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How Drsturbed Was Hume? 299

character such as Rousseau’s; captious receptions to his books,

articularly the reception of the first volumes of his History;
English arrogance towards Scots; and Wilkite agitations, which
he feared would provoke a reaction against free expression. I
any issue in inteilectual life distressed Hume, it was more the
“Whig interpretation of history” than skepticism.” By and
large, the letters bear out Hume's description of himself in his
autobiography as “being naturally of a cheerful and sanguine
Temper.™

In only one letter, admittcd(lr a remarkable and justifiably
much-quoted one, is Hume’s distress related to philosophy.
This is the letter of 1734 addressed perhaps to Dr. George
Cheyne, perhaps to Dr. Arbuthnot, perhaps never sent, mn
which Hume described at length the psychosomatic ailments he
suffered in his late teens and early twenties.” So much has this
letter been discussed that it has informally acquired the
convenient name of Hume's Letter to a Physician. By itself
the Letter yields no evidence of skepticism's having bothered
Hume. Only in conpunction with section 7 of booi 1, pari 4
of the Treatise does the Letter suggest such a thing. The two
do invite juxtaposition, however.

Before proceeding to examine the Letter in conjunction with
the peninent sections of the Treatise, we should note that only
in these two places in his whole oeuvre will we find indications
that skepticism troubled Hume. And here we find that the
particular skeptical question troubling Hume was the dubiety
of reason. Elsewhere Hume skeptically challenged every
argument he could find supporting supernaturalist religion and
the tenet that morality is an objective feature of the cosmos
rather than a system of conventions derived from our subjec-
tive responses to events. But there is no indication that
skepticism regarding these topics bothered him in the least.
The possibiliies that God is not in his heaven and that
morality is not objectively fixed may have horrified Pascal and

' See Victor G. Wenler, David Hume and the History of England, Memorials of the
'149’;;)"“" Philosophical Sociecy 130 (Phddadelphia: A.mericzn‘l’huosophical Socrery,
¢ "M'y Own Life,” ms., rpr. wn The Leteers of David Hume, ed. ]. Y. T. Greig, 2
vols. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1932), I: 2. 'Hercinafter the Letters will be ab-
breviated m ciavions a3 LDH.

’ See [Mar. or Aps. 1734,) LDH, 1: 12-18, and, for background, Ernest Campbel)
Mossnes, "Hume's Epustle 10 Dr. Arbuthnot, 1734: the Biographical Significance,”
Huntingron Library Quarterly 7 (1944):  135-52.
























How Disturbed Was Hume? 307

wishing that secretly Hume was disturbed by skepticism, was
unable 10 report that such was the case.

o B = o B « TN = B = B =

JA CK‘”[after some hesitation] | know nothing, Lady Brack-
nell.
LADY BRACKNELL. | am pleased to hear it. 1 do not
approve of anything that tampers with natural ignorance.
== QOscar Wilde, The Impornance of Being Earnest

Let us now pass on to the philosophical implications for Hume
of his skepticism. If we place the skepucal portions of the
Treatise within their contexts, we find that, except fitfully and
for dramatic purposes, the ultimate point of the discussions is
empiricist ang naturalist rather than skeptical. In the introduc-
tion Hume described his purpose as constructive, “10 explain
the principles of human nature” and on that foundation to
build “a compleat system of the sciences™ (xvi). He does not
deplore the limits within which empiricism, and hence mank-
ind, must work; rather he believes that his acknowledgement
of them enhances the credibility of his system:

[Tlho' we must endeavour to render all our principles as
universal as possible, by tracing up our experiments 10
the utmost, and explaining all effects from the simplest
and fewest causes, 'tis still cermain we cannot go beyond
experience; and any hypothesis, that pretends to discover
the ultimate original qualities of human nature, ought at
first to be rejected as presumptuous and chimenical. (xvis)

Readers should not and will not worry about these limitations:
“When we see, that we have arnvea at the utmost extent of
human reason, we sit down contented; tho’ we be perfectly
satisfied in the main of our ignorance, and perceive that we can
give no reason for our most general and most refined prin-
ciples, beside our experience of their reality” (xviii). Some
limit to what the mind can know is intninsic to empiricism,
according to which what we can ideate about is circumscribed
by what human nature will allow us 10 experience. Within
these limits, however, we can achieve remarkable things. In
Newton’s hands natural philosophy had made astomshing
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rationally satisfactory reasons, but if Hume's theary accounts
for the regrettable ?a,ct, he had no reason to be more upset
about it than before he formulated his theory. [t had always
been plain that conviction arising from due consideration is
only one way in which belief is attained. That belief consists
of vivacity is to Hume simply the way things are, and lament-
ing it would be bootless, but in fact he indicates that the fact
is not lamentable.

The mind has the command over all its ideas, and can
separate, unite, mix, and vary them, as it pleases; so that
if belief consisted merely in 2 new idea, annex'd to the
conception, it wou'd be 1n 2 man’s power to believe what
he pleas’d. We may, therefore, conclude, that belief
consists merely..1n something, that depends not on the
will, but must anse from certain determinate causes and
principles, of which we are not masters. When we are
convinc’d of any martter of fact, we do nothing but
conceive it, along with a certain feeling, different from
what attends the mere reveries of the imagination. And
when we express our incredulity concerning any fact, we
mean, that the arguments for the fact produce not that
feehing. (app., 623-4)

The converse must also be true: when we express our assent
to a proposition, the arguments do produce a belief-compelling
feeling. Hume continues, "Did not the belief consist in a
sentiment different from our mere conception, whatever
objects were presented by the wildest imagination, wou'd be on
an equal footing with the most establish’d truths founded on
history and experience” (624). Of the two alternatives, Hume'’s
is the one that accounts for the familiar experience of being
forced to face facts. Either belief is itself an idea annexed to
the idea in which we believe, or belief is the force with which
the believed idea presents itself to the mind.  The first is
implausible and undesirable because, if belief is an idea, our
control over our ideas would allow us to control our beliefs.
[t happens that we cannot control our beliefs, and that is a
good thing. Experience and memory exert a salutary pressure
on our psyches, preventing us, normally, from deludin

ourselves indefinitely. Although [ can manipulate my ideas o
horses and men, creating an idea of a centaur, | cannot make
myself believe in a centaur’s biological existence. Moreover,
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compatibilism. But the implications of these two tenets could
hardly have escaped him.”

“gur reason must be consider’d as a kind of cause,” says
Hume, “of which truth is the natural effect; but such-a-one as
by the irruption of other causes, and by the inconstancy of our
mental powers, may frequently be prevented” (THN, [. iv. 1/
180). Here reasoning is placed within the web of crisscrossin
arrows of causal sequences that comprise the world of natura
phenomena. Frequently, though not infallibly, a cause, namel
reason, brings into being an effect of a cognitive state that wit
some propriety may be called knowledge (that is, a state of
mind in which available evidence is accounted for to the extent
that human limitations allow). Trace the causal arrow back
along any such sequence to the cause of this cause of know-
ledge and, according to Hume, we will find a freely willed
choice to undertake the act of reasoning. Moving yet another
step back to the cause of the choice to reason, we find that the
choice was prompted by a causal complex of character (perhaps
a disposition to be reasonable or to be curious), motives
(perhaps fear of the consequences of being mistaken about
some matter of fact?‘, and circumstances. That a choice is
determined by the chooser’s character in reaction with other
factors does not alter its being a choice, so free will is com-
patible with causal determinism.

Now if we focus in on one step in this sequence, that of
reasoning itself, it too is revealed to %c comprised of a sequence
of causaF steps in a causal complex. This psychic complex,
according to Hume, would include raw sensory data processed
instinctively according to laws such as “Believe that your
perceptions exist continuously and independently of your
sentience” and “Believe that the future will resemble the past.”
Such laws determine what reason is; but reason, such as it is
now revealed to be, is still reason, just as free will remains free
will despite our realization that what one wills is determined
by the sort of person one is. The role of our characters in our
cKoices is anail)ogous to that of our natural beliefs in our
reasoning. Just as given the sort of person one is, one will
choose this rather than that, given the instinctually based
nature of reason, reason will function certain ways and not

n

They did not escape Tom Beauchamp and Alexander Rosenberg. See their
Hume and the Problem of Cawsation (New York: Oxford University Press, 1981),
56-7.
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