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Abstract: In this paper I compare two models of expert judgment: the art critic 
in Hume’s “Of the Standard of Taste” and the “wise man” in “Of Miracles.” 
The art critic is a true judge of beauty because he has made himself into a 
person who is optimally receptive to beauty. He possesses the virtues of taste: 
“Strong sense, united to delicate sentiment, improved by practice, perfected 
by comparison, and cleared of all prejudice” (“Of the Standard of Taste,” 241). 
But the virtues of the art critic, I argue, are also those of the “wise man,” the 
person who consistently “proportions his belief to the evidence” (EHU 10.4; 
SBN 110). Comparison of these two characters reveals that for Hume the virtues 
fundamental to the art critic’s critical competence are also epistemic virtues. 
Hume’s exposition of aesthetic excellences should thus be of interest for virtue 
epistemology. Because contemporary virtue epistemologists have tended to 
focus almost exclusively on the relationships between intellectual and moral 
virtues, Hume offers something new: an account of epistemic virtues based 
on aesthetic virtues.

In the Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Hume famously argues that beauty, 
“whether moral or natural, is felt, more properly than perceived” (EHU 12.33; SBN 
165).1 Beauty is thus discerned not by reason but “only by a taste or sensation” 
(T 2.1.8.2; SBN 299).2 Although Hume identifies beauty with an internal senti-
ment, a subjective feeling in the mind, he does not believe that all expressions of 
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aesthetic value are equally apt; some judgments of beauty really are better than 
others. In “Of the Standard of Taste,” Hume offers a model of aesthetic expertise in 
the person of the art critic. The art critic is a “true judge in the finer arts” because 
he is optimally receptive to beauty; he possesses what I will call the virtues of taste: 
“Strong sense, united to delicate sentiment, improved by practice, perfected by 
comparison, and cleared of all prejudice” (“Standard of Taste,” 241).3 Together 
these virtues refine the art critic’s sense of beauty; they perfect his aesthetic taste 
and thereby make his judgments most appropriate.

Hume’s account of epistemic judgment is importantly similar to his account 
of aesthetic judgment. The foundation of belief in the real existence of matters of 
fact is also an internal sentiment—a feeling of necessity arising from the repeated 
experience of the constant conjunction of objects. Thus, Hume holds that “[a]ll 
probable reasoning is nothing but a species of sensation” (T 1.3.8.12; SBN 103). 
Consequently, “we must follow our taste and sentiment” (T 1.3.8.12; SBN 103) even 
when discerning matters of fact. Although Hume holds that the basis of belief is 
a subjective feeling in the mind, he no more thinks that all empirical beliefs are 
equally warranted than he thinks all aesthetic evaluations are equally appropri-
ate. In “Of Miracles,” Hume offers a model of expert empirical judgment in the 
person of the “wise man.” The “wise man” is a competent judge—in this case of 
the reliability of testimony—because he consistently “proportions his belief to the 
evidence” of experience (EHU 10.4; SBN 110): he has perfected his ability to make 
causal judgments that line up with the empirical evidence. An examination of the 
“wise man’s” character reveals that he, too, possesses the virtues of taste: strong 
sense, a delicate sentiment, practice, the ability to make comparisons, and a mind 
free from prejudice. It turns out that the essential components of the art critic’s 
critical competence also contribute to the excellence of the judgments of the wise.

Placing Hume’s two models of expert judgment—the art critic and the “wise 
man”—side by side, so to speak, and comparing their respective characters reveals 
something significant about the nature of Humean wisdom. My main claim in 
this paper is that for Hume the qualities perfected by the art critic—the virtues of 
taste—are not just aesthetic virtues; they are also forms of epistemic or doxastic 
virtues, cultivated excellences of mind essential to good causal reasoning, that is, 
to wise belief formation. Indeed, I suggest that Hume models the “wise man” on 
the expert critic. Thus, Hume’s exposition of aesthetic excellences should be of 
interest to philosophers working in the area of virtue epistemology, particularly 
those interested in the character traits involved in forming and fixing beliefs. 
Contemporary virtue epistemologists have focused almost exclusively on the rela-
tionships between intellectual and moral virtues. There has been little exploration, 
however, of how or whether intellectual virtues are related to aesthetic virtues.4 
Hume offers us a different model of doxastic virtue, one based on aesthetic virtues.
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In putting forth the “wise man” in “Of Miracles” as a model of doxastic wis-
dom, I do not mean to suggest that Hume thinks testimony is the central form 
of evidence evaluated well by wise men. In the Treatise, Hume describes the wise 
more generally as persons who have learned to “distinguish the accidental cir-
cumstances from the efficacious causes” (T 1.3.13.11; SBN 149). They are persons 
in the habit of forming empirical beliefs according to well-established standards 
of reliability, and not just with regard to the reliability of testimony. I focus on this 
particular model because it offers one important example of good causal reasoning. 
Reasoning from testimony is, after all, a species of causal inference. Hume says, 
“When we receive any matter of fact upon human testimony, our faith arises from 
the very same origin as our inferences from causes to effects, and from effects to 
causes” (T 1.3.9.12: SBN 113), that is, from experience of the constant conjunction 
of objects. In particular, it is our “observation of the veracity of human testimony 
and of the usual conformity of facts to the reports of eyewitnesses” (EHU 10.5; SBN 
111) that forms the basis of inferences that generate belief in testimony. In “Of 
Miracles,” Hume himself refers to those who exercise good judgment concerning 
the credibility of testimony as “wise and judicious” (EHU 10.21; SBN 120). The 
“wise man” exemplifies what is required for good causal reasoning, and Hume 
presents a strong case for comparison with the critic. There are, of course, other 
exemplars of good empirical judgment—that is, persons who exemplify wise habits 
of reflection—to be found in Hume’s writings.5 The claims I make about the “wise 
man” in “Of Miracles” are intended to apply to these other models as well.

While my purpose is to show that the virtues of taste are shared by both critics 
and “wise men,” there are at least a few significant points of divergence between 
these two models of expertise. Judgments of aesthetic taste, as Hume explains in 
“Of the Standard of Taste,” must be informed by a cultivated sense of humanity 
or benevolence.6 A “true judge” will not endorse a work of art that approvingly 
portrays cruelty and vice; such qualities “must be allowed to disfigure the [artwork], 
and to be a real deformity” (“Standard of Taste,” 246). Humanity puts a check on 
how closely the critic can sympathize with an audience; it forms an important 
part of the standard of aesthetic taste. The sense of humanity does not play the 
same role for the wise. A wise man need not possess a refined sense of humanity.

Hume also identifies two “blameless” sources of variation in the judgments 
of critics: one, “the different humours of particular men; the other, the particular 
manners and opinions of our age and country” (“Standard of Taste,” 243). Opinions 
stemming from these sources are both “unavoidable” (“Standard of Taste,” 244) 
and impossible to reconcile. No similar allowance is made, however, in regard to 
judgments of testimony, especially regarding testimony concerning miracles.7 In 
“Of Miracles” Hume describes those who deny the reality of a miracle as “judicious” 
and “learned,” while those who believe in miracles are “ignorant.”
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Finally, the feeling that forms the basis of an aesthetic response is not the 
same sort of feeling as that which lies at the foundation of epistemic judgments. 
The “wise man” is not having an aesthetic response to testimony, because the 
qualities of testimony to which he is particularly well-attuned are not aesthetic 
qualities; they are not the properties that elicit feelings of beauty or deformity. 
The reliability of testimony depends on causal relations that give rise to impres-
sions of necessity—a sense of confidence or conviction regarding an object’s real 
existence. The feeling of necessity and the feeling of beauty are not the same 
sentiments. While the critic’s response to art involves a sentiment that is lacking 
in the “wise man’s” response to testimony, Hume nevertheless makes it clear that 
causal reasoning is still a matter of “taste and sentiment.” The virtues of taste are 
important in both areas, even if aesthetic judgments and epistemic judgments 
rely on different sentiments.

Beauty and Aesthetic Judgment

Aesthetic judgments, for Hume, ultimately rest on certain feelings of pleasure 
and pain.8 According to Hume, beauty “is not, properly speaking, a quality in 
any object, but merely a passion or impression in the soul” (T 2.1.8.6; SBN 301). 
The impression of beauty is a calm passion that gives a “peculiar delight and 
satisfaction” (T 2.1.8.1; SBN 298). This pleasurable sentiment is produced by the 
correspondence of certain properties of an object with a mind “whose peculiar 
fabric or structure renders it susceptible of such sentiments” (EPM App. 1.14; SBN 
291–92).9 Indeed, Hume holds that the very feeling of pleasure that arises from 
such a correspondence “constitutes our praise or admiration” for any work of art 
(T 3.1.2.3; SBN 471). Conversely, we blame or disapprove any work that produces 
pain or uneasiness (T 2.1.8.2; SBN 299). Thus, an alteration in either the disposition 
of the mind or the object itself can affect our experience of beauty and deformity. 
However, when the object remains the same, when “all circumstances and relations 
are laid before us,” it is taste that “makes us feel from the whole a new sentiment 
of blame or approbation” (EPM App. 1.21; SBN 294). Aesthetic taste is, for Hume, 
sensitivity to aesthetic sentiments.

Because Hume’s account of beauty makes sentiments primary, we might 
conclude that aesthetic value is relative to the individual; Hume’s sentimentalist 
account seems to imply that no aesthetic evaluation is preferable to any other and 
that there are no grounds for asserting that some works of art are more beautiful 
than others. Yet Hume clearly denies this. While he grants that it may sometimes 
seem that no standards exist, especially when works of art are proportionate, 
whenever we compare two obviously disproportionate works, we easily recognize 
that there are, indeed, standards of beauty and taste. As Hume puts it, “Whoever 
would assert an equality of genius and elegance between OGILBY and MILTON, 
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or BUNYAN and ADDISON, would be thought to defend no less an extravagance, 
than if he had maintained a mole-hill to be as high as TENERIFFE, or a pond as 
extensive as the ocean” (“Standard of Taste,” 231). Indeed, Hume’s acknowledged 
aim in “Of the Standard of Taste” is to prove that some tastes really are preferable 
to others because some works of art really are more beautiful than others.

Hume’s defense of the inequality of taste is based on the view that “[s]ome 
particular forms or qualities, from the original structure or the internal fabric, are 
calculated to please, and others to displease (“Standard of Taste,” 233). The relation 
between an artwork’s perceptible features and the mind’s constitution dictates the 
“proper” critical response (“Standard of Taste,” 234).10 Dabney Townsend explains 
that a proper aesthetic response is one that accords with the common sentiments 
of human nature, that is, one in line with normalized, empirical expectations.11 
Because human nature is largely uniform, the principles of taste are nearly the same 
in all men. This explains why “the same Homer, who pleased at ATHENS and ROME 
two thousand years ago, is still admired at PARIS and at LONDON” (“Standard of 
Taste,” 233). As long as human nature remains what it is, the qualities exhibited in 
Homer’s epic poems will continue to impress. By reflecting on past experience, we 
can formulate general rules of art that specify the qualities that please or displease 
our aesthetic sensibility.12 Here is just one example: “There is no rule in painting 
more reasonable than that of balancing the figures, and placing them with the 
greatest exactness on their proper centers of gravity. A figure, which is not justly 
ballanc’d, is disagreeable; and that because it conveys the ideas of its fall, of harm, 
and of pain” (T 2.2.5.19; SBN 364–65).

It should be noted that, for Hume, general rules, while they do not confirm 
the possession of good taste, are useful for proving the superiority of one taste over 
another in that they can rule out the judgments of those who lack delicacy of taste:

Here then the general rules of beauty are of use; being drawn from estab-
lished models, and from the observation of what pleases or displeases, 
when presented singly and in high degree: and if the same qualities, in 
a continued composition and in a smaller degree, affect not the organs 
with a sensible delight or uneasiness, we exclude the person from all 
pretensions to this delicacy. (“Standard of Taste,” 235)

Hume himself employs general rules to justify his own judgments when, for ex-
ample, he argues that Spencer’s “harmonious versification, easy elocution” and 
“fine imagination” make him “the finest English writer of his age,” whereas the 
“tediousness of continued allegory, the too great frequency of its description, and 
the languor of its stanza” make his Fairy Queen “peculiarly tiresome” to read.13

Despite the uniformity of human nature, not everyone is fit to be an authority 
on matters of beauty. Beauty is a type of response-dependent property; it exists by 
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virtue of the effects of objects on human subjects and is not an independent feature 
of objects themselves. Therefore, standards against which aesthetic judgments can 
be measured must be grounded in facts about human subjectivity and its response 
to external objects. According to Hume, expert aesthetic appreciation is possible 
only by placing the mind in circumstances that allow for the optimal percep-
tion of beauty, circumstances which, he admits, are rarely attained (“Standard of 
Taste,” 241): The “organs of internal sensation are seldom so perfect,” they either 
suffer some “defect, or are vitiated by some disorder; and by that means, excite a 
sentiment which may be pronounced erroneous” (“Standard of Taste,” 241). In 
order to perceive an artwork’s real beauty, the mind must possess certain charac-
teristics, certain virtues of taste. The critic is that “rare” and “valuable character” 
who possesses these virtues: “Strong sense, united to delicate sentiment, improved 
by practice, perfected by comparison, and cleared of all prejudice” (“Standard of 
Taste,” 241).14 He has made himself into a person who is optimally receptive to 
beauty, and that is why his aesthetic sentiments are authoritative; he is Hume’s 
model of critical competence.

Belief and Epistemic Judgment

There are several parallels between Hume’s account of aesthetic judgment and 
his account of epistemic judgment. According to Hume, causal reasoning is the 
basis of all our beliefs regarding the real existence of matters of fact outside those 
beliefs based on the senses and memory. Causation is unique because it is the 
only relation that takes us “beyond our senses” and informs us of the existence of 
objects not perceptually present (T 1.3.2.3; SBN 73). Cause and effect is the only 
relation, Hume says, “on which we can found a just inference from one object to 
another” (T 1.3.6.7: SBN 89). Reasoning from testimony is, for Hume, particularly 
important: “there is no species of reasoning more common, more useful, and even 
more necessary to human life, than that which is derived from the testimony of 
men” (EHU 10.5; SBN 111). Most of what we come to know about the world comes 
to us from the reports of other people.

Hume’s account of causal inference is well known: past experience of the 
constant conjunction of two objects produces a customary transition of the 
imagination from a present impression to an associated idea. The transition from 
impression to idea involves a transfer of vivacity, and while this transfer does not 
affect the content of the associated idea, it does change the manner of its concep-
tion. It is this new manner of conception that Hume considers the basis of belief: 
“belief consists not in the nature and order of our ideas, but in the manner of their 
conception, and in their feeling to the mind” (T 1.3.7.7; SBN 629). A belief is an idea 
that feels more vivid, lively, forceful, firm, and steady than one merely conceived; 
it is closer in strength to that of an impression.15 Thus, as Hume famously asserts, 
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“belief is more properly an act of the sensitive, than of the cogitative part of our 
natures” (T 1.4.1.8; SBN 183–84). In the Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 
he refers to this lively and forceful feeling as the “sentiment of belief” (EHU 6.3; 
SBN 57). The two other associative relations—resemblance and contiguity—also 
involve a transfer of vivacity, though they do not ordinarily transmit enough 
vivacity to cause belief, because the mental habit of associating impression and 
idea in these instances is not nearly as strong and settled as in the case of causal 
inference.16

The causal mechanism produces various degrees of belief, ranging from 
certainty to doubtful expectation depending upon how uniform our past experi-
ence of the conjunction of objects has been. The more uniform and regular the 
conjunction, the stronger is the force of custom operating on the imagination. 
The frequent repetition of conjoined objects affects the mind in a unique way; 
it “produce[s] something new” (T 1.3.14.16; SBN 163), some new impression of 
reflection. This new impression—the feeling of necessity—accounts for the idea 
that two objects are casually related. As there are all different degrees of probability, 
so there are all different degrees of assurance.17 For Hume, there is an important 
structural parallel between beauty and causal necessity. Like beauty, causal power 
and necessity are “qualities of perceptions, not of objects, and are internally 
felt by the soul, and not perceiv’d externally in bodies” (T 1.3.14.22; SBN 166). 
Power is not an independent feature of objects themselves; it is a felt perception 
 of the mind.

While the basis of belief in matters of fact is ultimately something “felt by the 
soul,” Hume does not thereby think that all empirical judgments are on a par with 
one another: there are better and worse epistemic judges, just as there are better 
and worse aesthetic judges. True beliefs about the world depend upon one’s ability 
to distinguish ideas enlivened by causation from ideas enlivened by other modes 
of association. Hume thinks the wise are especially good at doing this; it is what 
sets them apart from the “vulgar,” who tend to engage in “common and careless 
way[s] of thinking” (T 1.4.3.9; SBN 223).

In the Treatise, Hume explains doxastic wisdom in terms of the influence of 
general rules on the imagination.18 Rules of causal inference are formed on the 
basis of a natural generalizing propensity of the imagination. When we have been 
accustomed to observe two objects united to each another, we form the mental 
habit of associating them together as cause and effect. Custom operates in such a 
way that we tend to generalize causal claims to other non-identical but resembling 
objects. The generalizing propensity of the imagination, because its activity pre-
cedes reflection, often associates on the basis of resemblances that turn out to be 
“superfluous” rather than “essential” to the production of an effect (T 1.3.13.9; SBN 
148). The problem is that this pre-reflective associative habit—what Hume refers 
to as the “first influence of general rules” (T 1.3.13.12; SBN 150)—if left unchecked 
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or uncorrected, can result in false belief. The belief formed is illegitimate because 
it is based on an irrelevant quality that is misperceived as a relevant one. The 
imagination has tied together two objects or qualities that were only “conjoin’d 
by accident” (T 1.3.13.9, SBN 48), not by causation. Hastily formed generalities are 
the source of what Hume calls “prejudice” (T 1.3.13.7; SBN 146).

If we are wise, however, we learn to correct this imaginative propensity by a 
“second influence of general rules” (T 1.3.13.12; SBN 150). This second influence 
is based on “the more general and authentic operations of the understanding”; it 
is reflective in character (T 1.3.13.12; SBN 150). When we compare past judgments 
and see which ones turned out false, which ones true, we can revise our rules so 
they are more in line with truth. The revised rules, because they assist us in deter-
mining when objects are genuinely related by causality, are principles “by which 
we ought to regulate our judgment” (T 1.3.13.11; SBN 149). Hume lists several such 
principles that guide the judgments of the wise in Treatise 1.3.15. From careful 
observation the wise know, for instance, that the same cause always produces the 
same effect, and where several different objects produce the same effect, it must 
be by means of some quality common among them.19 The cautious application of 
these principles enables us to separate relevant from irrelevant qualities (T 1.3.13.11; 
SBN 149).20 The second influence of general rules is to check the force of feeling 
arising from the pre-reflective transitions of the imagination and thus provide 
corrective normative principles for the evaluation of those feelings which form 
the basis of empirical beliefs (T1.3.13.12; SBN 149–50).21 While both influences of 
general rules are operative in our causal judgments, which one prevails depends 
on “the disposition and character of the person. The vulgar are commonly guided 
by the first, and wise men by the second” (T 1.3.13.12; SBN 150).

A “wise man’s” assessment of testimony is further guided by general rules that 
specifically govern the reliability of human reports. There are numerous factors 
or features of circumstance that tend to correlate with credible and incredible 
reports. If, for instance, there is nothing about an eyewitness’ report that is obvi-
ously inconsistent with past experience, we tend to accept what we are told at face 
value. Generally, we only doubt testimony when confronted with a “contrariety 
of evidence” (EHU 10.7; SBN 112).

In “Of Miracles” Hume is primarily concerned with how one assesses the 
credibility of testimony that conflicts in some way with our own or is not entirely 
self-consistent. The general approach to treating such evidence is to “balance the 
opposite circumstances, which cause any doubt or uncertainty; and when we 
discover a superiority on any side, we incline to it; but still with a diminution of 
assurance, in proportion to the force of its antagonist” (EHU 10.6; SBN 112).22 We 
tend to be skeptical, for instance, when witnesses contradict each other, when 
they are few in number, when they deliver their testimony hesitantly, or when 
the fact reported is extremely unusual, because these features are often correlated 
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with false testimony; the probability of their being true is low because the weight 
of evidence is low (EHU 10.7; SBN 112–13).

The characters of witnesses and the nature of their motives also influence our 
evaluation. We know, for example, that a person of “undoubted integrity with 
no plans to deceive” will be a more reliable witness than one of ill repute because 
his testimony frequently turns out true, whereas “[a] man delirious, or noted for 
falsehood and villainy, has no manner of authority with us” because his testimony, 
by contrast, often turns out false (EHU 10.5; SBN 112). We also know that reports 
arising “among an ignorant people” are not to be trusted (EHU 10.23; SBN 120), 
and that witnesses motivated by “the spirit of religion” are unreliable because the 
conjunction between their testimony and what they report is seldom observed 
(EHU 10.17; SBN 117).

In weighing evidence, we also take into account the effects of principles in-
herent in human nature. Experience shows, for example, that human beings are 
naturally credulous: they have a “remarkable propensity to believe whatever is 
reported” (T 1.3.9.12; SBN 113), particularly if the facts reported are extraordinary 
and marvelous. The “passion of surprise and wonder” elicited by reports of unique 
(or miraculous) events, “being an agreeable emotion, gives a sensible tendency 
toward the belief of those events, from which it is derived” (EHU 10.16; SBN 117) 
and can, therefore, tip the balance in favor of testimony at odds with experience. A 
fantastic story can cause the idea of an event to have more influence on the imagi-
nation than it should and thus lead to false belief. By reflecting on his experience 
of reliable and unreliable reports, a “wise man” forms general rules of testimony 
and employs them as guides for right judgment.

Hume admits that while the principles of good causal reasoning may be 
“very easy in their invention,” they are “extremely difficult in their application” 
(T 1.3.15.11; SBN 175). In the natural and moral worlds, phenomena are surrounded 
by a great complication of circumstances that makes it difficult to determine cause 
and effect. The same can be said regarding rules of reasoning from testimony. It is 
not always an easy matter to compute the relative strength of testimonial evidence 
and arrive at an all-things-considered judgment, especially in complex situations 
where the evidence is mixed and varied. In the real world, there are always multiple 
and varying influences contributing to the production of reliable testimony; so 
what is true of the causal judgment in general is also true of judgments of testi-
mony: sorting out which of those influences are “absolutely requisite” for reliable 
testimony from those which are “only conjoined by accident” requires constancy 
and the “utmost sagacity” (T 1.3.15.11; SBN 175). A “wise man” is attuned to the 
various causes at work and is sensitive to how they affect his overall assessment 
of the evidence; his evaluation of testimony is a complex, sophisticated response 
to empirical evidence, much as an art critic’s evaluation of beauty is a complex, 
sophisticated response to a work of art.
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In Book 1 of the Treatise, Hume makes an interesting comparison between 
causal reasoning and aesthetic evaluation when he claims that both—being matters 
of sentiment—are ultimately guided by the pronouncements of taste:

All probable reasoning is nothing but a species of sensation. ’Tis not 
solely in poetry and music we must follow our taste and sentiment, but 
likewise in philosophy. When I am convinc’d of any principle, ’tis only 
an idea, which strikes more strongly upon me. When I give the preference 
to one set of arguments [i.e., inferences] above another, I do nothing but 
decide from my feeling concerning the superiority of their influence. 
(T 1.3.8.12; SBN 103)

We find a similar thought in Book 3: “No questions in philosophy are more difficult, 
than when a number of causes present themselves for the same phaenomenon, 
to determine which is the principle and predominant. There seldom is any very 
precise argument to fix our choice, and men must be contented to be guided by a 
kind of taste or fancy, arising from analogy, and a comparison of similar instances” 
(T 3.2.3.4; SBN 504n). Hence, taste for Hume is not only a capacity to feel aesthetic 
pleasure, it is also a capacity to feel the impression of necessity that forms the basis 
of empirical judgments about the world.

Taste assesses the weight of evidence by distinguishing relevant from irrelevant 
qualities; it distinguishes which relations among the “complication of circum-
stances” are genuine causal relations and which are not. Hume’s “wise man” is 
a good judge of testimony because he has what we may call a refined “sense of 
probability,”23 a delicate taste, a perfected affective capacity for appreciating the 
strength of testimonial evidence, along the lines of an art critic’s perfected affective 
capacity for appreciating degrees of aesthetic beauty. We could think of the “wise 
man” as a kind of critic of testimony. That the “wise man” does, indeed, possess the 
critic’s virtues of taste is what I will now demonstrate. I begin with a discussion of 
the art critic’s virtues as Hume describes them in “Of the Standard of Taste.” I then 
show that the qualities contributing to the art critic’s critical competence are also 
those that contribute to the excellent judgments of the “wise man.”

The Virtues of Taste in the Art Critic

Hume identifies five qualities that the competent critic possesses: a delicate senti-
ment, practice, the ability to make comparisons, a mind free from prejudice, and 
strong sense. Delicate sentiment is defined as “a quick and acute perception of beauty 
and deformity” (“Standard of Taste,” 236), an immediate identification of and 
response to aesthetic properties. This kind of sensibility is analogous to that of the 
wine connoisseur who discriminates subtle scents, flavors, textures, and various 
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other qualities found in wine. A good art critic will be affected by impressions of, 
for example, elegance and force, when these impressions are exceedingly slight, 
whereas someone who lacks delicacy lets “[t]he finer touches pass unnoticed and 
disregarded” (“Standard of Taste,” 241).

Delicacy, however, is not simply a matter of detecting subtle touches; it also 
involves awareness of more complex global properties of works of art. Malcolm 
Gladwell’s story “The Statue That Didn’t Look Right” offers a real-life example of 
delicacy at work in this way.24 In 1983 an Italian art dealer offered to sell a marble 
kouros to the J. Paul Getty museum. The statue, he claimed, dated from the sixth 
century B.C. The Getty took the statue on loan and conducted a year-long inves-
tigation into its authenticity, employing the expertise of scientists, archeologists, 
and lawyers. They convinced the Getty it was authentic, so the museum moved to 
purchase the piece (“Statue,” 4). A number of art critics who later saw the kouros 
confessed to having had an immediate impression that the statue was not genuine. 
They sensed there was something wrong with it: it just didn’t look right. One critic 
said that he felt an “intuitive repulsion” (“Statue,” 6), another that she had “an 
instinctive sense that something was amiss” (“Statue,” 5). Their initial reactions 
led them to discover facts that told them the kouros was a fake. Its condition, for 
instance, was too “fresh” for a statue supposedly buried in the ground for two 
thousand years (“Statue,” 5). As one critic put it, “The kouros looked like it had 
been dipped in the very best caffè latte from Starbucks” (“Statue,” 6). Moreover, it 
exhibited “a puzzling pastiche of several different styles from several different places 
and time periods” (“Statue,” 7) One critic even noticed that there was something 
wrong with its fingernails, and that its feet were too “modern” (“Statue,” 7). As it 
turned out, the critics were right. This kouros came not from ancient Greece but 
from a modern-day forger’s workshop in Rome (“Statue,” 8). The critics’ delicate 
sensibilities enabled them to discover, and almost immediately, what the Getty’s 
team of researchers failed to learn in fourteen months: the statue was a fake 
(“Statue,” 8). The delicacy of feeling exhibited by the critics who surveyed the 
kouros functioned by highlighting aesthetically salient aspects of the artwork.

Although the capacity to be affected by beauty is, in itself, a natural endow-
ment, this capacity can be improved and refined by experience, or what Hume 
calls practice. Practice involves experience surveying works of art “in different 
lights and with attention and deliberation” (“Standard of Taste,” 238). Initial 
impressions—of the eye or the imagination—are often attended with “obscure 
and confused” (“Standard of Taste,” 238) sentiments, making it impossible to 
judge a work’s true merits or defects. With repeated experience, however, senti-
ments gradually become “more exact and nice” (“Standard of Taste,” 237). Practice 
improves sensibility because it helps to alleviate distortions arising from hasty 
inspections and thereby gives the critic a better sense of an artwork’s true character 
(“Standard of Taste,” 237–38).
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Hume notes that experience inevitably involves making comparisons between 
different species and degrees of beauty; by comparing different works the critic 
acquires knowledge of the potential kind and range of qualities of those works. It 
is “by comparison alone we fix the epithets of praise and blame, and learn how 
to assign the due degree of each” (“Standard of Taste,” 238). For example, Ogilby 
might seem an elegant writer until we read Milton and compare the works of the 
two authors.

Freedom from prejudice concerns a critic’s point of view. In order to form a “true 
judgment,” a critic must impose “a proper violence on his imagination” (“Stan-
dard of Taste,” 240) and take up a point of view common to the artist’s intended 
audience, otherwise he risks misperceiving aesthetic qualities. A mind affected by 
prejudice does not comply with this condition, hence it fails to register the proper 
influence of beauty. Another Gladwell story—this one entitled “A Revolution in 
Classical Music”—can help to illustrate.25 Until recently it was thought that women 
simply could not play classical music as well as men. It was argued that they lacked 
sufficient strength, their hands were too small, their lungs were not as powerful, 
and so on (“Revolution in Music,” 249). So, it was rare that a woman would out-
perform a man in an audition. Since the introduction of blind auditions about 
thirty years ago, however, the number of women playing in orchestras across the 
country has increased fivefold (“Revolution in Music,” 250). The classical music 
world came to realize that the audition process—a process they thought was objec-
tive—had been hopelessly biased. Judges were evaluating music quality based on 
what they saw not strictly on what they heard. Biases against women musicians, 
Hume would say, were “perverting” the judge’s aesthetic sentiments; prejudice 
prevented them from perceiving the true qualities of the women’s performances. 
But with the advent of audition screens, these barriers to good judgment were 
removed, and judges are now better able to assess the true aesthetic character of 
a musician’s performance.

Finally, there is strong (i.e., good) sense. In “Of the Standard of Taste,” Hume 
identifies good sense with “reason” and “judgment” (“Standard of Taste,” 240). 
Reason does not affect sensibility directly. As Townsend notes, we cannot simply 
reason our way into a particular aesthetic sentiment (Hume’s Aesthetic Theory, 
211). But we can use our reason to overcome our prejudices so that, with the bar-
riers removed, taste may operate more delicately, more closely in line with the 
general principles of art (Hume’s Aesthetic Theory, 211). Good sense also sharpens 
discernment of those qualities on which the sense of beauty operates. In order 
to pave the way for a refined sense of beauty, “it is often necessary, we find, that 
much reasoning should precede, that nice distinctions be made, just conclusions 
drawn, distant comparisons formed, complicated relations examined, and general 
facts fixed and ascertained” (EPM 1.9; SBN 173). Reason informs us, for example, 
if persons introduced in tragedy or poetry are represented as thinking and acting 
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suitably to their character and circumstances; it discovers how well the parts of 
a work combine into one system and estimates how skillfully they prosecute the 
artist’s intended design. Good sense identifies the typical interaction of multiple 
causes or principles and recognizes how different passions influence each other to 
create an overall impression of a work.26 It puts the parts together and thus makes 
possible the complex ideas of the imagination to which taste responds (Hume’s 
Aesthetic Theory, 212). Lacking good sense, one may still have a general impression 
of an object’s beauty but, Hume argues, one “is not qualified to discern the beauties 
of design and reasoning, which are the highest and most excellent” (“Standard 
of Taste,” 247). In other words, taste can still operate, but without refinement. 
So, while beauty is a feeling, it is clearly not an unreflective feeling; there is an 
important cognitive component to all pronouncements of taste.

To summarize: An art critic possesses delicate sentiment, a quick and accurate 
perception of beauty. Delicacy comes through being practiced in the sense of 
having repeatedly experienced a certain kind of art as well as having repeatedly 
experienced the particular artwork judged. Experience facilitates the comparison 
of different works so that the critic acquires knowledge of the potential kind and 
range of qualities of those works. Moreover, a critic is free of prejudice that interferes 
with his adopting the right point of view. Finally, a critic has good sense: he employs 
his reason to overcome his prejudices, to make fine-grained distinctions among 
aesthetic properties, and to discern “complicated relations.” This helps to ensure 
that his perception is discriminating and that his responses to art are appropriate. 
Together, these characteristics—the virtues of taste—distinguish accomplished art 
critics from persons of ordinary aesthetic sensibilities.

The Virtues of Taste in Hume’s “Wise Man”

In “Of the Standard of Taste,” Hume notes that the qualities that make up the 
art critic’s critical competence are the same as those that contribute to the im-
provement of reason, thus identifying a clear point of contact between the critic 
and the “wise man”: “the same excellence of faculties which contributes to the 
improvement of reason, the same clearness of conception, the same exactness 
of distinction, the same vivacity of apprehension, are essential to the operations 
of true taste, and are its infallible concomitants” (“Standard of Taste,” 240–41).

The good sense—the reason—of the competent judge of testimony is show-
cased in Hume’s own evaluation of the famous Ossian poems. In the 1760s James 
Macpherson published poems allegedly composed by the Scottish bard Ossian and 
handed down through fifteen centuries of oral tradition in the Highlands. The 
poems were widely regarded as authentic, both in Britain and on the continent, 
and were translated into several languages. In an unpublished essay entitled “Of 
the Poems of Ossian,” Hume presents a number of reasons why they cannot be 
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authentic.27 He argues, for example, that it is highly improbable that these suppos-
edly unknown poems could have survived by oral tradition for so many centuries 
among “the most necessitous, the most turbulent, the most ferocious, and the 
most unsettled” of all European nations, when ballads barely lasting uncorrupted 
through three generations of oral tradition are not found among the Greeks or 
Italians, nations “the most fortunate in their climate and situation” (“Poems of 
Ossian,” 391). Moreover, Macpherson could not give a credible account of how 
he compiled a two quarto volume from a work that was dispersed in fragments 
among the native Highlanders. Hume also notes that the poems themselves con-
tain “no giants, no monsters, no magic, no incredible feats of strength or activity,” 
as would be expected from stories of such supposed antiquity: the events are all 
“within the course of nature,” which is uncharacteristic of poetry from “rude and 
ignorant ages” (“Poems of Ossian,” 393). Hume finds additional evidence in the 
poems’ portrayal of Highland manners, which appear in many ways more modern 
than ancient: “we see nothing but affected generosity and gallantry of chivalry, 
which are quite unknown, not only to all savage people, but to every nation not 
trained in these artificial modes of thinking” (“Poems of Ossian,” 393.) Moreover, 
Macpherson himself has been dishonest in his other publications, which makes 
him an unreliable witness.

In “Of the Poems of Ossian,” we find Hume comparing the social practices 
of ancient cultures to those of his own day, distinguishing between ancient and 
modern manners and values, discerning when persons are represented as think-
ing and acting suitably to their character and circumstance, and analyzing the 
character and actions of Macpherson himself. In the final analysis, Hume’s own 
good sense convinced him that there were too many inconsistencies, inaccuracies, 
and anachronisms in the poems to believe Macpherson’s claims of authenticity. 
Hume had a strong suspicion of fraud, based on his judgment of the low probability 
of the work’s authenticity. And in the end, his suspicion was right: the poems of 
Ossian turned out to be modern forgeries.28

Having connected one of the virtues of taste—good sense—directly to compe-
tent testimonial evaluation, I now want to show that a critical reasoning capacity 
is not the only virtue the good judge of beauty and the good judge of testimony 
share. The other four distinctive qualities of the critic mentioned above (delicate 
sentiment, practice, comparison, and freedom from prejudice) also contribute to 
the excellent epistemic judgments of the wise. In other words, all the virtues of 
taste are important components of doxastic wisdom.

Delicate sentiment is “a quick and acute perception” of those properties that 
strengthen or weaken a testimony’s reliability. Works of art have unique combina-
tions of features, some of which enhance, and others which detract from, their 
overall beauty and, as we have seen, critics are highly sensitive to these features. 
There is a sense in which testimony is like a work of art in that testimony presents 
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us with evidence that strengthens or weakens its reliability, the counterparts to 
aesthetic properties of art. A “wise man” is highly sensitive to this evidence. Such 
delicacy, as we have seen, involves knowledge of the general marks of reliability. 
Yet, it is not enough simply to know general rules; a sign of delicacy is the ability 
to recognize how these principles are functioning in the particular case at hand. A 
“wise man” apprehends what it is about this testimony with its own unique set of 
variables that makes it credible (or incredible). He is well-attuned to the different 
kinds of evidence, to how different pieces of evidence interact with one another 
in this specific circumstance to render the report reliable (or unreliable). Similarly, 
an art critic does not just have propositional knowledge of general rules, though 
he has this, too; he also perceives how specific properties of a particular artwork 
combine to give an overall impression. There are no predetermined formulas to 
decide which particular facts are worthy of attention or whose testimony ought to 
be believed under the circumstances.29 Usually, the rule is that the more numerous 
the eyewitness reports, the stronger the evidence in favor of the alleged event, but 
this is not always the case. Sometimes the testimony of a single witness, on account 
of his exceptional reputation for probity, may outweigh that of many witnesses.30 
On other occasions, however, the fact alleged may appear so incredible that a 
“wise man” will “not believe such a story were it told by Cato” (EHU 10.9; SBN 113). So 
sometimes a single piece of evidence may overbalance otherwise forceful evidence 
that normally strengthens testimony considerably in the opposite direction. Reli-
ability judgments, like aesthetic judgments, are highly contextual evaluations, 
and weighing the force of conflicting evidence in particular cases often requires 
a delicate balancing act. As Hume points out in “Of Miracles,” this is especially 
so “in any private or even public history” where “the scene is removed to ever so 
small a distance” (EHU 10.32; SBN 126). In such cases, records and witnesses will 
“have perished beyond recovery” (EHU 10.33; SBN 126) so that the only remain-
ing historical evidence is “the very testimony itself of the reporters” (EHU 10.34; 
SBN 127). For the critics of testimony, this scant evidence is sufficient for proper 
evaluation, but it “is always too fine to fall under the comprehension of the vulgar” 
who lack a critic’s discernment (EHU 10.34; SBN 127).

With regard to judgments of the veracity of testimony, delicacy comes through 
the practice of making judgments, reflecting upon them, and correcting mistakes 
one discovers, just as delicacy in art comes through the activity of judging things 
beautiful.31 We accept testimonial evidence to the extent that it conforms to the 
evidence of experience, both of the natural world and of human nature (EHU 
10.3,5; SBN 110, 112).32 Of course, the experience that serves as our standard of 
judgment is not simply a matter of our own first-hand observations. When we 
weigh testimonial evidence, we also consult the experiences of other people and 
use their testimony to prove or disprove the reliability of a particular witness or 
of what they relate.33



Hume Studies

248 Tina Baceski

Hume makes it clear that a “wise man” broadens his experience and enlarges 
his sentiments through “books and conversation” (EHU 9.5; SBN 107). Hume lists 
nine circumstances “that make a difference in the understandings of men;” the 
ninth emphasizes the importance of broad experience: “After we have acquired a 
confidence in human testimony, books and conversation enlarge much more the 
sphere of one man’s experience and thought than those of another” (EHU 9.5; 
SBN 107n). The study of history is particularly advantageous in that it “[e]xtends 
our experience to all past ages, and to the most distant nations; making them 
contribute to our improvement in wisdom, as if they had actually lain under our 
observation.”34 Obviously, then, enlarged experience is crucial for assessing how 
far or to what degree a report conforms to past experience.

Studying history affords a seemingly limitless supply of examples and material 
for comparison. Making comparisons is as fundamental to good causal reasoning 
as it is to fixing “the epithets of praise and blame” with regard to works of art. 
Indeed, according to Hume, “all kinds of reasoning,” and this includes reasoning 
from testimony, “consist in nothing but a comparison, and a discovery of those 
relations, either constant or inconstant, which two or more objects bear to each 
other” (T 1.3.2.2; SBN 73–74). Studying history widens experience in the way that 
comparing a great number of paintings widens aesthetic sensibility. The art critic 
knows, for example, that an impressionist style has such and such properties, which 
are not those of another style, and so can judge a particular work in the light of 
his experience. He judges whether a work is an artist’s best work or whether good 
or bad in general by comparison with other works. The critic of testimony relies 
on wide experience of human affairs to judge the reliability of witnesses and their 
reports, including what can be provided by studying history. We saw that Hume’s 
own arguments against the authenticity of the Ossian poems relied on a number 
of comparisons between ancient and modern cultures.

We can understand why practice and comparison improve delicacy if we 
remind ourselves what Hume says about causal reasoning in that section of the 
Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding immediately preceding his discussion 
of testimony:

All our reasonings concerning matter of fact are founded on a species of 
Analogy, which leads us to expect from any cause the same events, which 
we have observed to result from similar causes. Where the causes are 
entirely similar, the analogy is perfect, and the inference, drawn from it, 
is regarded as certain and conclusive. . . . But where the objects have not 
so exact a similarity, the analogy is less perfect, and the inference is less 
conclusive; though still it has some force, in proportion to the degree of 
similarity and resemblance. (EHU 9.1; SBN 104–105)
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Practice and comparison sharpen our “analogical observations” (EHU 9.1; SBN 
104–105); they refine our ability to perceive similarities and differences in causes, 
which enables us to assess the weight of evidence by distinguishing those variables 
that tend to correlate with reliable and unreliable testimony.35

We have seen how an unbiased mind improves an art critic’s sensibility to 
beauty; freedom from prejudice also improves a “wise man’s” sensitivity to epis-
temically salient features of testimony. Hume’s History account of the infamous 
Popish Plot offers an illustration. In 1678, Hume narrates, the Englishman Titus 
Oates informed Charles II that a group of Jesuit priests in France, on orders from 
the Pope, were secretly plotting his assassination. Oates supposedly became privy 
to the plot while a seminarian at a Jesuit college in France. Allegedly, the Jesuits 
secretly tried the king, found him guilty of heresy, and condemned him to death. 
Oates testified that in addition to tyrannicide, the conspirators also planned to 
orchestrate fires, insurrections, massacres, rebellions, and foreign invasions in 
England, Scotland, and Wales for the extirpation of the Protestant religion. Ac-
cording to Oates, large sums of money had already been collected from Catholic 
supporters in England to help finance the enterprise. Foreign aid, he alleged, was 
also secured in the form of money and troops from France and Spain (History of 
England, 6:335–37).

It is obvious from Hume’s narration that he believes the evidence was over-
whelmingly against the possibility of a Catholic uprising in England. Even if we 
set aside consideration of Oates’s “most infamous” character for deception, the 
alleged facts were too extraordinary to be credible. Hume offers several examples.

That the Roman pontiff could hope to assume the sovereignty of these 
kingdoms; a project, which, even during the darkness of the eleventh 
and twelfth centuries, would have appeared chimerical: That he should 
delegate this authority to the Jesuits; that order in the Romish church, 
which was the most hated: That a massacre could be attempted of the 
protestants, who surpassed the catholics a hundred fold, and were invested 
with the whole authority of the state: That the king himself was to be 
assassinated, and even the duke, the only support of their party: These 
were such absurdities as no human testimony was sufficient to prove. 
(History of England, 6:347)

To suggest that France and Spain were involved in this alleged cabal, Hume thinks, 
was equally absurd (History of England, 6:347). The reasonable thing to do consid-
ering the weakness of the evidence was to dismiss Oates’s report of a conspiracy; 
there was just no legitimate basis for belief. Hume acknowledges, however, that 
most people were not in the right frame of mind to weigh the facts objectively; 
they “reasoned more from their fears and their passions than from the evidence 



Hume Studies

250 Tina Baceski

before them” (History of England, 6:340). The general prejudice against Catholicism 
and against the Jesuits in particular had so disturbed men’s minds at the time of 
the Plot that few could reflect calmly and dispassionately on the circumstances of 
these events. “In this disposition of the nation,” Hume remarks, “reason could no 
more be heard than a whisper in the midst of the most violent hurricane” (History 
of England, 6:342). Prejudice and violent passion overbalanced the evidence of 
experience and impaired men’s capacity for critical judgment; they erroneously 
believed the country was on the brink of rebellion because they failed to recog-
nize that the marks of reliability were absent from Oates’s testimony. “The wise,” 
Hume observes, “lend a very academic faith to every report which favours the 
passion of the reporter” (EHU 10.29; SBN 125), because history has shown that 
in these circumstances testimony has a poor track record; it “loses all pretensions 
to authority” (EHU 10.17; SBN 117). Where a witness is personally interested in 
the content of his testimony—as Hume thinks Oates clearly was—doubt is the 
appropriate attitude.36 It is not surprising that Hume’s “wise man” appears as a 
model of philosophical moderation and emotional calmness: he refuses to indulge 
violent passion and unreflective feeling or to take seriously the testimony of those 
who do. The art critic, likewise, responds with feeling, but not unreflective feeling.

The qualities of the “wise man” are thus the same as the qualities of a good 
art critic. Proper evaluation of testimony turns one’s ability to consider care-
fully distinctive features of character and details of circumstance that combine to 
strengthen or weaken the credibility of witnesses’s reports. Hence, the “wise man” 
is a man of delicate sensibility and good sense; his degree of belief is proportioned 
to the evidence. Good sense also ensures that he is free from prejudice and that his 
sentiments are not “perverted” by his own private interests. Wide experience of 
nature and of human affairs and practice judging as well as comparison of the vari-
ous objects of experience enable the “wise man” to perceive relevant analogies 
along with the degree to which present evidence correlates with known causal 
patterns of reliability. In combination, the virtues of taste refine a “wise man’s” 
sensitivity to epistemically salient features of testimony; they make him a model 
of doxastic wisdom.

Throughout this paper, I have been claiming that Hume’s two models of expert 
judgment—the art critic and the “wise man”—share the same traits: the virtues of 
taste. Now I venture a step further and suggest, more speculatively, that the char-
acter of the “wise man” is actually modeled on that of the critic. This suggestion 
will appear not entirely implausible if we consider Hume’s larger philosophical 
project. Scholars who have attempted to view Hume’s philosophy more holistically 
have acknowledged the special influence of Francis Hutcheson on Hume’s overall 
perspective. Kemp Smith claims that “it was under the direct influence of Francis 
Hutcheson” that Hume was led to recognize that judgments of value, whether 
aesthetic or moral, are based on feeling, not on rational insight.37 He contends that 
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Hume then carried this view over into the theoretical domain; Hume discovered 
that Hutcheson’s views regarding value judgments “can be extended to our beliefs 
regarding matters of fact and existence, and that ‘logic’, morals and ‘criticism’ may 
thus be brought within the scope of the same general principles” (Kemp Smith, 
20.) Barry Stroud maintains that Hume’s philosophy “is, in effect, a systematic 
generalization of Francis Hutcheson’s views on aesthetics and morals,” and that 
the elevation of feeling and sentiment over reason is, in Hume, “generalized into a 
whole theory of man.”38 D. D. Raphael has likewise asserted that Hume’s “position 
in the theory of knowledge is a wider application of the moves that Hutcheson 
had made in ethics.”39 If Kemp Smith and others are correct in thinking that 
Hume came to ‘logic’ through the gateway of Hutcheson’s anti-rationalist views 
on morals and criticism, then Hume may have viewed excellent causal reasoning 
along the lines of excellent aesthetic appreciation, extending the virtues of taste 
from the art critic to the doxastically wise.40

Conclusion

Hume’s accounts of aesthetic and causal judgment emphasize the role of senti-
ment informed and corrected by reflection. He locates the evidence for an object’s 
beauty and the evidence for the existence of what human testimony reports in 
“something felt by the mind” (T 1.3.7.7; SBN 629). Taste is the capacity to feel in 
response to aesthetic features and to testimonial evidence. Hence, the more cul-
tivated and refined the taste, the better the aesthetic and empirical judgment. In 
this paper, I have tried to show that Hume’s virtues of taste are not just aesthetic 
excellences; Hume also considers delicate sentiment, good sense, a mind free from 
prejudice, practice, and the ability to make comparisons essential characteristics 
for wise belief formation. I have also suggested that this understanding of doxastic 
wisdom derives from Hutcheson’s sentimentalist views on aesthetics and morals, 
which influenced Hume early in his philosophical career.

If the virtues involved in wise belief formation are understood along the lines 
of aesthetic virtues, as I am suggesting they are in Hume, then Hume offers con-
temporary virtue epistemology a different way to think about epistemic virtue, 
one that may offer tools for addressing certain issues. I can here only gesture in a 
general direction. Linda Zagzebski, in Virtues of the Mind: An Inquiry into the Nature 
of Virtue and the Ethical Foundations of Knowledge, observes that philosophers have 
long tended to separate thinking and feeling and to divide the intellect into a specu-
lative domain (knowledge of necessary truths) and a practical domain (knowledge 
of what to make or to do). She writes, “What is so striking about this distinction 
to the contemporary mind is that it leaves out one of the most common uses of 
the intellect—grasping the contingent” (Zagzebski, 214). Thus, a contemporary 
account of intellectual virtues should include one or a set of virtues dealing with 
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beliefs about contingent matters of fact. Hume’s virtues of taste may be useful 
here in that the concept of a well-educated, well-cultivated “taste” encompasses 
excellences of thought (good sense) and feeling (delicate sentiment), and it governs 
beliefs about contingent matters of fact. Hume’s normative epistemology offers 
an alternative worth considering.
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