytheists .... So sociable 
is polytheism" WHR, p. 61). Moreover, theism is not only intoler- 
an t  towards other religiom, it ten& to give rise to implacable 
divisions within the theistic society between orthodox and heret- 
ical sects. One supreme object of worship demands one form of 
worship and one creed: "the several sects fall naturally into 
animosity, and mutually dischare on each other, that sacred zeal 
and  rancour, the most furious and i m p l a d l e  of all human pas- 
sions" WHR, pp. 59-60). Theism generates actual violence within 
the theistic community and rqui res  a n  oppr-ive regime to 
contain it. Polytheism, of course, has also been inhumane and a t  
times has even required human mcrifice in its rituals. But though 
such practices are abhorrent, Hurne observes that sacrificing a 
few individuals chosen by lot does not affect the rest of society 
very much: W e r e a s  virtue, knowldg ,  love of liberty, are the 
qualities, which a l l  home the fatal vengeance of inquisitors; and 
when expelled, leave the society in the most shaaneful imorance, 
corruption, and bonda*" (NHR, pp. 61-62). Hume concludes that 
""few corruptions of idolatry and polythebm are more pernicious 
to pol i t id  society than this corruption of theism, when w r i e d  to 
t he  utmost height" UVNR, p. 61). 
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Although theism is more intolerant than polytheism, it is not 
the only form of thinking that is intolerant and in same respects 
it is not the worst. Philosophy, which first appeared in polytheistic 
society2 brought with it a form of intolerance and hostility peculiar 
to itself. PhiIosop&ica% comsciousness, as we have seen, is struc- 
tured by the principles of ultimacy, autonomy, and dominion. 
Philosophid d eernents are ultimate, and each antagonist 
thinks that his o inion has a title to rule: philosophers should 
be kings. Moreover, philosophical beliefs are determined by the 
thinker's autonamous reason and cannot be abandoned an pain of 
losing his integrity as a thinker and, indeed, as an existent. For it 
is a peculiarity of philosophid thinlning to exercise total domin- 
ion over the thinker and to define the meaning and d u e  of his 
entire existence. Tb abandon his p%%i%omphica% &lie& is nothing 
less than to betray the meaning m d  worth of his own existence. 
Philosophy is generated out of the free play of "spculative curi- 
osity," and so, even more than vulgar theism, tends to break up 
into sects which stand in i m p l a d i e  opposition. it is for this 
ren-n Hume taught that philosophical sects in polytheistic soci- 
ety were more zealous and fanatical than religious sects (N19R, 
p. 63)- Philosophy, however, was not a threat to society because it 
was contained by the polytheistic civic religion. As long as the 
regime itself was not threatened, philosophy f lourkhd in innu- 
merable sects each holding a self-proclaimed title to truth and 
dominion a t  the expense of the others: Epicureanism, stoicism, 
cynicism, skepticism, Pytbagoreanism, the peripatetic philoso- 
phy, etc. 

Over time philosophy spread throughout the learned part of 
the polytheistic world, bringing with it the natural (though not 
inevitable) inclination to theism that Wume t h i n k  attends phil- 
osophical consciousness. So by the time Chrktianity appeared in 
the polytheistic world, intellectual circumstances, at  least, were 
ripe for its reception: "where theism forms the fundamental 

y popular religion, that tenet is so conformable to 
that philosophy is apt to incorporate itself with 

such a system of theology" UVMR, p. 65). The merger of pre-philo- 
sophis theism (Christianity) and phillosophy is the union of two 
distinct forms of intolerance and oppression driven by different 
motives. Philosophy is motivated by ""speculative curio~ity'~; 
vulgar theism by insecurity and fear. &though pre-philosophic 
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vulgar theism tends to produce warring sects, it is not as prolific 
as philosophy (with its free and autonomous play of the specula- 
tive intellect) in generating them. This means that a vulgar 
pre-philosophic theism that takes on philosophical shape and 
seeks to justify itself philosophically will generate a qualitatively 
distinct form of religion that would be the most intolerant and 
oppressive imaginable. The philosophical part of the religion will 
generate endless sects, and these will be a blend of philosophical 
arrogance (due to u l t i m q ,  autonomy, and dominion) with the 
insecurity and fear due to vulgar theism. This newphilosophical 
religion will both constantly generate these sects and be forced to 
suppress them. 

To return to the color metaphor. The mixing of vulgar pre- 
philosophic theism with philosophy produces a new but di 
able hue. The Christianity that emerged a t  the close of the pagan 
world is just such a blend: "But as philosophy was widely spread 
over the world, a t  the time when Christianity arose, the teachers 
of the new sect were obliged to form a system of speculative 
opinio -...to explain, comment, confute, and defend with all the 
subtilty of argument and science. Hence naturally arose keenness 
in dispute, when the Christian religion e to be split into new 
divisions and heresies: And this k e e n n m  assisted the priests in 
their policy, of begetting a mutual hatred and antipathy among 
their deluded followers" WHR, pp. 62-63). It  is in large part its 
capture by philosophical consciousness that %as contributed to 
render CKRISTENDOM the scene of religious wars and divi- 
sions" (NNR, p. 62). 

But the civil discord within Christendom has not always taken 
the  same form. Wume distinguishes between ancient and modern 
forms of civil discord within Christendom. These can be explained 
in the following way. Those born in a theistic culture who m e  
inclined to philosophical reflection will have little trouble seeing 
their own philosophid reason confirmed by the theistic tradition: 
"speculative reassners naturally carry on their assent, and em- 
brace a theory, which has been instil ld into them by their earliest 
education, and which also po some degree of consistence 
and unifomity" CNNR, p. 65). Given this merger of philosophy 
and vulgar theism two things might happen: (1) the philosophic 
pa r t  (motivated by speculative curiosity and the love of truth) 
could r ep l a t e  the w l ~ r  theistic part (motivated by insecurity 
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and fw-which Nume calk "superstition"); or (2) the supersti- 
tious part could regulate the philosophical part to serve its own 
ends. Typicallyj it is the latter that happens: "But as these appear- 
ances do often, all of them, prove deceitful [that philosophy and 
vulgar theism are compatible], philosophy will soon find herself 
very unequally yoaked with her new associate; and instead of 
regulating each principle, as they advance together, she is at 
every turn perverted to serve the purp of superstition" UVPIR, 
p. 65). Such was the case with ancient Christendom, but in 
modern times the philosophic part of Christianity has been pro- 
gressively moving to the surface. 

In the his to^ of England, Hume charts the beginning of the 
change a t  the fifteenth centuryc The conflict in modern religion 
h tween  Catholicism and Pro twta t i sm is interpreted as the 
internecine struggle within Christendom between its vulgar the- 
istic part and its philosophic part. Hume developed two critical 
concepts with which to understand the conflict: '3nthusiasm" and 
""Superstition." Protestantism is regularly identified with the 
f~rmer, 6at:thcrlickm w:th the latter. Both contain the helief of a!! 
popular religion in a particular providence. MTkat distinguishes 
them is that is founded on piety to a tradition and 
to its rituds; whereas 'knthusiasm9' rejects t rdi t ion in favor of 
the authority of the interpretations of one's own mind. In the 
History, Wume observes that Protestantism and especially 
Puritanism resembles more a system of metaphysia than a 
religion. Protestantism is to be compared to the "'Stoics [who] join 
a philosophical enthusiasm to a religious superstition" (NHR, 
p. 77). The expression "philosophical enthusiasm9' is important, 
for it means that there is a form of fanaticism peculiar to the 
philosophical mind itself. We have observed Hume's teaching that 
philosophy naturally divides into sects and that philosophical 
sects in the mcient world were more fanatical than religious ones. 
This process was played out again after the Reformation as 
philosophical enthusiasm (which was the sublimated logic of 
Protestantism) shattered the Reformation into countless sects, 
each claiming an  ultimate title to dominion. 

The most radicad e l~p rwion  of the philomphiml enthusiasm 
internd to Protestantism w c u r r d  in the English civil war, which 

ined in the volumm covering the S t u u t  En@ in the 
Histoy ofE~1.gland. Europe stood wtonished to see the P u r i t m  



RELIGIOUS PHILOSOPPIICAI, CONSCIOUSNESS 15 

make war on their sovereign, Charles I, and eventually execute 
him. Once in controt the Puritans the lves split into warring 
sects each with a theory of the ultimate foundatiom of society and 
government which they were prepared to impose on others by 
force. The result was a dictabrship under Cromwell where the 
whole of saciety was regulated by religious-philosophical theory. 
Hume observes that this was carried so far as to attempt even the 
regulation of recreation. The Puritans set aside the second Tues- 
day in the month for recreation, but as Hume dryly observes, 
"the people were resolved to be merry when they themselves 
pleased, not when the parliament should prescribe it to them" 
(27, v, pp. 452-53n). 

The degree of regulation imposed by the Puritans resembles 
the total dominion over the life of the indiGdual claimed by the 
philosophid sects of the ancient world. The civic character of 
polytheistic religion meant that "religion had, in ancient times, 
very little influence on common life, and that, after men had 
performed their duty ... a t  the temple, they thought, that the gods 
left the rest of their conduct to the Ives ..." (EM, p. 341). But 
with the birth of philosophy a new guide to life appeared which 
demanded total control: 'TI those ages, it was the business of 
philosophy alone to r e p l a t e  men's ordinary behaviour and 
deportment; and ... this being the sole principle, by which a man 
could elevate himself above his fellows, it acquired ascendent 
over many, and produced great singularities of maxims and 
conduct" (E ,  p. 341). The total control demanded by philo- 
sophical consciousness was confined by the polytheistic mag- 
istrate,  in the ancient world, to private sects. But in modern 
Christendom, philosophical consciousness is internal to the 
s ta te  religion. Consequently, its demand for dominion "is now 
supplied by the modern religion, which inspects our whole 
conduct, and prescribes a n  universal rule to our actions, to our 
words, and to our very thoughts and inclinations" (EM, pp. 
341-43). Emphasis must be placed on what Hume calls "'the 
modern religion9' which is not merely vulgar theism (supersti- 
tion), but vulgar theism blended with philosophy (philosophical 
enthusiasm). I t  is  its philosophical component that,  in large 
part ,  gives modern religion, such as that of the Puritan regime, 
its totalitarian character. A centugy later the philosophical 
element in modern religion had gained such ascendencyl that 
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Hume could say that "reli@on ... isnothingbut a species of philos- 
ophy" ( E q  p. 146). 

By the time of the Enlighknment, then, a radical change had 
occurred in the relation of philmphy to religion in European 
culture. Christendom began as a marriage of "pphosophical en- 
thusiasm" and '"vulgar theism." In Hume's time the tables had 
turned, and the theistic part of Christianity, a t  Ieast in the learned 
world, sought to justify itself in purely secular philosophid 
terms. The governing maxim of many theists was no longer 
Augustine's "credo ut intelligam," but the Enlightenment maxim 
that one should proportion one's belief to the evidence, where 
evidence was thought of as e m p i r i d  and scientific. As religion 
b e m e  more philosophical, it became more secular. The secular- 
ization of r e I i ~ o n  was part sf a wider wculmization of society, 
and ss Mume could observe in 174.2: 'There has been a sudden 
and sensible change in the opinions of men within these last fifty 
years, by the progress of learning and of liberty. Most people, in 
this island, have divested themselves of ail superstitious rever- 
ence to names and authority: The clergy have much lost their 
credit: Their pretensions and doctrines have been ridiculed; and 
even religion can cely support itself in the world. The mere 
n m e  of king commands little respest; and to talk of a king as 
God's vice-regent on earth, or to give him any of those magnnificent 
titles, which formerly dazzled mankind, would but excite laughter 
in every one" (E, p. 51). In this climate of opinion, philosophical 
consciousness began to appear on the scene entirely emancipated 
from its connection with vulgar theism. 

m e n  he wrote the Deatise, Hume thought of these emanci- 
pated philosophers as forming an  elite group which did philosophy 
mainly for the pleasure of it, but might also hope to be of some 
use to society by suggwting reforms for improvement. In the first 
Enquiry, Hume thought that the superior stability of modern 
governments over ancient ones was due in part La the cu%tivation 
of philosophy @U, p. 10). In the TI-eatzse, he presented emanci- 
pated philosophy under modern conditions as a benevolent force, 
Even its errom, being confined to a few, are of little danger to 
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society. "Qnerdly speaking, the errors in religion are dangerous; 
those in phi lwphy only ridiculow9' (T, p. 272). Hume, however, 
does not deny that philosophy is a potential threat to society, for 
in the same passage he mentions the cynics as a sect "who from 
reasonings purely philosophical ran into as great extravagancies 
of conduct as any Monk or Demise that ever was in the world" (T, 
p. 272). This is compatible with his position in "'Of Parties," 
written shortly after the Treatise, that philosophied sects in the 
ancient world were more fanatical than parties of religion. 

Hume did not ask, in the 'Deatise, why one should expect 
philosophy in modern society to be a benevolent force. In  the 
Essays, he explained how '~hilomphical enthusiasm9' in the an- 
cient world was contained by the non-philosophical pagan civic 
religion. But this solution is not possible in modern society since 
the state religion ("the modern religion"), in Hume9s view, embod- 
ies the errors of 66philosophieal enthusiasm9kithin itself. The only 
restraint on emancipated philosophical error in modern society 
must come from phiiosophy itself. And the question arises of 
whether the elite, philosophidly reflective part of society pa be 
expected to w r y  out the sort of selfcriticism that would keep 
philosophical criticism moderate and humane. The question was 
not a lively one for Hume when he wrote the Pe&kse because the 
number of emancipated philomphers was small and the structure 
of society was such that they had little influence. The pressing 
problem for Hume inn the Treatise was not the errors of philosophy 
emmcipated from vulgar theism but the errors of religious phi- 
losophy. 

But the question of whether emancipated philosophy would 
have critical self-knowledge sufficient to r e c o ~ z e  and correct its 
own errors began to be pressing as philosophy became more and 
more ppulm.  The philosophes saw themselves as an  elite van- 
guard leading the masses to higher philosophical self-conscious- 
ness. Diderot wrote: "Let us hasten to make philosophy 
The phenomenon of philosophid cowiowness on a popular 
level was more advanced in Britain than in France. Hume ob- 
served that it had given rise to a radically different sort of political 
party which was unique to modern times and which he viewed 
with alarm. This new sort of party was based not on interest or 
&&ion but on metaphysical principle: Tarties from principle, 
espwially &t& spu la t ive  principle, are h o r n  only to modern 
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times, and are, perhaps, the most extraordinary and unaccount- 
able phmnomenon, that has yet appear& in human affairs" (E ,  
p. 60). 

Such parties were possible only in a n  age in which philosoph- 
ical consciousness had in some way filtered down to the populace. 
Centuries of instruction by Christendom with its union of philos- 
ophy and vulgar theism had made it possible for even the vulgar 
to participate in a confused sort of philwphicaf-religious think- 
ing. But now the philosophical consciousness informing modern 
political parties is entirely secular, as Hume makes clear in "Of 
the Original Contract" where he observes that "no party, in the 
present age, can well support itself, without a philosophical or 
speculative system of principles, annexed to its political or prac- 
tieall one; we accordingly find, that each of the factions, into which 
this nation is divided, has reared up a fabric of the former kind, 
in order to protect and cover that scheme of actions, which it 
pursues" (E, p. 465). Politics in modern society is metaphysical 
politics. The implacable opposition and fanaticism of the ancient 
phl!oso=hicd sects which had heen contained by the p - civic 
religion could now be reenacted in the pol i t id  arena, The spec- 
hcular  errors and absurdities of phi lowphid reflection, the total 
imversiom sf experience, and the diemtion from common life that 
is apeculiarity of the philosophical intellect are no longer confined 
to the closet but are  free to inform pubIic poIicy. 

The philosophical intellect informed by the principles of ulti- 
macy, autonomy, and dominion is free to indulge the wildest and 
most dangsous theories about the seal. It  naturally gives rise to 
endless sects each with a claim on the real and a title to rule, The 
greatest m e  and attention is needed, e w n  among the most 
responsible philosophers, to avoid being miseided by the illu- 
sion-m&ing character of their own autonomous philosophical 
reflection. But such m e  and attention has seldom been exercised 
by philosophers and is certainly not to be expected of the new 
philosophieally informed masses: 'The people being commonly 
very rude builders, especially in this s ~ u l a t i v e  way, and more 
specially still, when actuated by party zeal; ... their workmanship 
must be a little unshpely, and d k o v e r  evident marks of that 
violence and hurry, in which it was raised" (E9 p. 466). The 
populaee is now vulnerable to a new breed of d e m a p a e s  who 
will lead their deluded followers by the passions, not of reliaous 
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fanaticism, but of "philosophical enthusiasm." 
Diderot had isstled the d l  to make philosophy ppular.  By the 

next century, M M ~  could write: "the philosophical consciousness 
itself has been pulled into the torment of struggle. What we must 
accomplish is the ruthless criticism of all that exists.'* Where 
Diderot and Marx celebrated the capture of all aspects of human 
existence by secular philosophical consciousness, Hume lamented 
it, referring to his own time, mdonically, as "his philossphic age9' 
(EM, p. 19'711). Hume considered this a disaster not because there 
is anything wrong with critical reflection or theorizing as such 
but because there is something seriously wrong with philosophi- 
ca l  theorizing improperly conceived. In Part Book I of the 
Deatise of Human Natum, Hume forged a distinction between 
true and false philosophical criticism-a distinction of the great- 
est  importance for undershnding his philosophical and historical 
writings. 1 have discussed this fundmental distinction elsewhere 
and cannot do justice to it But this can be said. Hume tries 
to show in %ooki, Past Tv'that the traditiond notion of phiiosoph- 
i a l  reflection (i.e., reflection informed by the principles of ulti- 
macy, autonomy, and dominion) distorts, constricts, and if pur- 
sued consistently finally alienates one entirely from the experi- 
ence of common life. Hume carries the reader dialectically 
through "a gradation of three opinions, that rise abow each other, 
according as the persons, who form them, acquire new degrees of 
reason and knowledge. These opinions are that of the vulgar, that 
of a false philosophy, and that of the true; where we shall find 
upon enquiry, that the true philosophy approaches nearer to the 
sentiments of the vulgar, than to those of a mistaken knowledge" 
(T, p. 223, emphasis mine). 

Vulgar consiousness is not unreflective or uncritical; rather, 
i t  i s  merelyphilosoghically unreflective consciousness. False phi- 
losophy is vulgar comiousness come to philosophical self-aware- 
ness. Such thinking structured by the principles of ultimacy, 
autonomy, and dominion imagines itself emmcipated from all the 
prejudices and custom of common life and with the authority to 
totally restructure vulgar consciousness in a philosophically ac- 
ceptable way. Hume tries to show, however, that philosophical 
criticism which comistently supposes itself emancipated from all 
t h e  prejudices and custom of common life ends in total skepti- 
cism. Philosophem in fact seldom end in total skepticism, only 
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because they are not really emancipatd from the prejudices of 
common life but unknowingly s m u ~ l e  in same favorite prejudice 
which gives content to and hides w h t  are o t h e r w i ~  entirely 
empty philosophical principles. True philosophy emerges when 
the philosopher recognizes that this is the condition of philosoph- 
ical reflection and comes to affirm the prejudices of common life 
as the ground of thought and proceeds to form critical principles 
within that ground and not in oppmition to it. 

Hume's reform of philosophy in Book I, Part HV requires that 
one abandon the principle of autonomy (the philosopher is not the 
spectator of common life but aparticipant in it) and the principle 
of dominion (it is not autonomous reason that has a title to rule 
but custom-and custom is always social, requiring deference to 
others). True phi%owphy is critical refleetion on custom carried 
out within, the domain of custom. It is, if one likes, criticism of 
custom, by custom, and for custom. Or as Hume puts it: 'T'hillo- 
sophical decisions are nothing but the reflectism of common life 
methodized and corrected" (EU, pa 162). 

The false philosophical consciousness imagines itself the sov- 
ereign spectator of the whole of custom. Custom is no longer a 
mode of participation but an  alienated ob~ect of reflwtion. The 
philosopher seeks a theory of this tohlity purged of the authority 
of any custom within it. But such theories always end in taking a 
favorite part of custom and ontologically reducing much, if not all, 
of the rest to it: 'TVhen a philosopher has once laid hold of a 
favousite principle, which perhaps accounts for many natural 
effmb, he extends the e principle over the whole creation, and 
reduces to it every phaenomenon, though by the most violent and 

ning"' (23, p. 159). Thus Thales took water and re- 
duced everything to it. The history of philosophy is filled with such 
magical invessiom. Benevolence is really self-love, property is 
theft, to be is to be perceived, man is condemned to freedom, etc. 
Oakshott  once observed that eveything Marx touched turned to 
~ u ~ e s s t i t i o n . ~  Hume taught that everything the false philosopher 
touches is transformed into a strange inverted world over which 
the philosopher alone has dominion. Hume, like O&eshott, rec- 
oa ized  in false philosophial consciousness a secular form of 
superstition: 'Do you come to a philompher as to a cunning man, 
t~ %earn wmething by magic or witchcrafi, beyond w b t  can be 
known by common prudence and discretion"?" (E,  p. 16%). 
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mE TREATISE POSTMODERN CULTURE 

Hume recognized his own age as one in which philosophical 
consciousnw was on the way to becoming the dominant form of 
culture. In our own time it has become the dominant form: we live 
in what might be called the first philosophic age. Hume taught 
that modern philosophic religion imp universal rules "to our 
action, to our words, and to our very thoughts and inclinations" 
(EM, pp. 341-43). Likewk,  secular philosophical consciousness 
informs every aspect of contemporary culture. Writing a t  the 
height of the cold war Camus had this to say about the dominion 
of (what Hume would have called) false philosophid conscious- 
ness in politics: 'These are crimes of passion and crimes of logic .... 
We are living in the era of ... the perfect crime. Our criminals are 
no longer helpless children who could plead love as theis excuse. 
On the contrary, they are adults, and they 
philosophy, which can be used for purp 
forming murderers into judg es.... I:: mere ingenuous times, whez 
the tyrant razed cities for his own greater glory, when the slave 
chained to the conqueror's chariot was dr  d through the re- 
joicing streets ... the mind did not reel before such unabashed 
crimes, and judgment remain& uncloudd. But slave a m p s  
under the flag of freedom, masacres justified by philanthropy ... in 
one sense cripple judgment. On the day when crime dons the 
apparel of innocence through a curious transposition peculiar to 
our t i m e e i t  is innocence that is called upon to justify i t ~ e l f . " ~  

The spntanmus  collapse of communist regimes throughout 
eastern Europe may be viewed as the long overdue Numean 
unmasking by "true philosophy" of the spechcular absurdities of 
failed economic systems ruling in the name of social justice and 
of totalitarian regimes ruling in the m m e  of human freedom. 
m a t  Canus called "a curious t rmps i t i on9 '  of concepts "peculiar 
to our times" is what Hume d l e d  "philosophical chymistry" 
(alchemy) whereby false philosophical consciousnm inverts the 
object of its reflection into its opposite (EM, p. 297). If the cold 
wm is over, the pol i t id  world we live in is still very much a world 
of contraq philosophid sys tem seeking inslantiation and do- 
minion. And so it is a world vulnerable to the seculm superstitions 
of fahe p b i l m p h i d  thmrizing. And not just the polit id world. The 
whole of altua"e: m o d s ,  art, litel-ature, mhit&ure, manners, and 
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language are vulnerable to the inversions of 6'philosophicd chym- 
istry" as carried out by countless forms of "critical theory" such 
as structuralism, deconstructionism, feminism, etc., each seeking 
dominion through the ancient philosophid project of "unmask- 
ing" and "consciousness raising." But if Hume9s teaching in Book 
I, Part IV of the Treatise that there is a distinction between true 
and false forms of philosophical comiousness is correct, then 
some of the unmaskers will need to be unrnasked and some of the 
consciousness raisers will need to have their consciousness raised 
from the level of false philosophy to that of "true philosophy 
[which] approaches nearer to the sentiments of the vulgar, than 
to those of a mistaken knowledge" (T, g. 223). 

In a philosophic age, the discovery of this distinction between 
true and false philosophical criticism is of fundamental ethical 
importance. I t  is of ethical importance because in a philosophic 
age no normative question of practice can escape being structured 
by philosophical consciousness whose dominion, by the very na- 
ture of philosophiml thinking, is and must be total. Spinoza could 
C:+IA L;" =,eat - wark 0x1 su%+ance Ethics bem1_1se he thought the 
question of being is prior to the question of how to h e .  But 
modern thinkers after Hume and &nt rejected this thesis in 
favor of the doctrine t h t  substaxace itself is structured by hum= 
consciousness. In Book I, Part F(7 of the Deatise Hume shows how 
philosophical consciousness itself is a deeper notion than sub- 
stance insofar as substance is a construction of philosophical 
consciousness. In a philosophic age all objects of culture are 
philosophically canstrmted objects. (This is part of what is meant 
by describing contemporary culture as "pmtmodern.") In  such an 
age it is not the question of being but an understanding of the 
difference between true and false philosophical consciousness 
that is prior to the question of how to live. In this way the Treatise, 
especially Book 1, Pmt N, is a deep work in ethics. 

The Enlightement also imagined itself t o p  
to the problem of ethics. That solution was for philosophical 
consciousness ta purge itself of vulgar theism and to replace it as 
the dominate form of culture. It  never occurred to thephilosophes 
that the philosophical intellect itself might contain a form of error, 
superstition, self- deception, and destmction the q u a 1  ts anfihing 
in w u l p  theism. This error is dl the more dficult  to d k o w r  
because philosophial reflection (informed by the principles of 
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ultinaacy, autonomy, and dominion) is done in the name of reason, 
n" be a source of error and self-deception? In 

this naive confidence in the philosophical intellect as self justify- 
ing, Diderot issued the call to make philosophy popular. But 
before this call had gone out, Hume had already seen, in the 
Treatise, the need for a radical criticism of philosophy itself. I n  
the heyday of the Enlightenment Hume had issued a call for a 
deeper form of Enlightenment, one devoted to unmasking the 
kingdom of darkness internal to the philosophical intellect itself. 
I t  was a call that in our "postmodern" culture has scarcely been 
heard. 
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THE VIRTUE OF POLITICAL 
SKEPTICISM 

JMES T. %(ING 
fisthesn Illinois f i i v e ~ s i t y  

y thesis in this paper' is twofold: drst, that Hume advmces 
moderation as the chief po l i t i d  virtue and, second, that 

he strengthens this view by connecting his account of moderation 
with his treatment of skeptickm. Exploring this twofold thesis 
will cast Eght on certaiii y e s t i o m  that 5ave exercised Hlr?l~?e 

scholars and will reveal how Wume visualizes the intellectual's 
relationship to the order of practical politics. 

That Hume thinks of moderation as an important virtue needs 
no argument-no other quality of mind is so consistentlly praised 
in his works. That he sew it as the chief political virtue is made 
Ihgundmtly clear in the Essays Moral, Political and  ite era^,^ and 
perhaps nowhere quite so forcefully as in those passages which 
reveal the author's self-understandirng. In Tolitics as a Science" 
Hume characterizes himself as a "friend to moderation" and then 
goes on to describe his role as that of "promoting moderation" (E, 
p. 15). Me concludes his imporbnt e s  '"Whether the British 
Government Inclines More to Absolute Monarchy, or to a Repub- 
lic," by remarking, 'This may teach us  a lesson of moderation in 
all our political controvemies" (E, p. 53). The "Of the 
Protestant Succession," provides Wume an occasion for giving a 
self-accounting. Apenetrating undewmdiaag of practical politics, 
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linked with the virtues of balance, impartiality and moderation, 
are the distineishing marks of the intellectual and convey, I 
submit, a portrayal of the qualities the Humean philosopher brings 
to practical political questions. ' l t  belongs, therefore, to a phi lw-  
pher alone," he mites, "who is of neither party, to put all the 
circumstances in the scale, and to assign to each of them its proper 
pise and influence.. . . Hesitation, and reserve, and suspense, are, 
therefore, the only sentiments he brings to this essay or trial" (E, 
p. 501). In short, attention to moderation (and its opposites) is an 
extremely important element in Hume's political thinking. 

At the same time that moderation is a pervasive theme of 
Hume's, he neither exalts it as a new absolutism nor condemns 
zeal entirely. Indeed, disconcern for the political order cannot be 
attributed to Hume; on the contrary, he seemed to believe the 
intellectual should take apositive interest in the conditionsunder 
which political liberty can thrive. Thus in Tolitics as a Science" 
Hume recommends "the utmost Zeal, in every free state, [for] 
those forms and institutions, by which liberty is secured, the 
public mod corsu!td, the a ~ w l c e  cr a d i t i o n  of particdzi- 
men restrained and punished" (E, p. 26). 

Despite Hume's eloquent encomium, we may be inclined to 
t h i d  there are cerhim problems in the notion of political moder- 
ation, a t  least as commonly understood. First, persons who fall 
into this category are often thought of as being moderate by 
default, moderate for lack of passion and commitment; the more 
hot-blooded among us might object to making a virtue of what 
they think of as inborn pusillanimity. Seeond, political moderates 
are sometimes thought of as compromisers long on accommoda- 
tion and short on principles. This observation k o m e s  a criticism 
of moderation when it is said, as is customary among philosophers 
a t  least, that being a person of moral charater  is identified with 
being a person of principle. (Thus Kant, for e 
acknowlede moderation as an  important vir 
point of view as this, a politics of principle is incomparably 
worthier than a politics of modercalion; and if moderation has a 
place in a politics of principle, it will be only insofar as it is 
rqu i r ed  by a principle. Hence moderation apgears in the vvritings 
of moralists typically as a sleepy minor virtue, if it appears at  alL4 

Further, a specifically H u m a n  notion of plitical moderation 
is not without its dimculties. I shall d m r i b e  two of these, 'k, 
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begin, it is far from clear that Hume can account for how moder- 
ation a n  be the effective force in the world of modern politics that 
he wishes it to be. Contemporary affairs were seriously affected, 
Hume claimed, by what may be termed the politics of principle, 
which he deemed a source of great upheavals and social ills. 
Hume cannot settle for praising moderation where he finds it- 
he must give an explanation of how moderation can counter the 
politics of principles once the latter has taken root. In setting the 
politics of moderation over against the politics of principle, he 
must explain how moderation can be brought about in the area 
of convictions, beliefs, and even political theory itself. One of the 
tasks to be undertaken in this paper is to investigate whether 
Mume has the resources to explain how there can be such a thing 
as epistemie moderation. 

A second difficulty is this. Hume seems far from consistent 
when he describes the philosopher as disinterested when it comes 
to matters of politicd partisanship5 but, as we saw above, also 
zealousPy interested when it comes to concern over the conditions 
of po!itid liberty. If this he Ec:rness view, it seems scarcely 
coherent, and we are tempted to think that, in the end, he moved 
away from this praise sfmderat ion and endorsed zeal in pursuit 
of the values he deems the right ones. Thus another challenge 
awaiting us  is to explore how Hume might consistently maintain 
that some forms of zeal are not inconsistent with a programmatic 
moderation in life. 

In what follows I shall draw on Wume's far-flung remarks on 
moderation and show how this quality sari be a Humean virtue. I 
shall reconstruct how the he makes for political moderation 
is strongly linked to what most agree is the most basic element of 
Hume9s thinking, namely his skepticism. 1 shall argue that the 
distinctive virtue of the skeptic is moderation, and that rather 
than lacking causal conditions, Hume9s accounts of epistemic 
moderation and of political moderation share the 
structure. From these materiak I shall show how Hume has the 
resources for a respome to the two difficuulti just described. 

It -mat be o v e r e m p b i z d  that Mume is fundamentally 
opposed to the p l i t i a  of principle and tliainb of it as a murce of 



excesses and of great ills in political life. In ""Of Parties in General" 
he distinguishes three sorts of political parties, those "from inter- 
est, from principle and from affection" (E, p. 60). Parties from 
affection or atbchment to particular persons or families Mume 
acknowledges as political realities; parties from interest he treats 
as natural developments of the variety of causes which divide men 
within the social and political order; both are susceptible of being 
immoderate but their immoderation does not present any partic- 
ular theoretical challenge. Turning to 'Tarties from principle, 
especially abstract speculative principle," Hume writes these "are 
known only to modern times, and are, perhaps, the most extraor- 
dinary and unaccountable phnomenon, that has yet appeared in 
human affairs." What accounts for Hume's thinking of this form 
of politics as a b i z m e  modern development is that he regards 
abstract speculative principle as being in itself a trifle, a matter 
of indifference; thus what is wondrous is how the politics of 
principles can gain such power as to become the source of the most 
periious po i i t i d  divisiveness. To illustrate how such principles 
can generate noxious strife and faction, ruimus Wars and divi- 
sions, Hume draws an illustration from the influence of religion; 
but we must remark that in the diachronically structured expla- 
nation he @ves of this phenomenon the root cause is, rather 
surprisingly, not religion but pKlosophy. 

Religions, that arise in ages totally ignorant and barbarous, 
consist mostly of traditional tales and fictions, which may be 
different in every sect, without being contrary to each other; and 
even when they are contrary, every one adheres to the tradition 
of his own sect, without much reasoning or disputation. But as 
philosophy was widely spread over the world, at  the time when 
Christianity arose, the teachers of the new sect were obliged to 
form a system of speculative opinions; to divide, with some 
accuracy, their articles of faith; and to explain, comment, con- 
fute, and defend with all the subtilty of argument and science. 
Hence naturally arose keenness in dispute, when the Christian 
religion m e  to be split into new divisions and heresies: And this 
keenness assisted the priests in their policy, of begetting a 
mutual hatred and antipathy among their deluded followers. 
Sects of philosophy, in the ancient world, were more zealous than 
parties of religion; but in modern timea, parties of religion 
[united with philosophy] are more furioua and ensagd than the 
most cruel factions that ever arose from inbrest and mbition. 
(E, p. 62 f.) 
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Given Hume's view that the intrsduction of philosophical 
principle t rmformed relidon into a qualihtively new and so- 
cially deleterious phenomenon, it is easy to see that in modernity 
the coupling of philosephy with politics has generated a hybrid 
which merits description as "extraordinary and unaccountable." 
Hume analyzes how this happened and how it can be overcome in 
what I think is the best of his essays, "Of the Original Contract." 

Hume begins the essay by acknowledgng political divisions 
and political parties as entirely normal developments of modern 
culture. What is distinctive of the modern age, however, is that 
each party, by drawing on philowphy (the same which above is 
credited to the tradition deriving from Plato of insistence on 
principles), annexes to its political propam "a speculative system 
of principles" wihich it reass. up as a fabric so as purportedly "to 
protect arnd cover Ijustify] that scheme of actions, which it pur- 
sues" (E, p. 465). In Rume7s day the chief two systems were of 
course the theologically inspired Divine Right theory of the Party 
of the Court a d  the Lockem contractudist theory of the Party 
of the People. In each of these eases the basic difference between 
a politics of interest and a politics of principle seems to be just 
this, that the latter is based on or mediatd by a theory or 
system-let us Gall it a nornative political system--which is 
thought to provide the party's program with justification. When 
men come to relate to their po l i t id  program in the manner of 
something required by principle, there occurs the same sort of 
shift as that on which Hume had r emark4  in "Of Parties In 
G e n e ~ d ~ ~ ~  nmely, between arncient non-domatic s e l i ~ o n  and 
modern philosophically animated religion; with a shift of this sort 
the adherent of a political p rogrm not only comes to believe that 
he is in the sight (as muredly  every political partisan does), but 
is pemuaded his program has a rational foundation or is justified 
from theoretical principle; when this happens he is obliged to 
conclude that those who opt for a different course are without 
justiflation. Principle thus provides something new for the intel- 
lectual who applies himself to politics, namely, the theoretically 
j u t i f i d  convietion of being in the right. And at the 
perform a n  exclusiomryr function-it deprives the other parties 
of legitinnq? of the right to exist. On Hume's diagnosis the politics 
of principle is politically dkruptive, isbhesently divisive in the 
most extreme manner. Clea~Py, a can be made for the need 



for a form of moderation capable to reining in the politics of 
principle. The problem is: once unleashed in the world, can it be 
subdued? WhaL can possibly restrain a theoretical enterprise bent 
on justifying political principles? t can unthrone normative 
political theory? (Cf. %, p. 186,) We now turn to whether Hume 
has the resources to explain how moderation is possible in mat- 
ters of conviction. 

It  is interesting the form that Hume's first response to the 
politics of principles takes in "Of the Original Contract." He does 
not move directly to enjoin the divisive political theories as theo- 
ries and to criticize them for their lack of philosophical grounds, 
as we might naturally expect of a philosopher hostile to the politics 

e. I venture that Hume realizes that to do this would be 
in political theory of just the gost he meam to challenge 

the continuing cohabitation of philosophy and 
politics in which the politics of principle is conceivecl. What he does 
instead is to deflate the enterprise of theory and to trivialize the 
parties' systems across the board by saying their differences, 
extreme though they seem to their adherents, are in reality not at 
all so significant; scoring a rhetorical coup de grace, he says the 
principles of the most radically opposing theories, are equally just. 
Hume's verdict on normative political system, set off in a para- 
graph most of which he italicized, s e f l d s  a position which tran- 
scends both the order of political interest and the order of political 
theories which give intellectual articulation to those interests. 

I shall venture to affirm, That both these systems ofspeculative 
pn'nciples are just; though not in the sense, intended by the 
parties; A n d ,  That both the schemes ofpractical consequences are 
prdent;  though not in  the extremes, to which each party, in 
opposition to the other, has commonly endeavored to cany them. 
(E,  p. 466) 

To appreciate Hume's strategy, we need to get clear how a 
theory's speculative p~nc tp l e s  stand "in the sense intended by 
each party" and then by contrast the sense in which Hume 
suggests opposingpn'miples and Consequences are equally just or 
equally prudent. t each party intends is that having a nor- 
mative political system makes a difference for the po l i t i d  parti- 
san by authorizing his treating his plitical beliefs as being 
exclusively and dsolutely true. By contrast Hume is not prepared 
to admit any particular set of po l i t id  belie& as true in that sense 
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or any set of principles as furnisliaingjustification; rival principles 
are leveled and, rn long as they might be reintroduced in a 
moderated form, are offered as being equally jw t .  Stripped of 
intellectual pretensions (i.e., taken in a sense other than that 
intended by the parties of principle), normative political systems 
offer nothing of substance not already present in the standard 
political oratory of the parties. 

In  the second part of the italicized text, Hume addresses the 
matter ofpractical consequences to be found in the systems he 
criticizes. I think we are to understand consequences quite liter- 
ally as logically necessitated implications from a system's princi- 
ples taken as premises. These are important to those who do 
normative political theory because the practitioner of the politics 
of principle takes a system to be perfectly prmriptive in the order 
of conduct and to provide ajwtification for a political program in 
the form of practicsbl consequences Bom those principles, As 
explained above, Hume discredits the claims of such theorists to 
establish principle-the buik of the essay is attack wainst the 
two leading political theories in just this regard. But he here does 
something else: he denies that, even were any such principles 
established, there could be any l o g i d  nexus from principle to 
consquene- putatively mnctioned by them. Thus his point here 

e as he made in the famous islought p 
Deatise: there are not, and cannot be, any practical consequences 
entailed by speculative principle. And this signifies that theories 
fail to do the work for which they are raised up, namely, to provide 
ajustification for a scheme of actions. And at the end Hume adds 
that with the elimination of the conceit ofjustification (which by 
its nature is exclusive), parties are deprived of one of the sources 
of the extremism they display in modern times. We must also note, 
finally, that Hume does not reject the opposing parties' several 
schemes of action- these he says are all prudent. But the form 
in which these program are acknowledged is their natural or 
non-extreme presentation, not the shape they take on in norma- 
tive political theory.' 

For Hume the operative reality in politics is a genuine and 
oridnal diversity of interests. We must be careful to note that the 
target of his criticbm is normative political systems and not the 
politics of intersts.  Thus if in their eveyday dfssouw ordinany 
men talk of rights, they do not claim to be naming philosopEcd 
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realities but to be advancing a cause or attempting to influence 
events. Hume attacks the pretensions of writem who would dress 
up the political rhetoric of rights in the guise of philosophical 
theory and claim truth or justification over and above the rhetoric 
of party and practice. Thus Hume turns on its head the standard 
understanding of the relation of theory and practice. While ordi- 
nary discourse is supp by philosophers to b the application 
of truths or principle ped loosely and uncertainly by the 
vulgar, Hume maintains that political theories never advance 
beyond political rhetoric and determined for their content by the 
political programs of the parties they are designed to serve. 
Moreover, Hume reverses the standard conception of immodera- 
tion. Philosophers treat principles as lying beyond the realm of 
moderation and find the source of immoderation in the mlgar's 
thoughtless application of them to a practical world. But Wume 
asserts that the politics of interests is naturally moderated by the 
give-and-take of political practice, while the politics of principle " 
is, in its hauteur and conceit, natively immoderate. ' 

I stated that Hume's first response to normative po!itica! 
systems is to trividize them, but he does not stop there. Indeed 

cely be that he thought such a response would be 
effective by itself, for those committed to 
theory would object in principle to the dis 
bespeaking the sheerest rnisology. Thus the essay contains 
Hume3s famous critical attack on the political theories raised by 
bo tb parties, though Lockean contractarianism sccupies most of 
his  attention---perhaps be~ause he thought it the likelier to turn 
extremist. The purpose of this attack is to loosen the grip exer- 
cised on the mind of the intellectual part by the theory which 
his extra-theoretical interesLs lead him to entertdn. 

Now to this second response there is a n  easy objection, 
namely, that Wume is inconsistent in practice, for to critique 
theory is (paraphrasing Aristotle) to engage in theory oneself. 
T h u s  Hume is accused of just replacing one theosy by another 
a n d  of thinking that the other theory is in fact a justifiable one. 
Th i s  line of objection can also move on to declaring that Hume 
is i n  fact no less partisan than the political theorists he derides, 
since his critical undertaking must itself be animated by some 
set of partisan interests. Forging a reply to this objection will 
oblige us to explore Hume's conception of the relation of the 
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reflective thinker to the world of politics. 
I think the b e g n n i n e  of a reply would emphsize that the 

dynamics of political moderation do not require opposing one set 
of interests: to another in the exclusionar~. or absolute sense 
typical of normative political system-as though in rejecting the 
Whiggish Locke, for instance, Hume had to be, and show himself 
to be, a hated Tory. So to construe Hume9s critical progsam is a 
g a v e  mistake. Rather than overcoming the "system of specula- 
tive principles" by appealing to particuiar po l i t i d  interests, 
Hume works from a perspective transcending particular interests 
and the theories fashioned to support them. His stance is that 
distinctive of the skeptical thinker. There is ans need to read into 
such skepticism either attachment to a political propam or even 
love of compromk for compromise sake; i m h d  what is required 
is that we acknowledge the Piberating force of the critique of 
theories and ideas. Critique is destructive of specuPative sys t em 
indeed, but not of the extra-theoretical interests and political 
program those systems were created to support. If Humem skep- 
ticism returns us to our starting-point in political divisions, it 
does so with a difference, for we should have learned the lesson 
that, as opposing po l i t i d  theories cannot make out m exclusive 
claim to truth, opposing political interests are not entitled to 
exclusive claim to govern the civil union. The task of refashioning 
our political thinking in light of this lesson is part of the patri- 
mony Hume has left us. 

There is in this a new difficulty, however, for it is problemid 
how on Hume am deploy "the liberating force of the critique of 
theories and ideas9, against the politics of principles without again 
admitting a role for philosophical thwry of just the sort which 
spawns the politics of principIe, Put otherwise, Hume both gives 
and takes away when d k u s i n g  philosophy and its import for 
political life- He takes away- when he says philosophy introduces 
domatism, immoderation in the epistemic order and a most 
dangerom form of divisivenm into pollilia; but he gives when he 
says that it belongs to the philosopher to rise above the fray and 
discern the elements of merit in the o p m i n g  claims of those 
engaged in politics. The cynic will say that Hume means philoso- 
phy is dangerous j w t  when others do it but is s a l u t q  when he 
does it, and this respolase is not utterly misplaced, for in "Of the 
O r i ~ n a l  Contrxt" Hume not only mmed  that the Divine Right 
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theory a d  the contractualist theory are mistdken but went on in 
to present a precis of his o m  account of the origin 

ofjustice, government and political existence. Does this not make 
Hume a practitioner of philosophical theory just as much as the 
entire philosophical tradition since Plato, and does not a Humean 
insistence on "the liberating force of the critique of theories and 
ideas" place him squarely in the rationalist tradition, rnalgre lui? 

The question we are  here encountering bears on the chmacter 
of Hume's philosophical career, and speeifimlly on whether his 
skepticism represents a revolutionary break with the philosoph- 
ical tradition since Plato. We have arrived a t  the recognition that 
Wume's views on political moderation require exploration of prob- 
ably the most basic theme in his writings, his skepticism. 

The traditional model whereby philowphers account for "the 
liberating force of the critique of theories and ideas" attributes a 
moderating role to reason itself which, precisely because of this 
force, is construed as having a pverning or ruling function (a 
model that may deservedly be termed Platonic). Here moderation 
i s  achieved from but not of reason. As is well known, Hume 
denies this mod n fact inverts it, rting that reason is 
subordinate to the passions. Now the problem is that it appears 
the  only way a consistent Hume can say that moderation is 
possible is by tracing it to a passion (in parallel manner as the 
rationalists trace it to reason). But for evera l  reasons philoso- 
phers are inclined to think Hume cannot do this. First, if the only 
resources available to eq l a in  how moderation comes a b u t  are 
reason and passion, having rejected re%son, Hume can only count 
on passion; but on the t e r m  of his moral psychology, it does not 
seem possible that passion can determine or influence reason. 
Second, if it were possible, it would be most objwtionable that 
matters of truth were deemed to be determined by the passions. 
Philossphers'principle of epistemlogieal autonolny requires the 
order of truth be insulated from that of value. If Hume did allow 
the  passiom to determi th (which is one possible reading of 

tum that reason is and ought only 
to be the slave of the passions), then Hume would be in violation 
of the principle of epistemologid autonomy. And third, Hume 
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himself often presents political. moderation as a matter of detach- 
ment and disinterest, that is, the e w t  o p p s i b  of a passion. But 
if Wume will not allow that moderation be produced by reason in 
a ruling role and if moderation cannot be produced by a passion, 
it is not clear that on his terms there can be such a thing a s  
epistemic moderation-moderation, that is, in the order of beliefs 
and convictions. 

I defend the view that Mume bas within his distinctive adap- 
tation of the skepticism of Sextus Empiricus the resources for an 
account of liberating moderation internal to the life of the mind 
and radically different from the Platonic model. '-Ib see how this 
works, let us  briefly examine first Se&usY skepticism m d  then 
Hume's revision of it. 

Sextus makes out the ease for skepticism in the proper man- 
ner. He does not attempt to prove by reason that we should 
a b a d o n  reason, Rather, he describes a life embodying rational 
inquiry as an dl-absorbing ideal, and asks from the broadest 
perspective whether it is wsrth living. His zi-szzr is that such a 
life does not attain its telos but instead annuls itself in its pursuit 
of rationally grounded knowledge achieved by inquiry. That it 
does so is something learned through repeated test and experi- 
ment: in terms of results hewn 's  h i s tor id  record, revealed in 
the history of philosophisal speculat.tion, is re~et tabl ly quite neg- 
ative according to Sextus. But reason's failure is disclosed in the 
present as well, for by providing strict prootk of contradictory 
theses regarding any interesting claim (and this not just occasion- 
ally but systematially), r n cancels itself. The skeptics, aware 
of this, must withdraw from the business of reason and suspend 
judgment. The self-annulment of reason is limited, however, in 
that while the skeptic abandons the life devoted to rational 
inquisy, he is not impelled to deny the formal canons of logic; it is 
just that in the course of his life logic will play no important role. 
The newfound skeptic, one who had professed that the life of 
rationality represents the summum bonum and the highest form 
of selfhood, thus comes to see that form of selfhood as a vacuous 
ideal. Of the progression from the philosophical to the skeptical 
life Sextus writes as follows. 

His initial purpose in philosophizing was to pronounce judg- 
ments on apparances. He wished to find out which me true axld 
which false, so m to attain mental tranquility. In doing so, be 
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met with contradicting alkrnativee of equal force. Since he could 
not decide between them, he withheld judgment. Upon his sus- 
pension o f j u d p e n t  there followd, by chance, mental trmquil- 
ity in matters of opinion. 8 

The term mental tranguility appears twice in this p 
which the seeker after knowledge originally pursued 
atkinment  of the intellectual telos; the mental tranquility he 
actually achieves, without seeEngit, is not the satisfaction of that 
same connotation but rather self-satisfaction in abandoning it. 
What is of maximum interest is that Sextus describes the result- 
ing condition as one of moderation; I propose to call this "mental 
tranquility in matters of opinion" a form of doxastic mderation. 

In Book I of the ?).eatise (and in the Appendix) Hume, although 
not an amdemie skeptic, plays out a 'natural history of philo- 
sophic reason9 quite similar to Sextus' account of the self-cancel- 
lation of the quest for rational k n ~ w l e d ~ . ~  We follows the ancient 
skeptiw in holding that the reflective thinker, upon examining 
the  contradictions of philosophical and common reason, wiii dis- 
cover both that the form of selfhood determined by the quest for 
rational certainty is to be abandoned but a t  the same time that 
season as organon is cely to be dismissed. Thus something 
like a Humean form of doxastic moderation e m e r w  consisting in 
abstinence from the bwiness of speculative reason and a refash- 
ioning of one's life as one in which confidence in theoretical 
enterprise plays no important part. M a t  is most significant 
about this re-ordering of the self is that it occurspreeisely in the 
epistemic order, and thus the effect of H u m a n  doxastic modera- 
tion is a deflation of the enterprise of theory-construction accom- 
plished otherwise t h n  on the basis of a theory constructed by the 
skeptic. Its causal conditions, moreover, depend on no particular 
pabssion, but represent an illustration of wlf-correction of the 
reflwtive mind by the reflective mind. Finally, since this re-order- 
ing is a liberation and since it is something approvable on reflec- 
tion, doxastie mderation appears to be a virtue, though a n  
epistemic one. Here we have a uirtue from conuietion in the 
epistemic order which is specific to the skeptic. I think we are 
entitled to conclude that for Mume there is a form of moderation 
from conviction, narnely the epistemic virtue of doxastie modera- 
tion, and that this achievement is the skeptic's virtue par meed- 
lence. 10 
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We have, however, told only part of the story. Hume is, of 
course, a m o d w e  skeptic. m e r e  he differs from Sextus and the 
ancient skeptics is in whether total s u s p e w  of judment  is 
possible. Admitting that what is beyond reach is the certain and 
justified knowledge philosophers seek, he contends that we nev- 
ertheless have implanted in us  by Nature an instinct-like deter- 
mination to form belie&. Avowing that no form of seIfhood which 
denies our belief-forming nature is liveable, he breaks with Sex- 
tus by recograizing that skepticism involves a more complex prob- 
lematic and by attributing to doxastic moderation a more signif- 
icant role than it has on Sextus5misguided view that it lies within 
our power to abstdn not only from the business of philosophy but 
from having beliefs about ourselves and the world a b u t  us. For 
Sextus suspene  of j u d o e n %  is a n  d%-or-nothing affair and skep- 
ticism therefore a simpler matter; far Hume, since we cannot 
cease to be belief-formers, skepticism informs how we are to 
conduct ourselves as belief-f~rmess when we have arrived a t  the 
con-victiiin that in this caiiii&,ion r w f i  done  provides n= re!i= 
able influence. As  is well known, Hume proposes a moderate 
ethics of belief: he suggests we form our beliefs within the natural 
order in a memured and moderate manner-measu~d by what 

for life and moderated by the hard won lesson the 
tion of the quest for metaphysid knowledge. And of 

course admittingmeasured and moderated beliefs does not expose 
us  afresh to the foibles of speculation and theov-construction 
because the Humean skeptic, having gone through the discipline 
of the first Book of the Deatise, is now cured of excessive attach- 
ment ta the business of reason. 

I find it extremely intersting to note that Hume's account of 
the elf-cancellation of the philosophical life reveak the 
structure as does his account of the overcoming of the politics of 
principle: in each the abandonment of a vacuous and delusive 
enterprise leaves intact sometKng which, taken by itself, is 
entirely to be acknowledpd-in the first the natural belief- 
forming self and in the second, the ordinary po%itics of interest. 
Of course the basic liberation is that which the skeptic achieves 
over the self who would make the world over =cording %Q the 
philosophers' no rm.  Having achieved this, the skeptic can turn 
to politia and upon detwting there the work of theoretical season 
in constructing speculative sys tem a n  move to their overcoming 



by deploying criticism ordered by reason as organon (logic) 
n in its gstem-building and world-rem&ng role 

(metaphysics). In deploying criticism, howeven; the skeptic is not 
slipping back into the theory-comtructiaag enterprise; he works 
not as promoter of any particular belie& but as protector of the 
order of natural (pretheoretical) beliefs as such. 

The challenge we have been ining in this section is to 
explAn how Hume can =count he liberating force of the 
critique of theories and ideas" without reintroducing philosophi- 
cal theories of the sort he judges marques. The answer is plain in 
Hume's adaptation of classical skepticism. Skepticism is a liber- 
ating force which operates by critique of theories and ideas, but 
it does so differently than does the form critique w 
from within a particula theov; the latter is e 
fashioning theory with different objectives, the farmer is the 
relinquishment of the enterprise of constructing theory as such. 
Since for Hume skepticism cannot annul the belief-forming pro- 
pensity of the mind, doxastic moderation requires that ordinary 
beliefs be measured as part of the natural order and that the 
tendencies to turn such beliefs into more than what they are  be 
checked by a hard won skeptical bent of mind (such tendencies 
k i n g ,  of course, the spurs to construction of t h w r i s ) .  Thus 
moderation is posible without appeal to the Platonic model and 
without making the epistemic order subject to any particular 
passion or passions. Hume is entitled to hold that, as a virtue from 
conviction, Humean doxastic moderation regarding political con- 
victiom bespeaks the detachment and disinterest characteristic 
of the skeptical tjkinker. 

While this response shows how Humean skepticism, or more 
specifically, Humean doxastic moderation, requirespolitical mod- 
eration as an epistemic virdm, it gives the impression that Hume's 
treatment of moderation in the political order is seriously incom- 
plete. This is because the import of doxastic moderation is against 
theories, but not agaimt ordimry hliefs. Though to cancel the 
politically ewerbat ing influence of normative systems is signif- 
icant, Humean skepticism seems to leave intact the disagree- 
ments  and natural party divisions typical of the politics of 
interest. Since these are  also inimical to the social union in 
their  immoderate form, the question arises, is  it true that 
Hume'a perspective on politics also leaves ordinary political 
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disagreementg and divisions intact? CertAnly many of Mume's 
references to the i m p r a n c e  of plitieaal maderation bear on 
ordinary politics What needs further elaboration is how, once the 
problem of overcoming the politics of principle has been ad- 
dressed, moderation is to be accounted for in the politics of 
interests; and whether Hume believes there is a specific contri- 
bution the skeptical intellectual can make in effectuating practi- 
cal political mderation. 

TEES: 
AN INCONSISTENW 

The disinterestedness which characterizes the skeptic does 
not extend of course to every matter of practice: Hume would no 
more turn this quality into an absolute than any of the other 
absolutes he criticizes. Respects in which Hume holds the philos- 
opher admits interests are chiefly two, each determined by na- 
ture, though in very different ways. First, the existence of the 
p w i o n c  n d  nf the nrigind instincts of the mind is to be traced 
to nature (in much the same manner as is the existence of the 
mind's propensiq to form beliefs). Second, and more to the point, 
Hume admits such inkem& as me r q u i d  ta chmk and correct our 

ions, that is interests won in experience, such as we wm 
the rules ofjustice and other areas where our practices 

are governed by general rules. The former make for men's social 
coexistence; the latter furnish conditions that make for social cc-ex- 
islence being informed by practices of a sort that men can approve 
of. The former are furnished by nature; the latter emerge irn history 
and must be cultivated. Their mitivation is mmething to which the 
Humean intellectual can and should contribute. 

That natural interests are fully compatible with skepticism and 
domt ic  moderation helps explain how, without hlling into incon- 
sistency, Hume can p itical moderation and also rewmrnend 
"tmost zeal" for th and institutions, by which liberty is 
si3cud." 7% appreciate Hume's view that there is an  internal con- 
nectisn btween political moderation and the institutional securing 
of liberty we must explore Hume's acwunt of how liberw came to 
be secured in the one context where in his day it flourishd. This 
takes us into Hurnek analysk of British history. 

Still fascinating today is the quation of how the liberties of 



Englishmen were eshbl i shd  in the midst of the upheavals of the 
seventeenth century. Hume of course diserdits the suggestion 
that the events of that time were brought about in some way 
thanks to the theories of the philosophers. But he goes so far as 
to argue that the establishment of liberty e about without its 
having been foreseen or intended by the s in the historical 
scene. As proof he need but note that neither the followers of 
Cromwell nor the a d v m t e s  of the Crown aimed to establish the 
political liberty which ensued historically from the conclusion of 
the turmoil which their differences had produced. Liberty came 
about, however, precisely through the interplay of those opposing 
forces, in that, extremities of opposition having cancelled them- 
selves out, men of moderation could effectuate a balanced resolu- 
tion of conflict. In this process what secured the civil union was 
of course not simply oppositional interplay, for this =be destruc- 
tive as well as beneficial, but p r e c i ~ l y  the effective influence of 
moderation-a lesson which eloquently reinforces the importance 
of this politiml virtue. 

For Hume liberty was secured when it was given institutional 
guarantees through the establ ishent  of the modern British 
Comtitution. The Constitution assured liberty (that is, effectively 
forestalled tyranny) by effectively obviating a mnopoly  ofpower 
by the interests represented in either the party of the Court or 
the party of the Country; and this of course is just moderation 
institutionalized. I t  is not hard to see that the virtue of the 
Constitution consists precisely in its consolidating and systema- 
tizing the moderation reflectd in its origin. Thus the process of 
achieving balance between competing political interests was per- 
manently incorporatd as the leading feature of the mixed consti- 
tutional form of gsvernment in Britain. In Hume9s view modera- 
tion and constitutiondism converge in value. The internal con- 
nection between moderation and the securing of liberty which we 
a r e  seeking is now evident. At the e time we must bear in 
mind that the modern British constitution is an artifice and a 
fragile one a t  that, something the mdntenance of which calls for 
vigilance on the part of those sensitive to the conditions whence 
it sprang, men, that is, of moderation. 

m a t  resulb is an historically conditioned conception of corn- 
=on interest or public p d ,  a good which in explaining in the 
Deatise the origin sf justice Hume i~pl i ies  must be o r i ~ m l l y  of 
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an  order different from paerssnd or private interest, though 
through civilizing influence can become for the public man a 
matter of his personal interest, The public interest presupposes 
the achievement of moderation, adjustment, correction, and thus 
it secures the pursuit of personal interests. Of course the public 
good does not oblige men to abandon, neglect or faii to take their 
particular interests seriously; what it does is place the opposition 
of interests within a cfg.nmic setting, the leading feature of which 
is that the political contest has conventional rules and civilized 
men play by these rules use doing so is essential to the 
preservation of the prwessw whereby political life can be sus- 
tained. m a t  conditiom it doubles as condition of men's civil 
liberty. 

Perhaps it is not surpsking that thinkers who do staaadard 
normative t h e ~ r y  should construe moderation as being nothing 
but an abstrmt principle in need of the sbndaardly conceived 
philosophical justification. But fkom the first introduction of this 
good (impiicit even in the fansous oarsmen exampie in Part Xi of 
Book III of the %atise) Hume has construed it not as an abstract 
ideal or object of theony, but a n  actuality attained in the mutual 
ave-and-t&e of social co-existence, Acc~rding~y~ it would be a 
mistake to ask what the philosophic& principle orphilasophzeal 
standard of moderation is, as if we were undertaking a Platonic 
inquiry, or how Mumean moderation is rationally justified, as if 
Mumean skepticism had not shown that the old way of thinking 
a b u t  the human world had not been oversome. Moderation is to be 
undelstood nabralbticsidlly and as part of the f i b r i d  ~ rde r ;  we 

to it not by thmre t id  reason but by imaginatively 
understanding and appwiating the past; mderation 

is dklosed in the c iv i l i d  g i v e - a n d - ~ e  of smid m-exisknee, 
We are now in a position to address the question before us. The 

text from 'That Politics May Be Reduced &Q a 
occasions the objection now being disc 
face, not moderation but utmost zed;  on c%os 
find that Hume's concern is directed precisely to the conditions 
whereby the civil union is shaped and influenced by the processes 
making for prop-, enlightenment, and social libertis. "ere, 
then, is a suficient inducement to m ~ n t d n ,  with the utmost 
ZWE, in every free state, those f o r m  and imtitutiom, by which 
liberty is secured, the p ~ b l i c  mod consulted, and the avarice of 



ambition of particular men restrained and punished" (23, p. 26). A 
little later he says that "perhaps the surest way of producing 
moderation in every party is to increase our zeal for the public" 
(E,  p. 23). What needs clarification here is just what exactly is the 
object of the zeal Hume recommends and how it differs from the 
forms of political zealotry, including that characteristic of the 
politics of principle, which Hume abhors. 

The difference, I submit, is that between concern for what 
makes the social union possible and particular concerns which 
take the existence of the social union for granted. This distinction 
somewhat parallels that between the public interest and partic- 
ular interests the pursuit of which is secured by the institutions 
which articulate the public interest. Or this distinction parallels 
tha t  between what is basic to the artifice by which justice is 
originated and therewith civilized society constituted and the 
partial interests which are protected by the rules of justice. That 
in civilized society particular interests are moderated, that is, 
some of their exercises are curtaiied by ruies and laws, is inherent 
in its very constitution, and the continued existence of this sort 
of society requires that actions which threaten the social union 
be quashed--or as Hume puts it, "the avarice of particular men 
restrained and punished." A plitical miter's mying that it is 
imperative that ~ o l a t i o m  sfjustice are to be punished is certainly 
nothing out of the ordinary. The zeal Hume commends to the 
public man in this regard is likewise unexceptional, for such is 
required by the public interest and by the standards of probity. 
h d  of course utmwt zed  can be rmrnmended only to those 
astuated by the public interest over against the interests of 
political factions, for to urge on the politiml parties utmost zeal 
in the pursuit of their political interests would of course invite 
discord and weaken society, if not assure its destruction. W e n  
properly conditioned, this zeal, moreover, functiom as a moder- 
ating force, and in this regard is sharply distinguished from the 
z e d  associated with the politics of principle. 

Against this it might be objeeted that Hume draws a false 
contrast between a zeal for the public good and a zeal for party, 
since what the parties embody is just distinct conceptions of the 
public good. But this oh~eetion fails, and for two reasons. First, 
even if a garQ has and works from a conception of the public p o d ,  
th i s  i s  a function of the interests which mimate the pmty-intes- 
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ests which do not exhaust the legitimate pursuits of men within 
political society. W e  should bear in mind it is not edra- theore t id  
interests Mume condemns, but extremism in their pursuit.) Sec- 
ond, it is in fact not necessary, in order for men to be actuated by 
a concern for the public good, that they have a conception of the 
public good, whether this conception be partisan or not. (In the 
famous oarsmen simile in the Treatise, for example, it is not the 
case that the participants need share a conception of what is 
involved in what they are doing.) is nec on Rume's 
view, is to be involved in advanci 's poli terests col- 
laboratively with others, or a t  least without violating the pro- 
cesses that make for the maintenance or even the flourishing of 
social co-existence. 

Further, if we turn from reflecting on the conditions for the 
existence of society to considering the conditions of its flourishing 
in liberty, again Hume directs us  to think in terms of institutions. 
On nis analysis a society becomes free as it achieves institutions 
which are made to function on the basis of law, and the f'hioning 
and the administration of law is made independent of the whim 
of those in po l i t i d  power, and between the chief competing 
political factions in society there is in place a system for moderat- 
ing extremism and inducing action on behalf of the public interest, 
despite disagreements in political outlooks. But the institutions 
to which men's liberty is tied are fragile artifices subject to 
subversion and manipulation. To protect them is to protect the 
highest political good. It  is most particularly toward this end that 
Mume recornmen& the utmost zeal, but he recommends this zeal 
not to all, but to men of mderation, that is, those who can rise 
above particular i n t e r e s t s a s  does the skeptical pElowpher--- 
for only such as these undershnd how political life is to be 
conducbd conformably to the requirements of liberty. 

Better to appreciate Hume p o w  to the above question 
and to the others we have disc , it is helpful to bear in mind 
what role he thinks the enlightened intellectual plays relative to 
the order of practical politics of which he is a part. The careful 
thinker will not refuse pol i t id  involvement but neither will he 
involve himself as does a partisan. Me will refrain from indulging 
in the rhetoric of rights or the rhetoric of eslablished order 
&muse he will mAntain a detaehed seslnce and will focm instead 
on a te&ium quid, the interplay of mid forces that animates 



political life. And if intervene he must, it will be by reinforcing 
the quality of mderation, which may oblige him, if one or the 
other of the political factions of the day has given in to excess, to 
seek in a stat-manlike manner to restore balance by advancing 
the reasonable for the other side. (That in Hume's England 
the popular pa ad become extremist accounts for his inter- 
vening by advancing the cause of stability and order.) 

We may wish to pause to ask what entitles the Humean 
intellectual to inkrvene in the political order if he is not doing so 
in the manner of the politics of interest. Involvement is all well 
and good, we might say, but what permits Hume to think the 
intellectual's intervention stems from anything but particular 
interest rather than zeal for liberty and public interest? After all, 
in being a skeptic, the intellectud works without the benefit (if 
such it be) of a normative pol ry and the convictions men 
take such a theory to sancti then guides the skeptic, if 
not his private and partial interests? 

3: can only surmise what Hume might say in response to this 
vestion. The Hum= intellectual is guided indeed not by abstrxt  
theory but by an understanding of the conditions of liberty derived 
from the study of histov. We have already seen the outline of such 
an u n d e ~ m d i n g  in the suanmary -lies given. of Humek explana- 

ring of liberty through the esal ishment  of the 
British constitution. Probingsomewhat deeper shows what it is that 
guides the Humean intellectual's interventions into politics. 

In  arriving a t  this explanation and a t  any number of others in 
his philosophical m d  popular writings Hume deploys the same 
methodologically pluralist approach he used as early as the n e a -  
tise: he sets a problem up as a clash between two opposite princi- 
ples or forces. His treatment of the political order follows the same 
pattern, and in this regard it is noteworthy that Hume thinks the 
existence of political factions not a regrettable breach of the social 
union but the very source and guarantee of civil liberties. This 
pluralism explains why zeal for liberty does not translate into 
partisanship in the party which claims the cause of liberty or 
rights as its own. The study of history indicated to Hume that the 
effectiveness of the advoeaey of l ib r ty  in actually bringing liberty 
about is limited inasmuch as it nec ily meets the eounte$orce 
of the opposing faction, the party of established order and author- 
ity. Thus, when effective, the advocasy of liberty is in r a l i t y  only 
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a partial cause alongside the advocaq of order, since one faction 
functiom to Iimit or moderah the other, Were this not so, the 

of liberty would be perverted into a n  absolutism and 
pawn tyramy, as it did a t  the hands of Cromwell, when 

the tempering influence contributed by the oppositional interests 
was effectively removed. By contrast, when opposing parties 
represent their particular interests mderately, each functions as 
a partial cause of the resulting pol i t id  mtion. Under such cir- 
cumstances as these, the advocacy of popular r ighb would meet 
the tempering counterforce of the advocacy sf order, and the stage 
would be set for the statesmanship of moderate men toward a 
suitable resolution. Here we find renewed evidence that for Hume 
moderation is the foremost virtue of cavil life and we discern the 
deep reason for his rejxtion of normative po l i t i d  theories, By 
&firming a single s k n d a d  m d  judging what does not conform to 
this stmdard as vdalueless, these theories tend inherently toward 
a single-minded extremism denying the viability of the opposition 
and thus violating the duaiism which for Hume accounts for the 
liberties Englishmen actually enjoy And, as we have seen, only a 
moderation strongly connected to skepticism, itself reinforced by 
an understanding of how civil liberty has actually come to be 
atablished--connected, that is, with the distinctive convictions 

n prevail against the influence of normative 
political theory 

I submit that what for Hume guides the skeptic's political 
interventiom is an  understanding of political life informed by the 
Mume's method of ewlglaining social phenomena as the result of 
the interplay ofoppsingparti which Hume so frequently 
deploys in his writings. This 1 to be neither fashioner of 
normative theory nor practitioner of practical politics, but an 
unimpwioned observer (contrast Nietzsche) who rising above 
faction comprehends the conditiom under wKch it can contribute 
to the public interest and perhaps even the cause of liberty. m a t  
shapes his political vision is study of the historical processes 
whereby the political order unfolds, rather than an. extra-theoret- 
ical attac%lment to one or the other of the motivating causes 
operative in that unfolding. Thus Hume's secasiond comments 
on politics refleet not part preference, as h ~ s  liberal critics 
claim, but the moderating force oP p l i t i d  skepticism; it is he- 
muse he appreciates the bipolm stmcture of political dynzussics 
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that be resists extremism of wlhatever stripe. To think that Mume 
is inconsistent in coumeling the zedsus safeparding of the 
processes wherein political opp i t i ons  are moderated while he 
praises political moderation is to overlook the difference between 
thinking in terms of social systemic interests and thinking in 
terms of party interests. We find, co ently, that Hume's 
outlook on politics was, first, not ideologically inspired, second, 
strictly required by the findin@ of his analysis of political history, 
and third, entirely within the spirit of his skepticism. Thus I find 
Rume is not inconsistent in praising both zeal regasding the 
conditions of liberty and moderation r e w d i n g  the pursuit of 
limited interests. 

1. This paper is a development of a paper presented at the Central Division 
meeting of the American Philosophical M a t i o n  in the Spring, 1989. I 
arn grateful to the persons present at  that session for their comments. 

2. Citations of H u e ' s  works will be given parenthetically in the text, after 
qmboh T and E for the i"rea2ise and Essays, respectiveiy. I have used 

the Selby-Biggemidditch edition of A h t i s e  of Human Nature (Oxford: 
Ciarendon, 198'7) and the MIVier edition of Essays Moral, Political and 
Literary (Indianapolis: Liberty Classics, 1985). 
3. There is not a single reference to moderation in the extensive index of 
the Ellington d i ~ o n  of Kantqs fitaphysicxll B~aeipIes ofVz&ue (Indianap- 
olis: Bobbs-Merill, 19641, pp. 167 ff. h t 9 s  attack on a somewhat related 
topic, the Aristotelian doctrine that virtue lies in a mean, may be found a t  
pp. 63 f. and 94 f. of that work. 

4.7% the objection that a person mild by natural endowment should not be 
counted as virtuow there are two lines of response Nume might pursue. 
First, aretaic ethics does not prize struggle and effort as such, and admits 
no reason why, if someone's being politically moderate is of positive value, 
we should discount that person's coming by tkhis quality in so felicitous a 

endowment. Second, Hume adopts a generous attitude 
toward virtues from endowment generally. The scope of morality is broader 
for him than it is for us; his catalog of the virtues includes qualities such 
as cheerfulness, industriousness, wit and gwd memory, even if these be 

in a person and not the object of deliberate striving. He concedes that 
%he appmbation, which attends natural abilities, may be somewhat different 
to the feeling &om that, which arises &om other 
denies that this renders Yhem entirely ofa diffe 

5.  In "Of the Coalition of Parties" Hume writes, %ere is not a more 
ethod of pmmot a n e n d , W b p  
triumph of the over the other, 

opinions, to find the p m p r  m d u r n  in all dispub, to persuade each that its 
may possibly be sometimes in the right, and to keep a \balm= in 
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the praise and blame, which we &tow on either side." (E, p. 499  
6. And 3 there be a n w n g  of thmretical merit in a normative political 
theory, it will be f r a p e n w - a s  is the interest which inspires it. Obvi- 
ously to compose thege fragments into a suitable picture of political life 
requires the ability ta rise abave faction and to appreciate how the civil 
union is sustained despite the factions into which society is divided. 
'7. For Hume politics of interests is practiced in a civil world and exposed 
to the virtues of the common life; its practitioners are as oarsmen in the 
same craft. Theorgr is spun in a largely private world apart from civility 
and common life. It L distinctive of the justification which theorists seek 
that it transcends mere civility and lies outside common life, though it 
pretends to ordain and regulate life. I believe the thinking underlying 
Hume's critique of the politics of principle is much the same as we find 
rehearsed in the Conclusion of Book I of the 'Ahat&. 
8. SkeQticisnt, God and Man, P. Hallie, ed. (Middleton, Mass.: Wesleyan 
University Press, 1964), p. 4%. 
9, I t  is of murse impossible in a paraphrase to convey the impact that 
working one's way with Hume through a series of philosophical quandaries 
has on the reader of the 2Featise9 especially because the force of the ease 
Hume makes for skepticism is not a matter of argument but of trial. 
16. In &is connection a remarkable parallel is to be noted between the 
mnderziting se!%-correction of the reflective mind and the moderating 
self-correction of the acaGsitive ~ a s s i o  etween what I term dcuastic 
moderation and dikas& modektion, that is, the pro- by which, as 
Hume explains in Part 11 of Book 111, the order of justice, which is 
foundational for morality, comes about. An interesting question is how, if 
a t  all, these two forms of moderation are interrelated. Let it here s f i c e  to 
say that Hume's treatment of the origin of justice is consistent with his 
skepticism in that it is a dmastically minimalist account. 
Note: While editingthis issue ofReason Papers Stuart Warner had occasion 
to remark to me that in dming to correct misconceptions about the 
character of Hume's political thought I may have given the impression that 
Hume e m b r a d  a fully non-normative approach to morality and politics. 
Such was not my intention, however, and is not in fact a correct statement 
of Hume9s position (who, after all, emphasizes rules for the correction of 
the judgment in matters either causal or moral) nor is it a plausible position 
in itself. I would defend the internretation that there is room for normative 
considerations in Hume's thought but that these are only minimally or 
weakly nonnative, in that they are entirely derivative &om practices in 
which educated persons find themselves engaged. Properly to spell out 
such an intelpretation would require a separate study, and one of not 
incomiderable length. I am grateful to Professor Warner for providing me 
the opportuKity to add this clarigng note. 



OF PROPERTY 

Queens College 

INTRODUCTION 

T he specific conclusions that Hume drew on the issues of the 
origin of property, the rules for determining the ownership 

of property, a ~ d  the rules for the tritn~ference of property by 
consent are straightforwardly presented in the Deatise. What is 
not so obvious are  the reasons or philosophical account behind his 
conclusions. Despite the vast amount of secondary literature that 
invokes his name, we believe that Hume's hndamental philo- 
sophical perspective is rarely understood. Failure to understand 
Hume's philosophical enterprize as a whole is responsible for the 
failure to grasp what we think are important and subtle insights 
about property and the implications of Hume's account of property 
for normative issues in public and legal policy making. 

In what follows, we shall approach Hume's account of property 
a t  three levels. First, we shall summarize very briefly what Wume 
says in the section of the neatise entitled "Of the Origin of Justice 
and Property." Second, we shall identi& the main philosophical 
thesis that undergirds Hume's account of property and indicate 
the interlocking set of arguments Mume presents on behalf of his 
thesis. Third, we shall offer an  expanded explanation of those 
arguments by indicating the philosophical controversies, ontolog- 
ical, epistemological, and axiological, that inform the arguments. 
Finally, we shall conclude with a brief indication of the continuing 
importance of Hume9s wcount of property. 

Reason Papers No. 15 (Summer 1990) 47-73. 
Copyright 0 1990. 
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I-3 ON THE ORIGIN OF JUSTICE AND PROPERrPY 

Wume raises two initial questions: 
Q1. What is the origin of justice? 
Q2. How do we explain the normative status of the rules of 

justice? 
Since the title of the section mentiom justice and property, 

there is a third question: 
Q3. What is the relationship between justice and property? 
Hume's answers are easily summarized and even italicized for 

the lazy and inattentive reader: 
A l .  The origin of justice is, "from the selfishness and con- 

fined pnerosity ooPmen5 dong with the s m t y  provision 
nature kas made for his wan ts..." (T, p. 4961.l 

M .  The normative status of the rules of justice is a syrnpa- 
thy with public interest (T, pp. 499-500). 

A3. The relationship of property to justice is fourfold: 
a. psoperig & a normativ-e c o ~ ~ ~ e p i ;  

Is. normative concepts cannot be understood outside of 
civil society; 

c. property, therefme, only exists within civil society; 
i.e., property depends upon the prior existence of 
justice* 

d. if justice is astificial (i.e., conventional), then prop- 
erty is artificial (i.e., conventional). 

Having said this, 1 have told you very little. Rume's discussion 
of property appears primarily in Book 111 of the Deatise. Any 
serious dixussion of this section presupposes a familiarity with 
Mume9s moral philosophy and with his overall pkilosophical proj- 
ect in the neatise. In addition, Hume modified his view on the 
status of s p p a t h y  in the Enquiry Concerning the Principles of 
Morals, so any attempt to understand his position must also take 
that work into a ~ c o u n t . ~  In order to get a t  what Re is really saying, 
we have to see the larger context in which his a r p m e n t  appears. 

C O N S E R V A T ~  SIS 

m a t  Hume is doing is asserting the view that justice in 
general and property in particular emerge from m d  exist onIy 
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within civil society. This entire section of the Treatise is a n  
explication of what that means, Philosophically, what Hume is 
contending is that any attempt to understand, to apply, or to 
extend our normative concepts must begin with a n  explication of 
our established practice. I shall call this the secular conservative 
thesis. 

Wume supports the secular conservative thesis with four in- 
terlocking arguments. I shall identify these arguments as the 
biological argument, the socio-historical argument, the meta- 
physical argument, and the conceptual argument. 

1. (biological): The original condition of humanity is social. I t  
i s  meaningless, therefore, to speculate about the pre-social condi- 
tion or what the human condition would be independent of some 

t follows from this is that talk about a state of 
nature, if such a state is ever understood as a pre-social condition, 
is meaningless as well as false. 

W e  are not only born into a social-familial setting but the 
relationship is also generational. That is, human beings do not 
come into the world all a t  nnce. This letids t= Hame's szcond 
m s m e n t .  

2. (socio-historical): We are born into a world that is not only 
social but also operates with a n  on-going systlern of rules. 

a. Part of the socialization process consists of imparting a 
sense of moral obligation (internal sanction). When successful, 
the  process leads us  to see the rules as legitimate and to feel 
motivated to sustain and protect what we think is legitimate. The 
question of whether our self-interest is well served by the social- 
ization process is meaningless because we do not possess a pre- 
social self-interest. For Hume, questions of utility are always 
restricted to the survival or preservation of society as a whole. 
Hence, within Hume's moral theory we cannot ask the question 
'%%y should 1 be moral?" Given the socialized, malleable, and 
historicaily evolving sense of self-interest in his account, Hume 
does not need to appeal to uhpian, metaphysical, teleological 
abstractions, either naturalistic (e.g., "hidden hand arguments") 
or supernaturalistic, to guarantee the convergence of self-interest 
and the public interest. What holds the society together is sym- 
pathy, not utility. 

b. Any meanin&ul miticism of the on-$sing vs tem would have 
to be fmm within the sy.stem. This I a d s  to Hume's third argument. 
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3. (ontological or metaphysical): There are no external, objec- 
tive, or timeless criteria for evaluating our system. This does not 
rule ~ u t  other criteria of an intersub~ective nature but rather is 
intended specifically to exclude: 

a. natural law; 
b. religious foundations; 
c. utopian views of human nature, either past oriented or 

future oriented, including maximizing models b 
less views of human rationality and optimality. Moreover, all of 
these suggested external models are, according to Hume, desta- 
bilizing of the order in civil society. This leads to Hume's fourth 
argument. 

4. (conceptual or logical): Any attempt to account for justice 
and property m w t  be an  explication of on-going practice. The 
explication of practice presupposes (retrospectively) that efficient 
practice precedes theory and (prospectiveIy) that a clear under- 
standing of past practice generates norms for guiding future 
practice. 

a, Retr~spwtive1y~ we a n n o t  question the legitimacy of past 
practice as a whole, although we can question specific practices. 
This part of Hume's argument is analogous to his treatment of 
scepticism. Scepticism is memira&ul only with regard to specific 
beliefs and not to the totality of our beliefs precisely because the 
sceptic himself must make certain presuppositions in order to 
challenge specific beliefs. 

We cannot meaPlingfully envi the rise of civil society from 
the pse-civil but original social tion except as the confirma- 
tion of the status quo. In the pre-civil but social condition there 
is possession but not property. Civil society comInences with the 

lixation of what we p ss in the social condition prior to 
civil society. This is the logical origin ofjustice andprope&y.3 It  
has to be a process of normalization because (1) there are no 
external standasds, and because (2) no negotiation (i.e., noprorn- 
ise) would be msrdly or legally binding prior to the establbhment 
of civil society itself. 

I t  is important that you see this as a purely logical or concep- 
tual argument on Hume's part. I t  has nothing to do with an 
abstract apped to self-intermt. SellEinterest is already socialized 
and nzdlable in the social condition that precedes the formation 
of civil m i e Q  m d  Hume repeatdly insists that the mid condition 



is marked by limited benevolence as well. 
b. Once civil society is eshblished, all further nestiation or 

contracts must begin from the inherited status quo. It  is a t  this 
point, and this point only, that recorded history serves as a guide. 

Six specific conclusions follow from this. (i) We can dissolve 
civil society as in revolution or anarchy, but (ii) we cannot refound 
our own community, for that is incoherent; (iii) we can found a 
new community but the founding can only begin from the status 
quo and cannot meaningfully embody reform, since reform pre- 
supposes norms that exist only within a n  established and legiti- 
mate on-going civil society; (iv) such a founding can only take 
place when two or more pre-existing polities merge subject to the 
status quo, (hence a possible model for international law); (v) we 
cannot have a symbolic renegotiation for that too is incoherent; 
and, finally, (vi) periodic renegotiation of the total community is 
indistinguishable from anarchy. 

If all negotiations or contracts begin from the status quo in 
civii society, then all schemes for the redistribution of property, 
understood as original possession, asp inualid. Such schPrr,es m e  
incoherent and therefore either rhetorical masks for greed, envy 
or oppression, or suck schemes appeal to illicit metaphysical 
abstractions, or such schemes project back into the pre-civil social 
condition those normative concepts that only have meaning in a 
civil society. 

Understanding this conceptual point reinforces the socializa- 
tion process discuwd above as part of the socio-historical argu- 
ment in connection with the rise of a sense of moral obligation. A 
correct understanding of both the historical and logical origins of 
social institutiom reinforces our sense of their legitimacy. There 
is a n  imporhnt role here for education. 

All of this I believe makes clear Hume's conclusions that 
justice is artificial, that the basis of all property is present or 
long-standing po ion, and that contracts within civil society 
a r e  sacred. To this should be added two more th ins :  (1) Hume's 

nces or universals, so that property is not just 
real-estate but the right to engage in a wide variety of activities; 
(2) Hume's contention that within commercial societies we wit- 
ness both the expansion of property and that growth of our 
personal identity as free and respmible i nd i iduds  (""pride" as 
he calls it) that is the hall mask of a liberal society. It  is importmt 
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that we not restrict ourselves to a n  impverished conception of 
what it means to be free and rspns ib le .  Hume's discussion of 
property is not a rationdizatisn of the proprtied class, as some 
have contended, but an attempt to provide a philossphicaisl under- 
standing of how emerging free market economies permit the 
growth of liberal societies with free and respomsible individuals. 
It is not the autonomous individual who creates the liberal society, 
but vice versa. To think otherwise is to read back into an  earlier 
state what is only true of the later state. Liberty is a n  achieve- 
ment, not a natural condition. 

[la Property i s  created by and exists only within ciuil society. 
Property is not a naturd object, although natural objects a n  
become someone's property. "A man's property is some object 
related to him: This relation is not natural, but moral, and 
fw~nded on justice" (T, p. 491). ?repert;. is a concept that refers 
to a relationship among a n  owner, an  entity (or process), and civil 
society~ ""...property may be defined...[=] a relation betwixt a 
person and an object as permits him, but forbik any other, the 
free use and possession of it, without violating the laws ofjustice 
and moral equity" (T, p. 310). Without civil society the relation- 
ship of property does not exist. There are no property rights prior 
to or outside of civil society. In order to explain further the origin 
of property one would have to e q l a i n  the origin of civil society. 

Civil society is not to be confused with societgb All human life 
originates within a social setting a simple biological fact often 
overlooked. Humm beings cannot survive unless cared for by 
others over a long period of time. There can be no pre-social 
condition. Hence it is meaningless to talk about the origin of 
society. If a social setting? or society, is the "orignal" condition of 
mankind, i.e,, the fundmenh l  frame of reference from which we 
begin, and if this original condition is characterized by -tab- 
lished practices (is., by sponhneous order or the unintended 
co ences of purposeful hum= '"ial" action), then civil 
society ean be e x p l ~ n e d  as emer&ng from those practices. 

According to Hume, sscial prmtices invariably ~ n e r a t e  prob- 
lems. The problems are of a t  least two kinds: the difficult and 
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novel circumstances of the mtural  world in which we carry on our 
social practices (e.g., '%he scanty p r o ~ i o n  nature has made for 
buman] wants" [T, p. 4-95]), and the internal conflicts generated 
by the social practices (e.g., "the principal disturbance in society 
arises from those goods, which we d l  external, and from their 
looseness and easy transition from one person to another9' [T, 
p. 4-89]). In other words, p d s  or possessions take on social 
functions that permit some members of the community to exercise 
power or control over others. The power of parents over children 
is the most obvious example. 

Within the family unit itself problems are generated by con- 
flicts among children with regard to possessions. "'Every parent, 
in order to preserve peace among his children, must establish" (T, 
p. 493) some rule for stability of possession. So it comes as no 
surprise that when we move to larger social units, where we 
eannot count on limited benevolence, other formal mechanisms or 
artifices such as promise keeping must be employed to solve 
problems and resolve conflictsa4 

It  is in order to so!ve these prob!ex=m that civil society cclmes 
into existence. Civil society emerges from the original social 
context; with the eshblishment of conventions that (a) consciously 
recomize or m&e explicit the implicit n o r m  of previous practice 
aund C$) provide for additional or new, conventional or artificial 
practices to handle specific and immediately recognizable con- 
flicts generated by the previously implicit practices, The new 
artifices (b) must be known or believed to be consistent with 
previous practice (a). To say that the new artifices Os) are consis- 
tent with previous practice (a) is not to say that they are entailed 
by previous practice. For e shall di 
would deny that this e relation 
remind ourselves that in his general philosophy Hume dis- 
tinmishes between matters of fact m d  relatiom of ideas in such 
a way that he is led to deny that matters of fact are demonstrable. 

The relatiomhip between self-interest (including limited be- 
nevolence) and the public interest is an important one. It has to 
be understood psychologically, historically, and logically. Conflicts 
in  the social but pre-civil condition are not in any simplistic sense 
merely the result of self-interest and confind generosity. They 
arise from the foresing only in conjunction with the scanty 
provision of nature. Self-interst has no univeml content in this 
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context. Moreover, prior to the establishment of justice there is, 
logically speaking? nno public or social interest. That is why it is 
impossible for us to be motivated by public interest to establish 
justice. Hence, Hume should not be understood to be denying that 
we have a capacity to look beyond selGinterest narrowly con- 
strued. In  this context, self-interest can only be understood neg- 
atively and LautoIogically as what we have prior to the public 
interest. Finally, once established, the public interest is neither 
static nor capable of being hypostatized. The public interest 
remains the mutual respect for the on-going dynamics of the 
normalization of essentially private interests. 

Since it is impossible to anticipate every potential future 
conflict, the establishment of conventions is not a unique event 
but itself becomes an on-gsing social practice, known as govern- 
ment, As a social practice, government is to be understood as 
involving both implicit norms and evolving conventions or arti- 
fices. Once more, the evolving artifices of government must be 
consistent with previous implicit practice but cannot be defini- 
tively specified. 

Hume is led to ask a t  this point, ' m y  do human beings try to 
solve the conflicts generated in the social context and why do they 
do so by creating civil society?" His amwer is that three factors 
enter into the decision: our pursuit of our self-interest, our natu- 
ral but limited benevolence towards our family and friends, and 
the process of socialization itself. 

... men, from their early education in society, have become sensi- 
ble ofthe infinite advantages that result from it[naamely, society], 
and have besides acquired a new affection to company and 
conversation ... (T, p. 489) 

Please note, that Hume is not answering the question of why 
we enter society. Anyone who asks that question is asking some- 
thing meaningless, because there is no pre-social human state. 
The question Mume is amwering is why do social individuals seek 
to preserve society through the creation of conventio~ls that con- 
stitute civil society. It is also important to note that there are three 
factors and that self-interest is just one of them. Both in the 
23-eatise and in the Eleq.tciv Concerniw the f imiples  ofMorals, 
Hume str  that a naturd but limited knevolence is an 
integral part of human nature. In his d ixus ion  of property he 
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stresses the same point: ''that 'tis only from the selfishness and 
confined generosity of men, along with the ty provision na- 
ture has made for his wants, that justice derives its origin" (T, 
p. 495). Finally, it is especially important to note that both 
self-interest and benevolence are influenced and modified by the 
process of socialization. Hence, it makes no sense to talk about 
our self-interest independent of a social and historical context. 

... the first and original principle of human society. This necessity 
is no other than the natural appetite betwixt the sexes, which 
unites them together, and preserves their union till a new tie 
takes place in their concern for their common offspring. This new 
concern becomes also a principle of union betwixt the parents 
and offspring, and forms a more numerous society; where the 
parents govein by the advantage of their superior strength and 
wisdom, and at  the same time are restrained in the exercise of 
their authority by that natural affection, which they bear their 
children." (T, p. $861~ 

Given what we have said ibve, it is pretty clear what Hume 
would reject. First, Hume would reject =y ntteapt to make of 
property a natural6 state of af'fairs, that is, a state of affairs or 
relationship either independent of human beings or independent 
of human attitudes towmd those aflairs. Property is not a! concept 
tha t  refers to an  objective state of a f f a i ~  toLally independent of 
our attitude toward it. In this respect, Humeys account of property 
is part of his overall treatment of m o d  distinctions, wherein he 
declared that moral dbtinctiom are not discovered by reason as 

ss indepndent of the ~bserver .~  Both in his d 
of m o d  distinctions (T, p. 470), and in his d ion ofjustice Hume 
specifically criticized the "mlgar" for b g that "there are 
such things as right and property, independent of justice, and 
antecedent to it; and that they would have subsisted, tho' men 
had  never dreamt of practicing such a virtue" (T, pp. 626-27). 

ns, Hume would reject any attempt to found 
our undemtanding of prop* on supernatural or religious grounb. 
The traditional Christian view rts (I) that there was an original 
common ownership derived from God, (2) that covetousness is a sin 
which led t~ the Fall, (3) that p r ~ n t  ownership dates from the 
individual appropriation of what originally belonged to dl before 
the Fall, and (4) that individual appropriation is justified only on 
t h e  pounds tfaat omemhip ies the respomibility to dminister 



5 6 ON PABEM NO. 15 

private property for the benefit of all. 
Hume most cert&nly would deny original common ownership 

on the logical grounds that omership is a meaningless concept 
prior to civil society. The concept of original common ownership 
is both oxymoronic and a reading back into a pre-civil social 
condition a concept that can only exist in a civil social condition. 

e Humean argument would hold against other versions, 
that is non-religious versions, of the orignal common ownership 
thesis. The concept of original common ownership is descriptively 
vacuous. It  is not, of course, normatively vacuous for those who 
believe in it, since it provides them with a set ofcriteria, which if 
accepted, help to answer questions h u t  the determination of 
ownership and the transference of property. Hume did not accept 
these criteria in particular and he denied in ~ n e r a l  that religion 
could serve as a n  external framework for judging conventional 
moralitye Em the Dialogues Comerning Natural Religion, Hume 
has Cleanthes articulate the limits of religion: 

The proper office of religion is to regulate the heart of men, 
humanize their conduct, i n h e  the spirit of temperance, order, 
and obedience; and as its operation is silent, and only enforces 
the motives of morality and justice, it is in danger of being 
overlooked, and confounded with these other motives, W e n  it 
distinguishes itself, and acts as a separate principle over men, 
it has departed fiom its proper sphere, and has become only a 
cover to faction and ambition. 8 

In addition, Hume denied that the pursuit of luxury was in 
a d  of itself a sin. On the  contra^^ like Mmdeelle, Hume de- 
fended the beneficent social consequences of the pursuit of luxury, 
especially in his essay "Of b h e m e n t  in the Arts." Although he 
himmlfstressed the s r ious  potential dmgers ofcYhe love ofgain", 
"especially when it acts without any restraint" (T, pp. 491-92), 
Hume refused pintedly to discuss this danger by reference to 
speculations about whether human beings were innately good or 
evil. 'The question, therefore, concerning the wickedness or good- 
ness of human nature, enters not in the least into that other 
question concerning the origin of society" (a', p, 492). Murneys 
reason here is that to the reflxtive and socialized human being 
it is self-evident that the "'love of gain9' is better served by re- 
straint. The only tEng  to be comidered is the degsee of humm 

city or folly. 



With regard to the rtion that after the fall private individ- 
uals appropriatd the common property, Mume would no doubt 
reject this as s p u l a t i o n  about a n  historical event for which there 
is no serious kistorical evidence, just as he rejected the report of 
miracles. Such spwulation would appear to him as mythical as 
that of the alleged original social contract. Finally, with regard to 
the notion that ownership is to be justified in t e r m  of its serving 
the benefit of all, Hume will deny that it is meaningful to take 
this in any but a metaphorical sense. Analogous to his critique of 
schemes of equality, there is no way to calculate in any objective 
way what is in everyone's long term best interest. The social 
interest is something which can be given a more or less precise 
contextual and historical meaning, but it cannot be given a n  
atemporal or futuristic utopian measling. 

It should be obvious, as well, that Hume would reject any 
attempt to account for proper@ by reference to a pre-social human 
mature. "It is utterly impossible for men to remain any consider- 
able time in that savage condition which precedes society; but that 
his  very first state and situation must be esteemed social" !Ti 
p. 493). In a remark that may have been aimed against Hobbes, 
Hume declared that "the representations of [selfishness] have 
been carried much too far" (T, p. 486). 

Hume also called to our attention a peculiar pkilosophiml 
error. In his History .of England, Hume accused the Whigs of 
reading back into early British history the notion of a constitution 
and a form of liberty that were of a much more recent origin. It 
seems to be part of Hume9s position that certain normative con- 
cepts, including property and liberty, have to be understood in 
term of h i s to r id  evolution and that it is a mist&e to read back 
the later meaning of a concept into an earlier stage of develop- 
ment. We shall refer to this error elrpowd by Hume as nornative 
anachronism. For the e reason, Mume is critical of Hobbes 
because the conventio hat establish justice are "not of the 
nature of apmmise" (T, p. 490):That Loo is a reading back into 
an earlier period a concept that could only make sense in a later 
period. For the e reason, it is a serious distortion to say that 
""lw arnd justice have as their distinctive function the protection 
of the This kind of meLaphorical anachronism is 
either a confusion about the nature and origin of property or a 
mask for a privately expressed gievance about the present 



distribution of property. What Hume sap is that the idea of 
justice arises after we have shbiliz ion, not property (T, 
pp. 490-91). Prior to the establi justice there is no 
property, I t  is the earlier stages that explain the later stage by 
noting how practices are qualitatively transformed through time. 
There are no atemporal conceptual analyses in Hume so that any 
concept is understood by Hume through noting its historical 
transformations. Finally, as we shall see, th' ent will 
permit Hume to rebut redistribution proposals appeals 
to alleged norms independent of the history of one's civil society. 

Since property does not exist prior to civil society and comes 
into existence only with civil society, we need a word to signify the 
social relationships of what we now call property in a pre-civil 
social context. That word for Hume ispossession. Posswion only 
becomes property after the formation of civil society. Civil society 
in Hume's account, as we have contended, emerges from previous 
social practices. Are there other practices besides those concern- 
ing possession"ne would have to think there are many social 
prac';ices "-idw those wciated -*<th po&.-iona Hence, the 

emergence of civil societ~., or "the establ isbent  of justice," in 
Hume's phrase, is wider in scope than conventiom establishing 
the stability of ion. Although Hume asserts that the insta- 
bility of possession is both the principal source of disturbance in 
society (T, p. 489) and that the elimination of that instability "the 
chief advantage of society" (T, p. 488), he nowhere asserts that 

ssion is the only reason for establishing justice 
or that justice is i d e n t i d  with property. On the contrary, property 
requires the previous l o g i d  existence of justice. 

After this convention, concerning abstinence from the posses- 
sions of others, is entered into ... there immediately arises the 
ideas ofjustice and injustice; as also those of property, right, and 
obligation. The latter are unintelligible without first under- 
standing the former .... the origin of justice explains that of prop- 
erty The same artifice gives rise to both. (T, pp. 490-41) 

Becall, as well, that in defining proprty Hume qualified 
property by reference to "...the laws of justice and moral equity" 
(T,  p. 310)." 

621 Progesty i s  a nosmdive concept. Earlier we defined prop- 
erty as a relatiomhip a o n g  an omer ,  m entity (or prseess), and 
civil society. In  the pre.rious seetion we also saw that Hume 



construes the relatiomhip as causal. We must now add to the 
definition that property is a normative relationship." To say that 
the relationship of property is normative is to say that (1) we 
attribute to the rules or artifices of property a sense of legitimacy 
and (2) we feel internally bound to uphold these rules. In  Hume's 
words, we "attribute to the observance or neglect of these rules a 
moral beauty and deformity" (T, p. 484). 

We may well ask: "at legitimates property?" Hume's an- 
swer, as we have already seen above, is unequivocal: civil society 
legitimates property. That is, there is no frame of reference, 
natural or supernaturd, errternd to civil society that legitimates 
or delegitimates property. 

I assert not, that i t  was allowable, in ... [the state ofnature] ... to 
violate the property [is., possessions] of others. I only maintain, 
that there was no such thing as property; and consequently cou9d 
be no such thing as justice or injustice. (T, p. 5Q1) 

This kind of claim is analogous to Hume's contention that 
there cm-not be a "theory" ~f justified revolution even though 
there may be reasons to engage in revolutionary activity. Legiti- 
macy or justification presupposes an authoritative framework, 
but there is no such framework independent of present civil 
society. We cannot, on Hume's system, raise the question ' m a t  
legitimates civil society?" 

If we are I d  to ask how does civil society itself come about, we 
shall be reminded of Rume9s a m e r  that civil society normalizes 
pre-existing social practices and that normalization reflects the 
historically and socially conditioned motives of self-interest and 
limited benevolence. At the e time, Hume insists that these 
motives which account for the establishment of civil society do not 
account for why we feel internally bound to honor the rules of 
property. At the very beginning of his dixussion of property he 
insisted that "these questions will appear afterwards to be dis- 
tinct" (T, p. 484). 

Tb the question: '%ow and why do individuals come to recog- 
nize and internalize the normative order?", Hume responds that 
"a s p p a t h y  with public interwt is the source of the moral 
approbation, which attends that virtue" (T, pp. $99-500).12 Unlike 
~ o b b e s , "  Lwke, and Mandeville, Wume recopizes an  internal 
moral alnction or motive, 'The matter bas b n  carried too far by 
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certain writers on morals, who seem to have employed their 
utmost efforts to extirpate d1 sense of virtue from among man- 
kind" (T, p. 500). But unlike other mord theorists of his time who 
did recognize the internd mord sanction, Hume offered a purely 
naturalistic and Estorical-social account of the growth and devel- 
opment of that motive. 7 n  a little time, custom, and habit oper- 
ating on the tender minds of the children, make them sensible of 

which they may reap from society, as well as 
fashions them by degrees for it, by rubbing off those rough 
corners and untoward affections, which prevent their coali- 
tion,'"(T, p. 486). The fact that this motive can only be expIained 
historically or temporally reinforces Hume9s insistence that we 
must not engage in normative amchronism in either trying to 
justify or trying to delegitimate a social practice sf i%ny kind, It  is 
precisely b w u s e  property is a normative concept and because 
normative concepts can come into e&tence only within civil 
society that it is a fallacy, according to Hume, to pro~ect such 
normative concepts back into the pre-civil condition. 

It is importat that ~e E O ~  cozf~we the Humean answer to 
three different questions. (1) What muses (or motivates) us  to 
establish a social context? Hume denies the meanindulness of 
this question. (2) m a t  muses (or motivates) us to s u s t ~ n  the 
social context, that is, turning it into civil society? Wume's answer 
is self-interest and limited benevolence, both of which are already 
soeially conditioned. (3) Vhat  causes us to feel morally obligated 
to obey the rules of civil society? Hume9s answer is the growth of 
a new motive, an  internal mnction, brought about through sym- 
pathy within a n  on-going social context. Here, we would do well 
to reiterate the importace of Hume's denial of natural law, that 
is, Hume denies that there is a pre-civil context either for explain- 
ing or judging our decision to sustain the social context or the 
particular way in which we choose to sustain it. Nor can the moral 
obligation we feel to obey the rules be either explained or justified 
by reference to such natural law. In addition to the onto%o@al and 
epistemological reasons he has for denying the existence of mtu -  
ral law, Hume would point out that the alleged existence of such 
natural law a9 an  abstrast theoretical. structure would create a 
gap betwen what we "aught" Lo do and what we might be astually 
motivated to do. Previous mord theorists had a t temptd  to close 
that gap by invoking special ""moral r e l a t i ~ m . " ~ ~  Hume, in his 



moral theory, denied the intellidbility of those relations. Rather 
rting a gap between 'W a d  "ought," which is what 

conventional Hume seholmhip has maintain&, Hume denied 
the very intelligibilityl of such a gap.15 

Just as Hume9s socialized view of human nature helped him 
to avoid raising the question whether we are better off in civil 
society, so his view of human nature as capable through sympathy 
of internalizing norms and coming to feel those norms a s  morally 
obligatory, allows Rim to avoid having to ask if our moral motiva- 
tion is consistent with our non-moral motivation. There is no 
actual or potential gap in Hume9s moral theory between "is" and 
"ought," no unbridgeable theoretical gap between moral appre- 
hension and moral motivation, no in-principle conflict between 
non-moral motivation and moral motivation. 

There is something unique and important about normative 
concepts. 'Frying to capture and to e x p r w  that uniqueness is a 
difficult task. A good deal of Hume9s moral philosophy is a critique 
of previous attempts to do so. Again, conventionai Hume scholar- 
ship has maintained that Hume himself established a n  unbridge- 
able gap between normative and descriptive discourse. On the 
contrary,'' rather than denying the cognitive status of normative 
discourse, Hume sought to explain how normative dixourse was 
factual, in what sense it was factual, and how this special sense 
connected directly with motivation. 

Let us focus on the special sense in which normative discourse, 
specifically about property, is factual discourse. To be sure, prop- 
erty is not a mtural  object. That is, no collwtion of facts about 
objects, entities, or human social relationships independent of 
human attitudes toward those objects, entities, or relationships 
can explain property or allow us to understand and criticize 
property. 'The property of an  object, when taken for something 
real, without any reference to morality, or the sentiments of the 
mind, is a quality perfectly insensible, and even inconceivable; 
nor can we form any distinct notion, either of its stability or 
translation" (T, p. 615). Once the attitudes are factored in, and 
once those attitudes are seen to reflect a p r e - e ~ t i n g  social 
condition, then we can more clearly recognize the peculiar cogni- 
tive status of normative discourse about property. The historical 
and social f r a e w o r k  establish the conditions that =count for the 
uniformity of intersub~ective a t t i t u d ~ .  This reinforck why it is 
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SO important for Hume h deny that we ean begin our understand- 
ing by adopting the p e m p t i v e  of the isslakd or atomic thinker. 

It  was part of Hume9s Copernican Revolution in philosophy 
that he stressed both the contribution of the responsible social 
agent in the knowing process and the primacy of practical knowl- 
edge over theoretical knowledge. Given Hume's basic philosophi- 
cal orientation, it becomes obvious in what sense justice and 
property must be artificial. Given his belie& about human nature, 
it becomes obvious how Hume thought that we could come to feel 
a moral obligation to obey the rules concerning property. I t  should 
be easy to understand why Hume would reject natural law or any 
teleological account of human nature, for such views are not only 
impossible to establish empirically in a non-question begging way 
but try to smuggle in the very normativity they are supposed to 
be explaining. 

If we require a special set of attitudes, if tho= attitudes reflect 
a pre-existing social condition of shared practices, and if some of 
those attitudes are temporaiiy posterior to others, that is, require 
an historical context as well, then we can understand Hume9s 
criticism of attempts to explain the normative dimension of prop- 
erty that appeal to timelessly a b t r w t  notism sf human nature, 
or to mythieal m d  umubstantiated accounts of the pre-existing 
social condition, or that fa91 to take the temporal dimemion into 
account. As Hume put it, "...there is nothing real, that is produced 
by time; it follows, that property being produced by time, is not 
anything real in the objects, but is the ofhpring of the sentiments, 
on which alone time is found to have an influence." (T, p. 509). 
The kind of error Hume has in mind is reflected in accounts of 
property or justice that project back into the pre-civil state the 
very normative dimension that can only exist in a civil state. Such 
accounts try to smuggle in the very notion they are attempting to 
explain. That is why Wume is so vehemently critical of accounts 
based on promising. 

ces, of Hume's undemtanding 
noted. First, to the extent that 

nonnative must be a wnaeptud ex-pli- 
t o r i d  dimensions sf human life> any 

attempt to r d u m  the normative dimension to a n t e d 1  
of p e m n d  ~;elf-inbrest are doomed to f d u m .  T& 

ot be wnstmed as any Ir;ind of b t i l i k i a . ' 7  
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So far from thinking, that men have no affection for any thing 
beyond themmlves, I am of opinion, that though it be rare to 
meet with one, who loves any single person better than himself; 
yet 'tis as rare to meet with one, in whom all the kind affections 
taken together, do not over-balance all the selfish. Consult com- 
mon experience: Do you not see, that though the whole expense 
of the family be generally under the direction of the master of it, 
yet there are few that do not bestow the largest part of their 
fortunes on the pleasureo of their wives, and the ducation of 
their children ... (T, p. 487) 

Nor is it possible for the ns to interpret Hume without 
serious misrepresentation as a contractarian. 18 

The second and most important consequence of Rume9s under- 
standing of the normative dimension is that although conventions 
are  human apstifices they eannot be changed a t  will. We feel bound 
by our conventions in a way that seems to make them a t  odds with 
the idea that they are mere human creations. However, the 
creation is not the result of a single human will or a mere 
collection of wills. Conventions are social, but they are also 
histnrica!. It is both the =cia! and the temporal diiiieriioiiis that 
account in large part for the internal sanction, Moreover, the 
historical dimension is part of how we see and understand our- 
seselv~. 

e increasingly to see,'' the greatest threat to 
social stability originated in economic, political, and social doc- 
t r ines  which appealed to timeless metaphysical absolutes. 
Nume9s objection to pure and unfettered demwraey, his stress on 
the positive importance of checks a d  balances, and his objection 
to economic egalitarianism have nothing to do with aristocratic 
elitism or meritocracy or a l legd  extra-comunal values. His 
objection is that in the absence of past practice there is no 
objective way to resolve disputes on these matters. There is, in 
short, no content to timeless mebphysical absolutes. The notion 
of a contextless atomic individual will is itself one of those time- 
less rnetaphysiml myths. Moreover, since human beings can only 
a d  must understand themselves historically, any spculative 
account of why these dlegedly timeless norms were not pre- 
viously honor4 will eventually produce a normatively machro- 
nistie and historidly mythological sense of " p a t  injustice9' and 
terminate in a fanatical repudiation of our p r e n t  mid context. 
Such a repudiation, if loelieved, undermines all normativity and 
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eventually the very civil society that makm civilized life possible. 
There is an  urgeney to Hume9s account that goes way beyond 
seeing itself as a mere intellwtua% exercise. 

[39 Property begins with the status quo. The explication of any 
normative concept begins with the status quo, "the accepted 
practice of the age" in Hume's words. Property is a normative 
concept, and therefore any explication sf the concept of property 
begins with the status quo. 

The explication of normative concepts requires us  to adopt the 
perspective of the socially engaged and responsible agent. The 
perspective cannot be external because Hume denies the exis- 
tence of norms that are not the result of artifice or convention. 
The perspective cannot be purejy t h m r e t i d  because norms are 
intended to and actually do influence our action, where= tkeoret- 
ical reason by itself is inert. The perspmtive cannot be that of an 
isolated or atomic indiedud because normative concepts by their 
very nature bind us in several ways to other members of a 
community. Hence, the proper perspective for the explication of 
normative concepts must be internal, rooted in action or practice, 
and soeio-historid. 

ple is given by Hume himself when he 
s p e a k  of two men who find themelvw rowing a boat together 
and who subsquently come to s y n c b o ~ z e  their movements and 
thereby establish a rule-pverned practice. ''Two men, who pull 
the oars of a boat, do it by a n  agreement or convention, though 
they have never given promises to each other. Nor is the rule 
concerning the stability of possession the less derived from 
human conventiom, that it arises gradually, and acquires force 
by a slow progression, and by our repa ted  experience of the 
inconveniences of transgrming it9' (T, p, 490). This e 
illustrates what is m e a t  by the claim that eficient e 
precedes the theow of it. I t  is as well a9n emmple which proceeds 
from the perspestive of what "we do" (as oppowd to the perspec- 
tive of what "I thinls"). It is a perspective that is both social and 
rooted in action. 

ple shows the extent to which the common 
interest is discovered not simply by positive accounts of benefit 
but more often by negative accounts of what Hume calls "the 
inconveniences of" t r ansawion .  

If the prspective from wEch we explicate normative eoncepb 
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such as property is that of the socially en@@ and responsible 
agent, then the explication must ofneeessity begin with the status 
quo or present property relationships. Of course, if we begin with 
the status quo then present property relationships cannot be 
judged to be unjust except if they violate the inherent norms of 
the on-going system to which we belong. This might require 
judicial adjudication of specific claims but it cannot involve the 
delegitimation of the framework of the status quo. It  follows, as 
well, that present property relations may be modified by contrac- 
tual agreement so that those relations are extended, contracted, 
and developed in ways that are too numerous for us even to 
anticipate or imagine fully. Contractual agreements within this 
framework of the status quo are legitimate and binding. 

I t  is important to see that there are two provisions in Nume's 
account of property as beginning with the status quo. The first 
part  concerns how we establish present ownership, hence the title 
of the next section of the Deatise, "Of the rules that determine 
property" (T, pp. 501-131, and the second part concerm how we 
provide for the future elaboration of pmperty rehtimships, "Of 
the transference of property by consent" (T, pp. 514-16). This 
double provision is already spelled out in the original philosoph- 
ical discussion of property: 

... a convention entered into by all the members of the society [I] 
to bestow stability on the possession of those external goods, and 
121 leave every one in the peaceable enjoyment of what he may 
acquire by his fortune and industry. (T, p. 489) 

I t  should not be ne to say this, but, in maintaining that 
property bebegins with us quo, Wurne is still leaving provi- 
sion for future changes in property relationships, for the growth 
and  evolution of property in ways that are not foreseeable: '"...the 
improvement, therefore, of these goods is the chief advantage of 
s o c i e ~ ?  bust as]...the instability of their ession along with 
their scarcity, is the chief impediment" ( 

is the growth of a market 
economy presupposes a prior distribution of goods. The status quo 
functionally provides the prior distribution upon which the mar- 
ket ean begin to operate. 

Given the foresing, it comes as no surprise how Hume enu- 
kcrates the rules which dekrmine the ownership of property and 
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the acquisition of property. There are five comiderations: (1) 
possession; (2)  occupation; (3) prescription (time); (4) accession; 
and (5)  succession (inheritance). Several commentators have as- 
tutely pointed out that this list reflects the position embedded in 
Roman Law as reflected in Scottish jurisprudence.20 However, 
what is important is not that these rules were accepted in Hume9s 
own historical context or that they could be traced to more clas- 
sical origins. What is important is the philosophical underpinning 
to these rules. To be sure, the historical context and classical 
origins confirm Nume's views by showing that what Hume would 
consider intelligent commentary reflected Long standing practice. 
But the confirmation is not to be confused with a philosophical 
foundation. Hume accepted and agreed with these rules because 
they reflwhd how he thought normative concepts were grounded. 
On this issue, articulated %man law and Scottish jurisprudence 
accurately eapturd  established practice. To that extent, and to 
that extent only, they were correct. Once more we want to deflect 
the suggestion that Eume was '"mereiy" an  apoiogist for the status 
quo. Finallyj it should be stressed that in his account Hume 
focuses on the artificiality of all systems of rules as a way of 
emphmizinng the point that property is not a natural state sf 
af%irs, 

T'wo questions, internd to Hume's own =count, c a ~ m  be raised 
here. First, "IS Hume's own account time bound?"21 Second, 
'What if Nume is mong  about his understanding of the original 
practices?" 

In amwer to the first question, it is clear that Hume's account 
is time bound. Not only is it generally true that we are time bound 
or limited to present contexts and what we know or believe about 
past contexts, but according to Hurne9s own philowphical position 

rily time bound. Hume's accounts are  always 
"natural-histo~caI" accounts. Being time bound does event 
u s  epistemologically from malring generalizations upon 
past experience understood socially and historica%%y. Hume be- 
lieves that the very structure of the mind, the natural relations 
of the imagination, is such that we instinctively make such gen- 
eralizatiom m d  that these pneralizatiom are reinforced by 
eonstant son jun~ t ion .~~  Moreover, aslcxosding ts Hume's undesstand- 
ing of the esrplimtion of nornative mncepts the ody 1ea;itimak 
appmch is the attempt to 
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inherited practice. The emphasis here should be! on '$ractice."The 
object of eqlication is not to comment on previous commentaries 
but to get a t  the practices. Previous commentaries become impor- 
tant only insofar as and to the extent that they accurately capture 
previous practice. If Hume is correct, then no matter how much 
the practices evolve, his understanding of how we are to under- 
stand normative concepts remains valid, and his explication then 
becomes an i m p r b n t  hhtorical document as well as a philosoph- 
ical document, Part of Hume9s wisdom is that he never lost sight 
of the limits of his own account: '$0 prudent man, however sure 
of his principles, dares prophesy concerning any event, or foretell 

ences of 
Moreover, Hume's understanding of the limits of normative 

analysis might allow him to respond to critics who would delight 
in pointing out how some of his 18th-century views would no 
longer be sreceptable today. The obvious glnswer on Hume9s part 
would be that social and economic conditions have evolved 
through the twentieth-century in ways that could not have been 
anticipated in the eighteenth-centuv and that Ilume's own ar- 
count allows for such evolution in economic roles. This is not to 
say that we are forever barred from criticizing practices in our 
own time. Obviously such criticism is always possible and has to 
be considered on a basis and always with reference 
to the implicit norms of inherited practices in the light of then 
present circumstances. Historians are usually more sensitive to 
this  point. However, to project back into the eighteenth-century 
the norms of twentieth-century practices is to en 
Live anachronism. Not only is normative anachronism a fallacy, 
bu t  like all claims to u n i v e r d  and timeless wisdom it is a 
destabilizing mid force. I t  is pointless and mindlessly self-de- 
structive to condemn the very historical conteds and traditions 
from which our present cherished values have emerged, Our 
present cherished values are also artifices, specifidly analogical 
transformations of inherited norms in the light of new circum- 
stances, and as such are subject to further articulation in ways 
we cannot predict. One of the advantages of I-Iume's approach is 
tha t  it encourages a comtructive sceptickm &out the finality of 
m y  practice, including our own present ones. 

Jus t  as there is no timeless framework for understmding 
individual human bein@ or whole m i e t i s ,  so there is no timeless 
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framework for any set of historical circuxaastmces. It  is Hume, and 
not his critics, who avoids being merely a product of %%is time. 
Hume refused to elevate one set of historical c i r c u m s t m c ~  onto 
a level where it ean fieeze into a dogma. Trying to protect a 
practice or a norm by claiming that it is a metaphysical absolute 
is to reveal oneself as a dogmatist, and it also runs the risk 
denying to practices and traditions their capacity to be fertile 
sources of adaptation and rwomtruction. naditions have a past 
that must be taken seriously in that the history of past transfor- 
mations become an integral p a t  of what a practice is. A tradition 
or practice, in other words, cannot be transcended. On the other 
hand, a tradition or practice m n o t  have a c9osure. Failure to 
balance both of these dimensions of tradition is to risk fa2%ing into 
rn a b y s s  

Let us  turn to the second question, namely7 whether Hume's 
understanding of the origind prxtices is correct. On the one 
hand, we can contemplate correcting Hume's account with newly 
found hiskoricai evidence, but while this would require a change 
in detail the very process of correcting Hume would confirm the 
generd correctnm of his account. On the other hand, Hume 
stressed the impsrtslrmce of long ps ion as opposed to original 
po%swion. Bornowing from this distinction, we could anallogidly 
distinganish between long tradition as opposed to original practice. 
Once human beings have become accustomed to certain practices 
and have generated expectations as a consequence, and assuming 
that these expectations are not in fundamenbsal co h other 
deeply entrench& e q ~ k a t i o n s ,  it would be "unr le" and 
dstabilizing of the social order to go back on those expectations. 
That is why, among other t h ine ,  we have a statute oflimitatiom. 
Given the malledle and socialized nature of our self interest and 
given that there is no social interest above and beyond the histor- 
ically evolving interests of the members of the community2 it 
would be irrelevant beyond a certain point to corswt the account 
of the orignal practice, Social practices and the normative cow- 
cepts embedded therein do not have an exktence independent of 
our attitude toward them. This is why it is so i m p r t m t  to 
rmognize the Copernimn Revolution in Hume9s moral theory and 
w h t  it means to say that justice m d  propr ty  are ar;tificial 
vtsdues. 

We have come ab long way from our primany focus on property. 



Nevertheles, Hume p rmnted  his original analysis of property 
conjoined with a discussion of the origin of justice. I believe now 
that we can see why. Crucial to his understanding of property is 
the notion that we begin from the status quo. This understanding 
does not reflect any hidden commitment to the propertied inter- 
ests of eighteenth-century Britain, rather beginning with the 
status quo is a consistent application of the H u m a n  argument 
that norms only exist within civil society, or, in his terminoloa, 
that justice is an artificial virtue. 

W E  MEANING OF PROPERW 
IN MODERN 60 RCW REPUBLICS 

So far we have s t r w e d  that any understanding of property 
must begin with the status quo. At the same time we have 
indicated that all practices, including the acquisition and trans- 
ference of progerty, are fertile sources of adaptation. It is now time 
to indicate how Wume perceived the changing circumstances of 
property in the eightenth-centuq, k t  us keep in mind that since 
Hume denies the existence of universals, he is at  liberty in his 
account of property to indicate how that normative concept is 
being transformed, 

I t  is well h o w  that Hume was a great advocate and defender 
of the then rising commercial and industrial societies, that he 
opposed mercantilism, monopoly, price-fixing, inflation, and spi- 
raling national debt, that he favored credit, savings, and interna- 
tional free trade. In these respects, Mume had an  enormous 
influence on Adam Smith. Crucial to Wume9s ease is the conten- 
tion that industry and commerce in republics and mixed monareh- 
ies encourw economic growth and consumption. Such growth 
m d  consumption in turn make human b i n @  more civilized, more 
cooperative, more free and more responsible. In short, liberal 
societies as we have come to Know them create autonomous indi- 
viduals. This overall thesis is articulated in several of Hume's 
famous s and is articulated in excruciating detail in his 
History o f ~ n ~ l a n d . ~ *  Economic development in free market soci- 
eties based upon the institution of private property increases 
opportunities for materid independence and moral autonomy and 

s the capxi@ for respomible eitizemhip. 
Earlier in this paper we imisted upon the importance for 
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Hume of distingubhingbetween questions of origin and questions 
of normative justification. Hume's own normative justification for 
the imtitution of private proprty is that private property is a 
precondition of autonomy as well as independence. Any system- 
atic exclusion of large cl of individuals from the benefits of 
property ownership creates an underclass incapable of under- 
standing and therefore unwilling to defend or to participate in the 
institution of private property. Therefore, the survival of the 
institution of private property and its attendant values requires 
that there be means for increasing the number of t h w  who have 
independent resources or private property. That is why Hume 
does not treat the existing distribution of property as final. 
Rather, &is we have already seen, Hume provided for the transfor- 
mation of present property relatiomhips in the form of a free 
market economy.25 

Throughout his economic writings, Hume 
mercial and industrial societies as opposed to feudal ones provide 
much greater opportunities for constructive action. Hence, it is in 

* * eommzrzial xclet;es which enc=urw mtio~., t3,reugh gr9&h and 
consumption that the institution and practice of private property 
expand opportunities for individuals to achieve self-esteem 
through the creative use of private property. As Hume put it in 
the History of England, the tradesman is a better man and a 
better citizen than an idle retainer, for the growth of civilization 
and commerce produce that "middling rank" no longer willing to 
tolerate either anomalies in the Constitution or an overly broad 
discretionq power on the part of the government. 
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A 2 

amount of h m a i  nature grounds his discussion of property. Speciibiiy, 
property produces pride and pride produces the idea of the self. This 
underscores the extent to which property is peculiarly human, social, moral 
and not reducible to the desire for gain. Historically, both Kant and Hegel 
recognized the importance of property as a means by which an individual 
could "translate his freedom into an external sphere in order that he may 
achieve his ideal existence" (Hegel, Philosophy of Right, See. 4). 
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INTRODUCTION 

T he notions of interest and the public interest appear early 
on in the first act of Hume's moral, political, and historical 

writings. And not only do these notions make an early appear- 
ance, but they are the lead characters in almost every scene. Some 
of these scenes are of monumentd importance, for example, 
Hume's account of the origin of justice; some scenes are sf lesser 
importance, for example, Hume9s account of the need for ecclesi- 
astical establishments. Regardless of the magnitude of the scene, 
however, the various appeals to interest and to the public interest 
are ubiquitous. 

The principal. object of this essay is to try to make clear some 
of the things that Mume means by the public interest. In order to 
do so, it is first necessary to say something about how the notion 
of interest fits into Hume's moral philosophy; thus it is to that 
subject that I now turn. 

My approach to Hume's view of interest begins by looking at 
four of Wume's most remarhble essays: 'The Epicurean," "The 
Stoic," The Plat~nist ,~ '  and 'The Sceptic." Hume makes it clear 
that he does not intend that this series of portraits provide a 
precise historical analysis of the ancient sects; instead, his aim, 
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