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The Surprise Twist in Hume’s Treatise

STEPHEN M. CAMPBELL

Abstract: A Treatise of Human Nature opens with ambitious hopes for the
science of man, but Hume eventually launches into a series of skeptical argu-
ments that culminates in a report of radical skeptical despair. This essay is a
preliminary exploration of how to interpret this surprising development. I
first distinguish two kinds of surprise twist: those that are incompatible with
some preceding portion of the work, and those that are not. This suggests two
corresponding pictures of Hume. On one picture, he believed the skeptical
development to be at odds with something in early Treatise; on the other, he
took these two portions of Book 1 to be perfectly compatible. After defending
the claim that Hume endorsed both of these portions, I sketch two promis-
ing interpretations—a “perspectivist,” incompatibilist interpretation and
a “post-skeptical,” compatibilist interpretation—and offer some reasons to

favor the latter view.

Book 1 of David Hume’s A Treatise of Human Nature has a surprising development.!
The work opens on a confident and ambitious note. Hume’s aim is to introduce
the experimental method into moral subjects, which he believes will mark a sig-
nificant improvement in the science of man. In the first parts of Book 1, there is
an anatomization of the human mind, followed by treatments of various concepts
(for example, space and time, knowledge, belief), and Hume appears to think that
his arguments meet with success. Yet, the work eventually takes a curious turn. He
launches into a series of skeptical arguments that culminates in an almost con-
fessional description of radical skeptical despair in Treatise 1.4.7. This “skeptical
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development” (by which I mean the skeptical portions of Book 1, in which Hume
argues to skeptical conclusions), and in particular the “skeptical culmination” (the
climactic, skeptical display at T 1.4.7.1-8, which is the final portion of the skeptical
development), can come as a surprise to the first-time reader for a few reasons.?
First, itis not foreshadowed in any obvious way by the Introduction or the earliest
portions of Book 1.2 Second, many of the early references to skeptics are disparag-
ing, which can give the impression that Hume is unfriendly to skepticism.* Third,
it seems prima facie incompatible with the apparently constructive portions of
Book 1 that precede it (which I will henceforth refer to as “early Treatise”), a point
that Hume highlights in the first half of T 1.4.7. Given all this, it is plausible that
Hume intended to surprise readers with the skeptical development.

This essay is a preliminary exploration of how to interpret this surprise twist
in Hume’s Treatise. In §1, I distinguish two types of surprise twist: those that are
incompatible with some preceding portion of the work, and those that are not
(but are surprising nonetheless). In §2, I consider two corresponding pictures of
Hume. On one picture, Hume believed the skeptical development to be at odds
with something in early Treatise; on the other, he took it to be compatible with
all preceding portions. (I assume throughout that Hume was either a “compati-
bilist” or an “incompatibilist,” as opposed to having no settled view. In order to
limit the scope of this inquiry, I also work under the assumption that, regarding
early Treatise and the skeptical development, Hume endorsed only one, both, or
neither, as opposed to partially endorsing one or both.) In §3, I shift attention to
the issue of whether Hume endorsed the skeptical development or early Treatise.
I clarify my use of “endorsement,” discuss a presumption regarding authorial
endorsement, and present the interpretive possibilities generated by my two work-
ing assumptions. In §4, I defend the claim that Hume endorsed both early Treatise
and the skeptical development, thereby narrowing the interpretive possibilities
down to two. In §5 and §6, I sketch two promising interpretations of Hume’s
twist—a “perspectivist,” incompatibilist interpretation and a “post-skeptical,”
compatibilist interpretation—and offer some reasons to favor the latter view.
Whether or not the proposed compatibilist interpretation is ultimately correct,
this investigation of Hume’s attitudes toward the skeptical portions of Book 1 and
the preceding portions will, I hope prove a fruitful point of entry into one of the
most prominent and contested issues in Hume scholarship—the nature of his
naturalism and skepticism.

1. Two Sorts of Surprise Twist

As I will employ the term, a portion of a work counts as a “surprise twist” only
if (i) the author intended for it to generate surprise in first-time audiences, and
(ii) it does, or would, tend to generate surprise in first-time audiences under the
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appropriate conditions.’ This rough and partial characterization of a surprise
twist is in need of further development, but it should afford a precise enough
understanding for present purposes.

Consider two types of surprise twist. Some twists are incompatible with some
preceding portion of the work, which is typically the very reason why they are
surprising. Call these incompatible twists. In fictional works, an incompatible twist
can occur when inaccurate information presented in the work is later corrected.®
In philosophical works, it can occur when an author reaches a conclusion that is
at odds with his or her earlier claims in such a way that it is problematic to accept
both simultaneously. Such incompatibility is present, for example, when one claim
contradicts, undermines the justification for, or contradicts a presupposition of,
another. An incompatible twist introduces an internal tension in the work. In
contrast, compatible twists are surprising though they are perfectly compatible
with earlier portions of the work. Whence comes the surprise? I will mention
three possibilities. A compatible twist can surprise first-time audiences because it
deviates from their preconceptions about the author. The end of Hume’s Dialogues
comes to mind. A compatible twist can prove surprising because it flouts genre
conventions. Imagine a book that reads like a science-fiction novel in the first
half and a history of Cajun cuisine in the second. Lastly, and especially relevant
to the compatibilist interpretation proposed in §6, a compatible twist can surprise
first-time audiences because earlier portions of the work led them—or misled
them rather—to make certain faulty assumptions about the nature or direction
of the work.” Such compatible twists often invite a new hindsight interpretation
of the work.

There is much room for error with respect to the existence and nature of sur-
prise twists. An audience, or even the author, might be mistaken about whether
a work has a twist. When there is a twist, the audience can be mistaken about its
nature (thinking it incompatible when it is compatible, or vice versa) or about
the author’s beliefs about its nature (thinking the author thoughtitincompatible
when it is compatible, or vice versa). An author can be mistaken about the nature
of his or her twist; he or she might overlook some incompatible elements or take
the work to have incompatible elements where there are none. An author might
also make faulty predictions about audiences’ reactions, misjudging the extent
to which they will make a correct assessment about the nature of the twist, or the
manner in which the twist will generate surprise. There are several possibilities,
some of which will be relevant to the case of Hume’s surprise twist.

2. Two Pictures of Hume

If Hume viewed the skeptical development as a surprise twist, it is worth asking
whether he understood it to be a compatible twist or an incompatible twist. More
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generally, we can ask whether he thought the skeptical development is compatible
with all that preceded it or incompatible with something preceding it. For the sake
of brevity, I will refer to this as the question of whether Hume was a compatibilist
or an incompatibilist. Before examining some motivations for, and examples of,
these two interpretive options, a few clarifications are in order.

First, it is crucial to distinguish this interpretive question of whether Hume
was a compatibilist or incompatibilist from the separate philosophical question
of whether the skeptical development is in fact compatible or incompatible with
the earlier portions of the Treatise. One might think that Hume was a compatibilist
but should have been an incompatibilist, if one thinks the ending of Book 1 is in
fact incompatible with some of his earlier claims. In other words, an incompati-
bilist (with regard to Hume’s skeptical development) might think that Hume was
a compatibilist. The philosophical question is not my concern here.?

Second, in asking whether Hume was an incompatibilist or compatibilist,
our interest is in Hume qua author, as opposed to Hume qua narrating “I” of
the Treatise.® This is a worthwhile distinction. There are some rather obvi-
ous points of divergence, as when the narrator expresses surprise or dismay
at the work’s developments in a way that is suggestive of new discovery (see,
for example, T 1.4.2.56, 1.4.7.1; SBN 217-18, 263-64). Considering that Hume
worked on his Treatise for years, it is doubtful that he maintained such attitudes
at the later stages. Also, there may be cases of more substantial divergence
in which Hume pretends, via narration, to endorse portions of his Treatise
that he does not; it is necessary to take the possibility of such narrative pre-
tense seriously (see §3.1 and 4). In this exploration of the compatibilist and
incompatibilist pictures of Hume, our concern is with Hume the author in
the late stages of working on his Treatise. I will henceforth refer to this Hume
as “Hume.”

Third, the compatibilist/incompatibilist distinction turns only on whether
Hume thought the skeptical development was compatible or incompatible with
preceding sections. The distinction does not presuppose that he intended for it
to generate surprise in first-time readers. The claim that he viewed the skeptical
development as a surprise twist will not play a significant role until §5.

Finally, a working assumption of this essay is that Hume was either a compati-
bilist or an incompatibilist. In other words, either he thought that the skeptical
development was compatible with all preceding portions of the Treatise, or else
he thought it was incompatible with some. While I find this assumption quite
plausible, there are other options. Perhaps Hume was agnostic on the matter,
oscillated between the two positions, or held some further position that deviates
from this dichotomy. For the purposes of this essay, [ will assume not. Even if this
assumption is false, it should be worthwhile to investigate whether and how Hume
could have been a compatibilist or incompatibilist.
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2.1. Hume as Incompatibilist

Perhaps Hume believed the skeptical development to be incompatible with some
preceding portions of the Treatise. This is a tempting picture. To see a natural, initial
motivation for it, consider a few of the optimistic claims in the Introduction:

Here then is the only expedient, from which we can hope for success in
our philosophical researches, to leave the tedious lingring method, which
we have hitherto follow’d, and instead of taking now and then a castle
or village on the frontier, to march up directly to the capital or center of
these sciences, to human nature itself; which being once masters of, we
may every where else hope for an easy victory. From this station we may
extend our conquests over all those sciences, which more intimately con-
cern human life, and may afterwards proceed at leisure to discover more
fully those, which are the objects of pure curiosity. (T Intro. 6; SBN xvi)

Where experiments [from a cautious observation of human life] are ju-
diciously collected and compar’d, we may hope to establish on them a
science, which will not be inferior in certainty, and will be much superior
in utility to any other of human comprehension. (T Intro. 10; SBN xix)

These passages contrast strikingly with Hume’s ventings of skeptical despair at T
1.4.7. In that final section of Book 1, our mental faculties, upon which philosophi-
cal pursuits rely, are likened to a “leaky weather-beaten vessel” that Hume thinks
impossible to amend or correct (T 1.4.7.1; SBN 263-64). Famously, he even goes
so far as to report that he is “ready to reject all belief and reasoning, and can look
upon no opinion even as more probable or likely than another” (T 1.4.7.8; SBN
268-69).

This seems a stark contrast. Hume’s despair and readiness to see all beliefs
as equally (im)probable is a far cry from the bold optimism of the Introduction
and his earlier, fervent defense of numerous theses. Why do these conclusions
make him “resolve to perish on the barren rock” on which he finds himself rather
than to venture upon “that boundless ocean, which runs out into immensity”
(T1.4.7.1; SBN 263-64)? Why would he express despair over these skeptical results
if he thought them compatible with earlier claims and expressed expectations? This
contrast, coupled with the fact that Hume himself appears to treat the skeptical
development as irreconcilable with the science of man, makes it quite tempting
to suppose that Hume was an incompatibilist.

Accordingly, some scholars have offered incompatibilist interpretations of
Hume. John Immerwahr argues that the guiding aim of the Treatise is to build
the science of man on a firm foundation (specifically, the general and established
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properties of the imagination) and, at the same time, to develop a critique of
both superstition and dogmatic philosophy.!® This project meets with partial
failure. Despite his successful critique of dogmatism, Hume discovers in T 1.4
that exclusive reliance on the general qualities of the imagination leads to
total skepticism, which undermines his hopes for the science of man. Further,
the fact that some of our most fundamental and unavoidable beliefs depend
upon the imagination’s trivial qualities undermines his hopes of critiquing
vulgar superstition." On this interpretation, Hume was an incompatibilist; he
believed that the results of T 1.4 are incompatible with the optimistic claims of
the Introduction.

For different reasons, Louis Loeb also suggests that Hume admits to the
partial failure of his project in 1.4."2 Loeb understands Book 1 of the Treatise to
involve a two-stage progression.' In the first constructive stage, which runs into
part 4, Hume is partially engaged in an epistemological project “to systematize
or explain his pretheoretical distinctions among belief-forming mechanisms and
thereby to sustain those distinctions with reference to a general theory of justifi-
cation.” In the process, Hume endorses a number of belief-forming mechanisms:
perception, memory, intuition, demonstration, causal inference, statistical or
probabilistic forms of such inferences, and related forms of probability." But in
the second destructive stage, there is a “dramatic reversal” in Hume’s expressed
attitude toward the epistemological distinctions he himself has drawn. Indeed,
he abandons them on the ground that they cannot be sustained.’® Thus, on
Loeb’s portrayal as well, Hume was an incompatibilist, for he took his initial
assessment of certain mechanisms to be undermined by developments in the
skeptical culmination.

2.2. Hume as Compatibilist

Alternatively, perhaps Hume believed that the skeptical development is compatible
with the preceding portions of the Treatise. This is a tempting picture for different
reasons. A common, initial motivation for this position lies in the fact that, after
the skeptical culmination, Hume appears to identify himself as a kind of skeptic
and continues on with his naturalistic project. Books 2 and 3 seem to be a continu-
ation of the earlier parts of Book 1. If the skeptical development is incompatible
with the development of the science of man, why does the Treatise not end with
Book 1?7 Focusing on these considerations, it is quite natural to interpret Hume
as a compatibilist.

Proponents of compatibilist interpretations have the burden of explaining
away the apparent incompatibility of the skeptical development and earlier por-
tions. Don Garrett attempts to do this by arguing that Hume’s skepticism is not
as radical as many have thought. It involves no endorsement or prescription of

HUME STUDIES


http:sustained.15
http:probability.14
http:progression.13
http:superstition.11
http:philosophy.10

The Surprise Twist in Hume’s Treatise 109

radical epistemic-merit skepticism (that is, the view that assent to propositions in
a given domain will lack any epistemic merit) that would be in tension with the
earlier results of the Treatise.'® In his recital of skeptical arguments (T 1.4.7.3-7;
SBN 265-69), Hume reveals several infirmities of our understanding and presents
adangerous dilemma pertaining to the difficulty of finding a prescriptive standard
by which to determine which operations of reason should be approved.”” There are
some hints of rational-support skepticism, the view that assent to propositions in
a given domain will lack any rational support.'® And the recital does culminate in
a psychological report of a state of total skeptical doubt in which Hume sometimes
finds himself. Even so, Garrett claims there is ultimately no incompatibility. Hume
reports how the skeptical clouds lift and defends “the Title principle,” which pro-
vides a solution to the dangerous dilemma."

In contrast, William Edward Morris attempts to explain away the apparent
incompatibility by arguing that the skeptical development is not in tension with
Hume’s own views. The dangerous dilemma, for instance, is a problem for the
“conscientious traditional metaphysician” but not for Hume. Of the skeptical
culmination, Morris writes:

[Hume] is offering us a dramatic representation of the forlorn state of a
conscientious traditional metaphysician, perhaps even that of a “mod-
ern philosopher.” Such a person might well be dissatisfied with Hume’s
account of causation. Interested, obsessed even, with discovering the
ultimate nature of reality, he will regard Hume’s solutions as no solutions
at all. Constantly frustrated, he tries to delve deeper for “original and
ultimate principles,” only to discover that the reasons and arguments
which meet his standards produce only contrary reasons and arguments
and, ultimately, confusion. He finds himself in the dither Hume so vividly
describesinIiv 7, as he confronts the dilemma of being forced to choose
“betwixt a false reason or none at all.”?°

On this interpretation, there is a deep incompatibility revealed in the skeptical
development, but it is located in the commitments of the traditional metaphysi-
cian, who is “[d]riven by his obsession with these problems, and by the desire to
find ultimate solutions to them that meet his epistemic and rational standards.”?
There is no reason to suppose that Hume took the skeptical development to be
incompatible with his own philosophical project.

These are two examples of interpretations according to which Hume thought
the skeptical development was compatible with what preceded it. Unlike the in-
compatibilist interpretations mentioned in §2.2, these do not lend themselves to
viewing the skeptical development as a surprise twist. In §6, I sketch a compatibilist
interpretation that does.
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3. Compatibilism, Incompatibilism, and Endorsement

Hume was either a compatibilist or an incompatibilist, I am assuming. In other
words, either he thought the skeptical development was compatible with all that
preceded it or he thought it was incompatible with something preceding it. This
distinction cuts across a different set of distinctions that pertain to Hume’s endorse-
ment of these portions of the Treatise. In the present section, I clarify my use of
“endorsement,” discuss the presumption that a philosopher endorses his or her
claims, and note some possibilities generated by these two sets of distinctions. In
§4, I defend the claim that Hume endorsed both early Treatise and the skeptical
development. If compelling, this constrains the ways in which it is reasonable to
interpret Hume’s surprise twist.

3.1. Endorsement and the Endorsement Presumption

Following Garrett, we may distinguish between the embodiment of a species of
skepticism and the endorsement of it. To embody theoretical skepticism, for in-
stance, is to take up a positive stance, such as belief, toward a view that there is a
lack of rational grounds, warrant, or justification for assenting to propositions of
some specified domain. To endorse this brand of skepticism is to take up a higher-
order attitude of approval toward the embodiment of it.?? So, if Hume endorsed
the results of the skeptical development, then he approved of taking up a positive
stance toward them.? Similarly, if he endorsed the claims of early Treatise, then
he approved of taking up a positive stance toward those claims.

“Endorsement,” like “belief,” admits of a dispositional use, which is how I
intend to use the term. To say that Hume endorsed p, in this sense, is not to say
that Hume maintained an occurrent attitude of approval toward the embodiment
of patall times, but only that he was disposed to have such an attitude under some
specified set of conditions (for instance, when he was led to think about p, or when
he was led to reflect on certain arguments having p as a conclusion). Hence, it is
possible that Hume endorsed skeptical conclusions even if he did not always “feel
their force” and sometimes even “forgot his skepticism” (see T 1.4.1.12, 1.4.7.15;
SBN 186-87, 273-74). It is also possible that Hume endorsed incompatible claims
without ever approving of them at the same moment; this point is relevant to the
incompatibilist interpretation discussed in §5.

Itisreasonable to presume, in the absence of any countervailing evidence, that
aphilosophical author endorses whatis stated in his or her writings. I will call this
the endorsement presumption. It is a defeasible, default assumption that the author
of a philosophical work endorses its claims (or, more precisely, endorsed them at
the final stages of writing). This presumption can be defeated by evidence that
authorial endorsement is absent in one or more of the following ways. An author
might pretend to endorse a position for the sake of ridiculing it or showcasing its
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absurdities; call this satirical pretense. An author might pretend to endorse a position
with the intention of deceiving his or her audience, for any number of reasons;
call this deception. It might be explicitly supposed that a certain position or claim
is true in order to explore it and work out its implications; call this supposition. A
dialogical persona might be employed as a mouthpiece for views that the author
does not endorse; call this character pretense. Lastly, an author might employ a
narrator persona who endorses, if only temporarily, claims that the author does
not accept; call this narrative pretense.

These forms of non-endorsement are not mutually exclusive. One might
employ narration in order to mislead readers into thinking that she accepts a
position that she is in fact ridiculing; this would be a case of deception, satirical
pretense, and narrative pretense. Nor do these five forms exhaust all of the ways
in which an author can fail to endorse his or her claims.?* Yet, I believe they are
the key ways in which a philosopher might fail to endorse substantial portions
of his or her work.

3.2. Some Possibilities

One of my working assumptions is that Hume was either a compatibilist or an
incompatibilist (see §2). For the sake of limiting the scope of this inquiry within
manageable bounds, I now introduce a second, working assumption: regarding
the skeptical development and early Treatise, Hume endorsed only one, both, or
neither. There is another option. It may be that he endorsed only some aspects of
one or both of these portions.? However, I will assume not. These two assumptions
generate eight possibilities, C1-4 and 11-4:

C: Hume thought the skeptical development and early Treatise compatible.

I: Hume thought the skeptical development and early Treatise incompat-
ible.

1: Hume endorsed the skeptical development only.
2: Hume endorsed early Treatise only.

3: Hume endorsed both.
4

Hume endorsed neither.

At first glance, some of these possibilities appear less probable than others. For
instance, given the endorsement presumption, along with the symmetry of early
Treatise and Books 2 and 3 (see §4.2), C4 and 14 seem improbable. At least, it is far
from clear that there is any satisfying explanation of non-endorsement available.
Of the remaining possibilities, it is tempting to think that C3 is more probable than
C1 or C2. For if there is no conflict between the skeptical development and early
Treatise, there is less reason to suspect that Hume would endorse one but not the
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other. In contrast, I1 and I2 each seem more probable than I3. For if Hume believed
the skeptical development and some part of early Book 1 to be incompatible, would
it not be rather strange if he endorsed both? It might be thought, then, that the
most plausible compatibilist picture has Hume endorsing both early Treatise and
the skeptical development, while the most plausible incompatibilist picture has
him endorsing only one of these portions. In the following section, [ will attempt
to narrow these eight possibilities down to two by providing a negative defense of
the claim that Hume endorsed both.

4. Hume’s Endorsement of Early Treatise and
the Skeptical Development

The apparent incompatibility of the skeptical development and early Treatiseinvites
consideration of whether Hume failed to endorse either of these portions of the
Treatise. To be justified in thinking that he did, we require some plausible story as
to the forms of non-endorsement in play. Call such a story a non-endorsement hy-
pothesis. The aim of this section is to challenge some prominent non-endorsement
hypotheses, thereby offering support for the claim that Hume endorsed both
portions.?® This claim is neither obvious nor uncontroversial; numerous scholars
have rejected it. This claim is also significant for present purposes, for it implies
that only two of the eight possibilities listed in the previous section are viable.
Accepting this claim rules out certain ways of interpreting Hume’s twist.

4.1. The Skeptical Development

Akey motivation for suspecting that Hume did not endorse the skeptical develop-
ment lies in its apparent incompatibility with early Treatise, coupled with Hume’s
eventual return to the pursuit of the science of man. Yet, what plausible story of
Hume’s non-endorsement of this portion of the Treatise can be told? Supposi-
tion and character pretense can be ruled out immediately. Hume does not treat
the arguments in the skeptical development as mere suppositions, and character
pretense is not applicable to the genre of the Treatise. Given the apparent absence
of any reasons to suspect Hume of deception, I think that possibility can also be
safely dismissed. The remaining options—satirical and narrative pretense—require
more attention.

According to a “reductio” reading, Hume is engaged in quasi-satirical, narrative
pretense in the skeptical development. In those passages, Hume is not exploring
and lamenting problems for his own position but is instead showcasing difficul-
ties facing the “traditional metaphysician.” Morris provides a nice example of a
reductio reading.”” If correct, this style of interpretation would provide an attrac-
tive resolution to the apparent tension between early Treatise and the skeptical
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development and explain how Hume can boldly and unproblematically return
to his naturalistic pursuits in Books 2 and 3.

Despite its appeal, this non-endorsement hypothesis strikes me as implausi-
ble.?® To begin, it is difficult to believe that the narrative structure of Book 1 could
be so awkwardly fragmented. The despairing skeptical culmination is presented
in the first person. At the section’s opening, there is no textual indication that a
new voice has come onto the scene. Indeed, the text strongly implies continuity
between the voice of T 1.4.7 and that of the earlier sections of T 1.4: “I find myself
inclin’d to stop a moment in my present station, and to ponder that voyage, which
IThave undertaken” (T 1.4.7.1; SBN 263-64). But there is little temptation to think
that the “I” of T 1.4 is consistently a traditional metaphysician. It seems that the
reductio theorist must maintain that the narrative structure in T 1.4 is peculiarly
and misleadingly fractured.

The reductio reading is also difficult to reconcile with the connection be-
tween the earlier and later parts of T 1.4.7, on the assumption that Hume’s own
voice is represented in the later parts. “Conclusion of this Book” divides into a
first, despairing part (paragraphs 1 through 8, the skeptical culmination) and a
second, rehabilitative part (paragraphs 9 through 15), and the first flows smoothly
into the second. A single, narrating voice describes the onset of his skeptical de-
spair, followed by an account of how he achieves release from it and eventually
returns to the philosophical enterprise. Most commentators, including Baier and
Morris,® concur that the second half of T 1.4.7 represents Hume’s own voice. But
this second half is fundamentally reactive. It is, in large part, an answer to the
question of how to cope with the negative results of the skeptical development. If
the skeptical development does not apply to Hume, then why would the ensuing
discussion apply?3°

A final reason to be wary of a reductio reading, and for thinking that Hume
endorsed the skeptical development, liesin the alteration thatit (and the skeptical
culmination in particular) marks in his expressed attitudes toward skepticism.
Prior to T 1.4.7, there is hardly any place where Hume explicitly identifies with
skepticism.?* Indeed, many of Hume’s initial references to skeptics and skepticism
are critical, focusing on those who try to take, or falsely purport to take, skepti-
cism too far. In the Introduction, Hume says that only “the most determin’d
scepticism, along with a great degree of indolence” could justify the aversion to
abstruse metaphysics (T Intro. 3; SBN xiv-xv). At T 1.4.1, he refers to “sceptics,
who hold that all is uncertain, and that our judgment is not in any thing pos-
sest of any measures of truth and falshood” and promptly denies that anyone is
“ever sincerely and constantly of that opinion” (T 1.4.1.7; SBN 183). At T 1.4.2,
he talks of “a few extravagant sceptics” who do not really believe what they claim
to believe (T 1.4.2.50; SBN 213-14). Yet, immediately following the skeptical
culmination, there are numerous points at which Hume explicitly self-identifies
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as a skeptic and prescribes a brand of skepticism. In one of the more striking
examples, Hume writes:

In all the incidents of life we ought still to preserve our scepticism . . . .
Nay if we are philosophers, it ought only to be upon sceptical principles,
and from an inclination, which we feel to the employing ourselves after
that manner. (T 1.4.7.11; SBN 270)32

By the close of Book 1, Hume openly embraces a form of skepticism, and this
appears to be motivated by the skeptical considerations reviewed earlier. Taken
together, these considerations are evidence that Hume was not merely engaged
in narrative pretense but did in fact identify with and endorse the claims of the
skeptical development.

4.2. Early Treatise

A key motivation for suspecting Hume’s non-endorsement of early Treatise de-
rives from its apparent incompatibility with the skeptical development, coupled
with the evidence that he endorsed the skeptical development. But what non-
endorsement hypothesis is plausible? Character pretense and explicit supposition
do not apply. Nor does deception (on its own, at least) seem probable; if Hume
was a skeptic hoping to trick his readers into thinking he was not, why would he
include the skeptical development at all? As it was with the skeptical development,
soitis here: the most probable story of non-endorsementis some kind of narrative,
and perhaps satirical, pretense.

According to a “failure” interpretation of the Treatise, prior to the skeptical

development we find Hume engaged in narrative pretense. The optimism dis-
played in the Introduction, for instance, is that of a confident and unsuspecting
narrator and does not represent Hume’s own voice. To borrow the words of Janet
Broughton,
In the Introduction, the “I” announces his intentions innocently: he
will apply to human nature itself the methods of investigation that have
proved so fruitful in the physical sciences. He confidently expects to be
able to discover the principles of human nature by gleaning up evidence
from observations of human life. He cannot guess the appalling conclu-
sions that await him. The author, of course, can: the author knows how
the book turns out.?

By the time the narrator reaches T 1.4.7, things have fallen apart. The project
to establish a science of man has failed, and the narrator’s initial optimism is
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undermined. This reading interprets the Treatise as having an inquiry-style ap-
proach in which the developments of early Treatise lay the foundation for, but
are undermined by, those exhibited in the skeptical development. It is the latter
portion only that Hume endorses. Immerwahr’s view is a clear example of a fail-
ure interpretation.3 This style of interpretation is appealing insofar as it avoids
attributing incompatible commitments to Hume while respecting his apparent
endorsement of the skeptical development.

Still, an important challenge for the failure theorist is to tell a convincing
story about the presence and status of Books 2 and 3, and it is doubtful whether
this challenge can be met. If the Treatise meets with failure in Book 1, why does the
work not end there? How can, and why would, Hume continue on? Does Hume
endorse the results of the later books? Suppose, first, that he does. In that case,
the constructive project of the Treatise would be only a partial failure. The inter-
pretive story might go something like this: T 1.4.7 marks a crucial turning point,
for it is there that the protagonist undergoes a climactic skeptical crisis, comes to
terms with the failure of the early Treatise enterprise, and arrives at a strategy for
proceeding in an unproblematic fashion. On this story, the enlightened narrator’s
endorsement of Books 2 and 3 reflects Hume’s own endorsement.

Unfortunately, this partial-success view has problems. It is far from clear that
the narrator’s approach in Books 2 and 3 differs from his approach in Book 1in a
way that could render this asymmetry in Hume’s endorsement intelligible. Despite
the shift in subject matter, the general tone and style of Books 2 and 3 strongly
resemble that of the early parts of Book 1. In both places, we find the narrator
constructing arguments, making bold assertions, railing against the pretensions
of other philosophers, relying on “experiments,” and making frequent use of
phrases like “’tis certain” and “’tis undeniable.” Furthermore, much of Books 2
and 3 builds upon groundwork laid in early Book 1. Book 2 opens with a rehearsal
of the Book 1 distinction between impressions and ideas, along with further sub-
divisions. Various aspects of Book 2 depend upon the associationist mechanisms
introduced and discussed in Book 1,** and Book 3 (particularly the third part)
draws on Book 2. These two features, style consistency and content dependence,
are evidence that Books 2 and 3 are, in an important sense, a continuation of
early Book 1. It is therefore difficult to believe that Hume endorsed the results of
the later books without endorsing those of the earlier. A second, related problem
for the partial-success reading is that, if the skeptical arguments discussed in T
1.4.7 are sweeping enough to undermine the constructive results of Book 1, it is
plausible that they undermine the conclusions of the later books as well. Based
on these considerations, I submit that, if Hume was engaged in mere narrative
pretense in early Treatise and did not endorse its results, he did not endorse the
claims of Books 2 and 3 either. This rules out the partial-success version of the
failure interpretation.

{34
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Suppose now that Hume did not endorse Books 2 and 3. This suggests a total-
failure reading on which the skeptical development effectively undermines all of
the “constructive” results of the Treatise. While this interpretation does justice to
the apparent symmetry of early Treatise and Books 2 and 3, it has problems as well.
It has the noteworthy drawback of implying that Hume failed to endorse the bulk
of his Treatise. Why would the man have expended such energy elaborating views
to which he was not committed? His desire to establish the skeptical development
is not sufficient to explain this, for many portions of the Treatise (most obviously,
Books 2 and 3) play no role in motivating the skeptical development. The total-
failure view also fits awkwardly with certain facts. If this form of interpretation
were correct, it would be surprising that Hume did not give more emphasis to skep-
ticism in the Abstract; as it happens, explicit discussion of it is largely condensed
into a single paragraph (T Abs. 27; SBN 657). If the total-failure view were correct,
it would also be surprising that Hume republished many of the same unendorsed
arguments in his Enquiries. These considerations make the total-failure view look
rather implausible. Lastly, the total-failure interpretation seems to ignore the opti-
mism displayed immediately following the skeptical culmination. Near theend of T
1.4.7, Hume expresses hope that he may “contribute a little to the advancement of
knowledge” and “bring [the science of man] a little more into fashion” (T 1.4.7.14;
SBN 272-73).In a particularly striking moment of post-skeptical optimism, Hume
encourages readers to share in his hopes for the science of man:

Nor shou’d we despair of attaining this end, because of the many chimeri-
cal systems, which have successively arisen and decay’d away among men,
wou’d we consider the shortness of that period, wherein these questions
have been the subjects of enquiry and reasoning. Two thousand years
with such long interruptions, and under such mighty discouragements
are a small space of time to give any tolerable perfection to the sciences;
and perhaps we are still in too early an age of the world to discover any
principles, which will bear the examination of the latest posterity. (T
1.4.7.14; SBN 272-73)

It is difficult to reconcile such lofty hopes with acknowledged failure. In sum, the
failure interpretation has problems on both of the versions I have considered. It is
plausible that Hume was not engaged in narrative pretense but did in fact endorse
the claims of early Treatise.

Based on the considerations presented in this section, and in the absence of
some plausible non-endorsement hypothesis, it is reasonable to conclude that
Hume endorsed both early Treatise and the skeptical development. In the remain-
der of this essay, I will sketch and assess two interpretations of the Treatise that
conform to this conclusion and my two working assumptions.
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5. Incompatibilism and Perspectivism

Suppose that Hume was an incompatibilist, understood the skeptical develop-
ment to be an incompatible surprise twist, and endorsed both early Treatise and
the skeptical development. Then, 13 (the most surprising of the incompatibilist
options sketched in §3) is the only viable incompatibilist option. A perspectivist
reading of the sort proposed by Robert Fogelin is, I believe, the most promising
interpretation of this form.3¢ The aim of this section is to sketch a perspectivist,
incompatibilist interpretation of the Treatise and to note one worry about this
style of interpretation.

5.1. The Treatise as a Perspectivist Work

If Hume’s own self-representation in T 1.4.7 and elsewhere is to be trusted, it is
probable that he did not occurrently endorse what he took to be incompatible por-
tions of his work simultaneously. Instead, he oscillated between different, conflicting
states of occurrent belief and endorsement—different “perspectives,” if you will.
Accordingly, Fogelin has interpreted Hume as having a somewhat fragmented,
conflicted self and notes three perspectives that he appears to have occupied.
There is the gentlemanly Hume, who plays backgammon, concerns himself with
the affairs of common life, and feels distant and distrustful of the philosophical
enterprise. There is the wise Hume, the cautious inquirer engaged in the project
of constructing a science of man. And there is the Pyrrhonian Hume, who is aware
of and compelled by certain skeptical arguments and finds himself in a state of
despair.” In this section, I will follow Fogelin’s lead, speaking in terms of these
three Humes. To view the Treatise as a “perspectivist” work, as I intend this phrase,
is to accept this fragmented picture of Hume and to think that more than one of
Hume’s perspectives is represented in the work.

Since we are supposing that Hume was an incompatibilist, the perspectivist
picture of Hume invites the question of whether he perceived this incompatibility
from the wise perspective, the Pyrrhonian perspective, or both. (The opinion of
the philosophy-averse, gentlemanly Hume need not concern us here.) It seems
clear that the Pyrrhonian Hume would be an incompatibilist, endorsing the results
of the skeptical development and taking them to be incompatible with those of
early Treatise. This perceived incompatibility serves to explain the doubt-stricken
Hume’s hesitance to resume the philosophical journey. Since the Pyrrhonian Hume
“emerges from” and is therefore, in some sense, an extension of the wise Hume,®
establishing that the Pyrrhonian Hume is an incompatibilist seems sufficient to
establish that the wise Hume is one as well, insofar as he is an incompatibilist when
led to reflect on skeptical topics.*

T 1.4.7 is of special significance to a perspectivist interpretation. It contains
the climax of Hume’s incompatible, skeptical twist, where the Pyrrhonian Hume
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is brought most vividly to life and Hume’s inner conflict is displayed. It is there
that Hume discusses how the Pyrrhonian dimension of his philosophical persona
interacts with the gentlemanly and wise dimensions and attempts to explain and
justify his continuance of the development of the science of man. In what follows,
I offer what I believe to be the most plausible perspectivist reading of T 1.4.7.

5.2. An Incompatibilist, Perspectivist Reading of T 1.4.7

The close of T 1.4.6 prepares the reader for the transition to Book 2: “’Tis now time
toreturn to a more close examination of our subject, and to proceed in the accurate
anatomy of human nature, having fully explain’d the nature of our judgment and
understanding” (T 1.4.6.23; SBN 263). These words are immediately followed by
a reflective interlude: T 1.4.7. The section divides neatly into two parts. The first
eight paragraphs constitute the climactic finale of an incompatible surprise twist
in which the Pyrrhonian Hume appears in his most brilliant display and the ten-
sion in Hume’s commitments is highlighted. In the remaining seven paragraphs,
which I'will here refer to as the “aftermath,” there is an explanation of how Hume
lives with this incompatibility and an attempt to vindicate philosophical activity
on skeptical grounds.

5.2.1. The Climax of the Twist

At the section’s opening, Hume tells us that he is inclined to pause, “ponder that
voyage” he has undertaken, and express his reservations. The Pyrrhonian Hume re-
veals himself to the reader, and this is meant to contrast starkly with the confidence
found in early Treatise. He speaks of his “despair,” “diffidence,” “apprehensions,”
“melancholy,” and the “wretched condition, weakness, and disorder” of his facul-
ties (T 1.4.7.1; SBN 263-64). He seems to regret exposing himself to “the enmity
of all metaphysicians, logicians, mathematicians, and even theologians” now
that, upon turning his eye inward, he finds “nothing but doubt and ignorance”
(T 1.4.7.2; SBN 264-65). The first two paragraphs offer a first-personal description
of the Pyrrhonian Hume’s state of mind—the nature of his emotional responses,
the content of his apprehensions and fears.

The next several paragraphs (T 1.4.7.3-7; SBN 265-68) provide the background
story to the Pyrrhonian Hume’s generation from the wise Hume’s investigations.
He reviews some “infirmities” of our understanding that ground his skeptical
despair. After moving to the question of how far we ought to yield to certain illu-
sions of the imagination, he claims that we face “a very dangerous dilemma” of
choosing either (i) assent to the trivial qualities of the imagination, which leads
to error, absurdity, and obscurity such that “we must at last become asham’d of
our credulity,” or (ii) rejection of the trivial qualities in favor of “the general and
more establish’d properties of the imagination,” which leads to “total scepticism”
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(T 1.4.7.7; SBN 267-68). After entertaining one possible means of evading this
dilemma (“a general maxim, that no refin’d or elaborate reasoning is ever to be
receiv’d”) and then rejecting it, the Pyrrhonian Hume makes two things clear. First,
these reflections are enough to plunge him into skeptical darkness and despair:

The intense view of these manifold contradictions and imperfections in
human reason has so wrought upon me, and heated my brain, that [ am
ready to reject all belief and reasoning, and can look upon no opinion
even as more probable or likely than another . ... [I] begin to fancy myself
in the most deplorable condition imaginable, inviron’d with the deepest
darkness, and utterly depriv’d of the use of every member and faculty.
(T 1.4.7.8; SBN 268-69)

This passage indicates that such reflections are sufficient to transform the wise
Hume into his Pyrrhonian counterpart. Second, he has no philosophical solution
to this epistemic quandary:

For my part, I know not what ought to be done in the present case. I can
only observe what is commonly done; which is, that this difficulty is
seldom or never thought of; and even where it has once been present to
the mind, is quickly forgot, and leaves but a small impression behind it.
(T1.4.7.7; SBN 267-68)

This is reminiscent of the strategy mentioned at T 1.4.2.57 (SBN 218): “Careless-
ness and in-attention alone can afford us any remedy.” Reason, he tells us, is
incapable of dispelling these skeptical clouds (T 1.4.7.9; SBN 269). This implies that
the relationship between these two Humean perspectives is asymmetric insofar
as reasoning can initiate the transition from the wise Hume to the Pyrrhonian
Hume, but not vice versa.

On the present perspectivist reading, this skeptical culmination is the climax
of an incompatible surprise twist. It highlights the fact that Hume sometimes oc-
cupies a radical skeptical perspective, that this perspective is in conflict with the
earlier “wise” perspective, and that Hume sees the former as representing a kind
of philosophical terminus.

5.2.2. The Aftermath

The twist is surprising for another reason. Would it not have been natural for the
Treatise to end with the skeptical culmination? If Hume has arrived at a skeptical
dead-end, it is not clear how he can, or why he would, continue on. Yet, Hume
has already announced that the project will “proceed in the accurate anatomy
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of human nature.” The continuance of the Treatise is peculiar, and it seems that
the key function of the aftermath (thatis, T 1.4.7.9-15) is to render Hume’s con-
tinuance intelligible in two ways. First, there is a description—indeed, a kind of
exhibition—of how Hume breaks free from debilitating skeptical despair and is
eventually able and inclined to return to philosophical activity. Second, there is
a skeptical defense of engaging in philosophical activity. These two overlapping
elements of the aftermath will be highlighted in what follows.

A perspectivistinterpretation of the Treatise should identify which standpoints
Hume occupies in which parts of the work. In the aftermath, I submit that we find
Hume in transformation. At the opening of the aftermath, there is a blending of
the Pyrrhonian and gentlemanly Hume, which gradually gives way to a blending
of the Pyrrhonian and wise Hume. The aftermath thus bridges the gap between
the despairing, Pyrrhonian Hume of early T 1.4.7 and the ambitious, wise Hume
of T2.1.1.

At the opening of the aftermath, having just described the debilitating state
of intellectual paralysis in which he finds himself, Hume begins his explanation
of how it is possible for the Treatise to continue by noting that nature “cures” him
of this skeptical malady:

Most fortunately it happens, that since reason is incapable of dispelling
these clouds, nature herself suffices to that purpose, and cures me of this
philosophical melancholy and delirium, either by relaxing this bent of
mind, or by some avocation, and lively impression of my senses, which
obliterate all these chimeras. (T 1.4.7.9; SBN 269)

There are two ways in which the skeptical storm lifts. One is for nature simply to
“relax his bent of mind” such that he is no longer lost in skeptical darkness. The
other is by means of some diversion (e.g., conversing with friends), which effects
the transformation to the gentlemanly Hume whoisreduced to “indolent belief in
the general maxims of the world” and finds his previous speculations “so cold, and
strain’d, and ridiculous.” This post-paralysis, gentlemanly Hume still feels “such
remains of [his] former disposition” that he is inclined to renounce philosophy
altogether. Hume defends his adoption of that standpoint:

Imay, nay Imust yield to the current of nature, in submitting to my senses
and understanding; and in this blind submission I show most perfectly
my sceptical disposition and principles. (T 1.4.7.10; SBN 269)

This invocation of skeptical principles, along with the suggestion that “all those
who reason or believe any thing certainly are [fools],” suggests that the Pyrrhonian

Hume is still on the scene. And yet, Hume also claims to be governed “at present”
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by “that splenetic humor” that he is describing. For these reasons, it is plausible
that T 1.4.7.9-11 (SBN 269-70) exhibits a mixture of the Pyrrhonian and gentle-
manly Hume. Immediately following the description of the sentiments of his
“spleen and indolence,” Hume makes a series of prescriptions that are presumably
“sceptical principles”:

In all the incidents of life we ought still to preserve our scepticism. If we
believe, that fire warms, or water refreshes, ’tis only because it costs us too
much pains to think otherwise. Nay if we are philosophers, it ought only
to beupon sceptical principles, and from an inclination, which we feel to
the employing ourselves after that manner. Where reason is lively, and
mixes itself with some propensity, it ought to be assented to. Where it does
not, it never can have any title to operate upon us. (T 1.4.7.11; SBN 270)

On the present reading, this yield-to-the-current-of-nature sermon is delivered
by Hume when he is indolent, splenetic, and appreciative of the force of skepti-
cal arguments. These skeptical principles vindicate Hume’s tendency to shift
perspectives.

Beginning at the twelfth paragraph, the disdain for philosophy begins to fade.
Hume discusses how his philosophical interests naturally rekindle, due to curios-
ity, ambition, and a desire for pleasure. This explains how the transition from the
gentlemanly Hume to the wise Hume is achieved, and the narrator implies that he
isundergoing the alteration himself (“These sentiments spring up naturally in my
present disposition . . . 7). The transition from the splenetic temper of the gentle-
manly/Pyrrhonian Hume to the constructive outlook of the wise/Pyrrhonian Hume
is underway. Whereas the former was “ready to throw all [his] books and papers
into the fire,” the latter is attuned to the advantages of philosophical activity. For
instance, he observes that, because people are inevitably led to reflect [“’tis almost
impossible for the mind of man to rest, like those of beasts, in that narrow circle
of objects, which are the subject of daily conversation and action” (T 1.4.7.13; SBN
271-72)],itis better that they gravitate toward philosophy rather than superstition,
as the former is more modest, less disturbing to the mind, and less dangerous.

By the fourteenth paragraph, the fading of the gentlemanly Hume and the
reemergence of the wise Hume is evident. First, Hume’s discussion of the philo-
sophical enterprise is constructive and optimistic in a way that is quite reminiscent
of the Introduction, which presumably represents the voice of the wise Hume. For
instance, after noting that there are some “honest gentlemen” in England who
“have carry’d their thoughts very little beyond those objects, which are every day
expos’d to their senses,” Hume suggests that many philosophical system-builders
could stand to adopt “a share of this gross earthy mixture, . . . which wou’d serve
to temper those fiery particles, of which they are compos’d” (T 1.4.7.14; SBN 272).
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Thisresembles the Introduction emphasis on keeping our inquiries close to experi-
ence (T Intro. 8-10; SBN xvii-xix). Hume goes on to express his hope that he “may
contribute a little to the advancement of knowledge” and atfirms that “Human
Nature is the only science of man.” This also revives themes and attitudes of the
Introduction. Second, Hume explicitly flags his changing temper: “the hope of
[bringing the science of man a little more into fashion] serves to compose my
temper from that spleen, and invigorate it from thatindolence, which sometimes
prevail upon me” (T 1.4.7.14; SBN 273). He claims to be in an “easy disposition”
that makes him ready to enter into philosophical speculations once again. This is
an indication that the transformation to the wise Hume is underway.

At the same time, there is still much of the Pyrrhonian Hume at work in these
passages. He thinks philosophy is preferable to superstition, in large part, because
itismore “agreeable” and its opinions “seldom go so far as to interrupt the course
of our natural propensities” (T 1.4.7.13; SBN 271-72). These thoughts relate to the
skeptical principles mentioned above. In addition, the expressed hopes for the
philosophical enterprise appear to be tempered by his skepticism:

[W]emight hope to establish a system or set of opinions, which if not true
(for that, perhaps, is too much to be hop’d for) might at least be satisfac-
tory to the human mind, and might stand the test of the most critical
examination. (T 1.4.7.14; SBN 272-73)

This modesty with respect to truth is best attributed to the Pyrrhonian Hume. For
the wise Hume is “apt not only to forget [his] scepticism, but even [his] modesty
too” and succumbs to the natural propensity to be “positive and certain in par-
ticular points,” leading him to make use of such phrases as “’tis undeniable” and
“tis certain” (T 1.4.7.15; SBN 273-74). Finally, the fourteenth paragraph ends with
anod to skepticism:

If the reader finds himself in the same easy disposition, let him follow
me in my future speculations. If not, let him follow his inclination, and
wait the returns of application and good humour. The conduct of a man,
who studies philosophy in this careless manner, is more truly sceptical
than that of one, who feeling in himself an inclination to it, is yet so over-
whelm’d with doubts and scruples, as totally to reject it. A true sceptic will
be diffident of his philosophical doubts, as well as of his philosophical
conviction; and will never refuse any innocent satisfaction, which offers
itself, upon account of either of them. (T 1.4.7.14; SBN 273)

It is evident in this passage that Hume is still taking the results of the skeptical
development quite seriously, so much so that he openly extols the ways of the
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“true sceptic.” Indeed, the final paragraph of T 1.4.7 ends with Hume identifying
himself as a skeptic. However, if the fragmented, perspectivist picture of Hume
is on track, we should expect that, by the opening of Book 2, Hume has come
around full circle and once again embodies that wise Hume who has forgotten
his previous skepticism.

On the present reading, T 1.4.7 is the venue in which Hume showcases the
various perspectives he occupies. The Pyrrhonian Hume is exhibited, and Hume
illustrates his transition to the gentlemanly/Pyrrhonian Hume and then to the
wise/Pyrrhonian Hume. It is there that Hume highlights a surprising incompat-
ibility in his commitments—in particular, those of the Pyrrhonian Hume and the
wise Hume. Though the tension between these perspectives is philosophically
irresolvable, he attempts to show his readers that it is a livable tension and that,
even from a skeptical perspective, there is much to be said for engaging in philo-
sophical activity. The skeptic in Hume condones his continuance of the Treatise,
even if he cannot accept its conclusions.

5.3. A Reservation

While a perspectivist interpretation along these lines may be the most promising
form of incompatibilist interpretation, given the assumptions in play, I do have
one reservation. On the perspectivist reading of T 1.4.7 offered above, the final
paragraphs represent a blending of the wise Hume and the Pyrrhonian Hume. This
israther odd for these are supposed to be perspectives in irresolvable conflict. The
fact that they merge smoothly into a unified voice casts doubt, in my mind, on
this fragmented portrait of Hume and suggests the possibility that Hume thought
his skeptical and naturalistic commitments could be reconciled. This invites con-
sideration of a compatibilist interpretation.

6. Compatibilism, Skepticism, and Post-Skepticism

Suppose now that Hume was a compatibilist and viewed the skeptical develop-
ment as a compatible surprise twist. Suppose also that he endorsed both early
Treatise and the skeptical development, as argued in §4. Then, C3 is the only vi-
able compatibilist option. The aim of this section is to sketch a “post-skeptical”
interpretation of the Treatise on which Book 1 contains two compatible twists and
to provide some additional support for this interpretation.

6.1. The Treatise as a Post-Skeptical Work

There is good reason to believe that Hume considered himself a skeptic. §4.1 of-
fers some defense of the claim that he endorsed the skeptical development. In
the Abstract, he calls his philosophy “very sceptical” and claims that “Philosophy
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would render us entirely Pyrrhonian, were not nature too strong for it” (T Abs. 27;
SBN 657). He also seems to identify with skepticism in later philosophical work.
If Hume did consider himself a skeptic, perhaps he was sensitive to his skepti-
cism in composing the Treatise in its entirety. The Treatise might be a work that
is post-skeptical in the following sense: it is an attempt, by one convinced of the
strength of certain skeptical arguments, to undertake a philosophical endeavor
that is compatible with skepticism.* It might be Hume’s guide to doing post-
skeptical philosophy.

But if a post-skeptical interpretation is correct, why did Hume not make this
known at the outset of the Treatise? It is not difficult to see one reason why he might
have preferred to postpone laying his cards on the table. Skepticism is hardly an
uncontroversial position. Portraying himself as a committed skeptic engaged in
a post-skeptical project in the first few pages of his treatise would risk alienating
his readers, leading some to dismiss the work without giving his arguments a fair
hearing. By opening the work with no hint of skepticism, Hume presumably hoped
that readers would come to accept his early conclusions, appreciate the construc-
tive dimension of his project, and only later be forced to reckon with the skeptical
considerations that he found compelling.*!

If Hume composed his Treatise as a post-skeptical work in the specified sense,
then T 1.4.7 has special significance. It is there that Hume most explicitly discloses
his skeptical commitments and the true nature of his project. It reveals a second
surprise twist that invites readers to reevaluate the significance and status of early
Treatise. It is, in a sense, the belated prologue to the Treatise.

6.2. A Compatibilist, Post-Skeptical Reading of T 1.4.7

T 1.4.7 divides neatly into two parts on the present, post-skeptical reading, just as
it did on the perspectivist reading. On this interpretation, however, the second
part of T 1.4.7 constitutes a second twist. The surprise of the first twist, the skep-
tical development, lies in the fact that Hume reaches skeptical results that seem
incompatible with his earlier claims. The surprise of the second twist consists in
the revelation that, contrary to initial appearances, there is no incompatibility
and that Hume has been philosophizing as a skeptic from the outset.

6.2.1. The Climax of Twist I

In the first seven paragraphs of T 1.4.7, Hume confesses his hesitance to continue
on with his naturalistic project, likening our faculties to a “leaky weather-beaten
vessel,” and reviews the considerations that give rise to his present sentiments. In
the eighth paragraph, he describes the extreme skeptical mood that sometimes
affects him, a state in which he is completely disoriented and “ready to reject all
belief and reasoning.”
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This skeptical culmination is the climactic finale of the first surprise twist of
the Treatise. The project has taken a skeptical turn, which has the marks of being
incompatible with what came before and of invalidating the initial hopes for the
science of man. Hume accomplishes a few things in this section. First, he alerts the
reader to his skeptical commitments and some of the considerations grounding
them. His allegiance to skepticism is evidenced, in part, by the fact that he knows
of no philosophical solution to the skeptical quandaries he presents (T 1.4.7.7; SBN
268), though it is all the more apparent in the latter part of T 1.4.7, where Hume
self-identifies as a skeptic and makes a series of “sceptical” prescriptions. Second,
in defending a skeptical standpoint, Hume prepares the way for his explanation
of how a post-skeptical philosophical treatise is possible and can be endorsed.
Third, through his description of the despairing skeptical mood that sometimes
befalls him, Hume leads his readers to think that the skeptical development is an
incompatible twist—or, at least, that he thinks it is. The misdirection is, I believe,
best explained by Hume’s desire to heighten the surprise of the second twist.

6.2.2. Twist Il

The first twist leaves much unresolved. How could one compelled by skeptical
arguments compose a work of this nature, and how could he convince himself on
any particular point? And even if he could manage to shake the skeptical doubts
and produce such a work, why bother? The second part of T 1.4.7 gives Hume’s
answers and introduces a second surprise.

In response to the first psychological question, Hume illustrates the two steps
by which the move from paralyzed skeptic to philosophical inquirer is achieved, at
least in his own experience. The story of Hume’s transformation is much as it was
described in the perspectivist reading of §5.2, though his skeptical commitments
are now interpreted as an ineliminable aspect of his philosophical persona. In
paragraphsnine and ten, Hume discusses the first step. Nature “cures [him] of this
philosophical melancholy and delirium” by distracting him with “the common
affairs of life.” He dines, he converses, and he resolves “never more to renounce
the pleasures of life for the sake of reasoning and philosophy.” The memory of his
previous skeptical mood causes him to dismiss philosophical activity as painful and
fruitless. In paragraphs twelve through fifteen, he discusses and illustrates the sec-
ond step. His philosophical interest rekindles. This is partly due to a curiosity about
“all those subjects, about which [he has] met with so many disputes in the course
of [his] reading and conversation,” partly due to “an ambition . . . of contributing
to the instruction of mankind, and of acquiring a name by [his] inventions and
discoveries,” and partly due to a conviction that he would be “a loser in point of
pleasure” by neglecting his philosophical impulses (T 1.4.7.12; SBN 270-71). Once
this philosophical interest returns, we need only “indulge our inclination in the
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most elaborate philosophical researches” and “yield to that propensity, which
inclines us to be positive and certain in particular points, according to the light, in
which we survey them in any particular instant” (T 1.4.7.15; SBN 273-74). This ac-
counts for the psychological possibility of a post-skeptical return to philosophy.

Moving now to the question of why one should bother with philosophy in the
face of skepticism, there appear to be two strands in Hume’s response. As we saw
on the perspectivist reading, one strand is a skeptical defense of doing philosophy
whenever one is so inclined. For Hume, skeptical principles endorse yielding to
“the current of nature” and blindly submitting to one’s senses and understanding
(T 1.4.7.10; SBN 269). This involves following one’s inclinations, whether in avoid-
ing philosophy, in pursuing it, or in believing whatever strikes one as compelling
at that moment. Hence, Hume is critical of those who allow skeptical doubts to
override their inclination to philosophize:

The conduct of a man, who studies philosophy in this careless manner
[i.e. following his inclination], is more truly sceptical than that of one,
who feeling in himself an inclination to it, is yet so over-whelm’d with
doubts and scruples, as totally to reject it. A true sceptic will be diffident
of his philosophical doubts, as well as of his philosophical conviction;
and will never refuse any innocent satisfaction, which offers itself, upon
account of either of them. (T 1.4.7.14; SBN 273)

For Hume, the true skeptic will not hesitate to embark on a philosophical journey
whenever the inclination is present.

On the post-skeptical interpretation, there is a crucial, second strand in which
Hume defends a certain kind of philosophical activity, and this is a key point of
divergence from the perspectivist interpretation. One source of puzzlement over
the fact that a skeptic would bother with philosophical pursuits stems from the
assumption that skepticism is necessarily incompatible with and destructive of
philosophical pursuits. Hume challenges this assumption by suggesting the pos-
sibility of a distinctively post-skeptical approach to philosophy that springs from,
and is compatible with, the skepticism with which he identifies. In the final sec-
tions of T 1.4.7, Hume offers us some hints as to what this involves. After discussing
some down-to-earth honest gentlemen in England, he writes:

I wish we cou’d communicate to our founders of systems, a share of this
gross earthy mixture, as an ingredient, which they commonly stand
much in need of, and which wou’d serve to temper those fiery particles,
of which they are compos’d. While a warm imagination is allow’d to enter
into philosophy, and hypotheses embrac’d merely for being specious and
agreeable, we can never have any steady principles, nor any sentiments,
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which will suit with common practice and experience. But were these
hypotheses once remov’d, we might hope to establish a system or set of
opinions, which if not true (for that, perhaps, is too much to be hop’d
for) might at least be satisfactory to the human mind, and might stand
the test of the most critical examination. (T 1.4.7.14; SBN 272)

The goal of post-skeptical philosophy, it appears, is to establish a system of views
“satisfactory to the human mind,” suited to “common practice and experience,”
and “steady” in the sense that it can stand up to “the test of the most critical
examination,” regardless of whether it is true. That this is Hume’s own end in
doing philosophy is strongly implied by his identification with it in the passage
immediately following: “Nor shou’d we despair of attaining this end, because of the
many chimerical systems, which have successively arisen and decay’d away among
men” (T 1.4.7.14; SBN 272-73; my emphasis). It seems that Hume valued and en-
dorsed the constructive conclusions of his Treatise, not as certain truths, but only
as “steady principles” that might “bear the examination of the latest posterity.”+
His endorsement was therefore qualified, mitigated by his skepticism. Like a “true
sceptic,” Hume endorsed his philosophical conclusions (including the doubts to
which they gave rise) in a diffident, non-dogmatic, skeptical spirit. This helps to
explain Hume’s disclaimer regarding those times when he yields to “that propen-
sity, which inclines [him] to be positive and certain in particular points”:

On such an occasion we are apt not only to forget our scepticism, but
even our modesty too; and make use of such terms as these, ’tis evident,
’tis certain, 'tis undeniable; which a due deference to the public ought,
perhaps, to prevent. I may have fallen into this fault after the example
of others; but I here enter a caveat against any objections, which may be
offer’d on that head; and declare that such expressions were extorted
from me by the present view of the object, and imply no dogmatical
spirit, nor conceited idea of my own judgment, which are sentiments
that I am sensible can become no body, and a sceptic still less than any
other. (T 1.4.7.15; SBN 274)*

In this passage, Hume is attempting to circumvent the objection that, in early
Treatise, he has violated his own skeptical prescriptions. Though he may have oc-
casionally “fallen into this fault” of forgetting his skepticism, being fully convinced
of certain philosophical conclusions, and using inappropriately bold language,
it would be a mistake to assume that his endorsement of any conclusion in early
Treatise was dogmatic. Such sentiments, he notes, are unbecoming of a skeptic.
In that final sentence of Book 1, Hume self-identifies as a skeptic and implies that
his claims in early Treatise were made as a skeptic.
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This second twist of the Treatise reveals that, contrary to initial appearances,
the skeptical development is actually a compatible twist and that the Treatise is a
post-skeptical work. Hume did much to facilitate a sense of surprise. He stifled
explicit endorsement of skepticism throughout the early portions of Book 1. He
allowed himself to speak of his conclusions as “evident” and “certain.” And, in the
climactic skeptical culmination, he can easily appear to treat the skeptical conclu-
sions as being incompatible with the results of early Treatise. It is only natural for a
first-time reader to assume that the skeptical development is in deep tension with
Hume’s naturalistic project. Yet, if the present, post-skeptical reading is correct,
Hume purposefully misled readers to make this assumption with the intention of
undermining it at the close of Book 1.

6.3. Further Support

Two pieces of supporting evidence for the post-skeptical interpretation are worth
mentioning. First, there are some striking similarities between the Introduction
and the second half of T 1.4.7, both in content and in tone. Consider a passage
from Hume’s Introduction in which he remarks upon the unpopularity of abstruse
reasoning:

We have so often lost our labour in such researches, that we commonly
reject them without hesitation, and resolve, if we must for ever be a prey
to errors and delusions, that they shall at least be natural and entertain-
ing. (T Intro. 3; SBN xiv)

This dismissive attitude resembles the sentiments of spleen and indolence dis-
cussed in T 1.4.7, which lead Hume to ask why he must “torture” himself with
“so painful an application” and to ultimately conclude, “No: If  must be a fool, as
all those who reason or believe any thing certainly are, my follies shall at least be
natural and agreeable” (T 1.4.7.10; SBN 270). Yet, in both places, Hume then steps
up to defend philosophy from the criticisms of the indolent. In the Introduction,
Hume reminds us that truth, if attainable by humans atall, “must lie very deep and
abstruse; and to hope we shall arrive at it without pains, while the greatest geniuses
have fail’d with the utmost pains, must certainly be esteem’d sufficiently vain and
presumptuous” (T Intro. 3; SBN xiv-xv). In T 1.4.7, Hume escapes his own indolent
mood, regains his “ambition . . . of contributing to the instruction of mankind,”
and reminds us that the advancement of knowledge requires time:

Two thousand years with such long interruptions, and under such mighty

discouragements are a small space of time to give any tolerable perfection
to the sciences; and perhaps we are still in too early an age of the world

HUME STUDIES


http:1.4.7.10

The Surprise Twist in Hume’s Treatise 129

to discover any principles, which will bear the examination of the latest
posterity. (T 1.4.7.14; SBN 273)

Hume goes on to express hope that he may “contribute a little to the advance-
ment of knowledge” and “bring [the science of man] a little more into fashion” (T
1.4.7.14; SBN 273).** As in the Introduction, Hume implies that the speculations
of philosophers have often been misguided and suggests that a proper pursuit of
the science of man will lead to progress. Since the views and optimism expressed
in T 1.4.7 are undeniably post-skeptical, the parallels between the Introduction
and T 1.4.7 are telling. They provide some reason for thinking that the views and
optimism of the Introduction are post-skeptical as well.

A second piece of support for the post-skeptical interpretation lies in the paral-
lels between T 1.4.7 and the discussion of mitigated skepticism in the first Enquiry.
According to the post-skeptical interpretation, T 1.4.7 is where Hume explicitly
introduces a distinctive, post-skeptical approach to philosophy and reveals that
the Treatise exemplifies that approach. Unfortunately, Hume tells us very little
about the approach in the Treatise, though he does specify its goal (namely, steady
principles that can withstand critical examination) and implies that it involves non-
dogmatic, diffident endorsement of philosophical convictions and doubts. Still,
there are some illuminating similarities between T 1.4.7 of the Treatise and Section
12 of the first Enquiry. First, there are structural parallels that give us some reason to
expect similarity in content. In each place, Hume first displays a series of skeptical
arguments, treating them as philosophically indestructible.*> He next explains that
“nature” and “instinct” free us from skepticism’s grip.*® He then proceeds, as one
appreciative of the force of skeptical arguments, to discuss how there can still be
philosophical progress.*” Second, there are parallels in content. In particular, the first
species of mitigated skepticism involves a non-dogmatic, diffident endorsement of
one’s conclusions (EHU 12.24; SBN 161-62). In addition, Hume’s positive appraisal
of “durable principles” in the Enquiry is reminiscent of his discussion of “steady
principles” in the Treatise (EHU 12.23; SBN 159-60). These parallels lend support to
the post-skeptical interpretation because it is relatively clear that mitigated skepti-
cism, as Hume conceives of it, is a post-skeptical approach to philosophy. Hume
is quite explicit that this style of philosophizing tends to result from “Pyrrhonian
doubts and scruples,” and he endorses it as “durable and useful.” He also recognizes
that those who lack “a small tincture of Pyrrhonism” tend to do philosophy in a
different way—dogmatically, impulsively, and allowing themselves to indulge in
“distant and high enquiries” far removed from common life. The fact that mitigated
skepticism is a post-skeptical philosophical approach endorsed by Hume and that
there are notable similarities between EHU 12 and T 1.4.7 is further evidence that
Hume was gesturing toward a post-skeptical approach at the end of Book 1 of the
Treatise. That, in turn, is evidence that the Treatise is itself a post-skeptical work.
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7. Conclusion

My aim has been to explore, in a very preliminary way, the idea that Hume viewed
the skeptical development of his Treatise as a surprise twist. Working under the
assumption that Hume was either a compatibilist or an incompatibilist and the
simplifying assumption that, regarding early Treatise and the skeptical develop-
ment, Hume endorsed only one, both, or neither, I have offered a negative defense
of the claim that he endorsed both of these portions. This led to an investigation
of two lines of interpretation: one that is perspectivist and incompatibilist, an-
other that is post-skeptical and compatibilist. For reasons given in §5.3 and 6.3,
the post-skeptical interpretation of the Treatise strikes me as the more promising
option. If an interpretation of this form is correct, it is clear that the Treatise did
“fail” in one significant way. Hume intended for T 1.4.7 to surprise his readers
with the revelation that his skepticism is perfectly compatible with his pursuit of
the science of man and that the Treatise is a post-skeptical work. Instead, Hume’s
famous “Conclusion of this book” has been a source of perennial dispute.
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HUME STUDIES



The Surprise Twist in Hume’s Treatise 131
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