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164. 

HUME'S MISTAKE -- ANOTHER GUESS 

Richard P r i c e ' s  first b i o g r a p h e r  r e p o r t s  t h a t  
David Hume once "candid ly  acknowledged t h a t  o n  one  p o i n t  
Mr. Price had succeeded i n  convinc ing  him t h a t  h i s  argu- 
ments were i n c o n c l u s i v e ;  
M r .  Hmc, i n  consequence o f  t h i s  c o n v i c t i o n ,  made any alter- 
a t i o n  i n  t h e  subsequent  e d i t i o n  o f  h i s  Essays."'  I t  h a s  
been sugges ted2  t h a t  tlume's avowed m i s t a k e  is t o  he found 
i n  h i s  'Of Miracles', a s e c t i o n  of An I n q u i r y  Concerning. 
Human Unders tandine  which is s e v e r e l y  criticized i n  t h o  
f o u r t h  o f  Price's Four Dissertations. T h i s  s u g g e s t i o n  
r e c e i v e s  some s u p p o r t  from Hume's generous  r e s p o n s e  to 
P r i c e ' s  criticism: 

b u t  it does  no t  a p p e a r  t h a t  

I own t o  you, t h a t  t h e  L i g h t  Cn which gou 
have p u t  t h i s  C o n t r o v e r s y ,  is new and 
p l a u s i b l e  and i n g e n i o u s ,  and perhaps  s o l i d .  
But  I muat have some mom t i m e  t o  w e i g h  i t ,  
b e f o r e  I aan pronounce . this Judgment w i t h  
S a t i s f a c t i o n  t o  m1(sstf .  My present Oacupa- 
t i o n e  s h a l t  n o t  d e p r i v e  me of t h e  L e i s u r e  
r e q u i s i t e  for t h a t  Purpose;  a s  no O b j e o t  
can p o t ~ s i z ~ t y  have equat Importanae. 4 

However, t h e r e  is no ev idence  t h a t  after s t u d y i n g  P r i c e ' s  
arguments Hume came to regard them a s  "solid" and h i s  own 
as  i n c o n c l u s i v e  or  mis t aken .  The f a c t  t h a t  H u m e  never  
r e v i s e d  h i s  e s s a y  on miracles i n  o r d o r  to  accommodate 
P r i c e ' s  criticisms seems good e v i d e n c e  t h a t  t h a t  work does 
n o t  c o n t a i n  flume 's mistake .  

Most f o r t u n a t e l y  t h e r e  is a n o t h e r  p l a u s i b l e  candi -  
date. I n  A Review of t h e  P r i n c i p a l  Q u e s t i o n s  i n  Morals 
Price c r i t i c i z e d  s e v e r a l  of tiumc's p h i l o s o p h i c a l  c o n c l u s i o n s  
and arguments,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  c e n t r a l  argument o f  A T r e a t i s e  
of Iiuman Nature ,  Book I P a r t  I V  S e c t i o n  I ( ' O f  sceptioiam 
o i t h  regard  to r e a s o n ' ) .  T h i s  v e r y  compl ica ted  argument is 
a novel  a p p l i c a t i o n  of John C r a i g ' s  "celebrated argument 
a g a i n s t  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  Rel igion.  w 5  P r i c e  SunutceriZeS and 
t h e n  criticizes Hume's argument as fo l lowsr  



I n  e v e r y  judgment w c  can  form, b e s i d e s  
t h e  u n c e r t a i n t y  a t t e n d i n g  t h e  o r i g i n a l  
c o n s i d e r a t i o n  of t h e  s u b j e c t  i k s e l f ;  
t h e r e  is a n o t h e r  derived from t h e  con- 
s i d e r a t i o n  o f  t h e  f a l l i b i l i t y  o f  o u r  
f a c u l t i e s ,  and t h e  p a s t  instances i n  
which w e  have been mistaken:  t o  which 
must be added a t h i r d  u n c e r t a i n t y ,  
d e r i v e d  from t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of error 
i n  t h i s  e s t i m a t i o n  w e  make of t h e  
f i d e l i t y  o f  o u r  f a c u l t i e s ;  and to  t h i s  
a f o u r t h  o f  t h e  same k i n d ,  and so on 
_. i n  i n f i n i t u m ;  till a t  las t  t h e  f i r s t  
e v i d e n c e ,  by a constant d iminut ion  o f  
i t ,  must be reduced to  noth ing .  See 
Mr. Hume's T r e a t i s e  of Human Nature, 
V o l .  I. p.315, E c. As much o f  t h i s  
s t r a n g e  r e a s o n i n g  a s  is n o t  above my 
comprehension, proves  j u s t  t h e  r e v e r s e  
of what w a s  i n t e n d e d  by it. For  l e t  it 
be acknowledged, t h a t  t h e  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  
of t h e  f a l l i b i l i t y  of o u r  unders tandings ,  
and t h e  i n s t a n c e s  i n  which t h e y  have 
dece ived  u s ,  n e c e s s a r i l y  d i m i n i s h e s  o u r  
a s s u r a n c e  o f  t h e  r e c t i t u d e  of our s e n t i -  
ments;  t h e  subsequent  r e f l e c t i o n  on t h e  
U n c e r t a i n t y  a t t e n d i n g  t h i s  judgment which 
w e  make o f  o u r  f a c u l t i e s ,  d i m i n i s h e s  n o t ,  
b u t  c o n t r i b u t e s  to  restore to  its f i r s t  
s t r e n g t h ,  o u r  o r i g i n a l  a s s u r a n c e ;  because 
t h e  more p r e c a r i o u s  a judgment or probab- 
i l i t y  unfavourable  t o  a n o t h e r  a p p e a r s ,  t h e  

6 less must be i ts  e f f e c t  i n  weakening it. 
Hume's argument h a s  been d e s c r i b e d  a s  "one o f  t h e  

worst arguments e v e r  to  impose itself on a man o f  genius." '  
Moreover, nume h i m s e l f  may have become d i s s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  it, 
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166. 
f o r  it a p p e a r s  to  be t h e  

which h e  d i d  no t  recast i n  some form i n  h i s  p o s t - T r e a t i s e  
w r i t i n g s . '  
probably would have  r e a d i l y  acknowledged t h a t  h i s  j u v e n i l e  
argument i n  'Of scsptioiclm w i t h  regard t o  r~ac lon '  was 
mistaken.  

major argument of Treatise 

I f  P r i c e ' s  criticism is t e l l i n g ,  t h e n  Hume 
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