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INTRODUCTION 

The first part of the present work is primarily concerned with 
the biographical details that prepared and accompanied the 
publication of A Treatise of Human Nature. In the first chapter, 
significant space is dedicated to Hume’s illness and to the moral crisis 
that followed this, taking into account, at least for some more widely-
read texts, the common conceptions on the ‘Disease of the Learned’. 
In the following chapter, a reference to this illness and to the 
speculations connected to it is searched for in the very pages of the 
Treatise. In the second part of the work, however, the books on the 
passions and on morals are discussed, although with different 
criterion, because the academic cannot fail to notice the difference in 
volume between the literature on the two respective books.  

Anyone searching for a general interpretation of Hume or even 
only of his moral thought in these pages would undoubtedly be 
disappointed. Specific topics and problems have been pursued and 
discussed; it seems that any main path of Humean criticism from the 
last half century is particularly misleading, that the concept of illness 
has a major role in the context of the Treatise, and is capable of 
clarifying its outline. It may be that concentrating on the constructive 
aspects of the Treatise, without preconceptions regarding its 
associationism, and a reshaping of its phenomenalism, is the most 
favourable direction in which to renew or to correct the interpretation 
of Hume. It is hoped that in detail, or due to a specific characteristic of 
the work as a whole, the academic – more or less an expert on the 
Scotsman’s philosophy – may find here a useful or valuable suggestion 
of reading, to be valued perhaps as part of a more complete network 
of references. 
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Chapter I 

PHILOSOPHY, ILLNESS AND GENESIS 
OF A TREATISE OF HUMAN NATURE 

Alongside the flourishing ‘Newtonian industry’ and the 
increasing number of interpretations of Hobbes, the third area of 
concentration of studies on seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 
British thought undoubtedly regards David Hume. Today one rereads 
with amusement the lines with which John Passmore sends off his fast-
paced, authoritative volume on Hume’s Intentions. ‘Books ought not 
to be multiplied except of necessity; commentaries on Hume have 
flourished so exceedingly, and even excessively, that the present work 
might seem to flout that admirable general principle’; it was necessary 
to integrate, not to replace, the fundamental theses of Laird and of 
Kemp Smith1. This was not just a formulaic discourse: these were the 
times in which the aristocratic Oxonian culture – it hardly mattered 
whether at Oxford or Cambridge or in some peripheral university of 
the Commonwealth – feared perhaps the invasion of historical 
erudition, whether it came from across the Atlantic or from the 
Continent, to break the splendid isolation of British philosophy, which 
had opened up only sporadically and in ways fitting with its own 
schools of thought, and had been fed by the classics from home with 
natural critical refinement. If such were the concern, one could not 
even imagine the scale of the catastrophe: the dozen titles, that had 
documented the interest in Hume every year for half a century, would 

 
1 SEE. J. PASSMORE, Hume’s Intentions, London, 1968 (19521), p. VII. 

 

double in a twenty-year period and triple in the nineteen seventies, 
with peaks of a hundred titles in the days before the bicentenary of 
the philosopher’s death2. This massive and rapid production of texts 
and studies – which obviously concerns not only the Scotsman, nor 
even Enlightenment culture alone, and which forces academics to 
undertake specialist training without precedent in the field of 
philosophical historiography – will produce, sooner or later, a third-
level literature that, beyond the usual review and selective discussion 
of titles, will have to be questioned systematically on criteria and 
methodologies, academic traditions of reference; current and 
obsolescent trends of the studies. 

One settles for pointing out a problem, timidly and in general 
terms, to justify the (certainly overdue) interest in a discussion on the 
beginnings of Humean philosophy, presented by Reinhard Brandt to 
the now distant bicentenary Edinburgh Conference of 1976. Together 
with the new edition of the famous biography of Ernest C. Mossner 
and the very recent Italian translation of a substantial part of Hume’s 
Letters – led with diligence by Marcello Del Vecchio – this can provide 
the spark for a reconsideration of the difficult decade that led Hume 
to publish the Treatise of Human Nature3. 

1. The ‘new scene of thought’ 

Little information remains on the gestation of the Treatise: a few 
passages of the ironic and very concise autobiography; the well-known 
retraction of the early work which was put before the last edition of 

 
2 I base the current quantitative remarks on R. HALL, Fifty Years of Hume Scholarship, 
A Bibliographical Guide, Edinburgh 1978 (who has curated its periodic updating in the 
magazine Hume Studies, London (Ontario) since 1977). However, it does not seem that 
the pessimistic judgement of the a. (p.1) on the influence of Hume on British thought 
in the nineteenth century and the first quarter of the twentieth century is one to be 
shared, when this is discerned from historiographic scholarship. 
3 See, respectively, R. BRANDT, The Beginnings of Hume's Philosophy, in David Hume, 
Bicentenary Papers, ed. by G.P. Morice, Edinburgh 1977, pp. 117-127; E.C. MOSSNER, 
The Life of David Hume, Oxford 1980 (19541, Textual Supplements at the previous 
edition appear at pp. 625-644); DAVID HUME, Lettere, cit., ed. by M. Del Vecchio, F. 
Angeli, Milano 1983. 
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Hume’s philosophical works – when the critics of the common sense 
philosophers concentrated on the Treatise, with little regard for the 
more ‘mature’ Enquiries; some short manuscripts, starting from the 
Early Memoranda published by Mossner, which are still subject to 
critique, with problematic results; finally, a handful of letters, among 
which stands out the sort of ‘story of my life’ that the twenty-three-
year-old Hume subjected to the judgement of the Scottish physician, 
no less an expert in the field of letters than in his own profession, on 
the eve of his arrival in Bristol in the spring of 17344. 

Now, Scholars invested greatly, at least since the time of Kemp 
Smith, precisely in this ‘new Scene of Thought’, mentioned in the letter 
of ’34 – that ‘seem’d to be open’d up to’ Hume when he was ‘about 18 
years of age’ and that ‘transported [him] beyond measure’ to the point 
that he abandoned any plans of studying and of pursuing a legal career 
so he could cultivate his very early passion for philosophy and for 
criticism, and to allow him to spend a few months feeling ’infinitely 
happy’5. Brandt has the merit of initiating debate about both the 
content variously attributed to this new scene of thought, and the 
generally accepted principle that this represents the starting point of 

 
4 See The Letters of David Hume, edited by J.Y.T. Greig, Oxford 1972 (19321), 2 vol., I, 
pp. 12-18. For Hume's retraction, see Mossner's biography, p. 582; but already in a 
letter from the spring of 1751 to G. Elliot of Minto - Letters, I, p. 158 and above all in 
the resented letter of February 1754 to John Stewart, professor of natural philosophy 
in Edinburgh, Hume invited to neglect the youth Treatise in favour to the Enquiries - 
Letters, I, p. 187 -. For Hume's MSS, see, by MOSSNER, Hume's Early Memoranda, 
1729-40: The Complete Text, in ‘Journal of the History of Ideas’, 1948, pp. 492-518; 
David Hume's 'An Historical Essay on Chivalry and Modern Honour’, in ‘Modern 
Philology’, 1947, pp. 54-60; on this latter MS cf. below, footnote 45; that the actual 
context of the Memoranda is Bayle's pirronism and that a large number of Hume's 
records derive from the reading of dictionaries and, above all, of literary periodicals, 
is the thesis argued in detail for sections I and II of the same, by J.P. PITTION (Hume's 
Reading of Bayle: An Inquiry into the Source and Role of the Memoranda, in ‘Journal 
of the History of Philosophy’, 1977, pp. 373-386). 
5 Letters, cit., p.13 

 

the Scotsman’s philosophy. He remembers the interpretation of Kemp 
Smith, for which Hume was led by the influence of Hutcheson to base 
on the sentiment ‘judgements of value of whatever type’ and came to 
the ‘new scene of thought’ with the discovery that the criterion of 
feeling ‘could be carried over into the theoretical domain’ to resolve 
‘several of the chief problems to which Locke and Berkeley had drawn 
attention’6. The interpretation of Kemp Smith is specified in Mossner’s 
biography: ‘the extension of sentiment and feeling beyond ethics and 
aesthetics to include the entire realm of belief covering all relations of 
matter-of-fact’ constitutes ‘Hume’s unique contribution to the 
philosophy of human nature’. ‘The intense excitement with which 
Hume greeted his discovery concerning the nature of causation in the 
spring of 1729 is explainable in terms of its implications’7. Again, in the 
recent Hume’s Philosophical Politics – Brandt insists – Duncan Forbes 
acknowledges in the ‘famous new scene of thought’ the product of the 
union between ‘natural law teaching and Newtonian or Baconian 
experimental science allied to Hume’s religious scepticism’. ‘Again, it 
is a presupposition of the interpreter that fills up the gap and decides 
the content of Hume’s inspiration’8. 

Brandt’s review could continue: from Laird’s monography to 
Capaldi’s dense and controversial volume, the influence of Newton 
rivalled that of Hutcheson in giving meaning to the ‘new scene of 
thought’. When it did not concern favouring a source, Bayle or 
Malebranche, alongside Hutcheson or Newton, its content was 
identified with one or more of the Scotsman’s ‘discoveries’. The 
association of ideas or the easy transferal of liveliness, the principle of 

 
6 BRANDT, Beginnings, cit., p. 117. See N. KEMP SMITH, The Philosophy of David Hume, 
London 1964 (19411), pp. 14-ff. 
7 See MOSSNER, Life, cited, pp. 76-77 and BRANDT, Ibid. 
8 Ibid. See D. Forbes, Hume's Philosophical Politics, Cambridge 1975, p. 17, 59, 63-54. 
It should be noted, however, that Forbes complicates and enriches the perspective of 
Kemp Smith, highlighting Hume's distance to Hutcheson. 
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cause or the application of the experimental method to ethics from 
time to time gained decisive weight9. There was certainly no shortage 
of people who gave in to the temptation to isolate an influence or a 
discovery. In one of the most balanced presentations of the genesis of 
the Treatise, and most aware of such risks, like that proposed by 
Antonio Santucci in Sistema e Ricerca in David Hume, the content of 
the ‘new scene of thought’ takes on a problematic form. Kemp Smith 
and Mossner’s direction is welcomed, albeit cautiously: ‘Indeed, the 
Humean discoveries ought to have started from there. Wouldn’t 
feeling, limited by Hutcheson to the field of ethics and aesthetics, have 
extended with him to all experimental science? The attitude of the 

 
9 This topic would require a specific discussion. Already in 1932, J. LAIRD (Hume's 
Philosophy of Human Nature, London) mitigated Kemp Smith's thesis (exposed in The 
Naturalism of Hume, ‘Mind’, 1905, pp. 149-173 and 335-347) about the total 
subordination of reason to instinct and sentiment (pp. 185-186) and identified the 
'new scene of Thought' in adopting the Newtonian experimental method (p. 20). With 
increasing obstinacy, but with a certainly dated Newton’s interpretation, this thesis 
was reiterated; cfr. e.g., R.D. BROILES, The Moral Philosophy of David Hume, The 
Hague 1969, p. 34; J. NOXON, Hume's Philosophical Development, Oxford 1973; but 
above all, N. CAPALDI, David Hume, The Newtonian Philosopher, Boston 1975, pp. 229, 
231. A more analytical consideration of the context and of the Humean sources seems 
to be affirmed in recent texts, for example: P. JONES Hume's Sentiments, Their 
Ciceronian and French Context, Edinburgh 1982, and the recent volume (which I go 
through in reviewing these Notes) by John P. WRIGHT, The Sceptical Realism of David 
Hume, Manchester 1983. If Jones believes that Newton's influence on Hume should 
be resized, especially in favour of Cicero and Malebranche (Chapter 1), Wright even 
claims that only In the forties, after the Treatise, Hume confronted ‘seriously’ with the 
ideas of Newtonian philosophy (p. 7) and insists on the influence of Cartesian 
philosophy and Malebranche in particular, L. LAUDAN even estimates that there is not, 
between Socrates and G.E. Moore, a great philosopher more ignorant than Hume 
about contemporary science (see the chapter on Hume’s induction in Science and 
Hypotheses, London 1981 - especially p. 83 and n. 38). Kemp Smith’s thesis is still 
accepted or only partially criticized by authoritative scholars such as D.D. RAPHAEL and 
T.E. JESSOP (See of the first, Hume's Critique of Ethical Rationalism, pp. 14-15, of the 
second The Misundestood Hume, pp. 11-12 in Hume and the Enlightenment, ed. by W. 
Todd, Edinburgh 1974). 

 

empiricist had been born and nurtured elsewhere, by the reflection of 
moralists on the principles of feeling and value. From there, through 
Newtonian methodology and Bayle’s criticism, the project of the 
science of man rose up’10. On other occasions, the ‘new scene of 
thought’ is loaded with interesting negative connotations: Hume ‘did 
not tolerate the reticence of a master such as Locke, demanded 
coherence with experimental methodology’, ‘had the hard, impatient 
features of a young man who measures himself against an entire 
speculative tradition. The true originality would emerge, with 
difficulty, later, from the very pages of the masterpiece, from the crisis 
of the systematic project and the radicalisation of the scepsis.’. From 
France Hume would bring ‘with him a treatise on human nature that 
concluded in a manner not predicted by the ‘new scene of thought’11. 

It will be possible to return to this question. But it must be stated 
immediately that the Italian interpreter, as sensitive to the historical 
complications of the events of thought as he was attentive to the more 
persuasive suggestions of criticism, could only seem evasive to the 
eyes of an AngloSaxon critic, accustomed by a slightly Scholastic 
tradition of study and stimulated by ever-more coherent 
interpretative comparisons to taking clear, definite positions. Brandt’s 
theory, it must be agreed, is rather more drastic, and is not lacking in 
good philological pretexts: he claimed that the experience of 1729 was 
entirely negative, a fantasy built by philosophical enthusiasm, and that 
the beginnings of Humean philosophy dated from the spring of ’31. It 
was only after he had abandoned the genius’ highs and the depression 
that followed these – it is claimed – that ‘the cool philosopher we all 
know’ was born, and there can be no doubt that the text of the letter 
to the Scottish physician, in which Hume affirms that ‘Having now Time 
& Leizure to cool my Imaginations, I began to consider seriously, how 
I should proceed in my philosophical Enquiries’, must refer to the 

 
10 A. SANTUCCI, Sistema e Ricerca in David Hume, Laterza, Bari 1969, pp. 21 and 43 
11 Ibid., pp. 28, 29, 44. 
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 spring of ’31, when he had already overcome the worst phase of the 
illness that had partly removed Hume from the effort of studying12. 
Again, Brandt underlines the self-critic element contained within the 
term ‘seem’ in the sentence ‘there seem’d to be open’d to me a new 
Scene of Thought’ and observes, opportunely, that Hume adopts the 
same terminology in the conclusion of the first book to describe the 
fantastical experiences of superstition: 

‘Tis certain, that superstition is much more bold in its systems 
and hypotheses than philosophy; and while the latter contents itself 
with assigning new causes and principles to the phaenomena, which 
appear in the visible world, the former opens a world of its own, and 
presents us with scenes, and beings, and objects, which are altogether 
new.13 

Especially on the basis of some passages from Hume’s letter to 
his friend Michael Ramsay on the 4th of July 1727, relative to the 
frequentation of the treatise of Longino, Brandt believes it ‘probable 
that in 1729 Hume let himself get involved in the adventure of trying 
his hand at literary criticism, writing in the excited and enthusiastic 
style of a young genius who was trying to express his experience of the 
Great and Sublime’. Conversely, the beginnings of Humean philosophy 
in ’31 would be recognised in the study of human nature according to 
the decisive influence of Bacon, at the time just re-published and 
hugely popular in England14. I find it curious that the course of Brandt’s 
text makes accusations against Kemp Smith and Mossne’s conjectures, 
that it insists on the fictitious, misleading nature of the Humean 
experience of ’29, and then not even he himself withdraws from the 

 
12 See BRANDT; Beginnings, cit., pp. 118-119 and, for Hume’s quotation, Letters, cit., I, 
p. 16. 
13 A Treatise of Human Nature, p. 271. I refer to the second edition of the Oxford 
University Press (Oxford, 1978-) text, ed by L.A. Selby-Bigge in 1888, revised and 
annotated by P.H. Nidditch. This edition, while retaining the original numbering of the 
pages, is accompanied by the text of the Abstract (pp. 641-662) and by an appendix of 
notes mainly drawn from Hume's manuscript corrections (pp. 663-73); from now on it 
will be indicated by the letter T, followed by the ordinal number for the book, Roman 
for the part, cardinal for the section and page. 
14 Ibid., pp. 119-121. 

 

suggestion of the ‘new scene of thought’, and comes up with another 
decisive comparison, even though he then moderates his theory in his 
references to Newton, Mandeville or to the easy transition of the 
association of ideas. Instead, a different suggestion appears in his 
conclusive reference to the link between the experience of the crisis 
of ’30-’31 and the conclusion of the first book of the Treatise15. But a 
hypothesis that counters another hypothesis has the advantage of 
suggesting doubt, and encourages the scholars to carry out a more 
carefully considered examination of their sources. It may be that 
another path can be followed, that in fact the reference to the ‘new 
scene of thought’ has been overvalued, investing this with non-
documentable content and isolating it from the context of Hume’s 
letters. It may be that the genesis of the Treatise reveals more 
continuity than breaks with the past, and, in particular, a surprising 
harmony with the outcomes of the masterpiece. 

2. Elements of continuity in Humean experience 

Based on the Advertising of 1775, and on the two well-known 
letters from the 50s to Gilbert Eliot of Minto and John Stewart, we 
know that Hume ‘projected’ the Treatise ‘before he left College’ (aged 
14 or 15; 1725 or 1726), ‘plan’d [it] before… one and twenty’ (1732) 
and ‘composed [it] before… five and twenty’ (1736). Doubts may arise 
as to the accuracy of these dates, which were all proposed in moments 
of severe self-criticism. He may well have maintained his relationship 
with the College after the official end of his studies, and left France 
only after turning 2616. But the reasons for continuity seem prevalent. 

 
15 Ibid., pp. 122-125 
16 See the Inquiries' Advertising and the Letter to G.Elliot of Minto (supra n. 4). From 
the letter of August 26, 1737 to M. Ramsay (published in Mossner's biography on p. 
626-627) it is apparent that Hume has almost completed the preparation of his papers. 
It is more difficult to estimate the correction and pruning work performed by Hume in 
the winter of '37 -'38 for the first two books and in '39 for the third of the Treatise by 
the remaining letters. see Letters, cit., pp. 24 and 36. In the autobiography Hume 
claims to have published the first part of his Essays in '42 (as a cover page) rather than 
in '41. 
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He already apologises in the letter to Ramsay of the 4th of July 1727 – 
the first which remains – for not having sent him any of his work, 
observing that: 

All the progress that I made is but drawing the Outlines, in loose 
bits of Paper; here a hint of a passion, there a Phenomenon in the mind 
accounted for, in another the alteration of these accounts; sometimes 
a remark upon an Author I have been reading, And none of them worth 
to ant Body & I believe scarce to my self17. 

Is there truly something that prevents one from seeing the 
outlines of the subject of the Treatise in these clues, the distinction of 
the field of the passions and of the field of the ideas, the language of 
a scientist of human nature who is, indeed, trying to ‘explain the 
phenomena’ of the mental world, of this eighteenth-century universe, 
forgotten today compared to that of Newton, but so rich in 
testimonies from when the detractors and admirers of Locke 
competed with one another for intellectual ground in British 
philosophical culture?18 Following this letter, is there still no sign of the 
ever-agreeable and ironic David, who prefers free conversation with a 
friend to any other form of entertainment, and who nevertheless takes 
comfort in solitary reflection or in frequenting his library? Who reads 
philosophical works at times, poetry at others, as he wishes, hating any 
reading imposed as an obligation and, especially, that, having 
declaimed about the ‘Greatness and Elevation of the Soul that can be 
found only in Study & contemplation’, to check his ‘appetite; and for a 
Mortification descends from these Superior Regions to low & Ordinary 
Life’ and calmly begins to discuss the quality of the horse bought by his 
brother, John, or tedious notary affairs? Even the final 

 
17 Letters, cit., p. 9. 
18 I refer to that dense plot of philosophical and religious discussions over the 
acceptance or refusal of Locke's doctrines (and in the minor or in the conflict of 
Malebranche) of which J.W. YOLTON has taken the exam (John Locke and the Way of 
Ideas, Oxford 1956). 

 

reference to the reading of Longino, who lets himself be charmed by 
his subject matter and makes his own character correspond with the 
greatness of the sublime which he describes, is full of good humour 
and irony, and certainly does not allow one to predict the enthusiasms 
which Brandt discusses19. Nor is ‘the application of experimental 
philosophy to moral subjects’ an achievement which Hume ever 
claimed responsibility for himself. Was it not – as was clearly stated in 
the introduction of the Treatise – Locke and Shaftesbury, Mandeville, 
Hutcheson and Butler who put the science of man on this new path?20 

If we do not isolate the passage on the ‘new scene of thought’ 
from the entirety of the letter to the Scottish physician, we discover 
not signs of breaking with the past, but an outline that is being defined, 
and an experience that repeats itself. Indeed, when Hume describes 
the studies he completed after leaving the College, while introducing 
the argument about this and the consequent crisis of ’29, he states: 

I was after that left to my own Choice in my Reading, & found 
it encline me almost equally to Books of Reasoning and Philosophy, & 
to Poetry & the polite Authors. Every one, who is acquainted either 
with Philosophers or Critics, knows that there is nothing yet establisht 
in either of these two Sciences, & that they must contain little more 
than endless Disputes, even in the most fundamental Articles. Upon 
Examination of these, I found a certain Boldness of Temper, growing 
in me, which I was not enclin’d to submit to any Authority in these 
Subjects, but led me to seek out some new Medium, by which Truth 
might be establisht21. 

We read the same thing about the spring of ’31, that is, about 
the era of cooled ‘imagination’ and ‘planning’: 

  

 
19 Letters, cit., pp. 10-11. 
20 The reference in the abstract (T 646) is even more explicit. Therefore, contrasting 
the adoption of the experimental method with Kemp Smith's interpretation (see 
supra, n. 9) means confusing the project born before leaving the College with the 
episode of the 'new scene of Thought'. 
21 Letters, cit., p. 13. 
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I found that the moral Philosophy transmitted to us by 
Antiquity, labor’d under the same Inconvenience that has been found 
in their natural Philosophy, of being entirely Hypothetical, & 
depending more upon Invention than Experience. Every one consulted 
his Fancy in erecting Schemes of Virtue & of Happiness, without 
regarding human Nature, upon which every moral Conclusion must 
depend22. 

Both passages link back to the field of philosophy as much as to 
that of criticism, and in both Hume emphasises the uncertain situation 
of moral philosophy as an opportunity and a stimulus for a 
contribution of his own, even if in the second passage he adopts 
Baconian-Newtonian language, which was already common amongst 
the moralists, but also amongst scientists from Edinburgh. Nor can one 
forget that these were the years in between the two decades in which 
physical-theological Clarkean rationalism entered into a real crisis, 
probably due to the effect of texts such as that of Tindal, as well as to 
the moralists’ teachings. 

If anything, a fundamental difference must be acknowledged in 
the fact that, whereas in ’29 Hume reveals his boldness of character, 
his independence of judgement, his search for a new way in which to 
establish the truth, and specifically refers to works of philosophical 
speculation, in ’31 he insists on the critical element of his own 
intervention and refers to ethics in the fullest sense of the word. In 
fact, the passage proceeds with these observations: 

I believe ‘tis a certain Fact that most of the Philosophers who 
have gone before us, have been overthrown by the Greatness of their 
Genius, & that little more is requir’d to make a man succeed in this 
Study than to throw off all Prejudices either for his own Opinions or 
for this of others. At least this is all I have to depend on for the Truth 
of my Reasonings, which I have multiply’d to such a degree, that within 
these three Years, I find I have scribled many a Quire of Paper, in which 
there is nothing contain’d but my own Inventions. 

 
22 Letters, cit., p. 16. In the Italian translation (see supra n. 3, D. Hume, Lettere, cit., p. 
67) we read mistakenly ‘philosophy’ instead of ‘felicity’; the correction is important 
because it significantly narrows the Hume's new view of the properly moral sphere. 

 

Here, Hume’s success in his studies is connected to scepticism: 
with the upheaval of his own systems as well as those of others, albeit 
after significant controversy concerning the hypotheses and 
misunderstandings of the genius, Hume must admit that his papers are 
full of his own inventions. As further proof, he is aided by his 
confidence to Gilbert Eliot of Minto about the Old Manuscript Book, 
composed before Hume had turned twenty (before the spring of ’31), 
which contained ‘page after page’ arguments in favour of, and always 
resurgent doubts on, natural religion, in ‘a perpetual Struggle of a 
restless Imagination against Inclination, perhaps against Reason’23. 

The sceptical result of the Treatise – as of now we can expect – 
can be predicted before the exile of Reims or of La Flèche. It forms part 
o the planning of ’31, no less so than of the contrast between 
philosophy and everyday life, between metaphysical reasoning and 
common sense. This – as we shall see – is inherent to the structure of 
the Treatise. It is therefore convenient, rather than lingering on an 
attempt to identify the content of the ‘new scene of thought’ – 
pointless, in the absence of further biographical material – to insist on 
the quality of Humean experience: the ardent dedication to 
philosophical reflection, with the renouncement of ‘every other 
Pleasure or Business’, the disgust felt for the legal profession or the 
hopes of success as ‘a Scholar & Philosopher’, but, especially, the state 
of happiness in which he came to find himself, just like the 
unmotivated loss of this: 

I was infinitely happy in this Course of Life for some Months; till 
at last, about the beginning of Septr 1729, all my Ardor seem’d in a 
moment to be extinguisht, & I could no longer raise my Mind to that 
pitch, which formerly gave me such excessive Pleasure24. 

Hume’s experience is none other than the exultant and 
exclusive experience of creative thought, precisely that of systematic 
construction, that, despite being the search for truth, is nevertheless 
the ambition for success in the world, and for distinction. However, 

 
23 Letters, cit., p. 154/ 
24 Letters, cit., p. 13. 
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Hume discovers at the same time, that this is not a lasting state: once 
the novelty has worn off, the same complication of thought leads to 
frigidity and disenchantment. To provide content for the nature of this 
experience, of the state of active, happy suspension, as of its cooling, 
Hume’s texts are sufficient help, starting from the conclusions of the 
first book of the Treatise and the essay on the sceptic. But it would also 
be misleading to think that this was an isolated, unique experience: a 
hint already alludes to this in the final irony of the aforementioned 
letter to Ramsay, in the contrast between philosophical declamation 
and domestic affairs. Other testimonials are found in the successive 
letters, even those following the publication and the setback of the 
Treatise, and many sections of this very Treatise repeat, as though it 
were an experiment, this movement from enchantment to 
disillusionment of reflective thought. 

Nor can one forget the peculiar Scottish context: the problem of 
the system, of his own system joined with that of his own real everyday 
realisation, goes through the protagonists of the Scottish universe, for 
those who are familiar with the texts of Kames, Reid, Smith or 
Ferguson. Smith – to focus on the author closest to Hume, the one who 
often helps to understand him better – will personally thematise the 
question in that which has been called – and with good reason – his 
‘theory of research’25. On the social level, it is something concerning 
the characteristic of the Scottish man of culture, with his precarious 
prospects, in a country as poor in resources as it was rich in cultural 
institutions: the legal profession or the art of medicine, teaching at 
university, so conditioning for his ideological composition, or the 
ecclesiastical career. Beyond these inevitable outcomes, with ruthless 
competition, the only possibility is to emigrate: the duty of the 
travelling tutor, or of the merchant clerk, as Hume himself explains, or 
the more variable, improbable careers – Smollet  reminds us – that of 
the 

 
25 See J.L. LINDGREN, Adam Smith's Theory of Inquiry, ‘Journal of Political Economy’, 
1969, pp. 897-915 

 

successful author or of adventure overseas26. 

3. The ‘Disease of the Learned’ 

The letter to the Scottish physician is organised as a ‘full account 
of the condition of my body’ and in a subsequent story of the state of 
‘my Mind […] which on every Occasion, especially in this Distemper 
have a very near connexion together’27. 

Even if the design is not followed precisely, it will be useful to 
focus on the disease and to pick up on some uncertain biographical 
questions. Mossner has denied the conjecture of Hume’s first 
biographer, John Hill Burton, which had been welcomed by Grieg, the 
curator of the collection of Hume’s letters, as it was by Hendel, Laird 
and Kemp Smith: the recipient of the letter of ’34 cannot be Doctor 
Cheyne, but is, in all likelihood, John Arbuthnot, a court physician, 
mathematician and the author of successful written works of political 
satire. In the biography, the theory is assertive: because Cheyne is not 
in London, and would surely have found ‘Hume’s remarks on 
philosophy and religion’ improper28. 

If we go back and read Mossner’s essay, rich in historical 
scholarship as many of his essays are, on Hume’s Epistle to Dr. 
Arbuthnot, where the attribution is debated in full, we find that there 
are essentially three reasons for excluding Cheyne as the recipient of 
the letter: Cheyne does not practise in London, and in ’32 moved to 
Bath for good (and Hume would not need to write to him, as Bath is 
only 12 miles from Bristol); a student of Pitcairne, he is a believer in 
quantitative (Newtonian) medicine, iatromechanics; finally, he is a 
strange character, inclined to mysticism and not without sympathy for

 
26 See Letters, cit., p.18; For TOBIAS SMOLLETT see especially The Adventures of Roderick 
Random - 1748. 
27 Letters, cit., p. 16. 
28 Mossner, Life, cit., P. 84 n. 1. 
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the Methodist revival29. Hume, on the other hand, apparently wrote 
his letter whilst he was stopped in London during his journey to Bristol, 
with the unusual, although not entirely infrequent intention to have at 
least a written consultation, and explicitly states that he places his 
trust first and foremost in the Scottishness and the humanity, but also 
in the great erudition and the witticism of his correspondent. Now, 
Arbuthnot practises in London, he is the witty scholar praised by Smith, 
the inventor of John Bull, he is certainly not an enthusiast, nor 
obsessed with his diet, he does not follow any hypothetical school of 
medicine and, despite being a good friend of Cheyne, he criticises the 
extremism of his ideas in the preface to a piece of work which is rather 
more moderate and full of good sense on the importance of one’s 
diet30. Hume himself cites one of his works on the coin in the classical 
world in the essay on the Balance of Trade of 1752 and, in a letter of 
1768 Hume names him amongst the great Wits of the age of Pope, 
whereas he never mentions Cheyne.  

However, various objections could be made against Mossner’s 
thesis. The first is that yes, Arbuthnot is a medical expert, but from his 
works it is never apparent that he was ever interested specifically in 
the ‘disease of the Learned’, whereas ‘Fame pointed out’ to Hume his 
recipient as ‘the properest Person’ to resolve his doubts (Mossner 
himself calls him ‘familiar with chronic and mental diseases’)31. On the 
contrary, Cheyne published precisely in 1733 a treatise, which became 
soon rather famous, on the English Malady, equipped with interesting 
clinical records, in which the practice of writing letters of self-analysis 
almost seems to be recommended. Secondly, the fact that Cheyne 
lives in Bath is not a deciding factor. Hume says, in fact, that he decided 
to ask for the opinion of his correspondent ‘as I am come to London 
on my way to Bristol’32. Even if the obvious and natural interpretation 
is that Hume is addressing a physician living in London, nothing 

 
29 Mossner, Hume's Epistle to Dr. Arbuthnot, 1734: The Biographical Significance, 
‘Huntigton Library Quarterly’, 1940, pp. 135-152, pp. 142-147. 
30  Ibid., 147-149 
31 Ibid, p. 140. 
32 Letters, cit., P. 18. 

 

prevents us from interpreting that he is writing this letter (which is not 
dated) in London, with the intention of sending it to Bath, and having 
the opportunity to meet Cheyne whilst stopping by, as was almost 
customary at the time, at the thermal baths, which are indeed on the 
way to Bristol. Nothing prevents us from thinking that Hume, in the 
prospect of a stay, in a certain way self-imposed, in Bristol, in an 
unpleasant environment such as that of the merchants where he 
would stay, is writing a letter of self-analysis, but also of self-
presentation, to establish relationships in a city that he did not know, 
but which does not lack this type of opportunity33. In this case, Cheyne 
apparently represents the lifeboat for Hume who has imposed himself, 
at least temporarily, to burn the ships of philosophy and of literature 
behind him34. Furthermore, it is not true that Hume never cited 
Cheyne; at least in the Dialogues on Natural Religion, one passage 
derives in all likelihood from the famous physico-theological work of 
the Scottish physician35. Not even mysticism and fanaticism constitute 
a nullifying objection. Was it not Cheyne himself, in the English 
Malady, that rebutted the accusations of fanaticism with good 
humour? On the other hand, could the same reference to the French 
mystics and to fanatics in his own Scotland, contained in the letter of 
’34, not constitute a clue in favour of this, as of those who intend to 
discuss a familiar topic with an interlocutor? Could it be that the 
Hume-Filone that allies itself with Demea in the Dialogues on Natural 
Religion is so far from the mystics? Could it be that the Hume of ’34 
had not yet read enough of Bayle to not know that even the least 
progressive authors carry weight in philosophy, if we have to free 
ourselves from our prejudices  and those of others? Finally, could it be 

 
33 See Mossner, Life, cit., pp. 88-89. 
34 See Letters, cit., 18 
35 The close affinity between the first presentation of Design Argument by Cleante in 
the 11th section of Dialogues on Natural Religion with a passage of the Philosophical 
Principles of Natural Religion (1705) by CHEYNE was noted by R. H. HURLBUTT (Hume, 
Newton and the Design Argument, Lincoln 1975, pp. 33, 141). 
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that in Paris, lacking a better location, he will not go to chevalier 
Ramsay, so close to the French mystics, and will not bring his letters of 
presentation to Reims – does it not matter then if a natural antipathy 
and the irritation felt for the chevalier’s ‘whimsical systems’ will make 
him hate even the idea that his own papers could end up in those 
hands?36 Nor is it there any need to insist too strongly on Hume’s 
controversy against hypotheses, because the hypotheses scorned in 
this letter concern the moral philosophy or natural philosophy of the 
ancients, and because his papers are full of his own inventions. 
Cheyne’s medical recommendations, on the other hand, despite his 
following of iatromechanics and his obsession with a milk-based diet, 
are full of good sense and recommend physical exercise in particular. 
Nor can one omit, again, the unusual detail that if Hume, as he states 
in his letter, dragged by a ‘ravenous appetite’, in May-June of ’31, ‘in 
six week time’, went from being ‘tall, lean, & rawbon’d’ to ‘the most 
sturdy, robust, healthful-like Fellow you have seen’, Cheyne, in rather 
a hurry, had reached the respectful weight of 210 kilos, which rather 
justified his dietary obsession37. 

This is enough to give some credibility back to the idea that 
Cheyne was the recipient of the letter to the Scottish physician, equal 
and no less credible than the claim that Arbuthnot was; but this 
question would not warrant so much attention had a far more relevant 
theory not insinuated itself into Mossner’s argument: it is nice, the 
idea that Hume is addressing a physician, undoubtedly, but a scholar 
before a scientist, like Arbuthnot, rather than an enthusiast in the 
manner of Cheyne, advocate of a delusional school of medicine and of 
extravagant physico-theological hypotheses, a Hume closer to the 
men of Lumi than to Scottish eccentricity. Furthermore, there is a close 

 
36On the relationship with Chevalier Ramsay see Letters, cit., pp. 19 and 22, Mossner, 
Life, cit. pp. 92-96 and 626-627, G. CARABELLI, Hume e la retorica dell’ideologia, La 
Nuova Italia, Firenze 1972, p. 175 and 181-184. 
37 See Letters, cit., p.15. For information on Cheyne see infra, § 4. 

 

connection both in the original essay and in Mossner’s biography, 
between the two different identifications of Hume’s correspondent 
and the rationalistic reshaping of the disease. In both texts, the 
discussion of the recipient comforts the cathartic interpretation of the 
letter, a document on a crisis overcome and, at most, of Hume’s 
hypochondriacal temperament: 

‘The Questions I wou’d humbly propose,’ as Hume had written 
in conclusion, suddenly appeared absurdly simple. At the outset Hume 
had wanted professional advice upon which to lean; but now, upon 
completion of the letter, he no longer required such information. Self-
confidence had been completely restored. Why, he could provide the 
answers himself, just as well as any physician, no matter how expert! 
And, as a matter of fact, he could and did; for the desired, and basically 
sound, responses are all patently suggested in the very wording of the 
questions themselves38. 

As much as this has been valued in the opinion of expert analysts 
that were duly consulted, and as much as it was partially accredited by 
the text, this modernising interpretation of Hume’s disease, of a Hume 
‘cured because he has the confidence to be cured’ (ibidem), on the eve 
of the writing of the Treatise, ends up losing the adventure of its 
author, the enigmas of the Treatise and of its rejection, the 
philosophical meaning that Hume attributed to his own crisis in this 
very Treatise. 

It has already been observed that in going over Hume’s spiritual 
event, the passage from faith in his own inventive and systematic 
capabilities and, perhaps, from a prevalence of logical and speculative 
interests, to the expectations put back in the sceptical criticism of 
systems, particularly those of ethics; an analogical change runs 
through the full account of his state of health and constitutes, from a 
certain point of view, the most noteworthy aspect of the letter of ’34. 
After the happy and constructive period of the spring/summer of ’29, 
and the arrival of the crisis of aridity and cold in autumn, he has an 
intellectualist and voluntary reaction, which then receives a triple 

 
38 Mossner, Life, p. 87. 
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condemnation in the course of his letter. Since he feels no ‘uneasyness 
or Want of Spirits’ in putting his books aside, he attributes his 
‘coldness’ to ‘a Laziness of Temper’, doubles his dedication and 
remains in this state for nine months. With hindsight, he considers it 
‘a Miracle’ that his physical condition did not deteriorate39. 

The young Hume is no stranger to ethical rigour. We have 
Boswell’s testimony that as a boy, Hume was accustomed to reading a 
rather popular volume of Calvinistic devotion, like the Whole Duty of 
Man, and from the rigid catalogue of vices listed there, he drew up a 
tailored summary for a daily examination of his own conscience, even 
though it was difficult for him to silence the vanity and pride that his 
success as a scholar brought him40. The texts of the French and Scottish 
mystics were not unknown to Hume – as we have seen – and still in 
’41, whilst dealing with one of the umpteenth clichés of his time, the 
question of enthusiasm and superstition, he displays a total aversion 
towards the self-righteous, not only due to his spirit of contrarianism, 
but more due to sympathy for fanatics and enthusiasts41. Reading 

 
39 Letters, cit., p. 13: ‘... but without growing any worse, which was a Miracle". This 
drastic judgment must be borne in mind against Mossner's interpretation. 
40 See Private Papers of James Boswell from Malahide Castle, ed. by G. Scott and F.A. 
Pottle, New York 1928-34, 18 vol., Vol. XII (1931), p. 227. The episode, taken from 
Boswell's diary, is also read in Appendix A (pp. 76-sgg.) of the famous edition of N.K. 
Smith of Dialogues concerning Natural Religion Indianapolis 1980 (19471). In his letter 
to Hutcheson in September 1739, he will maintain, resentfully, to take on his 
‘catalogue of virtues’, outlined in the Treatise, ‘from Cicero 'Offices, not from the 
Whole Duty of Man." 
41 See Of Superstition and Enthusiasm in Moral, Political and Literary Essays, Part I, 
(Hume's Philosophical Works, 4 vols., ed. by T.H. Green and T.H. Grose, London 1882, 
rev. 1964 III, pp. 144-150. Apart from the interest in the interpretation of Hume's 
historical and political thought, and also of a religious one, I can only recall that this is 
a widely debated issue in the early eighteenth century (Shaftesbury, Trenchard, W. 
Law) and to emphasize the autobiographical significance of the essay. Superstition 
comes from ‘unhappy situation of private or publick affairs’, ‘hill health’, ‘gloomy and 
melancholy disposition’, ‘fear, sorrow, and a depression of spirits"; the enthusiasm 
from"unaccountable elevation and presumption’, ‘luxuriant health’, ‘strong spirits’, 
‘great but confused conceptions’, ‘bold and confident disposition’, ‘raptures, transports, 
and surprising flights of fancy’, ‘hope, pride,presumption, a warm imagination, ‘and 
the list could continue. On the subject of enthusiasm, Hume will return in the 
Palamede's dialogue, making Diogene the champion of philosophical enthusiasm and 
Pascal the champion of religious enthusiasm, with no more any sympathy for Jansenism 
(see Phil. Works, cited above, pp. 304-305). 

 

Locke and Clarke had destroyed early on in Hume any inclination 
towards, or belief in, positive religion, but not without the temptation 
of a new rationalistic enthusiasm, which even went against his 
nature42. Indeed, if in ’27 he was able to confide to his friend Ramsay 
that he prefers the ‘pastoral & Saturnian happyness’ of Virgil to the 
comfort of Ciceronian philosophy43, after the ‘new scene of thought’, 
now that he is concerned with his own philosophy and not that of 
others, he is far stricter with himself: 

having read many Books of Morality, such as cicero, Seneca & 
Plutarch, & being smit with their beautiful Representations of Virtue 
& Philosophy, I undertook the Improvement of my Temper & Will, 
along with my Reason & Understanding, I was continually fortifying 
myself with Reflections against Death, & Poverty, & Shame, & Pain, & 
all the other calamities of Life44. 

In this very stoicism-inspired programme, Hume firmly 
acknowledges the principle cause of his illness. Similar reflections are 
undoubtedly useful if connected to an active kind of life, Hume 
comments, and the place is important, because it is the first document 
we have in which there is an explanatory proposal which fits with the 
theory of transferral of liveliness from impression to idea ‘because the 
Occasion being presented along with the Reflection, works it into the 
Soul, & makes it take a deep Impression45, but in solitude they serve 

 
42See Boswell, Priv. Papers, cit., Ibid. 
43 Letters, cit., p. 10. 
44 Letters, cit., p. 14. See infra, chap. II, § 4. 
45 Hume's self-criticism is certainly linked to the refutation of the Hutcheonian 
distinction between virtue and natural abilities on the basis of the voluntary nature of 
the former: ‘it is almost impossible for the mind to change its character in any 
significant article, or cure itself of a passionate or splenetic temper when they are natural 
to it ‘- T, 3, III, 4, p. 608. Concerning the thesis of the transfer of vivacity, it should be 
noted that the term easy transition appears in a letter from Rheims to M. Ramsay of 
September 1734 with reference to religious ceremonies (see Letters, cit., p. 21) and in 
the context of a discussion on French and English courtesy. Rightly Brandt (Beginnings, 
pp. 122-23) emphasizes the connection of the topic, widely debated, with Mandeville's 
reflections on the artificial aspects of society, but also with the essay on chiwalry and 
hence on faith and belief. (See also J. MOORE, The Social Background of Hume's 
Science of Human Nature, in McGill Hume Studies, by DF Norton, N. Capaldi, W.L. 
Robison, San Diego (Ca) 1979, pp. 23-41 , here p. 28). The same argument is discussed 
by Hume in the Treatise with reference to the causes of belief-T, 1, II, 1.8, p. 101. 
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to little other Purpose, than to waste the Spirits, the force of the Mind 
meeting with no Resistance, but wasting itself in the Air, like our Arm 
when it misses its Aim’. This is a dynamic metaphor which was 
apparently connected to that which he then adds in the parallel 
between his ‘profound Reflections, and the warmth and Enthusiasm 
which is inseparable from them’ and ‘the rapturous admirations’ of the 
French Mysticks or Scottish Fanatics: ‘As this kind of Devotion depends 
entirely on the Force of the Passion, & consequently of the Animal 
Spirits’; an energy of the mind, therefore, which feeding only from 
within, is destined to weaken or to ‘discompose the Fabric of the 
Nerves and Brain’. ‘This however I did not learn but by Experience, & 
till I had already ruin’d my Health, tho’ I was not sensible of it’46.  

Hume is just as precise when he repeatedly observes that he 
lacks the most important symptom of the nervous disease: there is no 
‘lowness’ or ‘want of spirits’ – depression, as we would call it – instead 
only ‘waste’ or, better, ‘weakness of spirits’, i.e. waste or weakness of 
the forces47. Therefore, when the first physical symptoms, the marks 
of scurvy on the fingers, appear in the winter of ’29-’30, he scorns the 
advice of the expert doctor, who prescribes him medicine and warns 
him against Vapors.  

 
46 See Letters, cit., p. 14; p. 17 for comparison with the mystics. 
47 On this terminology cf. infra, § 4. 

 

Fortunately, a more characteristic symptom, ptyalism, which 
had been present since the beginning, gets worse in the April of ’30. 
The doctor, having recently been consulted again, starts laughing and 
calls him ‘brother’, since he has caught the ‘Disease of the Learned’. 
With this cheerful co-optation of the physician, Hume’s liberation 
begins. Entirely convinced of his diagnosis, he subjects himself to the 
cure of his case: potions and pills to combat hysteria, a pint of claret 
to be consumed daily and horse-riding exercise for eight to ten miles a 
day. But he overcame his spiritual uneasiness of the previous winter 
this way, since aridity does not derive from a defect of character, but 
rather from an illness that could afflict anyone: 

I now began to take some Indulgence to myself; studied 
moderately, & only when I found my Spirits at their highest Pitch, 
leaving off before I was weary, & trifling away the rest of my Time in 
the best manner I could48. 

He seems to rediscover the Hume of ’27, and it is certainly 
necessary to emphasise the way in which this training of dedication 
enriches itself with a new diffidence for classical philosophy and leads 
to ethical scepticism, to harsh judgement, as already mentioned, of 
the ‘Schemes of Virtue and of Happiness,’ erected ‘without regarding 
human Nature’. 

Hume’s expectations of a quick recovery would however be 
disappointed, and there is, so to speak, a reversal of the situation. 
From moralistic scruple, Hume goes over to real hypochondria; from 
scorn for physical needs and doubts about character, to the cure for 
the body and confidence in his own intellectual resources. The Disease 
of the Learned is a symbol of distinction, and a guarantee. In the book 
on passions, he will be careful to make the body and the disease 
objects of scrutiny with regard to our value49. Hume’s spirits 
strengthened to such a point that he was able to follow his 
philosophical plans once he returned to the city, even though they 
sank when ‘the higher Flights of Genius’ intervened. In the spin of ’31, 

 
48 Letters, cit., pp. 14-15. 
49 See T, 2°, I, 8, p. 302; 3 °, III, 5, p. 615. 
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when he believes himself recovered again and, having returned to the 
country, counts on being able to intensify his physical exercise, his 
constitution suddenly changes. The situation has changed once again, 
because, despite appearances, Hume finds new symptoms, heart 
palpitations and flatulence, even though he acknowledges that he eats 
and sleeps well. Before, the self-indulgence of the hypochondriac 
could be justified; now his friends congratulate him on his recovery, 
his relatives notice no changes in mood and find him to be a better 
companion than he had been in the past, because he spends more 
time with them. In fact, he doubles his efforts with regard to his health, 
and dedicates himself to a meticulous program of mineral waters and 
exercise, even renewing his medicines for hysteria50. 

In a certain way, the disease becomes internalised. His relatives’ 
optimism, the physician’s reassurance, the progress that Hume himself 
observed – in March ’32 he reveals to Ramsay that in the last two 
months he had enjoyed better health than in the two years previous 
to this51 – are certainly a good sign. Hume considers the amount of 
work completed as satisfactory ‘for one in perfect Health’, from the 
compilation of his numerous quires of papers, reading works by Latin, 
French and English authors and learning Italian; he recognises that 
there is the same distance between his state and the ‘common 
vapours’ as there is between the common vapours and madness. 
However, he continues to consider himself ill, and to view the disease 
as ‘a cruel incumbrance’ for him52. 

The disease has by now been identified by the incapacity to 
propose one’s own opinions ‘with such Elegance and Neatness, as to 
draw to me the Attention of the World, & I wou’d rather live or dye in 
Obscurity than produce them maim’d and imperfect’ and it is for a 
similar disappointment ‘I scarce have remember to have heard of’, 
that turns to an unknown Physician with ‘this absurd method”. 
Ultimately, Hume aspires to nothing less than notoriety for a 
revolutionary treatise, he immediately demands guarantees that he 

 
50 Letters, cit., p. 15. 
51 Letters, cit., p. 11. 
52 Letters, cit., p. 16. Tr. It. misleads ‘this summary of clues from ...’ for ‘This with the 
Reading most of …." 

 

will be a successful author and against the sombre prospect of not 
succeeding in his attempts, the annoying reflections on the vanity of 
the world that philosophy provides him with are worth nothing: 

To keep myself from being Melancholy on so dismal a Prospect, 
my only Security was in peevish Reflections on the Vanity of the World 
& of all humane Glory; which, however just Sentiments they may be 
esteem’d, I have found can never be sincere, except in those who are 
possest of them53. 

This third and most drastic judgement on the consolatory 
sterility of philosophy goes back to positions that had been Bayle’s, but 
which had been defined with great psychological refinement in 
Mandeville, if one puts their mind to his conception of virtue as 
selfgratification of character and, in particular, to his arguments ad 
hominem against Shaftesbury, put forward in the Remarks of the Fable 
of the Bees, and brought up again in the A Search into the Nature of 
Society. Convinced – once again, like Mandeville – that studying and 
laziness are natural allies of the disease, whereas busyness and 
entertainment are its enemies, sure that he had lived in the first 
condition, Hume decided to follow the career furthest from his own 
interests, aware that this was an extreme but temporary remedy, 
prepared to drift from one end of the world to the other, just to rid 
himself of the Disease of the Learned54.  

It will probably the distance from his native circle of friends and 
family that cured Hume, but this is another story that is related to the 
pages on ‘compassion’ and ‘rivalship’ of the book on passions55. It is 
better instead to insist on the relationship between the evolution of 
the disease and Mandeville’s positions. When Hume summarises the 

 
53 Letters, cit., p. 17 
54 Letters, cit., p.18. For MANDEVILLE cf. The Fable of the Bees: Private, Vices, Publick 
Benefits, London 1732-1736, in 2 voll, in ed. by F.B. Kaye, Oxford, 1924, Remark T (I, 
pp. 233-sgg.) And A Search in the Nature of Society (I, pp. 322-ff., but especially pp. 
331-333). On the subject and the connection with Bayle, cf. Ibid. p. 168 and note; on 
the Mandeville-Shaftesbury relationship, cf. Kaye's observations (Int. pp. lxxii-lxxv) and 
the overwhelming chapter of M.E. SCRIBANO  in Natura umana e società competitiva. 
Studio su Mandeville. Feltrinelli, Milano 1980, pp. 93-141 
55 See infra, chap. III, § 5. 
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uncertain progress of his work and describes what seems to be his 
‘greatest calamity’, he expresses himself in these terms: 

But my Disease was a cruel Incumbrance on me. I found that I 
was not able to follow out any Train of Thought, by one continued 
Stretch of View, but by repeated Interruptions, & by refreshing my Eye 
from Time to Time upon other Objects. Yet with this Inconvenience I 
have collected the rude Materials for many Volumes; but in reducing 
these to Words, when one must bring the Idea he comprehended in 
gross, nearer to him, so as to contemplate its minutest Parts, & keep 
it steddily in his Eye, so as to copy these Parts in Order, this I found 
impracticable for me, nor were my Spirits equal to so severe an 
Employment56. 

One can trace the very same metaphor in the third dialogue of 
the Treatise on Hypochondria and Hysteria, published by Mandeville 
in 1711, reprinted 1715, amended and broadened in 1730: 

Misomedon [the patient]. I have allowed you that the 
Deficiency of Spirits was a natural Consequence of hard Studies, and 
other Labours of the Brain; because it could not be supposed, but that 
great Quantities of them must be consumed by those difficult and 
often repeated Employments of our Thoughts; but upon considering 
that the Act of Thinking, and consequently the Labour of the Brain, is 
continual, and lasts without Intermission, as long as we live; I can see 
no Reason, why in the same Operation the Spirits should be more 
exhausted at one time, than they are at another. 

Philopirio [the physician]. When we leave our Fancy at its own 
Disposal, and, as it were, a grazing, without charging the Spirits with 
any particular Business, they may be justly said to be at Play; and 
therefore, in Men, whose Brains are not used to be idle, this is call’d 
unbending of their Thoughts, or else a Relaxation of the Mind; but 
when at our Soul’s Command our Thoughts are determined to any one 
Subject, and the volatile Messengers of our Will diligently employ’d in 

 
56 Letters, cit., p. 16. 

 

finding out, separating, joining, and fitting the several Images that may 
serve our purpose, are sent with unconceivable Swiftness to penetrate 
every Cranny of the Brain, then certainly our Spirits are at work, and 
the more fix’d and intense our Thoughts are, the greater, without 
doubt, is the Waste of Spirits: It is with our Thoughts, as it is with our 
Eyes: The latter we keep open without any Trouble all Day long, and if 
we walk abroad we see the Houses, People, Coaches, Streets and 
Horses all at once; but this does not hurt or weary the Eyes so much, 
as when we contract the Sight, and directing to a particular Place, keep 
it employ’d in examining some very minute Points; as is manifest in 
Engravers, Painters in Miniature, and others, whose Business requiring 
a Nicety of Sight, generally proves prejudicial to their Eyes; […]57 

It is not only the affinity between the metaphors used that is 
striking, but the overall way in which the author of the Fable of the 
Bees deals with the subject of the Disease of the Learned. Leafing 
through the pages dedicated to Sydenham and Cheyne’s 
hypochondria, one will be able to appreciate Mandeville’s originality. 
On the other hand, we know about the attention Hume pays to 
novelties in the literary world, his malicious interest in topics that 
brutally divide the opinion of the learned and of high society into two 
fiercely opposed camps, his search, in this specific case, for situations 
similar to his own. It is difficult to imagine that he could have ignored 
the literature of the genre in question, and it is Mossner himself who 
hypothesises that the idea of an epistolary opinion was suggested to 
him by his reading of the English Malady, in which Cheyne not only 
presents a detailed history of his own illness, but publishes the letter 
from a gentleman who recounts his own vicissitude in the search for 
an advice58. 
  

 
57 The Treatise of the Hypochondriack and Histerick Diseases. In Three Dialogues. 
London 1730 (Scholars' Facsimiles and Reprints, New York, 1976) pp. 231-32. 
58 See Mossner, Hume's Epistle, cit. p. 143 and G. CHEYNE, The English Malady: Or, a 
Treatise of Nervous Diseases of All Kinds, with the Author's Case, London 1733, pp. 
311-ff. 
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4. Nervous illnesses and medical disclosure in Cheyne, 
Arbuthnot and Mandeville 

Sydenham, the renowned physician, renewed the clinical 
method of Hippocrates, and greatly inspired his friend and 
collaborator Locke in his epistemological design, with his study of 
fevers and epidemic illnesses. Sydenham had been among the first to 
pick up on the subject of melancholy, or at least to make it popular in 
England; he painted a sombre portrait of it, according to his style 
which, although full of concreteness and far from hypotheses, was not 
insensitive to rhetorical efficiency, a model and an obligatory point of 
reference for his successors. It should seem that no chronic disease 
occurs so frequently as this. For few women, […] ‘excepting such as 
work and fare hardly, are quite free from every species of this disorder, 
and several men also, who lead a sedentary life, and study hard, are 
afflicted with the same and grow pale over their books’59. Proteiform 
– as Burton said, and many more repeated – it imitates the appearance 
of any illness and it is thus that apoplexy, hemiplegia, epileptic 
convulsions, palpitation of the heart, perpetual dry cough, swelling of 
the womb or of the ankle become symptoms of the disease, even 
though some more precise observations on the character of the 
hypochondriac are not lacking: ‘an incurable despair is so thoroughly 
the nature of this disease, that the very slightest word of hope creates 
anger’. ‘The patients believe that they have to suffers all the evils […] 
that the world can supply’. ‘Fear, anger, jealousy, suspicion, and the 
worst passions of the mind arise without causes’. Fickle and sleepless 
they live, ‘even as if life were a purgatory wherein they expiated and 
paid the penalty of crimes committed, in a previous state’60. For 
Sydenham, the cause of the disease ‘is not any corruption of either the 

 
59 T. SYDENHAM, Epistolary Dissertation to Dr. Cole, in Works London, 1848, vol. II, pp. 
85-118 on hysteria. Here p. 85 § 59 
60 Ibid. p. 88-89, § 77 and §75.  On the Proteiform character of the disease, cf. R. 
BURTON, The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621), London 1968, 3 vol., I, p. 65. (A text that 
has not been reprinted between 1676 and 1800) and intr. of S.H. GOOD (p. v.) of the 
Treatise, cit. of Mandeville. Cheyne (English Malady, cit., p. 59-60) attributes to 
Sydenham the merit of having treated hypochondria and hysteria as specific diseases. 
Even more decisive is Mandeville’s praise (Treatise, cit., pp. 118-120). 

 

semen or of the menstrual blood’; ‘the affection which I have 
characterised in females as hysteria, and in males as hypochondriasis 
arises (in my mind) from a disorder (ataxy) of the animal spirits. This 
precipitates them on the different parts of the system; so that bearing 
down violently and multitudinously upon particular organs they excite 
spasm and pain […] deranging and perverting the functions both of the 
parts they leave, and of the parts they fall on’.’Of this derangement, 
or ataxia, the origin and antecedent cause is the weakened crasis of 
the spirits, whether natural or adventitious.61’ The remedies are 
astringent, wines, cordials, but particularly the ferruginous waters or 
the ‘hot sulphurous waters, like those at Bath.’ Sometimes an exclusive 
milk diet, ‘being the simplest of nutriments’, can cure. ‘Of all remedies 
– he knows – nothing so cherishes and strengthens the blood and 
spirits, as riding on horseback long distances, every day’, ‘even to 
twenty or thirty miles a day’62. 

The depiction of the nervous diseases presented in the English 
Malady is not, in many ways and many pages, any less gloomy or 
catastrophic: ‘The Spirit of Man can bear his infirmities, but a wounded 
Spirit who can bear?’ is the initial biblical lamentation, and Cheyne is 
convinced that at least a third of the well-off classes in England suffers 
from nervous diseases. Luxury, a sedentary life and the crowded urban 
environment of the most advanced nation in Europe are the causes of 
its spread, which even included a worrying increase in suicides. A 
cuisine ever more refined and complicated by foreign delicacies, the 
inevitable result of the intensity of international trade; the spread of 
commodities like carriages with spring-based suspension systems, and 
even the unnatural training of horses to walk and amble which 
removes the horses’ genuine therapeutic effect; the multiplication of 
intellectual professions and the increasing passion for literature, 
sciences and arts; ultimately the density and promiscuity of city life – 
and of London in particular – subverted the simplicity and moderation 
of customs, which conformed to the natural conditions of the climate 
and the country’s alimentary resources, that had once made life 

 
61 Ibid., §§79-80, pp. 90-91122 and 129-30. 
62 Ibid., §§ 106,116-117, pp. 134-ff. 
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healthy, and compromised the health of successive generations63. 
From these considerations, an entirely new focus on physical problems 
emerges, which seems to combine seamlessly with Cheyne’s devoted 
ideas: the necessity, first of all, of a balanced diet and, in compromised 
cases, of a sign radically opposed to the excesses which had arisen; a 
lifestyle in which physical exercise finds ample space – horse-riding, 
long walks on foot and in carriage, and sport are particularly 
recommended, and even, in the absence of anything better, energic 
massage and the ‘chamber-horse’. The opportunity for those of weak 
nerves to balance demanding intellectual commitments with light-
hearted conversation, innocent and almost childlike pass-times, and 
activities that encouraged an anti-speculative mental relaxation 
(Swiss-meditation is the term that Cheyne coins for the occasion); the 
abandonment of the city’s inclement seasons for the country and, 
even better, for thermal remedies: Bath, in first place, that Cheyne 
chose out of necessity as a headquarter of his business as a specialist 
in nervous diseases64. 

In the Essay on Health and Long Life of 1724, Cheyne had already 
prospected with great informative simplicity his opinions with regard 
to the non naturalia of the medical profession (air and climate, food 
and drink, exercise and rest, sleep and waking, evacuations, passions) 
and had particularly championed his diet, arousing a remarkable 
clamour among physicians and in high society, to the point that he 
‘created sects within dietetic philosophy’, as Arbuthnot reveals in the 
Essay concerning the Nature of Aliments, and the choice of them, with 

 
63 See English Malady, cit. Pref., p. 1 and pp. 48-56. For the quotation from the Bible 
see Proverbs 18.14   
64 See Ibid., pp. iv-viii and 149-69 on the diet; 172-80 on exercise; on anti-speculative 
activities pp. 181-83; on climate and water therapies pp. 146 and 172; on his nerve 
health specialist's work, part III of the work, including case histories (pp. 260 ff.) and 
the account of his life (p. 313 365), passim; on the natural religion, but also on its 
inadequacy and the opportunity to approach truly ‘spiritual’ authors, pp. 330-333. On 
the scientific-religious profile, with reference to his Philosophical Principles, cit. and 
on the context of Newtonian environments, and on its progressive approach to 
neoplatonic and mystical perspectives, cf. P. CASINI, L’universo-macchina, Laterza, 
Bari 1969, pp. 175-203. 

 

which he begins to propose the subject dealt with by Cheyne again, 
with greater rigour65. 

The English Malady, although neatly divided into parts, 
dedicated respectively to the nature and causes of nervous diseases, 
to the method of the cure and to the illustration of a variety of cases 
that had been successfully treated, is a composite text, which lends 
itself to numerous intentions of both systematic and controversial 
character, which were not always reconcilable. It is both a 
fundamental defence of Cheyne’s own therapeutic method, in which 
a moderately vegetable-based diet, but, in extreme cases, a diet of 
milk and cereal seeds, plays a decisive role, and an acknowledgement 
of the validity of medicinal cures ‘conformable to the practice of the 
ablest and best writers on these diseases’. Having been accused both 
seriously and in humour of eccentricity and enthusiasm, Cheyne makes 
ample concessions to balance in one’s diet, to the common healing 
methods, to common food, common life, and even common sense. He 
is just as enthused by the attempt to find an overall arrangement of 
the subject matter at hand which conforms to the idea of science that 
had been assimilated and elaborated in his early writings, as he is by 
the obligation to respond to the most serious criticisms put to him by 
his rivals, first of all by his friend Arbuthnot, without ever making the 
controversy explicit and direct66. 

Apart from a few general, and common, congruities, on the 
discourse about the causes of chronic illnesses, in relation to the 
difficulty of circulation of the body’s fluids due to the presence of 
viscosity and saline accretions within these, or due to the loss of solids’ 
and nervous fibres’ natural tone and elasticity67, one could not imagine 

 
65 ARBUTHNOT's controversial intent is fairly transparent in the preface of his essay 
(which I have in the 1741 French tr.: Essay sur la Nature and le choix des Aliments, 
suivant les differentes constitutions, Paris) pp. vii-xi. Only pp. 231-2 and 288-89 are 
devoted to Hypochondria. After this essay from 1731, he published in 1733, An Essay 
on the Effects of Air on Human Bodies, but died in 1735, before completing the project 
cited in Pref., p. xi. 
66 See English Malady, cit., pp. 124-146 on medical therapies; on the opportunity to 
conform to diet, life and common opinions, pp. 132, 165, 166, 168, 353; for an example 
of controversy with his friend about climate influences, p. 58, but he recommends 
Arbuthnot’s Essay  sur… la Choix des Aliments, tr. cit. at p. 172. 
67 See English Malady, cit., pp. 1-13; Essay sur … la choix des Aliments, tr. cit., p. 28. 
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scientific attitudes and informative works on medicine more distant 
from one another than those of Cheyne and Arbuthnot: whereas 
Cheyne places his trust in a medicine supported by atomistic 
hypotheses and seventeenth-century mechanics, corrected 
eclectically with reference to Newton’s forces of attraction and 
elasticity, and with a few important concessions to iatrochemistry, 
Arbuthnot takes up the latter in the strict forms that it assumed due 
to the influence of Boyle, Locke and, most importantly, of Boerhaave, 
limiting his discourse to the physiology of assimilation of food, 
ascertainable via the widest factual correlation with natural and 
laboratory-based phenomena, and to the chemical properties 
observable within the food itself68. Whereas Cheyne is completely 
dedicated to insisting on the uniformity and simplicity of nature, which 
produces different symptomatologies by means of general and 
uniform causes, scorns the observable properties of salts, alkali and 
acids, while he talks with ease about their geometric forms and their 
properties of attraction and dynamism, nor does he hesitate to 
dedicate himself to discussions regarding the relationship between 
body and soul or on the inflexibility of the vital principle, for the 
explanation of nutrition, of generation, of perception and of animal 
motion – proposing his theory in the tested prudential form of a 
Newtonian query – Arbuthnot rigorously limits his discourse to the 
subject of medicine, insists on the variety present in nature and on the 
necessity of basing one’s diet on the diversity of food and of human 
constitutions69. 

On the other hand, Arbuthnot’s classificatory sobriety, which, to 
a precise comparison, seems to correct, tacitly and consistently, the 
unilateral generalisations of his friend, through accurate distinctions 
founded on a most patient accumulation of specific factual 
correlations, could earn a specialist’s appreciation, but it would have 

 
68 See English Malady, cit., pp. 60-66, 81-85; pp. 70-75; pp. 35-41, respectively, for the 
topics reported; Essay sur … la choix des Aliments, tr. cit., pp. viii-ix and part I, pp. 1-
166, passim. 
69 See English Malady, cit., pp. xiii, 76, 193 on the simplicity and uniformity of nature; 
pp. 35-46 on the properties of chemical elements; pp. 68-72 and 93 ff. on plant and 
animal functions; Essay sur … la choix des Aliments, tr. cit., pp. 11-12, 162-163, 170-
180. 

 

to end up losing on the level of informativity70; ultimately, the wider 
public’s expectations were better satisfied by Cheyne’s text, which 
provided an ample justification, via mechanistical schemes that 
immediately captured the imagination, both of the overall depiction of 
nervous illnesses, and of their treatment, within a frame of 
providentialism regarding the nature of evil and the natural and 
medical resources to combat this, in which the foundation of natural 
religion was confirmed just as much as the intrinsic interest in a 
normalisation of lifestyle. Not even an impartial reader can ignore that 
an implicit analogical and generalising tendency limits both works to 
the same title, because, if Cheyne appears, bold and aprioristical, 
obsessed with problems of evacuation71 – with a transparent link to 
his affliction of bodily corpulence72 – tends to reduce the problem of 
health to an adequate and harmonious circulation, transpiration and 
secretion of fluids, not even Arbuthnot can resist from the tendency 
to conceive of the human body as a vast and extremely complicated 
alembic, capable of ever-more refined distillations. If the analogy, to 
give just one example, between the digestive process of chyle and 
agricultural practices for vegetable fermentation, in which even plants 
acquire heat and animal consistency – which he needs, without saying, 
to devalue Cheyne’s preference for vegetable-based diets73 – seems 
modern, close to grasping the real physiology of digestive processes, 
rigorously restricted to the sensitive qualities effectively observed, it 
must have seemed to the general public at the time far more peculiar 
and obscure than Cheyne’s courageous (and traditional) 
iatromechanical illustrations. Still in 1776, Dr. Johnson, certainly not 
an expert in medicine, but definitely one in melancholy, particularly 
recommended the reading of the English Malady to Boswell, except 
that, due to the absurd but widespread idea, as old as Aristotle, that 
hypochondria was a sign of mental acuity74.  

Inserted within a general, overall theory of nervous diseases, 
the discussion of hypochondria on Cheyne’s part ends up losing any 

 
70 See Essay sur … la choix des Aliments, tr. cit.Aliments, tr. cit. Pref. 
71 Cf. English Malady, cit., pp. 112-13. 125-ff., 137-ff. 
72 See Ibid., pp. 101, 326, 342 
73 See Essay sur … la choix des Aliments, tr. cit., pp. 29, 45, 70. 
74 J. BOSWELL, The Life of Samuel Johnson, London 1965, p. 736, 782. 
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specific connotation: when, in the second part of the work he deals 
with the topic of ‘simple and original’ vapours, he picks up the notes 
which had been Sydenham’s on the proteiform nature of the disease, 
discusses with some pathos the extreme variety and mutability of the 
symptoms, and for a quick mention, their mental components, but 
considers them the first stage of the nervous disease in general, which 
ends up focussing itself on specific organs and functions as it gets 
worse, thus acquiring a precise medical denomination. The instability 
of the spleen and the common vapours apparently depended on the 
generic compromising of one of the many possible harmonic 
combinations between essential functions of circulation, transpiration 
and secretion of fluids that characterises the individual state of health. 
The causes remaining unchanged, that is viscosity or acrimonies 
impeding, or weakness of the nervous fibres, chronic illness of a 
nervous nature always bring some symptom characteristic of the 
vapours, just as the latter always bring many (tendentially digestive 
ones), although in lighter and transitory form, of precise, serious 
nervous diseases. From this the therapeutic aggression of the illness 
does not fundamentally differ, if not for the lighter forms of the illness, 
in the case of hypochondria, and it is aimed at combatting the 
symptoms that gradually appear75. 

The originality (it is not a question of scientific validity) of 
Mandeville’s approach to the ‘Disease of the Learned’ will therefore 
appreciated. He admits with a certain irony in the preface to his 
treatise that he had burdened Misomedon, in the course of his life, 
with all or almost all of the symptoms that can afflict a hypochondriac, 
and he justifies this with the necessity of reconciling the fictitious 
dialogue with the work’s informative purpose, but in reality, the result 
achieved – which was certainly intentional – is in the fact that it is the 
medical profession, rather than the disease, which constitutes the 
object of Mandeville’s devastating criticism. It is the foolish cures and 
even the tiring medical and scientific training that Misomedon  
subjects himself to worsen his state of health. To the aphorism that 
apparently belongs to Cheyne, according to which a man over the 

 
75 To the hypochondria properly called Cheyne devotes the caps viii, and ix of Part II. 
Here we refer to pp. 192-203. 

 

age of forty is himself either a physician or a madman, Mandeville 
seems to respond in advance that madness consists precisely of giving 
credit to speculative medicine and to his unscrupulous and venal 
followers76. 

The choice of a dialogical form responds to a precise intention, 
which was both controversial and therapeutic: the common 
relationship between physician and patient is compromised by the 
complicit vanity of both; the physician overlooks the solid terrain of 
observation and experience to flaunt the fertility of his brain, and the 
patient humours him in order to show his own acumen and insight77. 
Despite respecting, on the whole, the genre’s conventions, dedicating 
the three dialogues to the symptoms, causes and remedies of 
Misomedon’s hypochondria, and of his wife and daughter’s hysteria, 
Mandeville turns this attention-seeking behaviour in the relationship 
between Physician and patient on its head. Misodemonte is initially 
presented as a humorous, sarcastic hypochondriac, who by now 
despairs of his own recovery, is intolerant of remedies and full of 
scepticism regarding the medical science; but he needs to engage in 
conversation, and finds in Philopirio a specialist in hypochondria, who, 
unusually, is prepared to listen. An essential part of Polifirio’s remedy 
– as becomes clear at the end of the dialogues – consists of this 
openness, even indulgent in his adaptation to conceitedness, to 
egocentrism and to the patient’s idiosyncrasies, and in his ability to 
slowly earn his trust with the candour, modesty and good humour of 
the conversation.  

It seems difficult to think that Hume, searching for advice from 
medical experts that were also scholars, who will recognise Mandeville 
as one of those who applied an experimental method to moral 
philosophy (an admission as significant as Mandeville’s theories are 
unrecommendable), is not interested in the albeit imaginary case of 
this Misomedon, who, like Hume, is forced to study texts on law, while 
he prefers the Latin classics (as well as venereal pleasures), who 
squanders a small fortune, but favoured once again by the fate inherits 
a good library, dedicates himself to intense reading, contracting the 
first symptoms of the disease, and is pushed by unfortunate 

 
76 See Mandeville Treatise, cit., Pref., pp. xvii-xviii, 18-19 and 343-344. 
77 Ibid., pp. iii-iv. 
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encounters with physicians to study with ‘much application’ and 
‘immethodically’ classical and modern, practical and speculative, 
medicinal treatises, with the sole result of worsening his own 
condition78. 

Mandeville’s entire attitude towards medicine and science – 
exposed in this treatise rather more explicitly that it was in the Fable 
of the Bees – could be recommended to Hume, and coincides with the 
sceptical passages of the letter of ’34: the controversy against the 
arrogance of the speculative physician, more interested in finding 
confirmation of the systems learnt in his academic training than in the 
cure for the disease; the defence of the empirical physicians, equipped 
with vast experience built in the assiduous and tiresome visiting of 
hospitals and private patients; the constant polemic against the 
hypotheses; the observation regarding the ease with which these can 
be built at the expense of those of others and can be made to agree 
with symptoms and adopted therapies, the importance attributed to 
the expert physician’s capacity for prognosis79; the irreverent disdain 
for the unilaterally improvised systems on anatomy or mechanics, on 
chemistry or botany; the long tirade against the fashion of Newtonian 
medicine and the ironies on the vain mathematical competencies, the 
recent ‘feather in the cap’ of the speculative physician; more generally, 
the annotations on the alternate event of scientific systems, of the 
dogmatic reputation or the discredit that, every so often, they receive 
in the world of the learned; the caution recommended on the use of 
analogy in the study of the physiology of different organs in the human 
body and of the same organ in different animals; the professed 
ignorance of minute anatomy and of the working of the smallest parts 
of organs, forever inaccessible to the human senses and intellect; the 

 
78 Ibid., pp. 3-21 and 30-32, the quotations at pp. 30 and 21. 
79 Ibid., pp. 34-ff. on speculative medicine; pp. 39, 55-ff, 69 on the defense of the 
empirical physician; pp. 31, 36, 55, 65, 68-69, 84, 91, 113, 115, 121-125, 127, 129-30, 
170, 191, 207, 228 against the hypothesis; pp. 65, 117, 120 on their groundless 
character; pp. 39, 42, 71-76 on prognosis. 

 

conception of the regularity of experience80; the disdain for certain 
undifferentiated therapies in current use and the recommendation of 
physical exercise, of a glass of wine, of a frugal, balanced diet, that 
possibly complys with personal taste, of an active lifestyle and 
extensive human interaction81. 

But the sarcasm against the inventors of unverifiable hypotheses 
on the workings of anatomy of the organs, whether they be Galenists, 
iatrochemists or iatromechanics, the exaltation of the Hippocratic 
tradition or of Sydenham’s clinic, the quotes from Baglivi or Bacon are 
also a pretext for creating, little by little, one’s own theory on the 
causes of hypochondria: this does not depend on the melancholy 
humour of spleen, as was still sustained, comforted with modern 
arguments, by Willis, a favourite, exemplary target of Mandeville’s 
controversy, neither from the liver nor the pancreas, but from the 
disorder produced in the formation of chyle in the stomach (and, with 
far less insistence in truth, in the genitalia)82. To sustain his theory, 

 
80 See Ibid. pp. 175-205 (added to 1730 edition) on Newtonian medicine; pp. 124-26 
on scientific modes; on the abuse of analogy and the variety of nature pp. 16, 110, 
139-151; on ignorance of minute anatomy pp. v, 168, 171; on the regularity of 
experience pp. 57, 123. 
81 Ibid. pp. 315-321, 337-339, 349-351 on the diet; pp. 21, 213, 333, 367 on wine; pp. 
314-315, 305-310 on exercise. Here, Mandeville prescribes half an hour swing, two of 
a horse, along with an energetic massage - twice a day - for the hysterical daughter of 
Misomedon, claiming that especially the first exercise is not less effective on 
strengthening the blood and reviving the spirits than the same virile embraces  and 
hence to replace the same marriage - a traditionally prescribed remedy, against which 
Sydenham had also spoken - which could have constituted not only a failure but also 
a risk to his offspring. For its part, Cheyne recommended very warmly to S. Richardson, 
the author of Pamela and Clarissa, the chamber-horse (universally known and 
practiced in London in all intellectual professions, and used by him every morning for 
more an hour, perhaps during the composition or dictation of his works) and delayed 
on prices and technical details. (See The Letters of Dr. Cheyne to Samuel Richardson, 
1733-43, ed. by C.F. Mullet, Columbia Univ. Press, 1943, p. 60 and  Introd. pp. 19 and 
26-7, useful the latter to sketch Cheyne's wit figure). 
82 Ibid. p. 212. For the criticisms of Galen's followers, pp. 8-11, of iatrochemists and 
iatromechanics, pp. 92-93, 138-139; for the attack on Willis, especially pp. 95-99. 
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Mandeville needs to show that digestion is not a function of hot and 
cold or simply mechanical causes, but is produced by an action of a 
menstruum, that is from that particularly refined and volatile part of 
the blood that are the animal spirits. Mandeville must also sustain the 
existence of animal spirits with different constitutions and subtleties 
and the identity of the animal spirits that preside over cerebral 
operations with those which govern the stomach’s digestive functions.  

The recourse to so many hypotheses, which are of clear 
cartesian reminiscence, is met with much resistance and some witty 
remarks on the part of Misomedon, and Philopirio has a fair few 
difficulties in showing the common-sensical character, without 
dedication to the real and fully described working of the organs, and 
not even on the nature or, at the limit, on the existence of these animal 
spirits (which have by now been deemed ridiculous by famous 
scientists for some time, as Cheyne, who challenged this idea, reminds 
us)83. Once again, it is Baglivi who comes to Mandeville’s defence, 
proposing astronomy as a model for correct medical science: whatever 
the divide between followers of Copernicus and Ptolemy may be, the 
agreement on the prevision remains, because the common foundation 
of an in-depth observation of phenomena remains. Beyond 
Mandeville’s theoretical dedication or lack thereof regarding the 
animal spirits, in the course of its exposition the use of an economic 
model of explanation seems enlightening, on the tiredness of the 
anatomy of ideas, as in the passage already mentioned on the 
difference between the grazing thought and the working thought, or 
on the effort or remembering: 

And reflecting on what is transacted within us, it seems to me 
a very diverting Scene to think, when we strive to recollect something 
that does not then occur; how nimbly those volatile Messengers of 
ours will beat through all the Paths, and hunt every Enclosure of the 
Brain, in quest of the Images we want; and when we have forgot a 
Word or Sentence which yet we are sure our Memory, the great 
Treasury of Images, has once been charged with, we may almost feel, 

 
83 Mandeville resumes here the argument of his Dissertation De chylosi  vitiate 
discussed at Leyden in 1691 (see Ibid., p. 132) and exemplifies it skillfully, several times 
(pp. 132-38, 156-59, etc.). 

 

how some of the Spirits flying through all the Mazes and Meanders 
rommage with the whole Substance of that medullary Labyrinth, 
whilst others ferret through the inmost Recesses of it with so much 
Eagerness and Labour, that the Difficulty they meet with sometimes 
makes us uneasie, and they often bewilder themselves In their Search, 
‘till at last they light by chance on the Image that contains what they 
look’d for, or else picking it up, as it were, by Piece-meal from the dark 
Caverns of Oblivion, represent what they can find of it to our 
Imagination84. 

Another part of the dialogues is of an analogous tone. The story 
of Misomedon’s illness culminates in the first dialogue, not only with 
the account of his imagined fears, with the comforting thought of 
possessing a clouded, but not impaired reasoning, but with a fervent 
monologue on the existence of the soul, on the admissibility of the 
hypothesis of the thinking matter of Lockian memory, with his 
obligatory corollaries regarding the resurrection of the body, the 
status mortuorum and the inevitable Ciceronian quote on the belief-
aspiration of the separate Platonic soul. Mandeville could not have 
chosen a more debated area of metaphysics than that, between 1707 
and 1730. The monologue ends with no resolution; Misomedon fears 
that he has bored his interlocutor to death, who is in fact only afraid 
that the patient may get tired, and replies that he feels particularly at 
ease. But when the next day Philopirio, forced by his theories to insist 
on the close connection between body and soul, shows himself to be 
hesitant to advance his hypothesis remembering the recovery of the 
patient’s thinking matter, Misomedon admits candidly: 

Yesterday I was in a gay sprightly Humour; and when I have 
those Intervals of Ease, I am (a) in Adonidis Hortis, more pleas’d with 
Sallies of the Imagination and airy Flourishes, than grave Reasoning, 
and solid Doctrine; But I desire you would not take those Flights of 
Fancy for my real and settled Sentiments.That mere Matter cannot 
think is a receiv’d Opinion, and an Axiom which I am neither able nor 
willing to refute85. 

 
84 Ibid., pp. 160-61.  
85 Ibid., P. 155; for the different attitude of Misomedon on the first day of the 
dialogues, cf. pp. 50-55. 
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Which is already the recognition that metaphysical reflection 
constitutes the luxury of a gay sprightly humour, but that it is usually 
convenient to follow received opinions, so as not to succumb to the 
efforts of abstract, subtle thought. Philopirio – who has already 
observed that ‘Thinking only consists in a various Dispositions of 
Images received before86 – accepts the distinction between body and 
soul, but only in order to insist on the close connection between them; 
he is even prepared to renounce the existence of animal spirits, so long 
as it assumes the name as the denomination of the instruments of 
movement and feeling, it does not matter if this mediation is really 
carried out by nerves (as is claimed by Cheyne, who in two long 
chapters argues against the existence of animal spirits) or by any juice, 
exhalation or Newtonian ether87. What drives him is the theory that 
the spirits must have a composition, a tone, a crasis, just like blood, 
and that those which are instrumental to thought are thin and are of 
the same type as those which aid fermentation in the stomach or the 
act of generation, for the simple reason that we see our digestion 
compromised by venereal or intellectual excesses, rather than by 
muscular fatigue. A good appetite and immunity against the 
melancholy of workers is certainly as much an adage for Mandeville as 
it is for Cheyne. The connection between the stomach and the brain is 
again certified by the fact that the heart seems to be influenced by 
thoughts when the soul is moved by some excess of passion and this 
only happens with a significant disturbance of the spirits, but when the 
mind is calm, and the thoughts collected, only the stomach and the 
organs of generation are influenced by the same images that influence 
the soul. For Mandeville, the hypothesis of composition of the animal 
spirits finally explains even people’s different emotional constitution 
or character88.  

 
86 Ibid.p.160. 
87 Ibid., p. 162 (added to the 1730 edition) for his giving up the hypothesis of animal 
spirits, without however abandoning the thesis of the close connection between the 
stomach and the brain. On the subject, cf. H. MONRO, The Ambivalence of Bernard 
Mandeville, Oxford, 1975, p. 48-74, specially p. 63. 
88 See Ibid. pp. 217-18; for the other points touched pp. 164-170; on immunity from 
melancholy of manual workers pp. 166 and 169, and Cheyne, English Malady, cit., p. 
209 

 

For a long time, historians have dedicated themselves to 
darkening the optimistic portrait of Anne’s reign and the age of 
Walpole passed on to us by Trevelyan; likewise, literary scholars 
obscured the design of that age, significantly defined the Age of 
Reason or the Augustan age and there are already those who would 
like to re-baptise it the Age of Melancholy89. Between the historians of 
science and of medicine, the events of the mental illness experience – 
even for the eighteenth century – a growing interest, whether it 
regards enquiring into the theoretical profile of the object, or following 
and interpreting the roles of institution. The results are difficult to 
interpret, especially for the period that concerns us, and they certainly 
do not lend themselves to generalisations. Madness and Frenzy, for 
the Swifts or Popes, are objects of ferocious satire – a sign, it would 
seem, of a merciless and dogmatic closure, in which the sufferer is 
both beyond repair, because of the undeniably corporeal foundation 
of the illness, and guilty – because of the intellectual and moral vices 
that accompany it, but the Dennises and Addisons, with their 
reflections on the ardours of poetic imagination, establish a noble 
continuity between genius and melancholy90. 

It is certain that hypochondria and hysteria are fashionable in 
England. From Defoe to Austen, the main characters of novels display 
its unmistakable characteristics and, already for the first half of the 
century, there are dozens of treatises on the subject, with names 
reserved for the phenomenon in medical, gentlemanly terms. As the 
very denomination of the Disease of the Learned reveals, the 

 
89 See G.S. ROUSSEAU, Psychology, in The Ferment of Knowledge, Studies in the 
Historiography of Eight. Cent. Science, ed. by G.S. Rousseau and R. Porter, Cambridge 
1980 (pp. 143-210) pp. 162 and 208. 
90 See the extensive bibliographic references and related interpretative discussions by 
R. PORTER, Le prospettive della ‘follia’., Scienza, medicina e letteratura nell’Inghilterra 
des ‘700, in ‘Intersections’, 1982, pp. 55-76, which are added to many of Rousseau 
(Psychology, cit.) and of W.F. BYNUM (Health, disease and medical care, pp. 211-53 of 
the same miscellaneous volume). 
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evaluative attitude towards the phenomenon is ambivalent: on one 
hand, it is a sign of social prestige and is almost a status symbol, as that 
Scottish physician would have it, who at the end of the century wittily 
declared that melancholy had become a ‘fashionable disease’ after the 
death of Queen Anne, and that its steady progress derived from the 
fact that people from each class of society with strong social ambition 
had immediately contracted it91; on the other hand, although its 
distinction from madness was clear and was often reaffirmed, it was 
nevertheless always perceived as a journey of no return towards the 
radical loss of physical and mental health. Dr. Johnson, another 
protagonist of British intellectual life to whom the year 1729 seemed 
to have been fatal, will be obsessed all his life by the idea of going 
mad92. 

It is certain that in the second half of the century mental health 
problems reached an extraordinary level of popularity and the 
Scottish, once more, showed themselves to be up to the task. Boswell 
loved to sign himself as the hypochondriac, the physicians of the 
prestigious Edinburgh college, with Monro at their head, discussed this 
at length, Kames was apparently amongst the first to enquire into the 
phenomena of the unconscious, and the powerful medical family, the 
Monros, took over the management of the ancient and terrible mental 
asylum, Bedlam, in London, as well as ownership of a private mental 
asylum93. The greatest Scottish novelist, Tobias Smollett, a decade 
younger than Hume and, due to the will of London booksellers, his 
direct competitor in the new business of divulging information about 
the history of England, a sensitive interpreter of Scottish professional 
emigration in the lurid and nepotistic ups and downs of the capital in 
Roderick Random, ahead of his time in terms of gothic horror novels in 
the cemeterial pages of Fèrdinand Count Fathom, having set the 
adventures of Sir Launcelot Graves and of his fiancée in mental 
asylums in the beginning of the 1760s, he will leave in Humphry Clinker 

 
91 See J. ADAIR, Philosophical and Medical Sketch (1787, p. 234) quoted by G.S. 
Rousseau (Psychology, cit., pp. 207-208). 
92 See BOSWELL, Life, cit., pp. 47-50, 54. 
93 For these news, cf. Porter, Perspectives, cit., p. 64 and Rousseau, Psychology, cit., p. 
191 and n. 86. 

 

(1771) a monument to melancholy without comparison, which already 
goes against the times. Its protagonist, the anxious and irascible 
Matthew Bramble, stuck between the despotic caprices of a hysterical 
sister and the dangerous influence that the servant (discovered later 
to be his biological son) Humphry Clinker procures himself within the 
family with his enthusiasm and his Wesleyan sermons, will manage to 
remove himself from Bath’s boisterous, hypocritical atmosphere, in 
which England’s high society is the protagonist and the victim of 
insalubrious thermal cures and speculations of every kind, 
inaugurating the new touristic therapy with exotic and folkloristic 
traits from home, recovering in one health and affection for nephews, 
in a never-ending journey north that has its cathartic climax in the 
jovial and educated cordiality of Edinburgh94. 

Of this specific climate, which involves attitudes towards life no 
less than literary tendencies, the texts that we have focused on, which 
were in all likelihood known to Hume, represent an important 
precedent, in which a new disposition accompanies the many old 
aspects of the theory. Whether a medicine full of conjectures like that 
of Cheyne is proposed, or a strongly anti-hypothetical medicine like 
that of Mandeville, what is surprising is the fundamental convergence 
of specific therapies regarding melancholy. From this point of view, the 
positions taken are not particularly antitethical: Mandeville’s 
dialogues, Cheyne’s essay on health and treatise on the English 
disease, and, again, Arbuthnot’s two essays on the influence of the air 
on the choice of food, all form part of a field of medical divulgation 
which, while it satisfies a widespread demand in the conditions of the 
wealthy classes, is also the discovery of new perspectives of 
professional employment. In Mandeville’s sceptical, irreverent 
manner, or in Cheyne’s pious, conjectural one, one proceeds towards 
the legitimisation, behind the pretext of the prevention of the disease 
and the conservation of health, of a dominant attention on the body’s 
demands, a strong invitation to balance and to moderation in social 

 
94 For the encomiastic description of Edinburgh, cf. T. SMOLLETT, The expedition of 
Humphry Clinker, Penguin ed, by A. Ross, pp.  253-70.  
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life. as well as a new diffidence for intellectual commitments. The 
economic metaphor of the ‘waste of spirits’, of the waste or 
squandering of mental energy at the expense of physical energy recurs 
frequently in Mandeville, as it does in Hume’s letter to the Scottish 
physician and, in Cheyne, a practical and widely commonsensical 
adhesion to belief in traditional religion is recommended only in the 
name of the physical health and mental balance95. 

The lively season of physico-theological rationalism, of the 
coherent debate between theists and their rivals, in which religious 
belief seems to be able to be constituted or rejected on the basis of a 
chain or arguments seems far more ephemeral than usually appears. 
The tiredness of the theistic debate, the birth of the man of sentiment 
in criticism and in novels, no less than the reflection of the moralists, 
the openness to various forms of mysticism amongst the learned, the 
rapid fortunes of Methodism amongst the lower classes, which are 
accompanied in the educated or wealthy classes by opposing attitudes 
of suspicious disdain or, less often, of complicit sympathy, are 
phenomena that should perhaps be connected – as someone suggests 
– to the concerns for intellectual health96. 

In Hume’s autobiography of 1776, he dismisses the episode of 
his illness in a one-line allusion (my health being little broken by my 
ardent application) which strongly contrasts with the fears stressed in 
the letter of ’3497. Parallel to this, Humean literature insisted on the 
instinctive root of causality and of belief, on the natural and 
‘providential’98 foundations of intellectual and moral customs. But he 
is not wrong to focus on the other side of the coin on which this 
naturalism feeds, on the presence of pathological, worrying aspects of 
reflection and of practical behaviour in the Treatise. 

 
95 On the waste of spirits cf. Mandeville, Treatise, cit. pp. 212 and 232; on other 
economic metaphors pp. 217, 232-234. On terminology affinity, see also Wright, 
Sceptical realism, cit. p. 236, n. 10. Lowness of spirits is the term used by Cheyne to 
describe melancholy in the proper sense. See HUME, Letters, cit., p. 17. 
96 See Rousseau, Psychology, cit., pp. 194-198. 
97 Mossner (Hume's Epistle, cit., p. 151) still notes that in a conversation with Boswell 
in 1755 Hume justifies his youthful journey to France with a mere ‘being ill". 
98 R. HARRÉ  still finds in Hume a kind of secular providentialism. See Knowledge p. 31, 
in The Ferment of Knowledge, cit., pp. 11-54. 

 



 

Chapter II 

MELANCHOLY AND SCEPTICISM IN THE TREATISE 

1. The animal spirits 

The references to the animal spirits are certainly not abundant 
in the Treatise of Human Nature1. The enquiry into the causes of 
sensations belongs to the anatomists, to the ‘natural philosophers’. 
The ‘first principle’ of abiding by experience means forming 
hypotheses is forbidden, resorting to entities that are not accessible to 
introspection. Whatever the view of Priestley and his successors, 
Hume could certainly not have followed Hartley in the enquiry on 
‘vibrations’ and ‘vibratiuncles’2. He is rather explicit regarding the laws 
of resemblance, contiguity and causation that govern the imagination: 
these probably rest on nature’s more secret powers, and it would not 
have been difficult for him to produce ‘an imaginary dissection of the 
brain’ to invent ‘something specious and plausible’ and to show how, 
once an idea has been conceived ‘the animal spirits run into all the 

 
1 Already J.H. BURTON (The Life and Correspondence of David Hume, Edinburgh 1846, 
I, p.94) noted the exception of the rare allusions to 'animal spirits' in a work ‘free from 
exploded opinions in the physical sciences’, as is not lacking note JONES (H's 
Sentiments, cit., p.17). 
2 I do not believe that the physiological basis of Hartley's associations can be expelled, 
even though Priestley himself tried it in summarizing his work; R.H. Popkin maintains 
that the contempt for the Scotsman has a religious foundation. See Joseph Priestley's 
Criticism of David Hume's Philosophy, ‘Journal of the History of Philosophy’, 1977, pp. 
437-47. 

 

contiguous traces, and rouze up the other ideas, that are related’ to 
the first’3.  

Determinism, however, is a methodical request of the scientist 
and when, therefore, opposing experiments interrupt the constant 
and regular succession of phenomena, the recourse to opposing and 
hidden causes is inevitable; in this case to the animal spirits: 

But tho’ I have neglected any advantage, which I might have 
drawn from this topic in explaining the relations of ideas, I am afraid I 
must here have recourse to it, in order to account for the mistakes that 
arise from these relations. I shall therefore observe, that as the mind 
is endow’d with a power of exciting any idea it pleases; whenever it 
dispatches the spirits into that region of the brain, in which the idea is 
plac’d; these spirits always excite the idea, when they run precisely 
into the proper traces, and rummage that cell, which belongs to the 
idea. But as their motion is seldom direct, and naturally turns a little 
to one side or the other; for this reason, the animal spirits, falling into 
the contiguous traces, present other related ideas in lieu of that which 
the mind desir’d at first to survey. The change we are not always 
sensible of; but continuing still the same train of thought, make us of 
the related idea, which is presented to us, and employ it in our 
reasoning, as if it were the same with what we demanded4. 

‘This is the cause of many mistakes and sophisms in philosophy’, 
Hume concludes, and he probably has Malebranche’s text La 
Recherche de la Vérité – or a note, or a precise memory of this before 
his eyes, because his discourse is a paraphrasis of that which 
completely overturns its meaning: 

Ceci est la cause la plus ordinaire de la confusion & de la 
fausseté de nos idées. car les esprits animaux ont été dirigez par 
l’action des objets extérieurs, ou même par les ordres de l’ame, pour 
produire dans le cerveau de certaines traces, en produisent souvent  

 
3 T, 1°, II, 5, p. 60. On the `first maxim ', cf. T, 1°, 1,1, p. 7 and 2, p. 8 in which the same 
distinction is proposed between the sphere of moral philosophy and that of natural 
philosophy advanced by LOCKE in the Essay concerning Human Understanding (1. 1, 
1, §§ 1-2). 
4 Ibid. On methodical determinism, cf. T, 1 °, III, 12, p. 132 
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d’autres, qui à la vérité leur ressemblent en quelque chose, mais 
qui ne font point tout-à-fait les traces de ces mêmes objets, ni celles 
que desiroit l’ame de se représenter: parce que les esprits animaux 
trouvant quelque résistance dans les endroits du cerveau par où il 
falloit passer, ils se détournent facilement pour entrer en foule 
dans les traces profondes des idées, qui nous font plus familières5. 

La Recherche de la Vérité formed in particular a pathology of 
research and the book on the imagination – the most extensive after 
the one on method – had dealt with the topic of the connection of 
cerebral traces, of the connection of ideas, of that of the traces with 
ideas – which had already belonged to Descartes, both reinforcing its 
medical, anatomical and physiological basis – taking advantage of it in 
favour of the catholic dogmatism, and making it a subtle instrument of 
controversy as much against libertine and erudite culture as against 
the Aristotelism. In the fifth chapter (part one) of the book on the 
imagination, in particular, Malebranche had distinguished a natural 
and providential link between ideas and cerebral traces (between the 
traces of a tree and the idea of a tree, between the passions and their 
external signs), a conventional and fundamentally positive link 
between ideas and language and, finally, an absolutely pathological 
link between ideas, due to the fortuitous concurrence of their 
entrance into the soul and to the suddenly arising link between the 
corresponding cerebral traces. It was indeed this last link which 
allowed Malebranche to justify the force of prejudice, transmitted by 
wet nurses and mothers to new-born babies, and the ‘concupiscence’ 
and ‘le peché originel’ derived from our ancestors’ guilt, just as it 
allowed him to justify attacking libertine and Aristotelian literature, 
even dedicating a chapter to the harsh criticism of Montaigne, but also 
another, luckily, to the demolition of belief in magic and witchcraft6.  

The very topic of the fortuitous link of ideas had been picked up 

 
5 MALEBRANCHE, Recherche de la Verité (in Oeuvres complètes, Volume I ed. by G. 
Rodis-Lewis, Vrin, Paris 1962)   I, p. 275. 
6 Cf. Ibid., P. I, Chapter VII, § 5 on original sin; Capp. VII-VIII on prejudice; P. III for 
attacks on contemporary learning (the fifth and sixth chapters are respectively 
dedicated to Montaigne and witchcraft). 

 

among others, by Locke, in the essay on human intellect as an 
‘association of ideas’, thus acquiring widespread diffusion in British 
culture, and it had been bent by Deists such as Toland or by moralists 
such as Hutcheson to satisfy different demands in the battle against 
prejudice, conserving however this preeminent negative 
characterisation. On the contrary, in Bacon, but particularly in Hobbes 
and again in Berkeley, the topic of the association of ideas – not to 
mention other applications in the field of literary criticism, of the 
reflection on wit and taste – had developed in a positive way in the 
relationship with the theme of the regularity of experience and of 
man’s and animals’ capacity for prevision7. 

The verbal coincidence of the two passages mentioned, in the 
difference of context, allows us to fully appreciate Hume’s position 
and even his spirit of contradiction: he picks up the reference to traces 
and animal spirits and welcomes the idea that resemblance 
constitutes one of the main sources of philosophical mistake: taking 
the similar or closely correlated for the identical, becomes in the 
present criticism of metaphysics or mechanics, as then in the criticism 
of the theories of moral philosophy ‘a general maxim in this science of 
human nature’. Whereas for Malebranche the familiar ideas of 
imagination are at the root of the confusion, while the abstract ideas 
of pure intellect are the source of science, Hume develops the doctrine 
of association of ideas on a purely phenomenal plane, investing the 
everyday, the empirical and the familiar with positivity, while he uses 
the animal spirits to strike at the abstractions and reifications of the 
metaphysicians. Malebranche’s anatomical and mechanical 
justification is conducted in complete seriousness, Hume’s 
justification, on the other hand, is prejudiced and ironic: he warns with

 
7 See on the subject M. KALLICH, The Association of Ideas and Critical Theory in 
Eighteenth-Century England, Mouton, Paris 1970. Locke distinguished, indeed, from 
the association of ideas due to chance or custom, ‘a  natural correspondence and 
connection’ of ideas (Essay, cit., 3 °, XXXIII, § 5), but it is a question of ‘connexions ... 
included into the nature of the ideas themselves’, referring to mathematical 
knowledge (cf. Ibid., 4 °, III , § 29). 
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great emphasis that it is necessary to distinguish the very 
phenomenon of the confusion of the correlated with the identical 
from the causes that he could allege, that the phenomenon can be 
real, although his explanation may turn out to be chimerical and, with 
a course characteristic of his discourse, that thinking that the 
phenomenon is false because its explanation is chimerical constitutes 
an exemplification of the factual principle that he is about to explain8. 
With this premise, he can make room for sarcasm and irony: he does 
not take advantage of ‘imaginary dissection of the brain’ and of 
‘something specious and plausible’ to comfort the natural association 
of ideas, but in the case of the pathology its animal spirits can very well 
resemble Mandeville’s volatile messengers or internunci9, which are 
sent ‘in that region of the brain, in which the idea is plac’d’ and, if they 
happen to ‘run precisely into the proper traces, and rummage that cell, 
which belongs to the idea’, so much the better10. Unfortunately their 
movement is ‘seldom direct, and naturally turn to the one side or the 
other’ and therefore ‘present other related ideas in lieu of that which 
the mind desire’d at first to survey’; which certainly reminds 
Malebranche’s animal spirits that ‘se délournent facilement’, that ‘ont 
été dirigez par l’action… de l’âme, pour produire dans le cerveau de 
certaines traces, en produisent souvent d’autres… qui ne sont point 
tout-à-fait… celles que l’ame desiroit de se représenter’; if one bears in 
mind, however, that in all of medical literature, and even in 
Malebranche, the animal spirits are ‘les parties les plus subtiles et les 
plus agitées du sang’ and that it is wine, essentially composed of 
‘esprits animaux presque tout formez’, which certifies their existence, 
one understands why in Hume’s explanation these end up resembling 
the Edinburgh cads or cuddies, a famous and affable corporation of 
porters, extremely bright and willing to help, but unfortunately rather 

 
8 T, Ibid. 
9  Mandeville,Treatise, cit., pp. 156, 160, 231. 
10  Already Laird (H.'s Philosophy, cit., p. 41) noted that Hume uses the term rummage 
as Mandeville does in II vol. of the Fable (ed. cit., p. 168), but neglected the rest: 
Mandeville also speaks, like Hume, of Cells (Ibid., p. 165), of infinite Millions of 
imperceptible Cells, in a context in which the dialogists discuss the immortality of the 
soul; Hume's piece is much closer, in tone and in detail, to the passage already quoted 
from the Treatise of Mandeville. 

 

ìnclined towards the bottle and to good-natured mess11. Nor does 
Hume’s controversy stop, because, if Malebranche considers the 
conventional words-ideas relationship to be positive, Hume warns the 
metaphysicians immediately afterwards, so that they do not think that 
‘the mistake’ is ‘below their dignity’, since the lesson that can be taken 
from the majority of their discourses is ‘’Tis usual for men to use words 
for ideas and to talk instead of thinking in their reasoning’12. 

The irony towards the mechanistic explanations are certainly 
not lacking in Hume’s sources: it would be enough to remember those 
with which Newton picked up in Opticks the explanations in the 
manner of Huygens to justify certain anomalous (undulatory) 
behaviours of light13. But it was Mandeville in particular who used this 
volatile economy of the animal spirits, between the witticisms of his 
patient Misomedon, to explain the insurgence of hypochondria, to 
make Willis’ dissections of the brain look ridiculous, an author to 
whom Malebranche gave much credit, to remember how ‘we may 
almost feel, how some of the Spirits Flying through all the Mazes and 
Meanders rummage the whole Substance of that which medullary 
Labirinth’, whether they rummage in the most intimate recesses of the 
brain, or are lost in the attempt, giving back to the imagination the 
little that they manage to find. In any case it was Mandeville who 
suggested the recourse to the doctrine of the animal spirits – and a 
half-serious recourse – to distinguish the pathological behaviours from 
the natural ones of thought. 

 
11 See T, Ibid., pp. 60-61; Recherche, cit., I, p. 275 for the underlined part and pp. 196 
and 199 for the remaining citations. On the Edinburgh cads refer, once again, to 
Smollett (Humphry Clinker, cit., pp. 263-65) and, for the celebrations organized for the 
election of Hume to the librarian of the Law School in February 1752, Letters, cit., pp. 
166-67.  
12 T, Ibid., pp. 61-62. See Recherche, cit., pp. 212-13 and 219. Also Malebranche's 
reference to Rhetoric (pp. 222-ff.) is reflected in the ‘figures of poets and orators’ of 
the Humean text. But on the whole question see below, § 3. 
13 See Opticks, l. II, P. III, Prop. XII (p.280 of the edition based on the London edition of 
1730, with an essay by E. Whittaker and preface by I.B. Cohen, New York 1952): ‘Those 
that are averse from assenting to any new Discoveries, but such as they can explain by 
a Hypothesis, may for the present suppose, that as Stones by falling upon Water put 
the Water into an undulating motion[...] so the Rays of Light […]" 
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Therefore, whether it concerns the pathology of the senses14 or 
of the imagination, the reference in to the animal spirits comes up 
again in the Treatise. The habitual behaviour of the imagination binds 
belief as a transferal of force and liveliness from the impression of the 
present object to the idea of the correlated object. This is not the case 
of the behaviours in which habit does not come into play. The 
distressing passions of envy and malice, in which the principle of 
‘comparison’ destroys the regular evaluation of objects, the contrast 
between violent passions requires reference to the animal spirits; but 
especially - and we are once again dealing with experiences connected 
to the letter to the Scottish physician – the conception of objects that 
we are not used to imposes upon the spirits the difficulty of a change 
of direction, it excites them, giving rise to surprise and wonder, which 
is in turn an ulterior agitation of the spirits15. 

However, the references of the first book on ideas are of greater 
interest: while discussing the effect of belief on imagination, Hume is 
able to observe that ‘a lively imagination very often degenerates into 
madness or folly’ when ‘from any extraordinary ferment of the blood 
and spirits’ its acquires such a liveliness that it puts all the faculties of

 
14 Cf. T, 1°, IV, 2, pp. 210-11. Hume, to support the thesis of the non-independent 
existence of our perceptions, refers to the phenomena of diplopia, of apparent 
alteration of the dimension, shape and colour of objects in a very generic way (rightly 
so, because now famous places of discussion on optics physiological, after 
Malebranche and Berkeley). On this occasion he affirms that ‘all our perception are 
dependent on our organs, and the disposition of our nerves and animal spirits". 
Identical accidental reference on the first page of the 2nd book. 
15 See T, 2 °, 11, 8, p. 373 for envy (in a context, mind you, in which reference is made 
to the ‘metaphysical’, Opticks , i.e. ‘physiological’, in the sense of Descartes, 
Malebranche and Berkeley); T, 2 °, III, 4, pp. 420, 421 for violent passions, and Ibid., 9, 
p. 447, where Hume observes that ‘a virgin, on a bridal-night goes to bed full of fears 
and apprehensions, tho’ she expects nothing but pleasure of the highest kind,, and 
what she has long wish’d for’. So from ‘the newness and greatness of the event’ ‘arises 
a fluttering and usettledness of the spirits, which being, in some degree, uneasy, very 
naturally degenerates into fear". (I hesitate here to recall the abundant literature, 
flowered in recent years, on Hume and women); Ibid., 5, pp. 423-24 on the effects of 
wonder and habit. 

 

the mind into disorder, such that it is no longer possible to distinguish 
true from false; a present impression and a habitual transition are no 
longer necessary for rendering ideas lively and every Chimera of the 
brain is as lively and intense as each inference relative to questions of 
fact. The same effect is found in poetic enthusiasm, and the idea is 
picked up again by Kames who, amongst the first to read the Treatise, 
addresses Hume’s own admissions against him, and will oppose to the 
definition of the feeling of belief as ‘force and vivacity which attends’ 
the idea the fact that poetry or tragedy make the idea lively to a reader 
or a spectator, without this idea actually being believed. When Hume 
replies to his friend in the appendix of the second volume of the 
Treatise – and that the first series of annotations of the appendix is to 
be referred to Kame’s objections is a question that will be postponed 
for now – he will certainly entrust himself, albeit in a not entirely 
convincing way, to the difference of feeling, he will admit that terms 
like force and liveliness are metaphors and are hardly discriminatory, 
but first of all he will observe that, whereas in the case of causal 
reasoning liveliness proceeds from the impression and therefore from 
the idea of objects, in the case of poetry as of madness, it proceeds 
from the temperament or from the situation of the spectator and 
therefore from the condition of his animal spirits. Once again, the 
anomaly is explained by the anatomical hypothesis16. 

It is rare that one who interprets the Treatise hesitates on the 
first section of the fourth part of the book on ideas, if not to dig out 
the effective quotation on the impossibility of a radical scepticism or 
on the homogenous and complementary character of both the 
sceptics’ and the dogmatists’ reason. And yet the section constitutes 
the overall premise to the discussion on the existence of the external 
world, on the immateriality of the soul and on personal identity. To 
demonstrate that belief constitutes ‘more properly an act of the 
sensitive, than of the cogitative part of our natures’, Hume presents 
   

 
16 See T, 1°, III, 10,  p. 123 and Appendix, pp. 630-31 . For the relationship with Kames, 
see Kames’ Essays on the Principles of MoralIty and .Natural Religion, Edinburgh 1751, 
P. II, 1, pp. 221-30 (spec. pp. 222-26), the Private Papers, cit. of Boswell (XV, pp. 273-
74) and the introduction of J.M. KEYNE5 and P. SRAFFA (Hamden, Conn, 1965) to the 
Abstract. 
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 the thesis of the sceptic according to which every rational certainty on 
the relationship of ideas or on questions of fact can be reduced to the 
level of probability: if I wonder about the properties of an object and I 
then reflect on the possibilities of an error of mine in evaluating them 
and, again, on the possibilities of error in this last judgement, and so 
on, in the end one must arrive at the total extinction of every belief 
and evidence. The important point is that even based on his theory of 
contrary probabilities one would have to arrive at the same 
conclusion. Why does one not arrive at radical scepticism? Hume 
replies invoking in this crucial part of the theory the principle of 
anomaly and turning to the animal spirits: 

I answer, that after the first and second decision; as the action 
of the mind becomes forc’d and unnatural, and the ideas faint and 
obscure; tho’ the principles of judgement, and the ballancing of 
opposite causes be the same as at the very beginning; yet their 
influence on the imagination, and the vigour they add to, or diminish 
from the thought, is by no means equal. Where the mind reaches not 
its objects with easiness and facility, the same principles have not the 
same effect as in a more natural conception of the ideas; nor does the 
imagination feel a sensation, which holds any proportion with that 
which arises from its common judgements and opinions. The attention 
is on the stretch: The posture of the mind is uneasy; and the spirits 
being diverted from their natural course, are not govern’d in their 
movements by the same laws, at least not to the same degree, as 
when they flow in their usual channel17. 

The diversion of the spirits from their natural course is 
analogous to the diversion which is pointed out in the criticism of the 
natural philosophers’ theories and recalls, from not too far away, 
Mandeville’s discourses on the disease of the learned, such as the 
following passage: 

The mind, as well as the body, seems to be endow’d with a 
certain precise degree of force and activity, which it never employs in 
one action, but at the expense of all the rest […] No wonder, then, the 
conviction, which arises from a subtle reasoning, diminishes in 

 
17 T, 1°, IV, 1, p. 185. 

 

proportion to the efforts, which the imagination makes to enter into 
the reasoning, and to conceive it in all its parts. Belief, being a lively 
conception, can never be entire, where it is not founded on something 
natural and easy.  
[…] ‘Tis happy, therefore, that nature breaks the force of all sceptical 
arguments in time, and keeps them from having any considerable 
influence on the understanding. Were we to trust entirely to their self-
destruction, that can never take place, ‘till they have first subverted all 
conviction; and have totally destroy’d human reason’18 

These passages bring us back together with the economical 
evaluation of the forces of the human mind proposed by Mandeville, 
but also with the experiences described in the letter of ’34, with an 
added nuance of awareness. On one hand these almost seem to 
suggest that the experience of ’29, the consequent lack of feeling, the 
voluntary reaction (which could have completely destroyed his health 
and it is a miracle that it did not) should regard some form of 
Berkeleyan solipsism. Was this not the atmosphere of those years in 
Edinburgh, were these not the discussions on Berkeley and his 
sceptical interpretation that enlivened the Rankenian Club19? Whereas 
then, however, the difficulty of subtle reasoning was considered by 
Hume to be a tragedy, the difficulty in conceiving an idea in all its 
minute parts still seemed to inscribe itself into the disease, here it has 
already become an acceptance of human nature’s ‘providential’ 
resources. According to this interpretation the successive sections 
repeat that experience, unravel its tangled thread – insofar as possible 
– but with the awareness of a result which is by now considered 
uncertain, it’s true, but rightly and healthily so. 

 
18Ibid., P. 186 The only place in the Treatise in which Hume names the animal spirits 
without referring to the pathology of the conduct is the section on the causes of belief 
- T, 1°, III, 8. pp. 98-99; but the exception is only apparent, as an analysis of the Humean 
conception of belief that goes beyond the intent of these pages would show; it is 
sufficient to point out that Hume intends here to contrast temporary and lasting 
dispositions of the mind and that the context brings us back to the contrast between 
speculative attitude and ordinary attitude of life and recalls closely, as the pages 
already mentioned, the reflections contained in the letter to the Scottish physician. 
19See Mossner, Life, cit., pp. 48-49 and 617. 
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This sceptical doubt, both with respect to reason and the 
senses, is a malady, which can never be radically cur’d, but must return 
upon us every moment, however we may chace it away, and 
sometimes may seem entirely free from it. […] As the sceptical doubt 
arises naturally from a profound and intense reflection on those 
subjects, it always increases, the farther we carry on our reflections, 
whether in opposition or conformity to it. carelessness and in-
attention alone can afford us any remedy. For this reason I rely entirely 
upon them; and take it for granted, whatever may be the reader’s 
opinion at this present moment, that an hour hence he will be 
persuaded there is both an external and internal world20; 

2. The conclusion of the first book 

There is such an abundance of references to melancholy, to 
desperation, to the overheating of the brain, to the chimerical ideas of 
the imagination, to the disorder of the mental faculties, to the 
splenetic humour in the conclusion of the first book of the Treatise, 
that it is astounding that the link with the letter of ’34 to the Scottish 
physician is not immediately pointed out. One has preferred to see in 
this conclusion, rather, the overall, disastrous balance of the system, 
which preludes the prudent and closely watched course of the 
Enquiries, or to interpret Hume’s introduction literally, which takes 
scepticism as a pretext for producing his moral theory21. 

The literature of the seventies has little patience for Hume’s 
scepticism: whether one insists on his naturalism or talks about 
scepticism as a literary device to punish the arrogance of the 
rationalists, one risks losing the overall sense of the Treatise22. The 
publication of the Letter from a Gentleman to his friend in Edinburgh 

 
20 T, 1°, IV, 2 p. 218. 
21 Cf. Santucci, Sistema, cit., pp. 127-28, for the first interpretation; Capaldi, Hume, cit. 
pp. 85 and 91, for the second. 
22 See Capaldi, Ibid., p. 201; B. STROUD, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London 1977. 

 

a document as suspicious, at the core, as Hume’s pretext of teaching 
at university could have been, seems to have encouraged this sort of 
dismissal of the problem. On the other hand, from the time of Kemp 
Smith’s monograph, even his rivals could not take Reid’s and the 
school of common sense’s objection seriously; as though recognising 
in the premises of the theory Locke and Berkeley’s premises, the 
premises of modern philosophy to be clear, is not justified from the 
initial remarks in the Treatise, so that one was able to discuss – even 
at great length – whether Hume had ever read Berkeley. But 
scepticism is a decisive experience for him and to try to reduce his 
sceptical arguments to just those relative to the existence of the 
external world – as Capaldi does – is indeed a poor stratagem, because 
all the other problems of the sceptic are contained within this, from 
the problem of identity to that of the self, from the problem of God to 
that of modern philosophy23. 

It would be better to read the Treatise backwards: to recognise 
in the conclusion the beginning and the justification for the writing, 
and in the introduction – as often happens for writers – the closing 
remarks. The emphasis on these concluding pages – more or less 
recognised by all – is calculated, and we could in fact imagine the 
reasons for this conclusion being placed among the beginnings of 
Hume’s work in France. What he has effectively given us in the Treatise 
is probably none other than the umpteenth draft of a reflection on the 
relationship between a philosophical activity and common life that 
Hume had been working on for a decade. 

The examination of philosophical theories concerning both the 
intellectual universe and the natural one had already been carried out 
through a miscellaneous way of reasoning24. The more this successive 
conclusion lacks a linear progression; the recursive course of reflection 
imitates the caprices of melancholy. The beginning is entirely 
autobiographical and repeats many ideas of the letter to the Scottish 
physician: Hume’s awareness of having come close to shipwreck, his 

 
23 See Capaldi, Ibid., pp. 203-209. 
24 T, 1 °, IV, 6. p. 263. 
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miserable condition, the weakness and the disorder of his mental 
faculties that he must nevertheless apply to research, the impossibility 
of curing them and correcting them which almost leads him to despair 
and to prefer a death on an desolate cliff, rather than venturing once 
again into the ocean of research, retrace the passages previously 
mentioned25. If a glance at the past turns to the present and to future 
prospects, Hume is terrified by the solitude in which his philosophy 
places him, imagines himself like a bizarre, strange monster, incapable 
of human contact, which would willingly mix with the common people, 
but deep down scorns them, which would search for complicity among 
the learned, but having been exposed to the animosity of 
metaphysicians, logicians, mathematicians and even theologians, 
predicts only opposition and slander, just when, without the approval 
of others, he feels his opinions slow down and fall away from him. It is 
from this that the irresoluteness, the fear at every step of coming 
across absurdity and contradictions, arises26. 

Until this point, Hume spoke about himself as though, or almost, 
in the letter to the Scottish physician, from outside, so to speak, of his 
philosophy. But melancholy is a passion which supports itself ‘above 
all others’, and Hume’s philosophy seems to be cut to size to nourish 
it27. If from the consideration of his own infirmities he passes to those 
on human nature, as was revealed to him in the enquiry, the reasons 
for trust become even more inconsistent. How can he claim to 
abandon his own established opinions to retrace the truth, when it is 
in fact his philosophy, after the most careful of his reasonings, to 
suggest that he cannot provide other reasons for his convictions, if not 
‘a strong propensity to consider objects strongly in that view, under 
which they appear to me’? Experience and habit are the two principles 
that influence the imagination and lead it to conceive ideas in a livelier 
way. Without this peculiar quality, we would not be able to go beyond 
the few objects present to our senses, indeed, we would not even be 
able to attribute an independent existence to these; furthermore, nor 

 
25 Ibid., 7, pp. 263-64. 
26 Ibid., pp. 264-65. 
27 Ibid. 

 

would we be able to conceive of this existence as an orderly series 
within us and, if memory, senses and intellect are all founded on the 
liveliness of the imagination, it is no wonder that such am inconsistent, 
fallacious principle should lead us to error28. This imposes as much the 
cautious reasoning of science as the imprudent constitution of the 
external world. And yet the correct causal reasoning contradicts the 
belief in the existence of the matter. If from the dilemmas of the fourth 
part of the Treatise, which have just been retraced, Hume turns to the 
third part of the Treatise, if he goes in search of the efficiency of 
causes, it is discovered that this only resides within ourselves, once 
more we place our trust in the liveliness of the imagination and when 
we say that we intend to know the ultimate principle, that works in the 
external object, we ‘talk without a meaning’29. 

Having examined his own experience as a philosopher and gone 
over his own philosophy, Hume now turns to the external, to common 
life and to philosophical reflection, once again – in slight contrast to 
the atmosphere of these pages – ready to debate: this deficiency of 
our ideas, for which we lack the connecting principle in the causes and 
effects of every day, no less so than in the most unusual and 
extraordinary events, is not hinted at in everyday life. But this depends 
on an illusion of the imagination and poses the real problem of this 
conclusion: to what point do we follow these illusions. If we follow 
them all, we will not only end up contradicting ourselves, but worse; 
nothing is more dangerous for reason (for mental health) and nothing 
more than the flights of the imagination has been the opportunity for 
philosophers’ mistakes, as Hume had observed in the letter of ’3430. If, 
then, we comply with the principles of intellect, that is, to the most 
stable maxims of the imagination, we would experience what Hume 
had already said in the first section of this fourth part of the Treatise, 
that is, that intellect subverts itself on its own, or rather escapes total 
scepticism, only because we find it difficult to enter the remote views 
of things. Will we have to escape from any refined, subtle reasoning, 
as the specialists in hypochondria recommend? But the consequence 

 
28 Ibid. p. 265. 
29 Ibid., pp. 266-67. 
30 Ibid., P. 267. 
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would be to ostracise the very philosophical and scientific spirit. The 
maxim itself – Hume warns – is the fruit of a refined, subtle argument. 
Intellect therefore condemns itself to an unresolvable dilemma, to 
deny any subtle reasoning, contradicting itself, or to accept them all, 
with the consequence that it subverts itself. The difficulty is rarely felt, 
or in any case, soon forgotten: the refined reflections have little or no 
influence on us, even though it would be contradictory to impose them 
on us as a duty. 

But Hume is immediately inconsistent and begins the 
constructive part of his discourse: 

The intense view of these manifold contradictions and 
imperfections in human reason has so wrought upon me, and heated 
my brain, that I am ready to reject all belief and reasoning, and can 
look upon no opinion even as more probable or likely than another. 
Where am I, or what? From what causes do I derive my existence, and 
to what condition shall I return? Whose favour shall I court, and whose 
anger must I dread? What beings surround me? and on whom have I 
any influence, or who have any influence on me? I am confounded 
with all these questions, and 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 faculty31. 

He seems to have gone back to the starting point and yet the 
discourse has many more nuances: on one hand Hume is more 
emphatic than ever; one suspects that he helps himself with a few 
literary passages to mimic a melancholy and a philosophical delirium – 
it is him that describes it like this – which he does not feel, but which 
is part of his present argument32. On the other, one is referred to total 
scepticism, which rejects not only every argument, but also every 
belief, it is tinged with solipsism and even with religious inflections. 
Reading it along the same lines as the letter to the Scottish physician, 

 
31 Ibid., pp. 268-69. 
32 The disconsolate apostrophe of the Chinese philosopher (The Citizen of the World, 
London 1762, Let. XXII), taken from an Arab poet, according to a note by the same 
GOLDSMITH, concludes with a passage very similar to the one cited and leads one to 
think of a common source. 

 

once again it seems appropriate to connect it with the experience of 
’29 and suggests the idea that it should be about an experience of 
Berkeleyan scepticism. 

Luckily for him, nature itself takes care of dispersing these 
clouds which reason does not dissolve, slowing the tension of the mind 
through some amusement or lively impression of the senses that 
cancels all of these delusions: lunch, a game of cards, conversation, 
happiness with friends, three or four hours of these pastimes are 
enough, in returning to these speculations, to make them feel cold, 
forced or ridiculous, so much so as to no longer have the heart to go 
back to them. A passage that mentions the weariness experienced 
after the period of philosophical ardour: that which was a unique, 
profound life experience, becomes here the experience of a repetition, 
almost a hypochondriacal habit which the author is used to dealing 
with33. 

Very different from melancholy and from the previous 
philosophical delirium – and more appropriate to the current 
experience – is the splenetic, irritable mood which Hume now 
describes in minute details. He feels inclined and even obliged to live 
and act like others, occupied in the everyday matters of life, but 
although his ‘natural propensity, and the course of [his] animal spirits 
and passions reduce [him] to this indolent belief in the general maxims 
of the world’, he continues to feel the residue of his sceptical 
disposition, to the point that he would like to throw all of his books 
and all his cards on the fire. The same submission of senses and 
intellect to the natural current, to be blind, clearly expresses the 
scepticism of his principles and of his inclination. But then to what 
benefit does he torture his brain with subtleties and sophisms? Why 
such an arduous dedication, with no prospect of reaching certainty 
and truth? As he had already said to his friend Ramsay in ’27, regarding 
his cards, with what usefulness for humankind or for his private 
benefit?But these – Hume clarifies – are the ideas which his ‘spleen 
and indolence’34 suggest to him, that nature, once again, and not 

 
33 Ibid. p. 269. 
34 On indolence, as a defect of the character that makes it incapable of promoting 
one's own interest and of appearing in life, about the ambiguity of attitude and the 
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philosophy, takes care of overcoming. But Hume is talking about a 
philosophy with no specifications, a close relative of that of the Latin 
and Greek classics which, in the letter to the Scottish physician, had 
risked definitively compromising his health, not of his own philosophy. 
This suggests to him, rather, that ‘in all the incidents of life we ought 
still preserve our scepticism’ and incorporated the illness: if indeed ‘we 
believe, that fire warms, or water refreshes, ‘tis only because it costs 
too much pains to think otherwise. 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’35. Nature imposes 
human friendship upon him, but also the daydreams in his room or 
solitary meditation on the river bank. His philosophical inclination is 
intermittent, but it is no less natural to him than the inclination that 
pushes him to accept the maxims of common sense and all the rest of 
the pages are nothing more than a list of good reasons that he finds to 
indulge, without excessive enthusiasm or expectations, in 
philosophical work, to satisfy, first of all, his own curiosity and 
ambition, to protect himself against the superstition that, in its 
absence, would take its place, to fight against the ‘founders of the 
system’ and the ‘specious and agreeable hypotheses’ produced by 
their ‘warm imagination […] to establish a system or set of opinions 
[…] if not true, at least satisfactory to the human mind’36. And it is 
indeed this hope, after two thousand years of chimerical systems, in 
an age of the world in which it is perhaps premature to hope ‘to 
discover any principles, which will bear the examination of the latest 
posterity’ to prospect a different course for philosophical speculation, 
to restore actuality to the science of human nature which helps him to 
overcome melancholy and indolence. 

This conclusion therefore ends on the topics of the introduction 
of the Treatise. One will object that there is a great divide in this 

 
the evaluation that it entails, the observations in T, 3°, III, 1 p. 587 are still 
autobiographical. 
35 T, 1°, IV, 7 p. 270 
36 Ibid., pp. 272-73. 

 

disenchanted attitude, inclined to nature and to common sense, and 
the ambitious outline of the introduction. The response is that the 
project imposes such a grandiose beginning, first of all because it was 
born with that intention. If it is true that the Treatise proposes many 
thought experiments, why not take the Treatise itself into its overall 
course like one big, unique thought experiment? There is the young 
Hume that between ’25 and ’34 completes an articulated philosophical 
experience, in many respects mute to us, and there is a more mature 
Hume who recalls this experience critically in the years of his refuge in 
France. Each section of the Treatise, then, is a second-hand exercise; 
Hume is convinced that upon taking back into his hands a given 
question, certain dilemmas will arise, as will certain conclusions. To 
the point of arriving at dogmatism and immodesty in the details, in 
certain particular moments, forgetting his own scepticism37. Why not 
accept that recalling the project of a physique of the mind will bring 
out this overall wisdom? A life available to sceptical detachment and a 
philosophy full of terrestrial mixture. 

Not everything in this interpretation is clear though: one talks 
about the introduction like a project, and it has just been described as 
closing remarks. The response to this is that the ambiguity is invested 
in the very same Treatise. One must read the Treatise as a story, but 
one must be warned that it is a story that has its circularity which 
repeats the cyclicity of the illness. We doubt that Hume’s dogmatism 
is only invested in the details, even if we accept that this is 
intermittent. One thing is the cautiousness of reflection, another is 
finding oneself a treatise – it does not matter whether half or complete 
– good and finished. The occasion renders the impression lively, and 
the hope of inaugurating the science of man can transform itself into 
an audacious conviction. The events following the composition of the 
Treatise are confirmation of this. The spontaneity of the man behind 
his subtle reasonings and the proposals for neutral analysis render the 
interpretation complex. One cannot, to give just one example, 
remember that ‘the sceptic must assent to the principle concerning 
the existence of body’ because ‘nature has not left this to his choice’ 

 
37 Ibid., P. 274. 
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and that ‘’tis in vain to ask whether there be body or not’38 without 
bearing in mind, at the same time, that candour imposes upon Hume, 
at the end of his analysis of the reasons for belief in the external world, 
which at the moment nourishes an entirely opposing opinion, that ‘this 
sceptical doubt, both with respect to reason and the sense, is (as the 
physicians of melancholy say) a malady, which can never be radically 
cured’, which ‘arises naturally from a profound and intense reflection’ 
on metaphysical topics and that only ‘carelessness and in-attention’ 
can pose a remedy to this39. An observation that reminds one of doctor 
Cheyne’s Swiss-meditation, but rather more of Mandeville’s 
Misomedon, who reserves reflections on thinking matter and the 
identity of the self for days of good humour and intellectual liveliness. 
When Hume recommends in the conclusion that the reader wait for 
good humour and easiness of application to follow him in his future 
speculations, when he observes that it is this careless manner of 
studying philosophy which is the sign of a truly sceptical conduct40 or, 
again, when he does not want to renounce philosophical reflection, 
because ‘I feel I should a loser in point of pleasure’41 or when he 
confesses his exclusive vocation, observing that he absolutely does not 
want to transform the many honest English gentlemen (not Scottish, 
one notes), who calmly go about their domestic affairs and common 
pastimes, into philosophers, but if anything to moderate the inflamed 
spirits of system-builders42, go back over, in detail, the attitudes that 
had been Mandeville’s or had belonged to the characters in his 
dialogues. Again, in the Dialogues concerning Natural Religion the 
careless scepticism will characterise Filone’s position, but the true 
sceptic diffident of his doubts, no less so than of his philosophical 
convictions, in this conclusion is far closer to the philosopher who 
confides in the Scottish physician, convinced that to succeed in 
philosophy one needs little more than to free oneself from one’s own 
prejudices, no less so than those of others. 

 
38 T, 1 °, IV, 2 p.187. 
39 Ibid., p. 218. 
40 T 1°, IV, 7, p. 273 
41 Ibid., P. 271. 
42 Ibid., P. 272. 

 

3. The structure 

Hume asserts that he planned his work before the age of 
twenty-one, that is, before the April of 1732. The term comes up in at 
least two meanings in his writings. When, towards the end of 1739, he 
carries out the last attempt to encourage the public to read his Treatise 
which was ‘dead-born from the Press’, and composes the Abstract that 
Keynes and Sraffa authoritatively attributed to him, he begins by 
observing that ‘This book seems to be wrote upon the same plan with 
several other works that have had a great vogue of late years in 
England’. Armando Carlini correctly translates ‘inspired by the same 
principles’43, because it is to the principles of the experimental method 
that he refers to here, insisting on the affinity of his attempt with that 
carried out in ‘several parts of natural philosophy’ ‘within these last 
fourscore years’ and with the design pursued by the British moralists 
with greater vigour than he had done in the Introduction to the 
Treatise, perhaps in agreement with the general climate of England in 
the 1740s, perhaps due to a greater openness to the public’s demands 
than he had demonstrated in the Treatise. 

But in a letter to Henry Home of the 2nd of December 1737, 
Hume uses the term in the very sense of overall ordering or structure 
of the work and we therefore find him in difficulty with his friend: 

I am sorry I am not able to satisfy your curiosity, by giving you 
some general notion of the plan upon which I proceed. But my 
opinions are so new, and even some terms I am obliged to make use 
of, that I could not propose, by any abridgement, to give my system an 
air of likelihood, or so much as make it intelligible. ‘Tis a thing I have in 
vain attempted already, at a gentleman’s request in this place, who 
thought it would help him to comprehend and judge of my notions, if 
he saw them all at once before him. I have had a greater desire of 
communicating to you the plan of the whole, that I believe it will not 
appear in public before the beginning of next winter44. 

 
43 See T, (Abstract) p. 645 e tr. by A. Carlini, Laterza, Bari, 1948, p. 35. 
44 Letters, p. 23. 
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And the difficulty must have been real, not dictated by fears of 
misunderstanding on the part of his friend, or by some jealousy of the 
author, from the moment that it is repeated in the Abstract: 

As his book contains a great number of speculations very new 
and remarkable, it will be impossible to give the reader a just notion 
of the whole45. 

The problem of the structure of the Treatise has kept more than 
one interpreter busy. Whether one fragments the intentions, as 
Passmore did, or, on the contrary, proposes a consequential reading 
of the parts, as though it were one topic, as Capaldi attempted, 
whether one overturns the order of composition as Kemp Smith 
intended, putting the book on passions before that on ideas, or gives 
back the union between the doctrines of the second and third books, 
as Àrdal proposed, the problem remains at the centre of the most 
recent discussion46. 

Once again, the letter to the Scottish physician can helps us 
understand how in the Humean project the systematic intent joins 
intimately and initially to the sceptical intent, to the point that it is 
possible to grasp a symmetrical tripartite structure in the three books 
of the Treatise: 

 
Axiomatics: 

Book One, Part I 
Book Two, Part I, sections 1-4 
Book Three, Part I 
 

Hume’s Discoveries: 
Book One, Part III 
Book Two, Part I (section 5sgg?) Part II 
Book Three, Part II 

 
45 T (Abstract) p. 647. 
46 On the interpretation of Árdal and Kemp Smith cf. infra, chap. III, §§ 1 and 3; of 
Capaldi cf. D. Hume, cit., pp. 71-94. 

 

Hume’s Scepticism: 
Book One, Part IV (and Part II for Nat. Philos.) 
Book Two, Part III 
Book Three, Part III  

 
A certain number of clarifications will perhaps make this 

framework less arbitrary to the reader’s examination. The project of a 
physique of the mind, inspired by the Newtonian model, requests the 
presence of an axiomatic in the sense proposed by Newton in the 
Opticks and in the Principia: definitions that render the use of terms 
rigorous, axioms or laws that summarise the content of a scientific 
tradition which the scientist appropriates; after proposing his eights 
definitions and his eight axioms, Newton observes in the first book of 
optics: ‘I have now given in Axioms and their Explications the sum of 
what hath hitherto been treated of in Opticks. For what hath been 
generally agreed on I content my self to assume under the notion of 
Principles, in order to what I have farther to write’47. Similarly, in the 
scholium on the laws of motion of the Principia he declares: ‘Hitherto 
I have laid down such principles as have been received by 
mathematicians, and are confirmed by abundance of experiments’48 
and he is concerned to show that Galileo established the law of fall of 
heavy bodies on the basis of the first two laws and the first two 
corollaries, that Wren, Wallis and Huygens determined the rules of 
impact of hard bodies based on the same principles and the third law 
of motion. ‘Our author begins with some definitions’ Hume affirms in 
the Abstract and insists on the equivalency of his distinction between 
impressions and ideas and of the demonstrated dependence of ideas 
from impressions with Locke’s anti-innate polemic, as well as on the 
possibility of conciliating Locke’s and Malebranche’s positions, when 
the innate sense of our impressions or strongest perceptions has been 

 
47 Cf. NEWTON, Opticks, cit., L. I, P. I, Ax. VIII, pp. 19-20. 
48 Cf., NEWTON, Principia Mathematica Philosophiae Naturalis (which I present in the 
A. Motte's English translation - 1729 - revised by F. Cajori, Berkeley 1962, pp. 21-22) L. 
I, Ax., Scholium. 
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clarified49. When Hume politely argues with Reid, he reaffirms his 
loyalty to the common principles of his philosophy50. The axiomatics of 
the book on the passions may seem slight, but it is Hume himself who 
is convinced that his book has ‘so little Dependence on all former 
systems of Philosophy’ as he writes to Michael Ramsay on the 26th of 
August 1737, and who observes again in the Abstract that the second 
book on passions ‘contains opinions, that are altogether as new and 
extraordinary’ as the first51. The course of the third book is less clear 
course; it seems impossible to distinguish an axiomatic in the first part; 
and yet Hume proposes again, on one hand, principles and 
consequences established in the first two books, on the other he is 
dictating the conditions of rigour of ethical discourse, which has been 
discussed and which will be discussed in greater detail elsewhere. 

It is certainly not difficult to trace the placement of Humean 
discoveries in the indicated parts of the three books, in which ‘the use 
he makes of the principle of the association of ideas [and of 
impressions] which enters into most of his philosophy’ is that which 
entitles ‘the author to so glorious a name as that of an inventor’52. Nor 

 
49 See T, (Abstract) pp. 647-48. 
50 See Letters, p. 376. 
51 T, (Abstract) p. 659; the letter to Ramsay is read in Mossner, Life, cit. p. 627 
52 T, (Abstract) pp. 661-62. On the relationship between the association of ideas, 
Hume's project and Malebranche, it is worth noting that not only does Malebranche 
affirm in Recherche (ed. cit., Pref., p. 20) that ‘de toutes les sciences humaines la 
science de l'homme est la plus digne de l'homme’ ‘although it is not the most 
cultivated and accomplished (as note Passmore, Hume's Intentions, cit., p.5), but also: 
‘La propriété de l'imagination, sur laquelle est absolument necessaire de beaucoup 
mediter , & de la conoissance de laquelle dépendent toutes les sciences, qui ont 
quelque raport à l'esprit de l'homme, est la liaison des idées (Ibid., p. 212). I quote 
from the first edition, but for a passage of analogous tenor in the following editions, 
see pp. 222-23). Laird (H's Philosophy, cit.) who also worked to trace the sources of 
the Treatise and, in particular, emphasizes the influence of Malebranche more than 
many others (e.g., on terminology, causality, space and time, will and bodily 
movement) and overlooks Hume's debt theme of the association. Precise references, 
also on this theme, make C. MC CRACKEN, (Malebranche and British Philosophers, 
Oxford University Press, Oxford 1983, pp. 254-90, but does not record the passage I 
mentioned earlier). On the many who have insisted on the influence of Malebranche 
refer to the cit. Bibliography of HALL (sub-entry), but there is no systematic work on 
the subject; a gap perhaps filled by the text (see supra, Chap. I, Note 9) by J.P. Wright. 

 

is it by chance that as an addition to the discoveries on human nature, 
Hume discusses reason in animals in the first book, pride and humility, 
love and hate in animals, in the second book, and, in the impossibility 
of referring to animals again – on chastity and modesty in women, in 
the third book, as confirmation of the artificiality of justice and of 
allegiance in human society. Again symmetrically, the doctrine of 
belief, the doctrine of the double association of ideas and impressions, 
the doctrine of sympathy – three particular applications of the 
principles of association – play a central role in the three books. 

It is more difficult to accept the presence of scepticism in the 
final parts of the three books, so much so that between interpreters, 
the discussion on the definition of Humean scepticism is endless 
(admitted and not conceded by all that it exists). But if one takes the 
concept in the meaning which is most modest and contingent with the 
letter to the Scottish physician, as a capacity to free oneself from one’s 
own prejudices and those of others, and if one takes into account the 
generic, but of wide implication, use that the term assumes in the 
contemporary religious apologetics, one can welcome the thesis of the 
affinity of the parts. It is in these, with few exceptions, that Hume’s 
intended controversy and the intervention on all the areas of 
philosophical dispute of his time are concentrated: Berkeley’s idealism 
- as an extreme consequence of the ‘new ideal language’53 – the 
immateriality of the soul and the question of personal identity, for the 
first book; the problem of determinism of will and the rational or 
sentimental root of ethics for the second book; the artificial or natural 
character, primitive or derived, of moral sense in the third book 
constitute an almost complete list (if one includes here the dispute 
about miracles, which Hume accidentally overlooks, and on the 
foundations of natural religion) of the topics under discussion54. And it 

 
53 See H. LEE, Anti-Skepticism: or Notes on the Chapter of Mr. Locke's Essay on Human 
Understanding, London 1702, who wonders if the ‘new ideal language’ does not 
‘involve us in an inextricable Skepticism’ (p. 1). It is in the broad sense of the problems 
touched upon by Locke as by Malebranche upon in these notes by Lee (see his 
Preface), that I refer to as Berkeley's idealism. 
54 Beyond the themes, of course, of which Hume discusses in part II of the first book. 
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is perhaps wrong to talk about Hume’s scepticism on the question of 
the freedom of will, when one observes that Collins’ determinism is 
welcomed against Clarke’s arguments, only on the condition that one 
excludes the possibility of recognising any necessary connection 
between reasons and action, or of moral scepticism, as the concept of 
virtue has expanded to the point that it includes, against Hutcheson, 
each quality and natural prowess of man and every resource acquired 
(even if undeserved), one has proposed moral sense as a product of 
sympathy, one has, finally, preferred the useful and sweet to cicero’s 
decorum and honestum? The profile drawn of the sceptic on the 
homonymous essay, which will be discussed shortly, removes any 
remaining doubts. 

If anything, one must add that this concerns a tendential 
structure, because scepticism and controversy are insinuated into the 
same positive parts of the Treatise. The causal link is known to us only 
as a determination of the mind, the debate among theorists of egoism 
and supporters of benevolence seems indifferent to the analyst of the 
passions, property and government find no justification in labour 
theory of value and on social contract. A science of man followed only 
as a charming idea and as a remedy for superstition, a philosophical 
passion cultivated as a game or a hunt, a virtue that is only justified in 
the name of happiness constitute the entire lesson of wisdom that this 
scepticism reserves for us55. 

Mandeville had censured those physicians who ‘did not so much 
find fault with others, to have things mended, as to establish their own 
Reputations upon the Ruins of those they overthrew’, but then builds 
his theories concerning hypochondria on the sceptical mockery of 
chemical and mechanical hypotheses of the speculative physicians. On 
the same theme, Hume begins in the introduction of the Treatise, 
noting that: 

 
55 I refer here to the concluding sections of the three books. For the other topics 
touched I refer to the second part of this work. 

 

Nothing is more usual and natural for those, who pretend to 
discover any thing new to the world in philosophy and the sciences, 
than to insinuate the praises of their own systems, by decrying all 
those, which had been advanced before them56. 

It could be said that Hume’s method is the exact opposite of the 
one which had been criticised, but still cultivated by Mandeville, and 
that the doctrines built on the ‘new ideal language’ substantiate and 
justify his scepticism. 

4. Hume’s attitude after the Treatise 

Some letters that follow the composition of the Treatise and 
some pages of the essays that Hume was composing or rewriting in 
order to remake himself after the failure of his masterpiece help us to 
place the Treatise itself in the prospective of the letter to the Scottish 
physician. 

The letters reveal to us a Hume completely identified in his 
professionality as a writer: the expectations of a revolutionary 
philosophy are far more uncertain and changeable than his desire to 
get ahead in the world and to build a place for himself. He has just left 
his quiet retreat in La Flèche, when he writes a curious letter to his 
friend Michael Ramsay, that gives away exactly what he would like to 
hide: he is disappointed that his friend has to leave London shortly 
after his arrival, but only because ‘nothing can be more useful & 
agreeable than to have an intimate Friend with one at any critical Time 
of Life such as that which I am just going to enter upon’; he would like 
to take advantage of his advice and his judgment, even in if is aware 
that his state of health and business have never allowed his friend to 
be an assiduous scholar capable of dedicating himself methodically to 
some part of knowledge, ‘without which ‘tis almost impossible to 
make any might Progress’. Hume finally offers to his friend, who fears 
their friendship will wane due to Hume’s ‘superior Progress in the 
Sciences’, all the reassurances of the case, but in some way hopes that 

 
56 T Intr., p. xiii. For Mandeville’s quotation, see Treatise, cit., p. 65.  
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his friend’s judgment has some foundation57. cordiality, esteem, 
attachment – therefore - but the Treatise has indeed established some 
difference. 

Hume will apologise to Henry Home for his own weaknesses as 
an author, incapable of talking if not about his own work, and, once 
again, while sending his volume to the stranger Desmaizeaux to have 
his opinion, required with insistence, he presents himself as ‘a young 
Author’ who ‘can scarce forebear speaking of his Performances to all 
the World’58. A month after the publication of the first two books of 
the Treatise, Hume again communicates to Ramsay, with some 
condescension, that ‘no Alteration has happen’d in my Fortune, nor I 
have taken the least Step towards it’, waiting to judge from the success 
of his undertaking ‘upon what footing I shall stand in the world’59. An 
eloquent affirmation on Hume’s not entirely detached attitude and on 
the professional calculation of which the Treatise is object. In the 
month of December 1737, in the middle of negotiations with 
booksellers, whilst he corrects and re-corrects his pages, finding 
defects in style and expression that he did not notice whilst in the 
perfect quiet of La Flèche, he confesses one of his ‘foibles’ to Home: 

I have a great inclination to go down to Scotland this spring to 
see my friends, and have your advice concerning my philosophical 
discoveries; but cannot overcome a certain shamefacedness I have to 
appear among you at my years, without having yet a settlement, or so 
much as attempted any. How happens it, that we philosophers cannot 
as heartily despise the world, as it despises us? I think in my conscience 
the contempt were as well founded on our side, as on the other60. 

Unlike Mossner, we manage to read many efforts at wisdom, 
but no irony, in these lines61. Is it not Hume’s usual anxious 
temperament that manifests itself here, given that at the respectable 
age of twenty-six he does not yet have a position in the world? For a 

 
57 It is the letter already mentioned, publ. in Mossner, Life, cit. pp. 626-27. 
58 See Letters, p. 27 and p. 29. 
59 Letters, p. 28. 
60 Letters, p. 24. 
61 Cf. Mossner, Life, cit, p. 110. 

 

career as an author, and a high-ranking one, he had left his country 
and crossed the ocean; he certainly could not come back empty-
handed. 

The anxiety reveals itself again in the search for doctor Butler’s 
opinion62, through the mediation of his friend Home, just as later he 
will search for the opinions of Desmaizeaux and Hutcheson. He no 
longer trusts his own opinion, because it continues to be as changeable 
as it was in ’34; sometimes it takes him up to the clouds, at others it 
fills him with doubts, but, as in the conclusion of the first book of the 
Treatise, he fears that this propension towards doubt is an error, be it 
however better than the opposite63. The theoretical scepticism melds 
itself once again with scepticism regarding the success of his 
philosophy. In February of 1739, two weeks after the publication of 
the first two volumes, he confides to Home that he has already 
arranged his escape from London and his retreat in his family’s 
countryside home to save himself the ‘many mortifications’ of a 
‘doubtful success’ and he prepares himself for the worst with desolate 
thoughts: ‘those who are accustomed to reflect on such abstract 
subjects, are commonly full of prejudices; and those who are 
unprejudiced are unacquainted with metaphysical reasonings’. His 
principles are, after all, so distant from other common opinions that, 
if they were affirmed, they would produce a total change in philosophy 
and ‘revolutions of this kind are not easily brought about’; he is young 
enough to stand and watch and, in the meantime, to cultivate his 
studies, settling for the approval of few64. Finally, in June, from 
Ninewells he communicates to his friend the news he has just received 
from the London bookseller. The outcome is nothing but indifference. 
He is particularly angry with himself, but he does not doubt that he will 
soon be, like all the unsuccessful authors, angry at the world. It is 
madness to despair for a reason such as this; what better could he 
have expected from such abstractions? Nor had he, in truth, intended 
much more65. 

 
62 See Letters, p. 25 
63 See Letters, pp. 25-26. 
64 See Letters, p. 26. 
65 See Letters, p. 30. 
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It should not be said, however, that this result had been 
expected since the conclusion of the first book of the Treatise. One 
thing is to ‘foresee on every side, dispute, contradiction, anger, 
calumny and detraction’66; silence is quite another. It is one thing to 
fear the consequences of a great blow, it is another to fail. ‘My 
fondness for what I imagined new discoveries – Hume adds in the June 
of ’39 – made me overlook all common rules of prudence, and having 
enjoyed the usual satisfaction of projectors, ‘tis but just I should meet 
with their disappointments’. But similar people experience the 
replacement of one project with another and he does not doubt that, 
in one or two days, he will find himself at ease as always, in the hope 
that ‘the truth will prevail’ sooner or later ‘over the indifference and 
opposition of the world’67. All the irony that he reserves for himself in 
these lines should not lead the reader to overlook the fact that here, 
with regard to his ‘discoveries’, Hume picks up on the subjective 
language already used towards the ‘new scene of thought’ to 
appreciate the quality of this scepticism, truly ready to put his own 
reasons under discussion, when there is no appreciable consensus. 

Hume’s correspondence with Hutcheson, who – again through 
Home’s mediation – had read the two books of the Treatise, expressed 
praise and confided that twelve years earlier he had followed, at least 
in private reflection, a not inconsistent path of thought, shows an 
author far more inclined towards prudence than he had been in the 
past and it will be possible to discuss this again. But in the meantime, 
it is good to spy on this Hume who, in the spring/summer of ’39, before 
he adhered to the correction of the third volume of the Treatise, sends 
his friend both essays of which he approves and of which he doesn’t, 
because he considers them cold and sophistic (and that he will 
repudiate in his old age)68. There is certainly more patience in the 
previous letter than could be effectively conceded and the same fact 
of having put himself feverishly to writing essays, when success 
becomes ever more uncertain, makes Hume’s good mood rather 
dubious. It is to this Hume – who knows he is ‘castrating’ his work, 

 
66 T, 1°, IV, 7, p. 264. 
67 Letters, p. 31 
68 See Letters, pp. 31-32 and the history of the editions of the essays by Grose (Phil. 
Works, cit., III, pp. 43-44). 

 

suggests to his friend a more indecent than free usage of the long 
essay on miracles, accuses himself of imprudence and makes an effort 
to take some distance from himself69 – that we must briefly return, 
because, perhaps, in the new attempt to follow a career as an author, 
there is a far stronger hint of cynicism and a reaction to his unsuccess 
than he reveals to his friend70. 

The interest paid to politics, forms of government, the parties’ 
idiosyncrasies, and to the events of criticism and progress in the arts 
and sciences is certainly not surprising: the topics are part of his early 
project. Nor is it so much the choice of essay-writing, the use of 
anecdotes and allegories, the elegant moderation or the caution in 
generalising that strikes us and is in contrast with the tone of the 
Treatise, as the radical change of audience. In this respect, the essays 
of 1741 and 1742 represent the extreme opposite compared to the 
Treatise and the essay Of the Delicacy of Taste and Passion – which 
opens the first collection and represents its introduction in some way 
– expresses Hume’s new project and outlines its hypothetical reader. 

Here he describes with rapid allusions the character of the 
people afflicted by a ‘delicacy of passion, which makes them extremely 
sensible to all the accidents of life’: taken by a lively joy for every happy 
event, troubled by the most intense pain when facing adversity, full of 
acknowledgement at the smallest sign of respect and favour, as of 
resentment for the smallest discourtesy, these men have an 
uncommon capacity to feel pleasure and suffering, but since ‘good or 
ill fortune is very little at our disposal’, their life easily translates into 
permanent unhappiness – which certainly does not affect calmer 
temperaments – which often leads them to surpass any limit of 
prudence and discretion and to take false steps in the way they live 
their lives71. 

 
69 See Letters, pp. 25-26 and New Letters of David Hume, Clarendon Press, Oxford 
1954, edited by R. Klibansky and E.C. Mossner, p. 4, for the omitted piece. 
70 See Letters, p. 168. 
71 See Phil. Works, cit., III, p. 91. 
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Analogous to this delicacy of passion is the delicacy of taste, a 
peculiar sensitivity to beauty and deformity in poetry and paintings, in 
elegant and reflective conversations, as much as the first delicacy is to 
good and bad luck, kindness and insult. 

There can be no doubt that this second type of sensitivity is far 
more desirable than the first, because, if life’s circumstances do not 
depend on us, we are masters of the choice of books to read, of the 
entertainments we can take part in, of the friendships to cultivate72. 
Not very differently, Cheyne found a natural and scientific foundation 
to the common division of human kind in quick-thinkers, slow-thinkers 
and no-thinkers73, recognised that ‘the works of imagination and 
memory of study, thinking and reflecting… must necessarily require 
bodily organs finer, quicker, more agile, and sensible’74, that ‘one shall 
suffer more from the prick of a pin or needle from their extreme 
sensibility, than others from being run thro’ the body’75, which, if no 
one can choose ‘his own particular frame of mind, nor constitution of 
body, so none can choose his own degree of sensibility’76 and that 
hypochondria ‘never happens or can happen, to any but those of the 
liveliest and quickest natural parts, whose faculties are the brightest 
and most spiritual, and whose Genius is more keen and penetrating, 
and particularly where there is the most delicate sensation and taste, 
both of pleasure and pain. So equally are the good and bad things of 
this mortal State distributed’77. 

Hume avoids the problems of theodicy, but takes it upon himself 
to turn to an audience that can find the same pleasure in studying that 
he does: 

Whatever connection there may be originally between these 
two species of delicacy, I am persuaded that nothing is so proper to 
cure us of this delicacy of passion, as the cultivating of that higher and 
more refined taste, which enables us to judge of the characters of 

 
72 Cf. ibid, p.92 
73 See English Malady, cit., p. 182.  
74 Ibid., p. 53. 
75 Ibid., P. 366  
76 See ibid. 
77 Ibid., p. 262. On the theme cf. also pp. 3 and 21. 

 

men, of the composition of genius, and of the productions of the 
nobler arts78. 

The pleasure of the senses depends on one’s character, but a 
refined taste in the arts and a meditated opinion on life is only formed 
through the exercise of reflection on many varied circumstances and 
through the knowledge of human nature. Even if we will not lose this 
excessive sensibility of passion and we will not become indifferent to 
the objects followed by the world with such tenacity, we will at least 
expand our capacity to appreciate ‘tender and agreeable passions’. 
Nothing improves one’s character like the study of beauty in poetry, in 
eloquence, in music and painting. The emotions that these awaken are 
sweet and kind, take us away from the urgency of business and 
interests, nourish reflection, make us available for tranquillity and 
produce a pleasant melancholy that, of all the mind’s dispositions, is 
the most suitable for love and friendship. Any company of capable 
people is enough entertainment for the men of the world. On the 
contrary, those who have cultivated their knowledge of books and of 
men find pleasure only in selected company and it is no wonder that 
their affections, confined to a more restricted circle, become stronger. 
The jokey banter of drinking companions transforms into a solid 
friendship ‘and the ardours of a youthful appetite become an elegant 
passion’79. 

While Hume therefore prescribes himself consolatory 
reflections on the failure of his Treatise, gives advice to others 
regarding this and builds himself a rather different interlocutor than 
that of the learned who ignored him. In other essays he even attempts 
the female audience card; amongst his first reflections on history we 
do in fact find the recommendation for women to read it as though it 
were a novel80. Later he will oppose the profound and perhaps 
ephemeral philosophy of Aristotle, Malebranche and Locke to the easy 

 
78 Phil. Works, cit. III, pp. 92-93. 
79 See ibid., pp. 93-94. 
80 See Of the Study of History, ibid., IV, p. 388. 
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and perhaps long-lasting philosophy of the Ciceros, La Bruyères and 
Addisons81. But the suggestion here does not derive to him from 
Addison’s easy philosophy, nor from the platonic and elegant 
philosophy of Shaftesbury. It is as though he had in fact stolen the 
career from his physician and cultivated the genre of a philosophical 
wisdom that he proposes, literraly, as therapy for this potentially 
rather vast market of men of delicate passions and to advice on the 
climate and diet, on innocent pastimes and carefree chatter of the 
Cheynes wanted to substitute a philosophical cure of good readings, 
of sharp conversations, delicate friendships and loves. 

In the introduction to the essays of ’42, Hume will put himself 
forward as ‘Ambassador from the Dominions of Learning to those of 
Conversation’82, addressing the fair sex in particular, in an evident 
imitation of Fontenelle, but it is good to remember that, while Hume 
will no longer publish this essay after ’60, he will keep the first 
introduction from ’41. 

The essay which, perhaps, best comforts the interpretative 
proposals of these pages, due to the links it retains with the letter to 
the Scottish physician and the contribution it offers to the definition 
of Hume’s moral scepticism, is the essay on The Sceptic published in 
’42. When Hume had the time and ease to cool his inflamed 
imaginations – one will remember – he moved from the realisation 
that ‘the moral Philosophy transmitted to us by Antiquity’ is ‘entirely 
Hypothetical’, because ‘every one consulted his Fancy in erecting 
Schemes of Virtue & happiness, without regarding human Nature’. The 
four essays of ’42, dedicated respectively to the Epicurean, the Stoic, 
the Platonic and, indeed, the sceptic – Hume warns – are not intended 
‘so much to explain accurately the sentiments of the ancient sects of 
philosophy, as to deliver the sentiments of the sects that naturally 
form themselves in the world, and entertain different ideas of human

 
81I refer to the well-known essay that opens the Inquiry concerning Human 
Understanding. 
82 Of Essay Writing, Ibid., IV, p. 368.  

 

life and happiness. I have given each of them the name of the 
philosophical sect to which it bears the greatest affinity’83.  

The essay on the sceptic, obviously longer and more detailed 
and the best of the four, is also the only one which can be correctly 
written in the first person, precisely because the sceptical philosopher 
is the only one aware of the subjective limit of his own attitude: the 
very idea of a philosophical typology, that is of different theoretical 
tendencies which are made to correspond with different inclinations 
of character, includes and justifies within itself the former types of 
philosopher, as he does with his own. 

The beginning on theoretical scepticism – ‘I have long 
entertained a suspicion, with regard to the decisions of philosophers 
upon all subjects, and found in myself a greater inclination to dispute, 
than assent to their conclusions.’ – has a clear autobiographical flavour 
and the idea that the defect consists of the narrowness of their 
principles, which do not take into account the wide variety 
demonstrated by nature in its operations, brings us back to 
Mandeville. But it is on their reasonings concerning human life and the 
methods for achieving happiness that the narrowness of passions is 
added to that of principles. As the speculative physicians of 
Mandeville, the philosophers are diverted from their dominant 
passion84. They seem unable to bear the fact that that which does not 
interest them could constitute a pleasure for others. They neglect the 
vast variety of inclinations and propositions in our species for which 
each man seems satisfied with his own life style, and they do not 
realise that even within themselves that which they like at one time 
they may not like at another, and that it is not within our power, as 
great though our efforts may be, to give ourselves back the taste and 
appetite that filled with charm that which now seems indifferent or 
unpleasant to us. Reason, therefore, can only point out to us the most 
suitable means of achieving our plans – he repeats from the Treatise – 
and to those who object that from a philosopher one expects 
enlightenment on the choice of goal and not maxims of common 
prudence, the sceptic responds embarrassedly. He apologises for 
having introduced himself as a philosopher. He fears he has been 

 
83 Cf. ibid., III, p. 197. 
84 See ibid., pp. 213-14 
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mistaken for a pedant or a preacher on vice. But, if he really must 
express his own opinion on the topic, he begins by saying that he 
considers it to be of little influence85. 

The first principle that this philosophy teaches and that appears 
certain and undoubtable is that nothing is in itself worthy of respect or 
disdain, desirable or odious, beautiful or deformed, but that all of 
these attributes depend on the particular constitution or production 
of human nature and that every animal species has its peculiarities 
from this point of view. This is notorious for the body’s senses and is 
quite evident for the appetites that require their co-operation: it is a 
lover’s blind, passionate love, or the tender and exclusive love of an 
affectionate father that only confer value to their object. If this turns 
out to be less evident when the mind operates on its own and declares 
an object to be beautiful and desirable, or deformed and odious, based 
on the feeling of approval or condemnation that it feels, it is only due 
to the greater uniformity of its feeling respect to that of the body. 
Beauty and merit, the Sceptic proclaims, are of an entirely relative 
nature, and consists of a pleasant feeling produced by an object in/to 
a specific mind, conforming to its specific structure. In this way nature 
has shown us its authority, showing us which changes it could produce 
on the passions or on desires, changing only their ‘inward fabric’86. 

But, against any who may want to identify this position with that 
of Hutcheson, Hume becomes particularly insistent – at the cost of 
repeating himself, to highlight the sceptical implications of the 
position – demonstrating which rather more general consequences 
can take from the topic not just the mere vulgar, but rather the man 
accustomed to thinking: we make truth or falsity correspond to the 
celestial objects, independently of astronomical, Ptolemaic or 
Copernican hypothesis, that we take on, but a sentiment of delight or 
uneasiness always accompanies the objects that we call beautiful or 
deformed, desirable or odious, entirely dependent upon the particular 
or internal structure of human nature. ‘Vary the structure of the mind 
or inward organs, the sentiment no longer follows, though the form 
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[of the object] remains the same’87. For whomever power, fame and 
revenge derive entirely their value from the structure of human 
passions that they make objects of desire, but the feeling that renders 
natural or moral beauty pleasant is often confused with the perception 
of the object, because it is not as agitated and violent. The general 
inference – to which Hutcheson had not arrived and would certainly 
have rejected – is ‘that it is not from the value or worth of the object, 
which any person pursues, that we can determine his enjoyment, but 
merely from the passion with which he pursues it, and the success 
which he meets with in his pursuit’88. 

The ‘little miss, dressed in a new gown for a dancing-school ball, 
receives as complete enjoyment as the greatest orator, who triumphs 
in the splendour of his eloquence while he governs the passions and 
resolutions of a numerous assembly’ was the image that greatly 
troubled Dr. Johnson and his biographer, who knew how to take 
consequences for their future state89. 

All the difference, therefore, between one man and another, 
with regard to life, consists either in the passion, or in the enjoyment; 
and these differences are sufficient to produce the wide extremes of 
happiness and misery90. 

A position discreetly close to that of Mandeville. In the third 
book of the De officiis, Cicero had tried to remedy to the book never 
written by Panaetius on the relationship between utility and virtue and 
from the happy time of the restoration of King Charles, entire 
generations of British moralists – from Cumberland to Hutcheson – 
had great trouble overcoming this, demonstrating that the perfection 
of virtue coincides with the maximum of happiness. Hume rejects the 
Ciceronian convention and putting the topic of happiness before that 
of virtue he completely disarticulates the relationship between them. 
To be happy, passion must be neither too violent nor too weak, it must 
‘benign and sociable’ rather than crude and wild, happy and lively and 
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not gloomy and melancholic.  It is on the metre of happiness that the 
Sceptic rejects without condemnation the tendencies of the ‘other’ 
philosophical sects: the speculative enthusiasm of the platonic 
philosopher assures only a transitory happiness, unless he comforts 
the senses and the imagination with a ‘historical’ (or superstitious) 
conception of the abstract and invisible object that natural religion 
presents him with. A life dedicated to pleasure incurs satiety and 
disgust more easily than a life dedicated to business, but this too is too 
dependent on external objects. The happiest disposition of the mind 
is, therefore, the virtuous one, but it is a laic, medium virtue ‘that 
which leads to action and employment, renders us sensible to the 
social passions, steels the heart against the assaults of fortunes, 
reduces the affections to a just moderation, makes our own thoughts 
an entertainment to us, and inclines us rather to the pleasures of 
society and conversation, than to those of the senses’91. 

Even the most superficial thinker knows that not all the 
dispositions of the mind are equally favourable towards happiness, but 
in reality each difference in the conditions of life depends entirely on 
the mind and as not, therefore, preferable in itself to any other. 

Good and ill, both natural and moral, are entirely relative to 
human sentiment and affection. No man would ever be unhappy, 
could he alter his feelings. Proteus-like, he would elude all attacks, by 
the continual alterations of his shape and form92. 

He is peculiar, and of extreme importance for its understanding, 
this Hume who transfers onto human sentiment the language with 
which the Burtons, Sydenhams, Mandevilles, Purcells and Cheynes 
have described the proteiform power of melancholy for generations. 
The process of substitution and inversion is not an invention of the 
interpreter, because the passage continues, referring unequivocally to 
the experiences confided to the Scottish physician: 

 
91 Cf. ibid., pp. 220-21. 
92 Ibid. My emphasis. 

 

But of this resource nature has, in a great measure, deprived 
us. The fabric and constitution of our mind no more depends on our 
choice, than that of our body. The generality of men have not even the 
smallest notion, that any alteration in this respect can ever be 
desirable. As a stream necessarily follows the several inclinations of 
the ground, on which it runs; so are the ignorant and thoughtless part 
of mankind actuated by their natural propensities. Such are  
effectually excluded from all pretensions to philosophy, and the 
medicine of the mind, so much boasted. But even upon the wise and 
thoughtful, nature has a prodigious influence; nor is it always in a 
man’s power, by the utmost art and industry, to correct his temper, 
and attain that virtuous character, to which he aspires. The empire of 
philosophy extends over a few; and with regard to these too, her 
authority is very weak and limited. […] 

Whoever considers, without prejudice, the course of human 
actions, will find, that mankind are almost entirely guided by 
constitution and temper, and that general maxims have little 
influence, but so far as they affect our taste or sentiment93. 

If a man has a lively sense of honour and virtue and moderate 
passions, he will show a conduct generally fitting with moral rules, but 
if he has a perverse structure of the mind, with no taste for virtue and 
sympathy for those similar to him, neither desire for respect or praise, 
will be ‘entirely incurable, nor is there any remedy in philosophy’. 
Philosophy can only have an indirect, imperceptible influence on 
refining character. A serious focus on sciences and liberal arts and 
inclination towards reflection naturally disposes a man towards 
honesty and moderates his passions, study and application will soften 
his temperament, a sober, frugal suit will make him adverse to 
disorders and to indolence, the affable one will make him abhor pride 
and violence94. 

But the topics directed by reason are without efficiency. Even if 
they make us consider objects not in themselves, but in their 

 
93 Ibid., p. 222. 
94 See ibid., pp. 222-23. 
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circumstances, they are too subtle to have weight in common life or 
they do not manage to extinguish our vice-like passions, without 
turning off our virtuous ones, spreading ‘an universal insensibility over 
the mind95. The detailed criticism of Plutarch and Cicero’s maxims 
begins here, which, according to the letter to the Scottish physician, 
had worsened the conditions of his illness96. The philosopher is always 
sublime when he does not need it. His detachment is easy when he 
plays with others, not when he bets in person. The considerations on 
brevity or uncertainties of life subtract importance from present 
pleasure, on whom nature fortunately deludes us, and the comparison 
with others does not console us, because it is almost always brought 
towards superiors97. 

Nor, finally, must one think that virtue naturally accompanies 
happiness. A melancholic disposition can ruin the happiness of the 
most deserving man, whereas the most evil, selfish man may be in 
possession of the most cheerful temperament. Worse, a certain 
disposition towards some defect of character, even becomes 
pernicious when it accompanies a virtuous quality: a temperament 
inclined towards suffering, associated with a generous solicitude for 
the next man, can constitute a real disgrace. 

In a word, human life is more governed by fortune than by 
reason; is to be regarded more as a dull pastime than as a serious 
occupation; and is more influenced by particular humour, than by 
general principles98. 

This does not deserve our passionate dedication, with 
indifference we would lose every pleasure and ‘while we are reasoning 
concerning life, life is gone: and death, though perhaps they receive 
him differently, yet treats alike the fool and the philosopher. To reduce  
life to exact rule and method, is commonly a painful, oft a fruitless 

 
95 See ibid., P. 225. 
96 See ibid., pp. 225-27. 
97 See ibid., 227-29. 
98 Ibid. p. 231. 

 

occupation […] were it not that, to some tempers, this occupation is 
one of the most amusing, in which life could possibly be employed’99. 

Final considerations 

We have let Hume’s texts and letters talk – too much, even – 
with the prudent intention of majorly connecting biographical details 
and philosophical itineraries. Let’s try, if it’s possible, to take from this 
at least a direction, if not a conclusion. 

The Treatise as we know it, has at a long gestation behind it – 
almost a decade – the result of a philosophical dedication that will not 
be found again in Hume’s life. We have no reason to reject his 
affirmation, according to which there is a projective phase, a different 
phase of planning, and a final phase of composition in France.  

The letter to Ramsay of 1727 shows us Hume, in one sense, 
already intent on his project on the science of human nature, on 
writing about traces of passions, of explanations of phenomena of the 
mind and corrections of these explanations, in another sense, already 
aware in part of the distance that separates philosophical reflection 
and common life, as of the link that unites temperament and writing, 
character and theoretical orientations. 

We have given an importance that may seem excessive, even 
obsessive, to the letter to the Scottish physician – whether he be 
Cheyne or Arbuthnot – of 1734. There are justifications for this: those 
who interpret Hume have always had to wonder about the 
relationship between the Treatise and the Enquires and, for the 
understanding of the Treatise, the ‘new scene of thought’ which would 
have completely kept him busy in the spring/summer of 1729 had 
decisive weight. There is no reason to think that the project of a 
physique of the mind dates back to this time: the influence of Locke 
and Newton are undoubtedly precedents. But there are objective 
difficulties with filling the content of the ‘new scene of thought’. The 
association of ideas, the transferal of liveliness from impression to 
idea, the acknowledgement that the necessity of the causes is founded

 
99 Ibid. 



95 

on sentiment are discoveries traditionally put forward to fill this void, 
due to the decisive influence of Kemp Smith, welcomed by the ‘official’ 
biographer. The criticism of that test does not fall within our 
intentions. As an aside, it seems we can say that the picture of 
conflicting influences, the physical, losing one of Newton, the 
biological, winning one of Hutcheson, seems to be the inheritor, 
among other things, of rather dated speculative problems. The 
problem, for criticism, has fittingly been that of enriching the picture 
and the game of influences. We may omit Bayle, which is also noted 
by Kemp Smith. That of Malebranche would be enough for all of them, 
in which the association of ideas and association of traces, association 
of ideas with traces and even – not to talk about causality – the 
problem of sympathy is relieved. The comparison with Locke’s ant-
innatism, pointed out by Hume himself, have been mentioned. The 
presence of Malebranche could also explain Berkeley’s apparently 
very indirect reading, which has suggested to some the idea that it may 
not exist. 

In substance there is a preliminary problem regarding the ‘new 
scene of thought’: not only do we not know its father, but we do not 
even know how many fathers it is the child of. In these pages the 
possibility that Hume was directly involved in Berkeley’s problem has 
been suggested. It was discussed a great deal in the environments of 
Edinburgh, in Aberdeen Reid, his contemporary, lived with it, and even 
the practical Hutcheson, it has been mentioned, had had in these years 
sympathies for academic philosophy. It obviously concerned, 
according to widespread opinion, highlighted by Baxter, a Berkeley 
that had been interpreted sceptically. The theoretical scepticism was 
therefore household in the Irish academies no less than, if not within, 
in the outskirts of the Scottish universities. In England the nice 
researches of Yolton – that should be extended – show perhaps how 
the gradual and recalcitrant reception of Locke by Anglican Scholastics 
does not succeed in making us forget the hateful accusations of 
scepticism to which they had subjected the new way of ideas of the 
author of the Essay concerning Human Understanding. In any case, 
Hume talks everywhere about his mental world as of a common 
opinion, and, it would appear, not wrongly. Certainly, the letter of ’34 
offers the clues that the ‘new scene of thought’ was linked to Hume’s 

 

mainly logical and metaphysical interests, which we would today call 
epistemological interests. 

But, ultimately, the letter of ’34 is testimony that talks to us 
about much more than the ‘new scene of thought’: about the 
difficulties encountered in pursuing his systematic project, even about 
a lack of interest and a sudden tiredness; about a voluntary reaction 
and about its practical denial; in substance about Hume’s landing upon 
ethical scepticism that the essay on the Sceptic seems to illustrate with 
sufficient loyalty. 

We know that, when Hume was very young, Locke and Clarke 
had pushed him away from positive religion. Later, the ‘old Manuscript 
Book’ composed before ’32, which had been started in order to defend 
common opinion on natural religion, had been filled with doubt and 
refutations of these doubts, in ‘a perpetual Struggle of a restless 
Imagination against Inclination, perhaps against Reason’. The Humean 
anecdotalist often depicts him absorbed in his mental world and it is 
he himself who talks about the tiring flights of genius and compares 
them with the raptureas of the mystics. The illness leads him to deal 
with reality and Hume becomes pitiless and disdainful towards the 
pretexts of reason and of philosophy to govern the body and passions. 
His interpretation of Hutcheson, like that of Berkeley – on which he is 
explicit – is a sceptical interpretation. Happiness is certainly closer to 
his heart than virtue is. There is enough to think that Hume’s 
scepticism strongly involves the period of planning of the Treatise. 

The letter talks, especially, about the illness and the difficulties 
of minutely analysing ideas. We believed to have found an answer to 
the problem in the contemporary discussion of melancholy and the 
Humean use of the doctrine of animal spirits, a considerable exception 
to his ‘phenomenalism’. 

When Hume, therefore, travels to France he has already faced 
the crisis relative to the pursuit of his systematic project. The point of 
view of a careless philosophy is embraced before he came to France; 
the perspective, to be more precise, of a theory that is built at the 
expense not only of other theories, but also of his own. 

This interpretation requires two orders of consideration. The 
first concerns the internal strategy of the Treatise: if Hume has already 
accepted the crisis of his theory, why the bold introduction, pregnant 
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with revolutionary outcomes and that conclusion of the first book, 
apparently so disconsolate and reductive? The response has been that 
the Treatise goes over Hume’s expectations during a decade of 
philosophical reflection: the discovery of the pragmatic root of 
thought, to use an accredited formula, leads to the Treatise being 
structured like a story, that is, like a result of the unexpected events. 

A second order of consideration refers to the interpretations of 
Hume and also that which is being outlined here. The sin that criticism 
carried out on Hume, in our opinion, is a sin of excessive 
rationalisation. It is necessary to give more space to historical 
contingency and to contingency of the Humean event. A less anxious 
temperament would perhaps not have left us the Treatise. The first 
motivation for its publication is of a professional nature: Hume 
embraced his career as an author and did not have the nerve to go 
back to Ninewells without the Treatise at his back. One understands 
that such a motivation horrifies the historian of philosophy with 
speculative interests – whether they be right-wing or left-wing. It 
makes far less sense to mock the idealistic theory of a Hume who 
radicalises the anti-essentialist criticism of Locke and Berkeley, if we 
then validate the perspective of a Hume who, thanks to the system, 
discovers the artificial and class-based root of justice as a guarantee of 
private property, or the ideological root of the religion of the poor as 
an instrument of social consensus. That the rules of justice were to be 
referred to property was an idea that Locke had already picked up 
from Hobbes; that these follow for Hume the artifices of imagination 
is not an idea more pregnant with future revolutions than the pages if 
Joseph Andrew were, in which these rules do not even have a good or 
bad uniformity of imagination, but follow the morning mood and 
temperament of the noble on duty, who has the thankless task of 
administering it. 

An approach to Hume’s work which is as philological and 
contextual as possible makes the subject matter of the interpretation, 
which cannot be contained within a formula, more complex. The 
chronological upheaval proposed, for example, by Kemp Smith, is not

 

valid. It does not make much sense to think that Hume began his 
research from passions and moral, on the basis of a presumed minor 
critical awareness of the speculative theories of the second and third 
books (in relation to the problem of the self and the doctrine of 
sympathy, in particular), if one recognises in the parts of the Treatise 
the character of composition of previously elaborated material. It 
follows that not even the conclusion of the first book can be read as a 
successful completion and, at the same time, an abandonment of the 
theory. It is not this conclusion that justifies the change in Hume. He 
glimpsed, but did not predict the reasons for the failure of the Treatise, 
as a public work. Nor is it true that the first book is sceptical and the 
others are not. The third book on morality indicates that the useful and 
sweet, not the honestum and decorum are at the root of human 
behaviour, a theory that Hume liked above all because it was 
scandalous, in its anti-Ciceronianism, as Sterne liked to insist for pages 
and pages in the Tristram Shandy, not only for reasons of satire 
towards ‘genre’, on the intercurrent relationship between winding up 
the pendulum clock, the sexual habits of the parents, and the destiny 
of the protagonist. The importance of the insignificant and the 
unseemly in life was also an enlightening way to leave the religion-
ordered tradition and it does not matter then that in the nineteenth 
century, certain totalities were replaced by others, which were just as, 
or perhaps more, reassuring. The second book discovers on one hand 
a human nature without providential guarantees of kindness, on the 
other, a determinism in which the caprice of imagination and the 
unforeseeable contrasts of passions make it the master. Scepticism in 
morality, for a reflection practised at length, does not consist in the 
British universe of these years of the impossibility of knowing the true 
good, but of the impossibility of constituting universal values for 
human life. 

It is not only a case of anticipating by a few years the conflict 
between Hume’s theory and his scepsis, but of understanding how his 
scepticism is less moderate than that which he would want us to 
intend. Radical scepticism does not belong to those who go out from 
the windows, but of those who propose a theory as a bet, of those who 
recognise in the philosopher, as contemporaneously the Fieldings, 
Smolletts and the Sternes do for the novel, the quality of a professional 
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in civil society, a person responsible for the totalities but who knows 
how the totalities are affected by trends no less so than by the hoop 
skirts of women, as Mandeville said. The important thing therefore 
becomes launching trends and one understands that in the nineteenth 
century a philosopher like this must seem sophistic and irritating, but 
one also understands how the nineteenth century saw just enough 
about Hume’s account. 

It is not a case of discovering even in Mandeville a favoured 
source of Hume, but to rebalance the existing literature that conceded 
too much to Hutcheson and too little to Mandeville. The specific 
influence that Mandeville has on the moral theories of the Treatise is 
largely excluded here, on which if anything one will have to return to, 
but we refer to the disenchanted way in which Mandeville deals with 
speculative topics. At the core, Mandeville (and, for the most part, his 
mentor Bayle) anticipates the careless philosopher that Hume 
discusses in the first book of the Treatise as in the Dialogues 
concerning Natural Religion. In the Treatise on hypochondria, health 
implicates above all the recognition of the role of nature, the danger 
of artifice and on the other hand this nature does not present the 
providential uniformity, or the variety that form a providential and 
organic unit, of the nature of Shaftesbury and again of Hutcheson, but 
of a changeable nature, which does not let itself be restricted in a 
general perspective, nor does it distinguish itself enough from custom 
and culture, to represent a safe guide; of a nature that procedes on 
sufficiently enigmatic paths and still, in a way which has not been 
analysed in depth, accessible to common sense. 



 

Part II 



 

Chapter III 

THE BOOK ON PASSIONS 

1. The Classification of the Passions 

The reader will forgive us if we begin here with an eminently 
technical discussion. Once again, we will have to deal with the 
structure of the Treatise, but in relation to the specific problem of the 
classification of the passions. Once again, an article published on the 
occasion of the second centenary of Hume’s death is a good starting 
point. Indeed, the second book of the Treatise has rarely aroused the 
interest of those who interpret Hume. But it is peculiar that the two 
most important studies that managed to draw advantage from this 
book to renew the interpretation of Hume – Kemp Smith’s 
monography, which we have mentioned many times, and the now 
canonical Passion and Value by Pàll S. Àrdal – had, to a degree, to 
integrate or correct the classification of the passions, that is, of the 
‘impressions of reflexion’, to use Hume’s technical language, proposed 
in the first section of the book. The author of the article, Louis E. Loeb, 
had the merit of emphasising this aspect, and it is worth presenting 
here the three diverging interpretations. We will begin here with that 
of Loeb, which we could call ‘literal’, because it is mainly respectful of 
the text1: 

 
1 See Louis E. LOEB, Hume's Moral Sentiments and the Structure of the Treatise ', in 
‘Journal of the History of Philosophy’, 1977 (pp. 395-403), pp. 396-97 and 402. 

 

 
 

This classification, rigorously dichotomous, brings out the 
relative independence of the three books of the Treatise, as the 
indications in brackets demonstrate, although Loeb would certainly be 
willing to recognise the link between the doctrines of the second book 
and that of the first and recognises the relevance of the polemic 
against ethical rationalism and against free will, and of the doctrine of 
sympathy, on the theses of the third book, on morality2. As for the 
impressions of reflection, Loeb proposes the following diagram: 

 

 
2 Sections 1 and 11, part I, and 1-3, part III, of the book on passions are therefore 
sufficient to understand Hume's ethics (see ibid., pp. 402-403). 

Perceptions

ideas
book 1

impressions

of sensation of reflections ( = emotions)

violent ( = passions)

indirect
(b. II, PP. i e ii)

direct
(b. II, P. iii)

calm
(b. III)

Impressions of reflexions ( = emotions)
Secondary impressions

violent ( = passions)

indirect
pride, humility,

love, hatred
(T 276-277)

direct
desire, aversion,
grief, joy, hope,

# fear (T, 276, 439)

calm
sense of beauty and 

deformity (T 276) 
moral sentiments
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The alternative diagrams are presented here: 

Kemp Smith’s classification3 

 

 
3 See Philosophy, cit., p. 168. As Árdal, Kemp Smith adds in note envy, pity, etc. See 
Hume, T 2 °, I, 1, p. 276-77. 

Passions

Primary passions
sheer instinctive, arising from a 
natural impulse or instinct not 

founded on precedent perceptions 
appetites, such as hunger and lust, 

together with benevolence, 
resentment, love of life, and 

parental love (T, 417,439)

Secondary passions
founded on, i.e. aroused in and 

through, precedent impressions of 
pleasure and pain

Direct

violent
viz. Desire and aversion, 
joy and grief, hope and 

fear ‘along with Volition’

calm
direct, like the violent, 
but proceeding from

the contemplation - of 
actions and external 

objects, viz. the moral 
and aesthetic sentiments

Indirect
proceeding from 

precedent impressions of 
pleasure and pain but 

trough the conjunction of 
other qualities, viz. pride 

and humility, love and 
hatred

 

Ardal’s classification4 

 
 

 
 

 
4 See P. ÁRDAL, Passion and Value in Hume's Treatise, Edinburgh University Press, 
Edinburgh 1966, pp. 10-11. Mine is the schematic representation of the classification 
proposed by Árdal. Some marginal differences between the schemes do not imply 
disagreement between the authors. Thus, the absence of aesthetic emotions in Árdal's 
classification entails only the desire not to comment on their nature. A similar 
argument applies to volition. Likewise, Árdal's list of violent indirect passions is only 
more complete than the list of Loeb and Kemp Smith. 

Passions

Primary

violent
desires of punishment for our 
enemies and of happiness for 
our friends; hunger, lust, and 
a few other bodily appetites 

(T, 439)

calm
benevolence, resentment, 

the love of life, and kindness 
to children (T, 417/1°)

Secondary

Direct

violent
desire and 

aversion, joy and 
grief, hope – and 

fear

calm
‘general appetite 

for good, and 
aversion to evil’ (T, 

417/2°)

Indirect

violent
basic: pride, 

humility, love, 
hatred; others 

ambition, vanity, 
envy, pity, malice 
generosity ‘with 

their dependants’ 
(T, 2°, I, 1, p.276-7)

calm
approval and 

disapproval of 
persons
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Of the three diagrams, above all the increase in complexity of 
the interpretation is striking: from the three original categories, we go 
to four and finally six categories of passions: a suspicious 
sophistication in the recent history of Humean criticism which is not 
an isolated case5. We must also acknowledge the dependence, albeit 
partly controversial, of Àrdal’s interpretation on that of Kemp Smith. 
The latter, innovating on Humean terminology, and using two very 
short asides of the third part of the book on the passions, invented the 
category of primary passions, that is, not dependent on a precedent 
perception of pleasure or pain, to underline the anti-hedonistic aspect 
of Hume’s ethics, in relation to Hutcheson’s clarifications on the 
doctrine of desire6. Connecting, furthermore, a passage from the first 
section of the book on the passions – in which Hume affirms that the 
direct passions ‘arise immediately from good or evil, from pain or 
pleasure’ (whereas the indirect ones arise from the same principles, 
‘but by the conjunction of other qualities’) – with a passage from the 
second section of the book on morality – in which Hume characterises 
virtue based on the pleasure that actions and characters offer us ‘by 
the mere view and contemplation’ – he identifies aesthetic and moral 
sentiments as calm direct passions: ‘being the passions which we 
experience on the mere contemplation of beauty and deformity in 
action and external forms’, ‘and may accordingly be further described 
as being modes of approval and disapproval’7. 

Àrdal welcomes the suggestion from Kemp Smith that 

 
5 To give just one example, faced with the age-old question concerning the 
identification of the characters of the Dialogues on natural religion, of some 
importance for the interpretation of his religious thought, it has recently been argued 
that the theses to be attributed to Hume are those shared by two of the characters 
against the third (see A. Jeffner, Butler and Hume on Religion. A Comparative Analysis, 
Diakonistyrelsens, Stockholm 1966, pp. 207-209). 
6 See Kemp Smith, The Philosophy, cit., pp. 163-64: ‘Hume, following Hutcheson, treats 
desire in the truer perspective (...) Pleasure and pain, for Hume as for Hutcheson, are 
simply the efficient causes, not the objects or ends of action". 
7 Ibid., p. 167 and T, 2°, I, 1 p. 276; 3°, I, 2, p. 475. 

 

aesthetic and moral emotions are forms of approval or disapproval, 
but – connecting this, instead, with the third part of the book on 
morality, in which the role of sympathy becomes decisive and in which 
Hume, on more than one occasion, underlines the affinity between 
‘fundamental’ indirect passions and moral sentiments – maintains that 
the latter must be ascribed to the category of indirect calm passions8. 
The preeminent link between the book on passions and the book on 
morality is found thus. To reach this objective, he needs both to 
underline, as Hume does in the first section of the book on passions, 
the inaccuracy of the distinction between calm and violent passions, 
and to welcome the distinction as a criterion of further subdivision of 
the passions, filling the new categories or classes thus obtained with 
the lists of asides already mentioned. 

A first series of criticisms of Àrdal’s interpretation is contained 
in a short essay by Thomas K. Hearn9; it is not clear, in Àrdal’s 
construction, what the relationship between fundamental indirect 
passions and approval or moral condemnation is; in particular, if 
approval and moral condemnation are special cases of indirect 
passions or if they are the indirect passions themselves, when these 
are of a calm nature. A decisive point in favour of the second 
interpretation ascribed to Àrdal is apparently that in which Hume 
affirms that approval and condemnation are nothing more than a 
fainter and more imperceptible love and hatred10. If we mean that 
moral approval and condemnation are the same love and hatred, 
when they are calm, when they do not engender, that is, the agitation 

 
8 For the dependence of Árdal's interpretation on that of Kemp Smith, see above all, 
from Passion and Value, cit., the discussion of calm passions, in particular pp. 94-97. 
The thesis that moral sentiments are indirect passions is argued in the next chapter, 
pp. 109-ff. The passages in which Hume underlines the relationship between moral 
distinctions and indirect passions are read in T, 3°, I, 2, p. 473 and Ill, 1, pp. 574-75. 
9 TH.K. HEARN, Árdal on the Moral sentiments in Hume's 'Treatise', in ‘Philosophy’, 1973, 
pp. 288-292.  
10 T, 3°, III, 5, p. 614: ‘The pain or pleasure, which arises from the general survey or 
view of any action or quality of the mind, constitutes its vice or virtue, and gives rise 
to our approbation or blame, which is nothing but a fainter and more imperceptible 
love or hatred" 
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 of the animal spirits, the specificity of moral sentiments is 
compromised. But Hearn shows that not even Àrdal is prepared to 
welcome this interpretation, which uses love as a generic term, 
comprising different sentiments, and it therefore remains possible to 
distinguish a calm love from moral approval. As for the other points in 
which Hume evokes the affinity of circumstances in which virtue and 
vice and the four fundamental passions manifest themselves, these 
must not be interpreted in as Àrdal did, for which, having the same 
causes and being born from the same mechanism, moral sentiments 
and indirect passions belong to the same type. Hume is only affirming 
the identity of the environment between moral sentiments and 
fundamental indirect passions and the capacity of moral sentiments to 
provoke such passions. 

In essence, Àrdal scolded Kemp Smith: if the indirect passions 
have no relationship with morality, why would Hume have dedicated 
so many pages to this in the book on passions11? Hearn seems to reply: 
but if they are so important, why didn’t Hume leave us, in the book on 
morality, a decent explanation of the mechanism of the ‘double 
relation of ideas and impressions’ with which moral sentiments 
themselves arise, before generating in turn the indirect passions? 
‘There is no account of one indirect passion causing another’12, he 
affirms, and reiterates Kemp Smith’s theory, according to which moral 
sentiments are direct passions. 

Loeb replies in turn to what he calls the ‘Kemp Smith-Hearn 
interpretation’: but if moral sentiments are indirect passions, why 
does Hume, in the only section that he dedicates to this in the book on 
passions, maintain that none of the direct passions deserve our 
attention, other than hope and fear13? The theory, then, that an 
indirect passion does not produce another is simply erroneous: Loeb 
cites the case of the malice provoked by envy and it is only surprising 
that he does not refer to the canonical examples of Hume’s eight 
experiments.

 
11  Cf. Ardal, Passion, cit., p. 112. 
12  Hearn, Árdal on the Moral, cit., p. 290. 
13  See Loeb, Hume's Moral, cit., pp. 400. 

 

But especially he observes, with excellent reason, that a sentiment 
deriving from contemplation, examination or reflection, like moral 
approval, has rather little in common with the fact of ‘aris[ing] 
immediately from good or evil, pleasure or pain’, which is just the 
character of the direct passions. The mere contemplation that Hume 
discusses must not be confused with the immediacy of the direct 
passions, as Kemp Smith does, but means disinterested 
contemplation14. 

Loeb accepts that all emotions and passions can, in particular 
circumstances, be calm or violent and maintains that the distinction 
proposed by Hume must refer to the emotional intensity prevalent in 
the different categories of passions. But he rejects for this very reason 
Àrdal’s thesis on moral sentiments and his classification of the 
passions. The indirect passions, deriving from a double association of 
ideas and impressions, ‘must arise with so much greater violence’15. If 
Hume is less explicit regarding the emotional intensity of the direct 
passions, however, even in this case, he affirms that the indirect 
passions associate themselves with the indirect ones, lending an 
added force to these16. On the other hand, the mechanism invoked by 
Hume in the book on morality is the different mechanism of sympathy, 
which excludes both the personal interests which characterise the 
indirect passions, and the immediacy typical of the direct passions. 

In an article in which he specifies his interpretation and 
substantially reaffirms the theories of Passion and Value with regard 
to his critics, Àrdal concedes to Hearn that he had expressed himself 
ambiguously at times; he denies ever affirming that moral sentiments 
of approval or disapproval are to be identified as love and hatred, in 
their calm circumstances and manifestations; instead, he maintains 

 
14  See ibid., pp. 400-401. The quotation is from Hume, T 2 ° I, 1 p. 276: Note that the 
mistake made by Hearn, about the subsequent production of indirect passions, does 
not strengthen Árdal's interpretation. Precisely the absence of a detailed analysis of 
moral sentiments as indirect passions, against the presence of specific analyses for 
other passions, makes Árdal's thesis less credible. 
15  See ibid., p. 397. The quotation is, however, from T, 2°, I, 4, p. 284. 
16  See ibid., p. 398 and T, 2°, III, 9 p. 439. 
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that they are special cases of indirect calm passions; he confirms, 
however, that the term ‘love’ in Hume’s work has a generic meaning, 
which allows us both to save the specificity of moral approval, and to 
connect it with the indirect passions. On closer inspection, we realise 
that Àrdal intends above all to defend both the sentimental nature of 
moral approval, and the fact that this concerns people’s character and 
not individual actions17. 

Àrdal concedes to Loeb that he had tried to integrate and 
improve the classification proposed by Hume with his own 
classification, he admits his mistake of affirming that the emotional 
intensity of the indirect passions has nothing to do with the associative 
mechanism which generates them. But the very fact that Loeb 
concedes the possibility that sometimes the indirect passions can be 
calm and the fact that moral approval entails a disinterested 
perspective (determined by sympathy) guarantees him the existence 
of calm indirect passions18.  

Has Àrdal responded to his critics exhaustively? It appears that 
he has cleared the field of a few misunderstandings: surely the idea 
that moral approval was to be considered a calm form of love did not 
only constitute a thesis which is erroneously attributed to him but was 
effectively suggested by the text of Passion and Value; only the 
expressive ambiguity enabled this not to be made explicit. But Àrdal 
has not produced the mechanism requested by Hearn, nor has he 
abandoned the reference to love and hatred. If we intend to save the 
unique, specific character of the sentiment which the moral 
distinctions depend on, as Hearn (who evidently, like Kemp Smith, 
considers Hutcheson’s influence on Humean ethics to be decisive) 
cares about the reference to love becoming devoid of meaning; to say 
that moral approval is an indirect passion means comparing it with a 
framework devoid of content; on this subject, I talk about a framework 
and not a mechanism, because of Àrdal’s mechanism of double 

 
17  See Árdal, Another Look at Hume's Account of Moral Evaluation, in ‘Journal of the 
History of Philosophy’, 1977 (pp. 405-21), pp. 412-16 and p. 420. Of the art. only the 
responses to Hearn and Loeb are examined. 
18  See ibid., pp. 409-11. 

 

association, as we will see below, it does not save anything other than 
the reference to people, to ‘characters’, both in the case of moral 
approval, and in the more general case of the indirect passions. 

Less convincing still is the response provided by Loeb. That a 
double association generates a double impulse and therefore not only 
a ‘more easy’ transition, but also ‘much greater violence’, is an 
affirmation that Hume makes not in a random circumstance, but in the 
initial, general presentation of the system. The psychological genesis 
determines the violent character of the indirect passions. Hume 
provides a quantity of reasons why these violent passions themselves 
can become calm: the habit, the exercise, the spatio-temporal 
anisomorphism of the sentimental field, the security or the 
desperation19. But it is the genetic mechanism that qualifies the 
indirect passions as violent, in the majority of cases, just as it is the 
different genetic mechanism (sympathy) which qualifies the aesthetic 
and moral emotions as calm. 

Ultimately, the controversy hits two central elements of Hume’s 
anthropology and ethics: the specificity of the sentiments which 
determine the moral distinctions and the sense and role of associative 
mechanisms. If Àrdal insists as much on the specificity of moral 
sentiments, as on their character as indirect passions, it is not only to 
give meaning to a text, the book on passions, otherwise devoid of 
importance, but above all to qualify Hume’s ethical emotivism: it is not 
by chance that Passion and Value opens with a chapter in which he 
clears Hume of the accusation of incurring in the ‘naturalistic fallacy’ 
and closes with a disquisition on the nature of moral evaluation, which 
entirely transfers the theories of the Scotsman in the field of the subtle 
distinctions of contemporary analytic philosophy. For this task, Àrdal 
needs to reduce psychological mechanisms, which would otherwise be 
of only ‘an antiquarian interest’, to frameworks of evaluative 
processes20. This concerns verifying whether or not a monography, 

 
19  See T,2°, III. 
20  Ibid., p. 407. 
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which despite containing laudable and stimulating analyses and having 
the undoubtable merit of drawing attention to the book on passions, 
has not impoverished the meaning of this, in the attempt to bring its 
set of problems up-to-date. 

From this point of view, the divergences summarily described 
regarding the classification of the passions, which opens the second 
book of the Treatise, are not the result of a gratuitous critical rigour, 
and represent tendential lines in recent Humean criticism21. Except 
that the innovations do not turn out to be persuasive and Loeb’s 
conservative reading requires additions. If we welcome the axiomatic 
criterion proposed in the first part of the current work and if we take 
into account the fact that Hume is convinced that he is leading a 
completely new discussion in the field of the passions, the intention of 
an exhaustive classification of the passions – like that which still, 
almost tendentially, inspired Hutcheson’s essay22 or Malebranche’s 
Recherche - will seem completely alien to Hume. He picks up, but 
specifies, the concept of impression of reflection already adopted by 
Hutcheson, as he had already done for that matter in the axiomatic of 
the first book and, intending above all to examine the role of 
imagination in the successions of the passions, he takes care to isolate 
the category of indirect passions. The distinction between calm and 
violent passions is, by explicit admission, ‘vulgar and specious’ and can 
therefore not provide any rigorous classificatory criterion. Hume takes 
advantage of this to render his enquiry autonomous and neutral, and 
independent with regard to results, from every ‘philosophical decision’ 
assumed in the field of ethics, to withdraw himself, in essence, from 
the contemporary dispute between egoists and altruists, 
sentimentalists and rationalists. 

The classification responds to a demand for order, as Hume 

 
21 A more flexible interest and a greater consideration for the 'constructive' aspects of 
Humean thought seems to rival more and more with the tendency, widely practiced 
in Great Britain, to interpret Hume on the basis of today's guidelines, in epistemology 
or ethics, of analytic philosophy. 
22 On this well-known point, I limit myself to referring to Laird, Hume's Philosophy, cit., 
p. 210. 

 

affirms and Loeb repeats, as long as its strategic character is grasped. 
Founding the enquiry on the ‘properly called passions’23, on the violent 
passions which entail the agitation of the spirits or disturbance of the 
soul, means favouring the sensitive aspect to the impulsive one in 
sentimental life. Hume was perfectly aware of the distinction between 
affections and passions in Shaftesbury’s language, between ‘émotions 
interieures’ and ‘passions’ of the soul, in Descartes’ usage, between 
‘inclinations’ and ‘passions’ in Malebranche’s system, between 
exciting and justifying reasons, as Hutcheson stated, and he knew how 
these distinctions allowed one to decide on finalities and destinations 
of man, before enquiring into human nature and happiness. As he will 
declare again when concluding the Dissertation of the Passions in 
1757: 

 I pretend not to have here exhausted this subject. It is 
sufficient for my purpose, if I have made it appear, that, in the 
production and conduct of the passions, there is a certain regular 
mechanism, which is susceptible of as accurate a disquisition, as the 
laws of motion, optics, hydrostatics, or any part of natural 
philosophy24. 

Nothing more alien, then, than a detailed classification, to those 
who are interested in the regular flow, the production and 
modification of the passions. The very invention of Kemp Smith of the 
category of the primary passions only serves to comfort an 
interpretation in which the influence of Hutchesonian instincts is 
decisive. For Hume, the category of ‘original impressions or 
impressions of sensation’ is sufficient, that this, those which are born 
in the soul, without previous perceptions and this is ‘from the 
constitution of the body, from the animal spirits, or from the 
applications of objects to the external organs’25. Otherwise one risks 
filling Hume’s text with more contradictions than some of those who 

 
23 T,2°, I, 1, p. 276. 
24 Hume, A Dissertation on the Passions, in Phil. Works, cit., Vol. IV p.166. 
25 T, 2°, I, 1, p. 275. But also see: T, 1°, I, 2 and 1°, IV, 2, p.190. 
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interpret him already see in it. 
Let us take the case, important to establish Hume’s relationship 

with Hutcheson, of benevolence: as such, as the ‘desire of happiness 
to our friends’ and as ‘generosity’, it appears in three categories of 
Àrdal’s classification. Hume discusses this widely only as a passion 
following from love and compassion; the first case especially deserves 
an in-depth discussion; it is enough to anticipate here that Hume 
insists as much on the ‘original’ character as on the detailed genesis, 
in relation to love, of benevolence26. If there is incongruence in Hume’s 
work, one will admit in the meantime that it arises out of antipathy 
towards that universal benevolence of Hutcheson, which would 
render the artificial virtue of justice useless. Furthermore, one will 
realise that Àrdal’s classification would serve only to sanction its 
existence. In the book on morality, the link between benevolence and 
the tender affections of kinship and friendship is confirmed; it will also 
be able to constitute the dominant inclination of certain particular 
characters and even the ideal of virtue for these; its limitations remain, 
and certainly do not inscribe human nature into the optimistic, 
providential picture painted by Shaftesbury and Hutcheson27. 

For Loeb, the book on morality ‘corroborates whatever has been 
said concerning the understanding and the passions’; for Àrdal, the 
book on passions ‘has laid the foundation’ of ethics, aesthetics and 
politics, after Hume ‘has finished what regards logic’28. Since both are 
quoting Hume, is it possible for there to be a reading of the Treatise – 
one wonders – so respectful of autonomy and, together, of the 
connection of the parts, so as not to butcher the interpretation? 

2. Mechanisms of passions and Newtonian optics 

For, not to repeat all the foregoing instances: Suppose, that I 
were travelling with a companion in a foreign country to which we are  

 
26 Cf. T, 2°, II, 6 and 7. 
27 See T, 3°, III, 3. 
28 Loeb quotes the first page of the book on morals, Árdal the Abstract (see T, ed. cit., 
page 646). 

 

both utter strangers; it is evident, that, if the prospects be beautiful, 
the roads agreeable, and the fields finely cultivated; this may serve to 
put me in good-humour, both with myself and my fellow-traveller. But 
as the country has no connexion with myself or friend, it can never be 
the immediate cause either of self-value or of regard to him. And 
therefore, if I found not the passion on some other object, which bears 
to one of us a closer relation, my emotions are rather to be considered 
as the overflowings of an elevated or humane disposition, than as an 
established passion. But supposing the agreeable prospect before us 
to be surveyed either from his country-seat or mine; this new 
connexion of ideas gives a new direction to the sentiment of pleasure, 
deriv’d from the prospect, and raises the emotion of regard or vanity, 
according to the nature of the connexion. There is not here, methinks, 
much room for doubt or difficulty. 

With skilful strategy, Hume summarises what he discussed in 
great detail in the first four experiments of the book on passions in this 
double mental experiment in the Dissertation on the Passions of ’57; 
and not only this, but the passage also condenses and certifies all that 
he said on the indirect passions and on the mechanism of double 
association of ideas and impressions29. Let us try, first of all, to ask 
ourselves about the problem of likeliness: it will be enough to combine 
the static scene to the dynamic one, to imagine making the two 
travelling companions cross the ‘properties’ (or much less will be 
enough, their ‘places of birth’) of one or the other and we will have the 
plot of many travel scenes from contemporary novels, of reservations 
and suspicions which disappear, of familiarity and friendships that 
arise, of scenes that come alive and break the monotony and the 
tiredness of the journey. The Humean recipe is simple: a pleasant or 

 
29 The passage concludes section IV of A Dissertation on the Passions (see Works, cit., 
IV, p 161). In this and in the two previous sections, Hume paraphrases or summarises 
what he said about the indirect passions, that is, about two thirds of the book on 
passions; the piece already appeared in the Treatise devoid of the two final periods. 
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unpleasant occasion is necessary, its peculiar and evident relationship 
with one or the other of the individuals present and these will 
betransformed into ‘characters’. Virtuous dispositions, endowments 
with intellect or character, physical prowess or beauty, will be able, 
with the same right, to substitute properties.  

Nevertheless, Hume speaks of country residences; this is 
because he is talking as a gentleman to gentlemen. It is sufficient to go 
over in one’s mind the magnificent novels of Jane Austen to retrace 
Hume’s lesson and it will be admitted that in these, the properties and 
the carriage journeys across the properties count for something in the 
building of characters and to weave the web of their relationships and 
conflicts30. 

It is not necessary to linger on this point, because it is if anything 
from the opposing accusation, of banality under the pretext of a 
scientific role, that one must save the system of the ‘double 
association of ideas and impression’; Passmore’s analysis is exemplary 
in this respect: 

[…] Hume was a logician of the first importance; whereas a 
psychologist, for all the prominence of the ‘science of man’ in his 
writings, his work is of the slightest consequence. One could, without 
any scruples, write a history of psychology which made no mention of 
Hume; whereas one could not omit Hartley.(…) 

His experiments (T, 332) are utterly artificial; they are not 
science but scientism. A genuine experiment is exploratory: Hume’s 
‘experiments’ are elaborate ways of asserting such commonplaces as 
that we are only proud of what is of some consequence. A genuine 
experiment confirms a hypothesis in some unexpected place: Hume’s 
‘experiments’ give us no reason for preferring associationism to any 
other ad hoc account for the workings of pride. They are illustrations, 
merely, and have not the force of a genuine experiment31. 

 
30 This Humean characteristic of the characters of Jane Austen - the inseparable nexus 
of moral and intellectual gifts and of social status that governs them - perhaps merits 
a particular investigation. 
31 J. PASSMORE, Hume's Intentions, cit., pp. 156 and 157-58. That Hume was ‘(...) a keen 
observer, as well as a deft psychologist’ was already Laird's judgment (Hume's 
Philosophy, cit., p.189) and is the commonplace of Humean literature. They seem to 
welcome, but to a large extent they overcome this prejudice, in Italy, G. PRETI, Alle 

 

Where one does not know whether to admire more the 
continuity of a tradition of thought, due to the umpteenth comparison 
– inaugurated by Priestley – with the associationist and Newtonian 
Hartley, the proclaimed certainties (which we have spared the reader) 
on the real duties of philosophy (logical research), on its capital 
mistake (the confusion of logic and psychology ‘misled by 
Cartesianism’), on true psychology (the verifiable one) or the ingenuity 
of the reading. Because it is possible that Hume had intended to do 
something different from psychology and it then becomes interesting 
to ask oneself about the meaning of his presumed experiments and 
their obviousness32.  

In no other place is Passmore so strict and sarcastic regarding 
the pretexts of scientific simplicity and the ‘quite extraordinary 
insensitivity to consistency’33 of the new Copernicus of human nature, 
as he is when he considers its associationism. This ‘gentle force of 
attraction’, which ‘sometimes operates and sometimes fails to 
operate’, is capable of explaining anything that happens and ‘comes to 
be a special example, only, of a much more general principle, the 
principle that the mind moves in whatever direction will bring it most 
ease’34. We will skip the association of ideas – due to resemblance, 
contiguity and causality – which lead the analyst to follow his or her 
prey  in every corner of the first book.; it is when Hume proposes his 
principle of association due to resemblance of the passions and 
discusses the causes of pride and humility, treating with disdain those 
who ‘invent without scruple a new principle to every new 
phaenomenon’ that Passmore becomes ruthless, pointing out every 

 
origini dell’etica contemporanea: Adamo Smith, Laterza, Bari 1957 (see, pp. 43 and 58) 
and F. BARONCELLI, Un inquietante filosofo per bene, Saggio su David Hume, La Nuova 
Italia, Firenze 1975 (see, for example, pp. 46-47 and 118). Unless we embrace the 
radical thesis that Hume's Newtonian scientism is only a perfidious tool of 
argumentative rhetoric, we must agree that this pseudoscience reaches certainly 
unexpected results on the level of social analysis. 
32 See Passmore, Hume's Intentions, cit., ibid. 
33 bid., p. 131. 
34 See ibid., pp. 108 and 122. 
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new principle that we gradually find in the discussion of the passions35. 
The circumspection of the first Enquiry into association would seem to 
have cured Hume of the inventor’s arrogance with which he concluded 
the Abstract, but since there is the Dissertation on the passions to 
renounce his repentance, Passmore reaches the conclusion that such 
an obstinate attachment to the only ‘systematic psychology’ that 
Hume has within reach, finds a sentimental justification: ‘we may more 
than suspect that associationism was the new scene of thought, the 
foundation of his ‘philosophical enquiries’ into the moral sciences36. 
And then it is easier than ever to understand his devoted attachment 
to association, the first great idea of his youth’. A slightly surprising 
inference, if we did not know that the philosopher of the analysis, 
having left the ‘true psychology’ in the hands of those responsible for 
the work, ends up using, for lack of anything better, the common 
psychology of the souvenir. Or, wanting to be less harsh in judgement, 
Passmore offers us one of those additions to Kemp Smith’s 
monography that he had promised in the preface. And so; if ‘the 
Newtonian influence’ (the mechanistical influence, not the methodical 
one) is ‘a recessive, not a dominant factor in Hume’s total 
philosophy’37, logical coherence would like the Scotsman’s philosophy 
to start from here and to this it would ascribe the ambiguity and the 
contradictions of the pages of the Treatise. On this subject, without 
splitting hairs further on the Hutchesonian or Newtonian reasons for 
the Scotsman’s philosophy. so that the psychologist gives way to the 
epistemologist and so that the attention and interest moves from 
imaginary mechanics of absolutely private sentiments to the 
observation and the history of man’s public behaviours, James Noxon’s 
monography is placed38. 

 
35 See ibid., pp. 123-31. The quote from T, 282 reads p. 126.  
36 Ibid., p. 131. It may be agreed that the Dissertation is a cold or ‘lifeless’ work - as 
Laird judged (Hume's Philosophy, cit., 188) and repeats, among many, Passmore - but 
it is certainly not a disjointed or haphazardly built essay, as the latter states at p. 128.  
37 Kemp Smith, Philosphy, cit., p. 76. 
38 Cf. J. NOXON, Hume's Philosophical Development, A Study of the Methods (Oxford 
1973). This text, one of the most cited and appreciated in recent literature, is 
recommended for undeniable clarity, but fits without doubt in the perspective 
inaugurated by Kemp Smith. The critical remarks made by M. DAL PRA , (Hume e la 
scienza della natura umana, Laterza, Bari 1973, pp. 71-72) are just  even though he 

 

We certainly concede to Passmore that Humean associationism 
demands to be presented as a scientia scientarum and not as a modest 
experimental psychology; the suggestion came from Malebranche, as 
has already been said. But let us not forget that Newton’s Principia 
shared the same ambition. We welcome this pseudo-experimentalism 
with all the necessary scepticism. It will be admitted that the study of 
the passions – there was Hutcheson’s essay to certify this – had not 
gone beyond a curious intertwining between Cicero and 
Malebranche39. The new mixture of Newtonianism and Cartesianism 
perhaps deserves a more understanding attention. 

Hume’s scarce familiarity with mathematics, whether pure or 
mixed, the very eidetic disposition of his thought and his interest in the 
‘metaphysical Optics’ may well have aroused his curiosity in the 
Opticks, rather than in the Principia. When he becomes interested in 
hope and fear – the only pair of direct passions that, due to the 
influence of ideas, are worthy of his curiosity – the references to 
Newton’s point of view go beyond the genericity of metaphor. That 
pleasure and pain, in themselves, provoke desire and aversion, but joy 
and affliction, if considered with respect to the future possibility, is a 
widespread doctrine; the explanation of hope and fear as a mix of joy 
and affliction is a specific construction of Hume’s and must have amply 
gratified an anxious temperament such as his own. We overlook, as 
Hume himself does, the case of different events that arouse opposing 
passions, or of one event which presents itself wits its good and bad 
sides, and we pause on the object which provokes joy or affliction, 
depending on the positive or negative probability of it happening40. Let 
us welcome the theory, reaffirmed many times in the Treatise, that 

 
accepts the complaints of Passmore and Noxon on the Humean conception of science 
and experiments (pp. 160-161) and must admit the ‘paradox’ of a good philosophy 
built on a bad science. 
39 See Laird, Hume's Philosophy, cit., pp. 207-210, but also HUTCHESON, An Essay on the 
Nature and Conduct of the Passions,. with Illustrations on the Moral Sense, London 
1728. 
40 See T, 2°, III, 9, pp. 441-2.  
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‘each view of the imagination produces its peculiar passion’ and that 
the alternation of pessimistic and optimistic ‘views’ of the event 
increases the violence of the passions41. Let us welcome again the idea 
that the imagination is ‘extreme quick and agile’ 42and the passion, like 
a string instrument compared to a wind instrument, has ‘slow and 
restive’ movements. On this point, Hume can begin to move his mental 
objects, as Newton moved the prisms and lenses, screens, holed tables 
and ‘combs’ in his laboratory: 

The passions of fear and hope may arise when the chances are 
equal on both sides, and no superiority can be discover’d in the one 
above the other. Nay, in this situation the passions are rather the 
strongest, as the mind has then the least foundation to rest upon, and 
is toss’d with the greatest uncertainty. Throw in a superior degree of 
probability to the side of grief, and you immediately see that passion 
diffuse itself over the composition, and tincture it into fear. Encrease 
the probability, and by that means the grief, the fear prevails still more 
and more, till at last it runs insensibly, as the joy continually 
diminishes, into pure grief. After you have brought it to this situation, 
diminish the grief, after the same manner that you encreas’d it; by 
diminishing the probability on that side, and you’ll see the passion 
clear every moment, ‘till it changes insensibly into hope; which again 
runs, after the same manner, by slow degrees, into joy, as you increase 
that part of the composition by the encrease of the probability. Are 
not these as plain proofs, that the passions of fear and hope are 
mixtures of grief and joy, as in optics ‘tis a proof, that a colour’d ray of 
the sun passing thro’ a prism, is a composition of two others, when, as 
you diminish or encrease the quantity of either, you find it prevail 
proportionably more or less in the composition? I am sure neither 
natural nor moral philosophy admits of stronger proofs43. 

 
41 See ibid., p. 442.  
42 Ibid., p. 441. 
43 Ibid., pp. 443-44. 

 

The cross reference to the proofs of optics may concern the 
ninth experiment, first part, of the first book, in which Newton, by 
means of a supplementary prism, reinforces alternatingly, via 
reflection, the violet and red colours of the spectrum, or the ninth and 
tenth experiment of the second part, in which he intended to show 
that ‘the whiteness of the Sun’s Light is compounded of all the primary 
colours mix’d in a due Proportion’44. If the Scotsman were referring to 
these experiments, or to some compendium of these, let us try to 
consider the accuracy of the analogy. Let us accept the idea that joy 
and affliction are a bit like the red and the violet and therefore fear 
and hope are like the orange and the blue of the spectrum. Can this be 
pushed beyond adherence to the model? Newton, at least for the first 
book on optics, on the properties of light, operates with two indices of 
covariance: colour and degree of refraction (or reflection). In the 
Treatise we find, respectively, the passions and the number of cases 
which are favourable or opposed to a given event. One will have to 
acquire, in the meantime, the relationship between Newtonian 
colours and the simple and indefinable passions that Hume discusses: 
the colours, especially in the intense atmosphere of disputes about 
primary and secondary qualities, are nothing in the object and even 
for Newton these are dispositional properties of light rays45. One will 
therefore be able to do science dealing with entirely private 
phenomena, or at least this is how it may legitimately have seemed to 
the amateur Scottish philosopher. It must be added that for a 
teenager, moreover an anxious one like Hume, who has extremely 
delicate passions as are fitting for a good hypochondriac, the 
‘sensations’ of these passions in their specific difference, as in their 
‘turning’ in one another, must have enjoyed evidence which was far 
closer to the tables of Newtonian colours. And it will be the case that 
the number of scurvy marks on his fingers may constitute a sign of the 
aggravation or otherwise of his illness, as public as Newton’s angles of 
refraction, without needing to practice holes in the tables or needing 
accurate measurements. The picture of the favourable or opposing 

 
44 Newton, Opticks, ed. cit., p. 134. 
45 Ibid., pp. 124-25. 
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probabilities are Hume’s spectrum and the imagination his prism. If 
the last relationship seems too bold and if Hume had to add the 
hypothesis of the slower movement of the passions compared to that 
of the imagination, it is Newton himself who established a precise 
network, in the aforementioned experiments, between the effects 
obtained with movement, at times fast, at others slow, of his ‘combs’ 
which intercepted this or that ray of light and the physiology of vision: 

 If the Impressions [in the Sensorium] follow one another 
slowly, so that they may be severally perceived, there is made a 
distinct Sensation of all the colours one after another in a continual 
Succession. But if the Impressions follow one another so quickly, that 
they cannot be severally perceived, there ariseth out of them all one 
common Sensation, which is neither of this colour alone nor of that 
alone, but hath it self in differently to ‘em all, and this is a Sensation of 
Whiteness By the Quickness of the Successions, the Impressions of the 
several colours are confounded in the Sensorium, and out of that 
confusion ariseth a mix’d Sensation. If a burning coal be nimbly moved 
round in a circle with Gyrations continually repeated, the whole circle 
will appear like Fire; (…) And so in a quick Consecution of the colours 
[like that produced by his comb] the Impression of every colour 
remains in the Sensorium, until a Revolution of all the colours be 
completed, and that first colour return again. (…) and so it is manifest 
by this Experiment, that the commix’d Impressions of all the colours 
do stir up and beget a Sensation of white46. 

In the Queries, then, he spread the argument, recurring to 
vibrations of a durable nature, provoked in the retina and transmitted 

 
46 Ibid., p. 141. It is Newton's care in this tenth experiment of the second part of the 
first book to establish an accurate analogy between slow and fast movements etched 
on the comb and visible effects on a piece of paper, on the one hand, between visible 
effects on the same piece of paper, when one move it on this side and beyond the fire 
of a lens that converts the solar rays refracted by the prism, from another, and the 
effects ... invisible produced on the sensorium. On the relationship between this 
experiment and, more generally between the Opticks, and the system of indirect 
passions, cf. N. DEMÉ, La Méthode Newtonienne et le Lois Empirités de l'Anthropologie 
dans Traité II, in ‘Bicent. Papers’, cit., pp. 139-45.  

 

to the brain via the solid fibres of the optic nerves, he lingered on the 
hypothesis that the different sensations of the colours were 
determined by vibrations of various size, he established analogies, 
even aesthetic ones, between harmonies of sound and harmonies of 
colour; having finally officially welcomed the hypothesis of ether – the 
same hypothesis that Hume will mention with enthusiasm in the 
Enquiry, against the Malebranchism in progress in his own Scotland -  
he used it to explain gravity, but also to legitimise the vibrations in the 
‘capillamenta’ of the sensory and motor nerves47. 

This imagination shaken here and there by positive and negative 
probabilities rather resembles if not Newton’s prism, then at least his 
comb. The adhesion to the model is pushed to the point of trying 
something like the experiments illustrated by Newton in the preceding 
proposition, when he shows that primary and secondary, or simple 
and composed colours, that is derived from homogenous or 
heterogenous rays of light, similar in appearance, have different 
effects (of saturation). Hume inverts the experiment and passes from 
the similar effects to the difference of the causes: 

 ‘Tis a probable good or evil, that commonly produces 
hope or fear; because probability, being a wavering and unconstant 
method of surveying an object, causes naturally a like mixture and 
uncertainty of passions. But we may observe, that wherever from 
other causes this mixture can be produc’d, the passion of fear and 
hope will arise, even tho’ there be no probability; (…) We find that an 
evil, barely conceiv’d as possible, does sometimes produce fear; 
especially if the evil be very great. A man cannot think of excessive 
pains and tortures without trembling, if he be in the least danger of 
suffering them. The smallness of the probability is compensated by the 
greatness of the evil;) and the sensation is equally lively, as if the evil 
were more probable. (…) 

 But they are not the only possible evils, that cause fear, 
but even some allow’d to be impossible; as when we tremble on the 

 
47 See ibid., Queries 12-17 and 23-24. Regarding the sarcasm of another Scottish 
Newtonian, T. Reid, in relation to Newton's sensorium I refer to my Dal Sistema al 
senso comune. Studi sul Newtonismo e gli illuministi britannici, il Mulino, Bologna 
1974, spec. pp. 271-ff. 
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brink of a precipice, tho’ we know ourselves to be in perfect security, 
and have it in our choice whether we will advance a step farther. This 
proceeds from the immediate presence of the evil, which influences 
the imagination in the same manner as the certainty of it wou’d do; 
(…)48. 

An inattentive reader like Passmore will only be able to see an 
arbitrary multiplication of principles in these passages; read in the light 
on a precise page of Newton, substituting colours for passions, the 
passage gains an extraordinary coherence and it will have to be 
admitted that the analogy between Newton’s optics and this phisics of 
the passions is a hundred times closer than that related to the design 
argument which Newton himself adhered to and which Hume will 
decide to dismantle with great effort. 

One will understand, then, the intimate connection between 
these pages on the passion of fear or hope and Hume’s discussions on 
probability, when force or vivacity of impression, or of belief, are 
substituted by joy and affliction. A great deal of his aesthetic ideas will 
be understood49. His obstinance on the simplicity of the impressions, 
on the visible minimums, on the simplicity of the impressions, will be 
justified. If Newton was allowed to stop the inconceivably fast and 
minute flow of light, to stop a ray, to allow the next one to pass or the 
one next to it, can Hume not try an optics of imagination? If Newton 
reasoned in many experiments in terms of strict dichotomy, or 
maximum and minimum indices of refraction, of violet and red, to 
recuperate the graduation of colours and of the indices of refraction 
in other experiments, was it perhaps contradictory of Hume to tell us 
that the impressions are characterised, compared to ideas, by their 
force and vivacity and to then recuperate elsewhere the graduation of 
this intensity, talking to us about more or less lively ideas? We could 
even build a table of these graduations, from belief, to the idea of the 
self, to the ideas of memory up to the perfect idea which has zero 
vivacity. And if Hume, as many readers of the Treatise forget, talks to 

 
48 T, ibid., pp. 444-45. See Opticks, cit., pp. 132-34. 
49 For an example from the Treatise, see 3°, III, 1, p. 586. 

 

us about ideas, which, because they are held well and firm in the face 
of the imagination, end up lively, does Newton perhaps not talk to us, 
as well as about the colours of light, of the colours of imagination? ‘I 
speak here of colours so far as they arise from Light. For they appear 
sometimes by other causes, as when by the power of Phantasy we see 
colours in a Dream, or a Mad-man sees things before him which are 
not there; or when we see Fire by striking the Eye, (…)’50. Newton does 
not say, mind, false appearance of colour, but colour produced by 
other causes. When those who interpret this work wonder as to 
Hume’s phenomenism they should compare the famous passages of 
the Treatise with this phenomenism of Newton’s; surely not that  the 
causes on which phenomena depends upon do not exist, as Passmore 
interprets51, but a methodical phenomenism, which in order to make 
a private fact a work instrument, must preserve its phenomenical 
characteristics intact, without metaphysical presuppositions on 
reality. 

In short, Newton’s optics is the Ariadne’s thread which allows us 
to follow the ups and downs of the Treatise, without getting lost. Or 
on will agree, at least, that the model allows one to respond to many 
objections of those who interpret it. Passmore, for example, complains 
that the resemblance of simple ideas of impressions is a contradiction; 
Hume responds citing the case of the colours; the analyst replies that, 
if they resemble one another, they are composed. The objections 
make sense, if he means to say that green is composed of yellow and 
blue, but Newton helps the Scotsman, affirming that there is a green 
which is exclusively green. Again, and the question is connected, the 
analyst laments the non-exploratory character of Hume’s 
experiments; but does Hume not speak in the Treatise of confirmative 
experiments? Are the experiments from the first book on Opticks 
different? In the end, do we not find those same simple rays and 
colours, proposed in the definitions, just as happens in the Treatise for 

 
50 Ibid. pp. 160-61. 
51 See Passmore, Hume's Intentions, cit., pp. 50-51. On similar statements and, more 
generally, on the overall interpretation of Kemp Smith, depend some mistakes of my 
interpretation of Hume in Dal sistema, cit., pp. 276 ff. 
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the impressions and the ideas52? 
Let it not be misunderstood; we are not recommending Hume’s 

science of man, but only documenting its plausibility; nor does Optics 
constitute the only model; we have already seen Hume resort to the 
theory of animal spirits, when the circumstances impose this on him, 
but even in this, Optics was an example, because even Newton 
abandoned, when necessary, his corpuscular predilections and 
conjectured about undulatory movements53. 

3. Causal Explanation and Conceptual Analysis 

There is a way of defending Hume from the accusation of 
banality pronounced by Passmore, according to which his experiments 
are ‘are elaborate ways of asserting commonplaces’, which, due to 
being exactly opposite to what is presented here, requires a particular 
examination. Àrdal does not substantially withdraw Hume’s 
associationism from the harsh judgement expressed by Kemp Smith 
and worsened by Passmore, but where the latter sees a pointless 
complication of principles, he acknowledges a surprising, if defective, 
example, of ‘conceptual analysis’; having eliminated an unpleasant 
fundamental misunderstanding, the fact of having exchanged logical 
relations for factual relations, the passions of pride and of humility, of 
love and of hatred, examined by Hume, manifest themselves as forms 
of evaluation, positive or negative, of themselves or of the other. 
Ultimately, the interpretation already contains within itself, if one 
remembers the classification of moral approval as an indirect passion, 
the general thesis of Àrdal’s monography and sanctions the peculiar 
relationship between the second and the third books of the Treatise. 
The mechanism of sympathy will allow us to raise these biased forms 

 
52 On the question of resemblance cf. Passmore, Hume's Intentions, cit., p. 109 and T, 
Appendix, p. 637, addition announced in the letter to Hutcheson of March 16, 1740. It 
should be added that, at least for Opticks' first book, measurements are not essential 
to many of the experimental proofs; the criterion of evidence is sufficient; to use 
Newton's words: ‘the proposition will appear by experiment". 
53 See supra, chap. II, n. 13. 

 

of evaluation to the objectivity of moral evaluation. It is again to be 
noted, if one rereads the passage quoted by the dissertation on the 
passions, that Hume almost seems to support Àrdal, when he uses the 
terms self-value and regard to him, rather than pride and love54. 

The workings that the language analyst subjects his text to seem 
never-ending, which is why we will need to limit ourselves out of 
necessity, so far as possible, to the consideration of the passions of 
pride and of humility. For the sake of argument, we will go back over 
Hume’s theory in its essential characteristics, not in its particular 
justifications: ‘Pride’ and ‘Humility’ are technical terms of his 
philosophy, which we can understand as such, so long as we do not 
confuse them with the vices and virtue of the moralists. These 
designate simple impressions of reflection, pleasant and unpleasant 
respectfully, of a unique and undefinable kind and Hume refers 
ostensibly, in some way, to the reader’s introspection. The ‘original’ 
characteristic of these passions, once they have been provoked, is to 
turn our attention to our self, that is towards ‘that succession of 
related ideas and impressions, of which we have an intimate memory 
and consciousness’55. At other times, Hume says that these passions 
‘produce’ the idea of self56. An empirical recognition as to the causes 
of pride and humility allows us to establish that the causes of these 
passions must possess two prerequisites: a quality capable of arousing 
pleasure or pain, a close relationship with the self. To pick up Hume’s 
example again, a house that belongs to us, or that we have built or 
planned, causes pride, if it is beautiful, humility, if it is ugly57. Aesthetic 

 
54 See note 29 of this chapter. The use of Pride, Love, etc. however, remains prevalent 
in the Dissertation. In the Treatise, he excludes the possibility that one can speak 
properly of self-love and says that love and esteem ‘are at the bottom the same 
passions’(T, 2°, II, 2, p. 337). In one circumstance he says Pride or self-value (T, 2°, II, 1 
p, 332) as in the Dissertation he says pride or self-value (Works, cit., IV, p.154).  
55 T, 2°, I, 2, p. 277. 
56 Ibid., 5, p. 287. 
57 Cf. ibid., p. 289, but also 2, p. 279.  
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pleasure is associated with the pleasure of pride. The idea of property 
or of causality is associated with the idea of the self. The principles 
which favour the transition of ideas, agree here with those which 
operate on the passions; association of impressions and association of 
ideas ‘uniting in one action, bestow on the mind a double impulse. The 
new passion, therefore, must arise – ‘unavoidably’ – with so much 
greater violence, and the transition to it [from cause to effect] must be 
render’d so much more easy and natural’58. On the condition, 
however, Hume adds, that the relationship between the self and the 
cause is ‘close’, ‘peculiar’ or common to few other selves, ‘evident to 
ourselves and to others, constant’ and on the condition that one bears 
in mind that ‘general rules’ can influence the passions59. 

One of the first criticisms that Àrdal makes against Hume’s 
causal explanation is that he has not distinguished between being 
proud and feeling an impression of pride. We can be proud, without 
feeling proud, without, that is, being proud of anything, and vice-versa, 
one can be proud of something (of the beauty of one’s wife, for 
example) without this making one a proud man60. The objection, it 
seems to us, is the fruit of Àrdal’s thesis and interpretative method. 
The book on the passions allows us to maintain that Hume would have 
no difficulty in welcoming the distinction, and that his very own life 
story constitutes proof of this; he would gladly recognise that he was 
an extremely proud man; his problem is, precisely, that he has little 
reason to be so, which means he has many reasons for feeling feelings 
of humility, starting with his illness, the impossibility of making a good 
impression with his Treatise, the incapacity of being a man of the 
world. Indeed, but why, having no reason to be proud, does he have 
to live a humiliating life? In few words, because ‘noblesse oblige’; if 
one wants, this too is the problem of Hume and his theory of the calm 
passions, which are the ones which are felt less, but also the strongest 

 
58 Ibid. 4, p. 283-84; 5, pp. 286-87 and 289. 
59 See ibid., 6, pp. 290-94.  
60 See Árdal, Passion, cit., pp. 18-23. 

 

ones constitute a further response to the objection. 
A second critical observation is that Hume considers the 

relationship between pride and its object, that is the self, to be 
contingent, when it is in fact logical61. In Hume’s technical language, 
which is common to Locke, Hutcheson, Newton and many 
Newtonians, this relationship is expressed saying that the fact that the 
self is the object that the passion of pride aims at, is not only a natural 
property (durable and constant), but also original62. Original is, thus, 
everything that is one way, but could be another; but also, a 
circumstance of a theory that cannot be resolved in a more general 
principle. There is no reason (apart from providential ones) why the 
property of gravitation should follow the inverse-square law, rather 
than the square-cube law, why man should feel the feeling of specific 
pleasure which Hutcheson attributes to moral sense, because the less 
deviated rays from the prism should produce a sensation of red. This 
is the element of contingency that the new science introduced into 
nature compared to the Cartesian mechanicism, due to the methodical 
obligation of complying with phenomena. One could say that for 
Hume, the mind’s attention is deviated towards the self63. Up until this 
point the disagreement between Hume and his interpreter is 
irreducible. Pride is for Hume, erroneously, a simple impression, 
whereas it is in truth a ‘complex concept’64, describable, if we interpret 
well, as an emotive process of self-evaluation. 

But the most relevant of Àrdal’s criticisms concern those pages 
of the section on the ‘limitations of this system’ which can be 
interpreted, if one makes a slight correction, as splendid passages of 
conceptual analysis65. Were it not for ‘his predisposition to state all 
logical point in causal terms’66, one would understand that he is not 

 
61 Cf. ibid., pp. 22-25. 
62 See T, 2°, I, 3, p. 280 and 5, pp. 285-86, pp. 287-88. 
63 ‘Pride and humility, being once rais'd, immediately turn our attention to ourself ...’ 
- T, 2°, 1, 2, p. 278. 
64 Obviously, it is the term `pride ', according to Árdal, which is a complex concept (see 
Passion, cit., pp. 37-38). 
65 See ibid., p. 27. 
66 Ibid., p. 29. 
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explaining which are the causes that generate pride, but responding 
to the question: ‘under what conditions is it proper to give the name 
pride to an emotion?’; a question that, in turn, must be distinguished 
from the problem: ‘under what conditions is pride justifiable?’67. 

Now, here it is not denied that Hume’s text clarifies, in fact, 
these problems of self-evaluation and can constitute an excellent 
stimulus for the practice of linguistic analysis, but one wants to show 
that bringing the discussion back to Hume within the limits of a 
conceptual analysis means losing the most relevant and characteristic 
aspects of his enquiry. When Hume affirms that the relationship 
between cause of pride and self must be close and peculiar – Àrdal 
maintains – he establishes only part of the truth, because ‘the kind of 
value’ of the cause of pride determines the ‘logical issue’. In Oxonian 
style, Àrdal explains this with an example: it is sufficient for a garden 
to be cultivated with great care to legitimise the pride of he who 
cultivates it; but for an inhabitant of the same village, the relationship 
with that garden could not be ‘closely enough’ to legitimise pride, 
unless that garden was particularly beautiful, enough to confer 
distinction upon the village, so that it may derive some merit from it. 
On the other hand, the president of the United States could not 
legitimately be proud of the Premier of the USSR’s garden, however 
splendid it may be, while he could be proud of a USSR space launch, as 
the undertaking is ‘of international importance’68. 

A similar exemplification transfers simply onto the objects those 
values that Hume worked hard to bring to the self. We could say that 
Hume had already heard similar discussions; as Clarke affirmed, ‘The 
same necessary and eternal relations, that different things bear one to 
another’ determine ‘the fitness or un fitness’ of the behaviour of ‘all 
rational beings’69. On the contrary, the peculiarity of the 

 
67 Ibid., p. 28. 
68 See ibid., pp. 29-30 
69 S. CLARKE, A Discourse concerning the Unchangeable Obligations of Natural Religion, 
..., London 1706, pp. 45 ff. 

 

relationship with the self is enough to satisfy the logical requirements 
requested by Àrdal, when one focuses on the fact that the genesis of 
pride and of the other fundamental passions is for Hume also an 
opportunity to explain the formation of the self, of that personal, 
passional identity which was a problem left open in the first book of 
the Treatise. 

Àrdal observes that from the example of the garden it becomes 
obvious, why people can be proud of things they do not consider 
themselves responsible for in a causal sense, why we can be proud of 
the successes of our football team; in reality, his example does not 
make anything obvious at all; pride – Àrdal continues, and this seems 
to be an extemporal reflection, with no connection with Hume’s text 
– is justified, even when we cannot attribute any merit to ourselves for 
the cause of our pride; being proud of something does not mean 
having a good opinion of ourselves, he says less well, if he intends to 
interpret Hume70. All correct, but his analysis and correction of Hume’s 
analysis does not help at all to explain to us the reason for this. And 
yet it was in the analysis of the ‘fundamental’ passions that Hume 
trusted, to widen the field of virtues in forms in which, there could no 
longer be any agreement with Hutcheson and this was the reason why 
he insists so strongly on the analogies of the four indirect passions and 
our moral approval and disapproval. 

Rather than taking inspiration from the botanical and sporting 
predilections of today’s Englishman, it will be better to turn to less 
mundane manifestations of collective eighteenth-century pride; for 
example, to pick up again a reading that Hume had most likely done, 
of the Sunday procession of Charity-schools children, as Mandeville 
describes to us: 

(…) there is a natural Beauty in Uniformity which most people 
delight in. It is diverting to the Eye to see children well match’d, either 
Boys or Girls, march two and two in good order; and to have them all 
whole and tight in the same clothes and Trimming must add to the 
comeliness of the sight; and what makes it still more generally 
entertaining is the imaginary share which even Servants and the 

 
70 Cf. Árdal, Passion, cit., p. 31. For the same reason that Árdal admits that pride 
disregards merit, Hume, I believe, would accept the idea that being proud means 
having a good opinion of oneself. 
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meanest in the Parish have in it, to whom it costs nothing; Our Parish 
church, Our charity children. In all this there is a Shadow of Property 
that tickles every body that has a Right to make us of the Words, but 
more especially those who actually contribute and has a great Hand in 
advancing the pious Work71. 

In this scene which splendidly concludes the very effective 
Mandevillian description of the genesis of a Charity School, there are 
a number of ingredients that Hume recomposes in his theory of pride: 
the aesthetic pleasure at its most accessible and everyday levels, the 
imaginary participation, even of the servants, the manifestation of 
pride which naturally derives from this and, again, the pleasure 
reflected due to sympathy of he who enjoys the property twofold, as 
Hume teaches, in person and in the imagination of others72. 

If anything, the reference to the self does not show in the 
satisfied exclamation of Mandeville’s servants and common people. 
The problem had already been noticed by Hutcheson in his polemic 
against egoism. He acknowledged the presence of a disinterested 
disposition, in the love of the honest countryman for his children. The 
‘sophist’ objected: ‘no! Children are part of ourselves, and in loving 
them we but love our selves in them. A very good answer’ the moralist 
replied. ‘How are they parts of our selves. Not as a leg or an arm. We 
are not conscious of their sensations’. It is the natural inclination which 
makes them part of us, and that is love and therefore this love does 
not derive from them being such73. Indeed Hutcheson, then, moved a 

 
71 MANDEVILLE, An essay on Charity, and Charity-Schools in The Fable of the Bees, cit., 
vol. I, p. 282. 
72 f. T, 2°, II, 5, p. 365. 
73 See Hutcheson, Enquiry, cit., pp. 156-57. 

 

quality which was assumed to be already written in the object onto 
the relationship, the spontaneous inclination of the subject. But 
Hume’s response is rather more elaborate: he did not only use neutral 
associative mechanisms, on the evaluative level, but proposing pride 
and love, as complex products of those same mechanisms, which led 
to the formation or to the acknowledgement of the self and of the 
other in the conscience, he distanced himself from any providential 
consideration of human inclinations. 

The optic and phenomenical Newtonian model showed itself to 
be more powerful in substance than the hydraulic and hypothetical 
models with which Descartes had enquired into the nature of the 
soul’s passions. The duplication of inclinations and passions – of the 
soul’s feelings following the judgement of intellect and of the soul’s 
passions following the influence of the body and of external objects – 
led Descartes to see a correlation between the very same passion and 
a virtuous disposition which he rather curiously called generosity, and 
which consists of a magnanimous disposition towards benevolence, 
resulting from the correct judgement for which one may feel respect 
for oneself only due to that which results from free will, and in the vice 
of pride, which leads us to respect ourselves for all which does not 
follow from our merit74. Such duplication was highlighted in 
Malebranche, making way for an entirely separate treatise of 
inclinations and passions of the soul, but which, by underlining the 
involuntary character of passional mechanisms, provided more than a 
suggestion to Hume’s Treatise75. 

We have deliberately left until last the examination of the main 
critical observation, which is the idea that Hume carries out conceptual 
analysis, whereas he believes to be proposing a causal explanation, is 
founded upon. What is important, according to Àrdal, are not the real 
relationships between the self and the cause of pride, but rather what 
the self thinks of these relationships. It is this aspect that Hume 
apparently highlighted in his analysis of the ‘limitations of this system’. 

 
74 See DESCARTES, Les Passions de 1'Ame, Arts. 151-161. 
75 For the distinction between natural inclinations and passions, see Malebranche, 
Recherche, cit., Book V, chap. 1. 



135 

A man could be proud of the successes of his son, even if he was wrong 
about the actual circumstance of their relation. If he were to discover 
that his son was not really his, one could not say without absurdity ‘he 
was proud of the person he believed to be his son, but could not in fact 
have been proud, because he was not in fact his son’76. If Hume’s 
explanations were really causal – Àrdal seems to reason – then the 
inhabitant of a village who suddenly felt proud of the successes of a 
boy that he nevertheless considers a stranger, should be led to 
suspect, or perhaps to believe beyond any margin of doubt, that the 
boy is his own son. Therefore, the artificial virtue of chastity and 
modesty in women, which Hume discusses, would not be a necessary 
virtue, at least in small communities: the unexpected surges of pride 
that the villagers would feel when observing the successes of the boys 
of the village could be produced as evidence in court of their wives’ 
adultery. In fact, the undertakings of Humphry Clinker or of Tom Jones 
arouse strange satisfactions or suspicious indulgences in their 
respective unaware relatives. It is a question of understanding if these 
are tricks of the novel to prepare the reader for the happy ending of 
recognition, or if it really is the voice of blood revealing itself. 

Ironies aside, the objection is important, and it seems we must 
conclude that the analyst is right.  But perhaps the problem is that 
Hume continues to be misunderstood with regard to causality. 
According to Passmore, for Hume the real causes of phenomena are 
not knowable, or rather there are not even real causes to discover.  
According to Àrdal, it seems that one must distinguish, without issue, 
between real causes and explicitly acquired convictions and Hume 
apparently claims to refer to the real relationships between things. 
Hume refers rather more often to property than to relationship, on the 
subject of pride. Property, he maintains, is a kind of causality, but the 
fact that it is a causal relationship for the imagination is explicit in the 
consideration that, whereas from a philosophical point of view one 
cannot distinguish between power and its exercise, that the scientist 

 
76 Árdal, Passions, cit., p. 28. 

 

cannot think, that is, about possibilities which cannot come true, the 
distinction is admitted by the imagination and the power felt like a kind 
of probability; for the imagination of the individual, compared to his 
actions the divide between power and its exercise is even total and 
power becomes a pure possibility: the miser who enjoys the riches 
accumulated in the infinite possibilities of use that the imagination 
reveals to him – whereas those who know him well know that the 
possibilities do not exist – explains well the imaginary character of 
property according to Hume77. 

One will object that the father-son relationship is a real causal 
relationship; it must therefore act independently from father’s 
awareness and produce pride in the necessary circumstances. But 
what is a real relationship in Humean theory, independently from the 
imagination that can go over again its relationships according to 
associative laws? There is no need for the human mind to know the 
hidden powers of nature, the real relationships between events, to 
accept these. This does not mean that the real relationships between 
events have no influence on the imagination, nor, vice-versa, that 
imaginary relationships do not determine the real working of the 
imagination. A completely unknown paternity does not exist for the 
imagination; but does it perhaps exist for the brain? A known 
paternity, on the other hand, exists for the brain; but does it therefore 
always exist for the imagination? The imagination proposes us one or 
few ideas at a time and in rapid succession. Perhaps because the 
others do not count anymore? And, if they do count, how do they? 
Hume says that a relationship of ideas works secretly and calmly78 on 

 
 
 
 
 
77 See T, 2°, I, 10, pp. 310-15 and II, 5, p. 360. 
78 T, 2°, II, 2, p. 334; cf. ibidem I, 9, p. 305. At least an incongruence appears that Árdal 
accepts the mechanisms of sympathy and the association of impressions as factual 
explanations (see Passion, cit., pp. 26 and chapter III, pp. 41 ff.), whereas he recogniSes 
only a logical relationship between the connections that Hume establishes at the level 
of imagination. The question, I believe, is connected - and in some ways analogous - 
to the traditional hostility towards the Humean theory of the association of ideas. 
Exemplary is the position of Kemp Smith, who does not have much difficulty with the 
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the mind and, perhaps, he could reply to Àrdal that it is not because 
he knows or thinks that it is his son, which a man is rightly proud of, 
but because he is filled with pride because of his successes, that he 
realises it is his son, not in the revelatory sense of the absurd examples 
proposed earlier, but in the sense that he discovers, as part of his 
identity, the paternal relationship, in the same way that as 
Mandeville’s servants discover their own collective identity at the sight 
of the Charity children. This means, among other things, when he 
observes a pleasant occasion, closely linked to the self, produces not 
only pride, but also the idea of the self or fixes the mind’s attention on 
the self. Preceding the concluding discussion on the theory of indirect 
passions, cited at the opening of the previous paragraph, were these 
words: 

 It needs be no matter of wonder, that the very easy transition 
of the imagination should have such an influence on all the passions. 
It is this very circumstance, which forms all the relations and 
connexions amongst objects. We know no real connexion between 
one thing and another. We only know that the idea of one thing is 
associated with that of another, and that the imagination makes an 
easy transition between them. And as the easy transition of ideas, and 
that of sentiments mutually assist each other; we might before-hand 
expect, that this principle must have a mighty influence on all our 
internal movements and affections. And experience sufficiently 
confirms the theory79. 

  

 
association by space-time contiguity, but considers association by resemblance 
something very strange. Even when Hume proposes a physiological explanation -- 
Kemp Smith observes -- Hume does not explain why such ideas should be recorded in 
contiguity. Therefore, the resemblance should first be felt or thought to be able to act. 
If the objection is valid, it also applies to association by contiguity. Only the prejudice 
that Hume must identify the phenomenal with what we are absolutely aware of, I 
think, may have led Kemp Smith to raise such a trivial objection (see Philosophy, cit., 
pp. 241-42). 
79 Hume, Works, cit., IV, pp. 160-61. 

 

4. The Theory of the Indirect Passions 

A complete illustration of the system falls beyond the objectives 
of these pages; nor do we intend to repeat the mistake made by many, 
who while patiently summarising Hume’s minute analyses, section 
after section, passion after passion, do nothing but increase the 
impression of arbitrariness of the whole. Not even Newton’s optics – 
one can observe, with Hume’s justification – would be saved from such 
a treatment. 

It is preferable to provide some general reading 
recommendations of the system of the indirect passions, in relation to 
four orders of problem which emerged in the previous discussion: the 
nature of the enquiry and characteristics of the principles proposed by 
Hume; the conception of the self; the presumed scientific neutrality of 
this ‘anatomy’ of the passions; finally, in a separate paragraph, the 
autobiographical importance of some particular analyses.  

With regard to the first point, Hume’s general intention is to 
show the influence of the imagination’s ideas on the birth and the 
succession of the indirect passions, just as in the first book he showed, 
amongst other things, the influence of the passions on belief80. As has 
already been seen for hope and for fear, the model is intrinsically dual: 
there is an objective element constituted of the association of the 
ideas and a subjective element made up of the passions themselves, 
in analogy with Newton’s indices of refraction and colours. It is 
necessary to add that Hume is inspired not only by Newton’s physical 
optics, but also by the ‘metaphysical’ optics of Malebranche and 
Berkeley. The use of this model confers to the treatise on the passions 
a compactness and a fineness which is rarely found in seventeenth- 
and eighteenth-century treatises; in these, the catalogue of passions 
is often rebuilt from few elementary passions, selected according to a 
mere criterion of coordination and obtained, in a sufficiently arbitrary 
manner, from classical tradition. The result of this compactness is that 
Hume proposes, at the same time, a theory of subjectivity and also of 

 
80 See T, 1 °, III, 10. 
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intersubjectivity.  
A few words must be said on the structure of the parts. If both 

parts are composed of twelve sections, the last of which is dedicated 
to the animal passions, they present a remarkable asymmetry. In the 
first part we identify three nuclei: the axiomatic, which has been 
discussed, the presentation of the theory of pride and humility with its 
limitations and the detailed enquiry into their causes, which will be 
made to apply, however, to the passions of love and hatred too81. In 
the second part two groups of sections are distinguished: the first, 
dedicated to the passions of love and hatred, is complicated both by 
the task of presenting in their interrelations the four fundamental 
passions, and by the particular subject matters in which the conflict 
with Hutcheson’s proposals is implied82; the second group is that of 
the other passions, not so that they represent left overs, but because 
they are ‘counterfeited’83 or mixtures of the fundamental passions; in 
a certain sense, compassion, esteem, respect, contempt, envy and 
malice are placed, in order, between love and hatred – as the other 
colours of the spectrum are between red and violet84. 

 
 
 
   
81 Regarding the axiomatics, Section I defines the field of investigation, Section II 
proposes terminology, Section III is essentially a statement of method and Section IV 
presents the main principles of the theory. The causes of pride and humility are 
primary (VII-X) or secondary (XI); the first are qualities of mind (VII), of body (VIII) or 
of external goods (IX), of which property and power conferred by wealth are a special 
case (X). The secondary cause is the appreciation of others (XI). 
82 In particular, the first section presents the theory of love and hatred, the second 
proposes the eight confirmatory experiments on the four fundamental passions and 
section IV the particular case of the love of the relatives. Against the sentiment 
theorists, Hume shows in section III that love and hate also arise independently of the 
'voluntary' actions of the other and, in the section VI, that benevolence has a 
contingent, but in any case subordinate, relationship with love . 
83 T, 2°, II, 7, p. 368. 
84 From the sections dedicated, respectively, to compassion (VII) to envy and malice 
(VIII) to respect and contempt (X) and to loving passion (XI) the IX is detached, on the 
mixture of benevolence with compassion and anger with malice, since it seems to 
contradict the principle of association by the resemblance of passions. The V section, 
on the esteem for the rich and for the powerful, is a particular case. From the point of 
view of the sensation of the passion, it could be placed with indirect passions different 

 

There is not an imprecise or arbitrary number of principles in 
Hume’s discourse. There are the three laws of association of ideas, the 
law of association for resemblance of impressions or passions and, 
finally, the law of reinforcement, or of double association, or mutual 
assistance of association of the passions and of ideas, which 
constitutes the main law of the system. The distracted reader will 
surely find new laws: the principle of sympathy and that which, in a 
certain sense, is its opposite, that is the principle of comparison; the 
principle of authority (which is the tendency to join with the opinions 
of others, to undergo their influence, even unwillingly) and the 
principle of ‘general rules’. But Hume is careful to distinguish a level of 
discussion in which these presumed new principles are phenomena of 
everyday observation, present in common experience, and a 
theoretical level or, to use the term preferred by Hume, ‘hypothetical’; 
from this latter point of view, these are simply unusual cases of 
association of ideas and of passions. These require as a necessity that 
the discussion focuses on that which is not observable, or at least on 
that which is not always observable; it requires rational inferences, in 
other terms, precisely as happens in Newton’s optics. The ‘theoretical’ 
discussion of the principle of authority and of compliance with the 
general rules is already proposed in the first book and, that is, resolved 
in the principle of causality85; that of sympathy and of comparison are 

 
from love; From the point of view of its causes, it could be placed with the first group 
and represents a case like the love of the relatives, since its cause is secondary: it is 
based above all on a pleasure shared by sympathy. 
85 On the principle of authority, see T, 2°, I, 11, pp. 316-17 and 320-21; in addition: T, 
1 °, III, 10. On adherence to the general rules, often mentioned in the various books of 
the Treatise, see, especially, T, 2°, I, 6 and II, 8; moreover: T, I°, III, 13, pp. 146-ff. The 
‘general rules’ are introduced and used by Hume, in the first place, with the same 
negative feature that the association plays in Malebranche and Locke, i.e. as 
prejudices. But that two types of general rules must be distinguished, the first as  
prejudice, the second as a reflective principle, capable of correcting the hasty 
generalizations of the imagination, is thesis illustrated by T.K. HEARN (see Generate! 
Rules in Hume's Treatise, in ‘Journal of the History of Philosophy’, 1970, pp. 405-20 
and General Rules and the Moral Sentiments in Hume's Treatise, in ‘Review of 
Metaphysics’, 1976, pp. 57-72. 
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proposed in the second book, but it is also important to note that many 
of the consequences dealt with by these principles exclude the same 
‘hypothetical’ discussion86. The latter requires specifications on the 
concept of association so connected with the conception of the self, 
that it is preferable to postpone the discussion of this. 

Ultimately, there is more disorder than multiplication of 
principles in the theory of the indirect passions. The aforementioned 
‘limitations of this system’, upon which Passmore pins his ironies, 
because he considers them to be exceptions to the law of double 
association, and upon which Àrdal founds his argument according to 
which the fundamental passions are forms of evaluation, are in reality 
only anticipation of principles, like that of comparison or of the 
compliance with the general rules, which Hume explains or uses 
successively. 

According to Kemp Smith’s interpretation, there is apparently 
an irremediable contradiction, in general, between the realistic 
language of the second book and the phenomenistical language of the 
first book of the Treatise; in particular, between the different 
conceptions of the self-proposed in the two books. While Hume 
affirms in the first book that we have no impression of the self of which 
we would be intimately conscious, he maintains in the second that ‘the 
idea, or rather impression of ourselves is always intimately present 
with us’ and that our conscience gives us the most ‘lively conception 
of our own person’ and talks repeatedly about that ‘self, or that 
identical person, or individual person of whose ‘thoughts, actions, and 
sensations we are intimately conscious’87. Since the idea or impression 

 
86 The resolution of the principle of sympathy in the theory of association is proposed 
in T, 2°, I, 11; that of the principle of comparison in T, 2°, II, 8 (but see also 1°, III, 9). 
The diversity of level at which Hume's principles lie is aware of A.B. GLATHE (Hume's 
Theory of the Passions and of Morals, A Study of Books II and III of the ‘Treatise’, Univ. 
Of California Press, Berkeley 1950, pp. 16-23). 
87 See T, 2°, I, 11 p. 317. Cf. T, 2° I, 5, p. 286, and T, 2°, II, 1, p. 329. 

 

of the self is called into question by Hume for the explanation of the 
sympathetic mechanism, and since Kemp Smith acknowledges, in the 
doctrine of sympathy, the original background of the doctrine of belief, 
as a transferral of the liveliness from impression to idea or as a 
conversion of an idea into an impression; since, again, he recognises a 
deep connection between the discovery of the sentimental nature of 
belief and the sentimental nature of Hutcheson’s moral approval, he 
proposes the thesis of a conflict between mechanistical and 
Newtonian explanation and naturalistic and Hutchesonian explanation 
in the Treatise and the thesis of chronological precedence of the book 
on the passions88. Actually, the more one reflects on Kemp Smith’s 
interpretation, the more the weakness of this reconstruction becomes 
obvious. The doctrine of belief is allegedly a doctrine which owes much 
to Hutcheson; on the other hand it derives from the doctrine of 
sympathy, which in turn carries a realistic conception of the self. But, 
first of all, the doctrine of sympathy is intrinsically alien to Hutcheson’s 
conception: it was precisely the doctrine that the adversaries of moral 
sense used against him to justify the presence of apparently 
disinterested behaviours and of disinterested moral approval; it was 
only for this reason that Hutcheson had taken care of this89. Secondly, 
why favour, amongst the many analogies proposed by Hume, that 
between sympathy and belief? Why not take, to give just one example, 
that between belief and the mechanism of double association? 

To illustrate this hypothesis, we may compare it to that, by 
which I have already explain’d the belief attending, the judgements, 
which we form from causation. I have observ’d, that in all judgements 
of this kind, there is always a present impression, and a related idea; 
and that the present impression gives a vivacity to the fancy,  

 
88 See kemp Smith, Philosophy, cit., pp. 43-44, 73-76, 171-73 and 245-48. 
89 See Hutcheson, An Essay on the Nature and Conduct, cit., Pref., pp. 12-.13 and sect. 
I, Art. IV. 8. 
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and the relation conveys this vivacity, by an easy transition, to the 
related idea. Without the present impression, the attention is not 
fix’d, nor the spirits excited. Without the relation, this attention rests 
on its first object, and has no farther consequence. There is evidently 
a great analogy betwixt that hypothesis, and our present one of an 
impression and idea, that transfuse themselves into another 
impression and idea by means of their double relation90. 

It would perhaps not be difficult to demonstrate how this 
analogy is closer than that between sympathy and belief. Thirdly, in 
the first book of the Treatise, Hume denies the impression of the self, 
but only in so far as a simple, identical impression91. On the contrary, 
in the second book he continues to discuss that ‘succession of related 
ideas and impressions’, or of that ‘connected succession of 
perceptions, which we call self’, just as in the first he observed that 
‘our notions of personal identity, proceed entirely from the smooth 
and uninterrupted progress of the thought along the train of 
connected ideas, according to the principles above explain’d’92. In 
these very pages of the book on the passions in which he affirms that 
‘we are at all times intimately conscious of ourselves, our sentiments 
and passions’ he maintains, as in the first, that ‘ourself, independent 
of the perception of every other object, is in reality nothing’93. Short of 
embracing Passmore’s convenient theory of an absolute and 
extraordinary Humean incoherence, it will mean that the contrast 
between the first and second book, between awareness of the self as 
a succession of connected perceptions and personal identity that 
Hume discusses is only an invention of those who interpret him. 

In reality, Hume limits himself to affirming in the first book that 
the identity of the self is fictitious, in the sense that we do not know 
the real link, but only the associative link between our ideas and 

 
90 T, 2°, I, 5, pp. 289-90. 
91 Cf. T, 1°, IV, 6, p. 251. 
92 Cf. T, 1°, IV, 6, p. 260 and 2 °,I,2, p. 277. 
93 T, 2°. II. 2, pp. 339-40. 

 

impressions94 and, regarding the controversy that had afflicted 
England for fifty years – deeply connected to the religious controversy 
about the future state and the resurrection of ‘our own body’ – once 
the question of immateriality and of the simplicity of the soul had been 
discussed separately, he enjoyed contrasting Locke’s and Butler’s 
theories. Against Butler, he affirmed that not only does the memory 
discover a presupposed personal identity, but ‘contributes to its 
production’, in the sense that, in continuously going over the 
succession of connected perceptions, it produces the resemblance of 
the perceptions themselves95; against Locke, agreeing with Butler this 
time, he maintains that memory, in another respect, does not 
produce, but rather discovers personal identity, when it pushes this 
identity beyond the ideas effectively available to the memory96. But he 
initially warned that it is necessary to distinguish personal identity, for 
that which concerns our thought and imagination, and for that which 
regards our passions and the concern we have for ourselves; the latter 
comforts the one relative to the imagination ‘by the making our distant 
perceptions influence each other, and by giving us a present concern 
for our past or future pains or pleasures’97. 

The analysis of the connections between indirect passions, of 
their mutual succession or transfusion, in an attempt to lead them 
back to the general rules of association, is indirectly a reconstruction 
of personal identity, just as through experiments on light, on colours, 
on thin layers, Newton establishes characteristics and deep structure 
of bodies. The concept of the self acquires an eminently relational 
character on the plane of the imagination, whereas on the plane of 
passion it reaches forms which approach a type of identity, albeit an 
unstable one. ‘Ideas may be compar’d’, Hume observes, ‘to the 

 
94 See T, 10, IV, 6, pp. 259-60. 
95 Ibid., p. 261. Of course, Hume referred to the Dissertation on personal identity, 
which appeared in Butler, Analogy of Religion (1736) chapt. I. 
96 See ibid., p. 262. 
97 Ibid., pp. 253 and 261. 
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extension and solidity of matter’, ‘are endow’d with a kind of 
impenetrability, by which they exclude each other’, can connect, but 
not join together, whereas the passions, ‘like colours, may be blended 
so perfectly together, that each of them may lose itself, and contribute 
only to vary that uniform impression, which arises from the whole’98. 
The laws of association of the imagination are specified in a theory 
rather similar to the gravitational one. The imagination proceeds, in 
fact, from the least to the most lively, from the remote to the adjacent, 
from the smallest to the greatest, where intensity of attractive force, 
distance and mass are equally represented99. This perspective is as 
valid for one’s own self, as it is for the other selves contemplated by 
the imagination. In the third part of the book, this is further articulated 
in the reference to space and time. Distance in space weakens the 
imagination’s ideas and the intensity of the passions. But a distance in 
time is more effective than a distance in space; and distance in the past 
more so than distance in the future100. The objects of the imagination 
are arranged as though in a real forcefield which is used to explain both 
more general phenomena, like the phenomenon of sympathy, and 
unusual phenomena, like, for example, the impossibility of going from 
the passion of pride to the passion of love. 

As for the passions, it has already been observed that the 
mechanism of double association is deterministic and not only 
tendential and therefore any positive quality (beautiful, useful or 
surprising) or negative correlated to one’s own self or that of others, 

 
98 T, 2°, II, 6, p. 366. 
99 See T, 2°, II, 2, pp. 339 and 342-43. 
100 See T, 2°, III, 7 and 8; in part., p. 432. The fact that this completion of the theory of 
the self only takes place in the last sections of the book on passions does not contradict 
what has been said about the structure of the Treatise, as these sections complete the 
proof, proposed in section III of part III, that is always the passions and not reason 
which determines human conduct, as shown in the concluding passages of section VIII. 
Moreover, the reflections on the elevation of places, on the sublime, on the elevation 
of the soul (always in section VIII) bring us back to the themes of the `new scene of 
thought'. 

 

by producing the four fundamental passions, leads to the 
acknowledgement of one’s own self or that of others. It has also been 
said that the passions tend towards fusion and are slower in their 
associative processes than the imagination. It is necessary to add that 
a passion is a more powerful principle, or one endowed with more 
energy, than that of the imagination, and it therefore prevails in cases 
of conflict101. Especially with reference to the mechanism of 
comparison, Hume must introduce new principles into the picture of 
an explanation which is redone in the metaphysical Optics of 
Malebranche, that is, to the problem of the evaluation and perception 
of distance and of the size of objects. He must reclaim the theory of 
tone or emotional intensity that accompanies all ideas102. But again (in 
the seventh experiment) add that the intensity of a passion is 
proportional to the dignity of its object, that the passion, unlike the 
imagination, tends to go from greater to smaller; the opposite case, 
entailing an increase of the intensity of the passion, in substance an 
increase of energy, is more difficult than passing from a passion to its 
opposite103. 

If it is difficult to follow Hume in these minute explanations of 
his, which it will also be worth grasping the autobiographical element 
of, it is easier to consider the consequences of these on the 
phenomenical and social plane. First of all, as a result the construction 
of the self as both a passional and an imaginative identity is a product 
of pride and anger, of the intimate satisfaction and attention turned in 
on ourselves and of the contrast with others. Personal identity as 
fictitious identity is not the same in all people: the self of a lord and 
that of a pauper do not have the same quality, nor the same intensity; 
the greater the reasons for pride, the greater the weight of the self. 
Conversely, the opportunities for humility tend to entail a loss of 

 
101 T, 2°, II, 2 (7° experiment.) pp. 343 and 344. 
102 See T, 2°, II, 8, pp. 373-74, but also see l°, III.9 and 10 and 2°, I, 6. 
103 T, 20.11.2. p. 344. As in Hobbes, and as we have already seen with regard to the 
theory of animal spirits, in Hume's conception a dual source of energy for man seems 
to arise: from the environment, but also from the body's constitution and the latter. 
seems to have precise limits. 



147 

personal identity. The easy objection, for which in the case of the 
pauper, the servant, the farm labourer, we should have the production 
of a similarly lively idea of self, even if of a negative type, would find, 
amongst the many responses that Hume could put forward, the 
decisive one for which the fundamental passions are mechanisms and 
not instincts; or, as Hume prefers to say, do not have the universality 
and urgency of appetite, like the benevolence of Shaftesbury and 
Hutcheson, without the peculiarity and necessity of an appropriate 
stimulus, which is required by senses104. The poor relative, to put it 
briefly, only humiliates the gentleman, even though, conversely, order 
and uniform comfort the soldier105. Again, it is not only the passions of 
pride and humility which produce or solidify the idea of the self. Love 
and hatred contribute too. 

The scientific ‘neutrality’ of this anatomy of the passions is 
nourished by a constant opposition against the theorists of sentiment, 
in particular, Hutcheson. Even when one leaves open the question of 
Hume’s proclaimed equidistance on the problem of nature and the 
origin of virtue, the conflict is still present: widening the field of causes 
of the indirect passions within the scope of the characteristics of the 
self, denying their instinctive character, rendering love and hatred 
independent from the intention of the other, subordinating 
benevolence to kinship and familiar relationships, building through the 
particular mechanisms and enquiries about the phenomena of 
sympathy and comparison, of the compliance with the general rules, 
individualities which organise themselves in differences of kinship, 
rank, professional situation, sex, nationality means continuously 
denying the providential optimism of the theorists of sentiment. 
Concerning this subject someone talked of ‘affective neutrality’ and 

 
104 See T, 2°, I, 5, pp. 287-88. 
105 See T, 2°, I, 9, p. 307 and III, 4, p. 420. On the relevance that the theory of the 
passions has with respect to the concept of the self N. CAPALDI insists particularly, with 
arguments often different from those proposed here, (Hume's Theory of the Passions, 
in Hume, A Re-valuation, ed. by D.W. Livingston and J.T. King, Fordham University 
Press, New York 1976, pp. 172-190, especially pp. 181-87, of Capaldi see also D. Hume, 
cit., pp. 134-41. 

 

the formula seems unfortunate to us, because the man of Hume’s 
theory of the passions is intimately conflictual with the others and 
tendentially inclined towards facetious behaviour. 

One would not want to run the risk of showing more clarity in 
Hume’s text than there really is. The positive aspect, but also the limit 
of the model adopted by Hume, is constituted by the fact that allows 
one to explain rather better the sensitive or passive characteristics of 
the passions, rather than the impulsive and active ones. This, again, 
lends itself far better, one could say, to accounting for the invasive or 
violent character – not representative, Hume would say – of passion, 
rather than clarifying the functional aspect of it. It is not by chance that 
only when the examination of the indirect passions comes to a close is 
the law of association by resemblance in the”impulses or directions’ of 
the passions proposed: it is not only the ‘sensation’ of the passion that 
specifies its character, but also ‘the whole bent or tendency of it from 
the beginning to the end’106. Here arises the uncertainty, which is also 
terminological, with which Hume discusses the passions. The rather 
evident intention of going beyond, with his ‘square’ of passions, the 
opposing partialities of libertine tradition, on one hand, which played 
on the motives for pride, honour, interest in explaining human 
behaviour, as of sentimental tradition, on the other, that insisted on 
the altruistic, disinterested inclinations, seems to fail. He almost seems 
to want to denounce a basic mistake, when he observes that the 
resemblance in direction ‘cannot take place with regard to pride and 
humility; because these are only pure sensations, without any 
direction or tendency to action’107. The commentators have been 
punctual in revealing this asymmetry which governs love and hatred, 
pride and humility, respectively. But there is a profound fluctuation in 
Hume’s analysis, in which the limits and merits of the model join with 
the peculiarities of temperament and the author’s character. Having 
distinguished love from benevolence, as a desire and interest in the 
happiness of others, having admitted that the first may be possible, 

 
106 T, 2°, II, 2, 9, p. 381. 
107 Ibid. 
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and for a long time, without the other, having proposed the possibility 
of a love with unites with anger is a merit of his analysis. Not lingering 
on the active aspect of pride, on the desire for reputation, which he 
nevertheless acknowledges, perhaps depends on the fact that he 
conceives of it more as a reaffirmation of a threatened self, than as a 
positive affirmation of self. On the other hand, the desire to be loved 
and appreciated finds a decisive obstacle in the different availability 
that the other harbours for the qualities of magnanimity and 
generosity108. And if he can maintain that the self is reinforced by pride 
and hatred, whereas it is weakened by love and humility, he is also 
prepared to admit that, in frequenting relatives and close friends, ‘the 
whole man acquires a vigour which he cannot command in his solitary 
and calm moments’109. The tension between philosophy and common 
life which showed itself in the first book is therefore repeated in the 
book on passions, as it is in the letter to the Scottish physician, and it 
will be good to pause on the autobiographical elements that this 
analysis feeds from. 

5. Scientific Curiosities and Biographical Details 

Although one has  been able to talk about the ‘obviously 
bourgeois’ nature of his philosophy, Hume held the nobility of his 
origins in high regard. In a letter from April 1758 to Alexander Home 
of Whitfield, in which he offers all the collaboration possible to this 
relative’s heraldic research, he shows no uncertainty on the subject: 

I am not of the opinion of some, that these matters are 
altogether to be slighted. Though we should pretend to be wiser than 
our ancestors, yet it is arrogant to pretend that we are wiser than the 
other nations of Europe, who, all of them, except perhaps the English, 
make great account of their family descent. I doubt that our morals  

 
108 See T, 2°, II, 10, p. 392. 
109 T, 2°, II, 4, p. 353. 

 

have not much improved since we began to think riches the sole thing 
worth regarding110. 

The contents of the letter sufficiently show that his interest in 
the documents, possessions and fortunes of the family is not a senile 
interest; even the change of surname from Home to Hume had meant 
a return to the family custom, ‘by far the most ancient and most 
general till about the Restoration’111. In the autobiography he is 
similarly punctilious: 

I was born the 26 of April 1711, O.S. at Edinburgh. I was of a 
good Family both by Father and Mother. My Father’s Family is a 
Branch of the Earl of Home’s or Hume’s; and my Ancestors had been 
Proprietors of the Estate, which my Brother possesses, for several 
Generations. My Mother was Daughter of Sir David Falconer, 
President of the College of Justice: The Title of Lord Halkerton came 
by Succession to her Brother. 

My Family, however, was not rich; and being myself a younger 
Brother, my Patrimony, according to the Mode of my Country, was of 
Course very slender. My Father, who passed for a man of Parts, dyed, 
when I was an Infant; leaving me, with an elder Brother and a Sister 
under the care of our Mother, a woman of singular Merit, who, though 
young and handsome, devoted herself entirely to the rearing and 
educating of her Children112. 

Among the matters of fact113 presented in these lines, as in the 
letter of 1758, one can nevertheless read something else. Tradition 
allows Hume to date his paternal ancestry and the possession of 
Ninewells back to the fifteenth century; but ‘the oldest charters of 
Ninewells are lost’, perhaps due to an English pillage whilst Queen 
Mary was a child, and Hume must use all the expertise of his trade, to 
make written, spoken and funerary testimonials fit with one 
another114. On the other hand, his mother’s lineage and merits are 

 
110 Hume, Letters, cit., I, p. 276. 
111 Ibid., p. 277. 
112 My own Life, in Letters, cit., I, p. 1. 
113 Ibid., p. 7. 
114 Letters, cit., I, pp. 274-75 and 277. 
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certainly more accredited in the lines of My Own Life compared to 
those of his father. Added to this is the complicated matter of Hume’s 
recent kin. His grandfather John Home had had five children with his 
first wife and one with the widow of Sir David Falconer, herself a 
mother of seven children. Hume’s father, Joseph, had completed his 
studies in law at Edinburgh with his stepbrothers David and Alexander 
Falconer, and then married his stepsister Katherine Falconer115. There 
is enough for our young David, surrounded by aunts, uncles and 
cousins of varying degrees, to precociously awaken, backwards and 
forwards in time, his reasoning imagination. In this complication of 
relations, some of the most expert reflections of the book on the 
passions are immersed. 

A man is proud of the antiquity of his family not only in 
proportion with the number of ancestors, but also based on their 
riches and merits: ‘He first considers these objects; is affected by them 
in an agreeable manner; and then returning back to himself, thro’ the 
relation of parent and child, is elevated with the passion of pride, by 
means of the double relation of impressions and ideas’116. Therefore, 
whatever reinforces the relationship of ideas, easing the passage of 
the imagination, transmits the primitive satisfaction more completely 
and awakens a greater degree of pride. The identity of possession over 
the course of the generations makes a transferral of the imagination 
from one ancestor the other easier, as happened for Hume with the 
Ninewells estate. Even the transferral of titles and possessions by 
exclusively male succession reinforces the relationship and the 
propensity of the imagination. In matrimonial society, the man is 
certainly the most important part upon which the imagination pauses; 
for this reason, the propensity to go from the idea of the son to that 
of the father is stronger than that towards the mother: 

This is the reason why  children commonly bear their father’s 
name, and are esteem d  to be of nobler or baser birth, according to  

 
115 See Mossner, Life, cit., pp. 6-18. 
116 T, 2°.1, 9, p. 308. 

 

his family. And tho’ the mother shou’d be possest of a superior spirit 
and genius to the father, as often happens, the prevails, 
notwithstanding the exception, according to the doctrine above-
explain’d. Nay even when a superiority of any kind is so great, or when 
any other reasons have such an effect, as to make the children rather 
represent the mother’s family than the father’s, the general rule still 
retains such an efficacy that it weakens the relation, and makes a kind 
of break in the line of ancestors. The imagination runs not along them 
with facility, nor is able to transfer the honour and credit of the 
ancestors to their posterity of the same name and family so readily, as 
when the transition is conformable to the general rules, and passes 
from father to son, or from brother to brother117. 

The passage allows a double interpretation: Hume could be 
referring to the sentimental situation of his mother or of his maternal 
aunts, uncles and cousins, who must have felt far more connected to 
the Falconer lineage than to the new link created with the Homes. But, 
bearing in mind that in his autobiography, Hume’s father Joseph only 
‘passes’ for a man of talent, whereas his mother Catherine is 
undoubtedly ‘a woman of singular merit’, the passage, despite the 
vagueness of some references, seems to suggest that Hume would 
have much preferred (even more so given that he was the second-born 
son) – were it not for the general rule of imagination, which becomes 
custom and law of his country – to belong to the Falconer family, 
undoubtedly more illustrious and intellectually gifted than his own. 

If we follow the relationships of kin in the pages of Hume’s work, 
however, his relationship with his mother and his family acquires an 
ambivalent meaning. In the fifth experiment, the relationship of kin 
makes it so that the love awakened by each virtue or ‘advantage’ of a 
relative easily transforms into pride. In the sixth, reaffirming a maxim 
of Rochefoucauld, shows how the opposite case is impossible, due to 
the rules of imagination and the supremacy of the idea of the self118. 
In the seventh, in which he deals with the case, already discussed by 

 
117 Ibid., p. 309. 
118 ‘On passe souvent de l'amour à l'ambition, mais on ne revient guère de l'ambition 
à l'amour’ (La Rochefoufoucauld, Maximes, 490. 5th ed.,) quoted by N. Demé  
Méthode, cit. p. 142. 
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Malebranche119, of love which spreads from one person to their 
children, friends, servants, Hume must explain why, against the rules 
of imagination, the passions can be transferred only from greater to 
lesser: 

And on this [the rules of imagination] is founded that reproach 
of Cornelia to her sons, that they ought to be asham’d she shou’d be 
more known by the title of the daughter of Scipio, than by that of the 
mother of the Gracchi. This was, in other words, exhorting them to 
render themselves as illustrious and famous as their grandfather, 
otherwise the imagination of the people passing from her who was 
intermediate, and plac’d in an equal relation to both wou’d always 
leave them, and denominate her by what was more considerable and 
of greater moment. On the same principle is founded that common 
custom of making wives bear the name of their husbands120. 

If one focuses on how Hume must secretly withdraw himself 
from reading jurists, for those favourite humanists, obviously imposed 
upon him by his mother and his family, it is easy to substitute his 
grandfather David Falconer, his mother Catherine and the sons John 
and David Home to Scipione, Cornelia and the Gracchi with the 
consequences of the case. It is here that Hume formulates the law by 
which every object requires a degree of passion (of love) 
proportionate to its importance and that it is not possible to pass easily 
from a lesser degree to a greater degree of the same passion. It is 
almost as though he wants to suggest that his affection towards his 
mother is impeded by a kind of self-unworthiness.  

The section on the love of relatives seems to deny from the start 
the whole system of double association, because the relationship of 
kin seems to be capable of awakening, on its own, the passion of love: 
‘whoever is united to us by any connexion is always sure of a share of 
our love’ regardless od his qualities121. In reality the section 
demonstrates the contrary, because it is precisely to the familiarity 
and intimacy of places and people that Hume entrusts the awakening 

 
119 Cf. Malebranche, Recherche, cit., book 5°, VI. 
120 T, 2°, II, 2, pp. 342-43. 
121 T, 2°, II, 4 p. 352. 

 

of pleasant feelings, and therefore the birth of the indirect passions, 
the centrality of the self, sympathy. The section closes with a long 
digression on ‘some pretty curious phaenomena’: 

‘Tis easy to remark in common life, that children esteem their 
relation to their mother to be weaken’d, in a great measure, by her 
second marriage, and no longer regard her with the same eye, as if she 
had continu’d in her state of widow-hood. Nor does this happen only, 
when they have felt any inconveniences from her second marriage, or 
when her husband is much her inferior; but even without any of these 
considerations, and merely because she has become part of another 
family122. 

The same does not happen, however, in the case of a father’s 
second marriage. This observation of Hume’s, too, may have a double 
positioning: referring to the feelings of his mother and maternal 
family, but also to a fear nurtured by himself, as the greater merit 
attributed to his mother in his autobiography suggests. It is here that 
Hume significantly introduces the notion of perfect relation between 
two objects, on the subject of resemblance, contiguity and causality, 
distinguishing it from that, erroneously and apparently similar, of 
reciprocal relation. The perfect relation is that which the imagination 
can go over with the same ease in both directions and is blocked when 
the second object has links with other objects which prevent the easy 
return of the ‘regard’ of the imagination: 

The second marriage of a mother breaks not the relation of 
child and parent; and that relation suffices to convey my imagination 
from myself to her with the greatest ease and facility. But after the 
imagination is arriv’d at this point of view, it finds its object to be 
surrounded with so many other relations, which challenge its regard, 
that it knows not which to prefer, and is at a loss what new object to 
pitch upon. The ties of interest and duty bind her to another family, 
and prevent that return of fancy from her to myself, which is necessary 
to support the union. The thought has no longer the vibration, 

 
122 Ibid., p. 355. 
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requisite to set it perfectly at ease, and indulge its inclination to 
change. It goes with facility, but returns with difficulty; and by that 
interruption finds the relation much weaken’d from what it wou’d be 
were the passage open and easy on both sides123. 

The surprising aspect of this consideration (apart from a kind of 
syntactic identification between mother and his own imagination) is 
that the connection is not weakened for the mother, but for the son. 
Hume is explicit on this point at the end of the section: ‘A mother 
thinks not her tie to a son weaken’d, because ‘tis shar’d with her 
husband: Nor a son with a parent, because ‘tis shar’d with a 
brother’124. The case is akin to that of imaginary sympathy, in which 
we sympathise not with the other person, but with what we think of 
the other person125. A mother’s second marriage is certainly always 
more unlikely, but the conjecture that, her husband having died, the 
mother should be reabsorbed into the multiple relations with brothers 
and sisters is extremely likely and Hume – we have seen – has a precise 
theory on the way in which even an impossible possibility can have the 
same effects as a probability. On the extremely anxious temperament 
of his brother John, we have the ever-trustworthy testimony of 
Boswell, and the anxieties of the young David have already been 
sufficiently discussed126. All the more so given that the situation of 
anxiety is motivated precisely by the uncontrollability of his mother’s 
situation: his mother could be doing harm without realising it and 
Hume even has a theory on this, in which he shows that the intention 
is not necessarily to harm the other and to provoke their hatred and 
anger. Hume never discusses jealousy in his book on passions, but will 
candidly confess to the countess De Boufflers, who was also connected 
to many links, that his disposition even when young was a jealous one, 

 
123 Ibid., p. 356. My enphasis. .Hume does not say ‘to convey child’s imagination from 
himself to her’, but ‘to convey my imagination from myself to her’. Moreover: his 
imagination ‘finds its object to be surrounded with so many other relations, which 
challenge its regard’. This sentence could refer to Hume’s imagination as well as to the 
many relatives that surround his mother. 
124 Ibid., p. 357. 
125 T, 2°, II, 9, p. 385. 
126 See Mossner, Life, cit., p. 32. 

 

as he speaks of the absurd torment of extreme anger that we feel 
towards those who we passionately love127.  

Hume’s eighth experiment presents the only case in which one 
passes easily in both directions from love to pride. It is the case in 
which the cause of pride is the same appreciation on the object’s part 
that is the cause of love and Hume explains elsewhere how we want 
to be appreciated for that which we feel we excel in128. According to 
popular anecdotalism, unfortunately, Hume’s mother cannot have 
held her son’s intellectual prowess in high regard and perhaps this 
explains why Hume often insists on the contrast between the virtue of 
benevolence and the virtue of magnanimity129. There does not 
therefore seem to be a possible compromise between the good David 
and the great David, if not the path of exile. Hume discusses this 
significantly in the section on the love of reputation: ‘for men of good 
families, but narrow circumstances’, nothing is more common than 
abandoning one’s own country and seeking subsistence by means of 
dishonourable mechanical jobs amongst foreigners. But if the 
reference to the destiny of many Scotsmen is obvious, the theory with 
which he explains the relief that derives from this distance is entirely 
autobiographical. The sympathy which allows us to personally feel the 
disdain that others harbour towards us is reinforced in one’s own 
country by the proximity of relationships, no less so than by the 
relationships of kin. Far from home, his malaise lessens: 

Here I feel a double contempt; from my relations, but they are 
absent; from those about me, but they are strangers. This double 
contempt is likewise strengthen’d by the two relations of kindred and 
contiguity. But as the persons are not the same, who are connected 
with me by those relations, this difference of ideas separates the 
impressions arising from the contempt, and keeps them from running 
into each other130. 

 
127 See Letters, cit., pp. 451 and 462. 
128 See T, 2°, I, 11, p. 321. 
129 Cf. Mossner, Life, cit., p. 66 and T, 3 °, III, 4. 
130 See T, 2°, I, 11, p. 323 
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And, since exile interrupts even the mechanism of comparison, 
Hume is able to find the strength to bring his Treatise to fruition and 
to cultivate his desire for literary fame, making of his philosophy, in 
some measure and not without ambiguity, a form of therapy. 

 
  

 

 



 

Chapter IV 

THE BOOK ON MORALITY 

1. Real and False Problems of Virtue 

In the last decade in particular, the interest in Hume’s political 
and ethical thought has been increasing. Specifically, the comments on 
morality in the Treatise are multiplying; the agreement between those 
who interpret it has not increased because of this. Having welcomed 
the idea that sentiment has great importance in Hume’s discourse, 
difficulties arise immediately in the attempt to qualify this; the 
subtleties of the modern analyst help us to examine the Scotsman’s 
page and, conversely, this becomes the pretext of new distinctions1. 
Without going into the laborious question of the historiographic merit 
of these researches, an aspect common to all of it is that of supporting 
the interpretative proposals quoting from the different parts of the 
book on morality, without wondering if perhaps these do not respond 
to different strategies and intentions of the author and are not 
therefore easily assimilable. 

We have already sufficiently discussed Hume’s inclination ‘to 
dispute, then assent’ ‘to the decisions of philosophers upon all 
subjects’, the idea that for the success of these studies little more 

 
1 To recall some of the more recent monographs, J. HARRISON distinguishes five possible 
general interpretations of Hume's ethics, in Hume's Moral Epistemology, Oxford 1976, 
pp. 110-25 and J.L. MACKIE distinguishes five possible variants of Sentimentalism, but 
fails to find a precise location for the position expressed by Hume, in Hume's Moral 
Theory, London 1980, pp 64-75. 

 

would be needed than to free oneself from one’s own prejudices and 
 those of others, as has been said of his aversion to the systems of 
virtue and happiness, invented without consulting human nature; nor 
can we forget that, while he applies himself to shaping and purging 
this last endeavour of his, welcoming, or giving the appearance of 
welcoming, invitations to prudence and Hutcheson’s suggestions, he 
is already focused on drafting essays and leaving the public of the 
learned whom the Treatise was aimed at2. There remain a few deep 
traces, both in the beginning and the conclusion of this third book, that 
his interest was entirely speculative and that he harboured more than 
an intolerance for the terms in which the debate between his 
contemporary moralists had been and was being carried out. In this 
long part of the conclusion, in which he paid his debt to Hutcheson, 
who had encouraged and helped him to publish the volume, the first 
response to the Irishman’s reproach, for his lack of warmth when 
defending the cause of virtue, sounds almost offensive: ‘Were it 
proper in such a subject to bribe the readers assent, or employ any 
thing but solid argument, we are here abundantly supplied with topics 
to engage the affections3.’ On the other hand, the beginning of the 
volume is full of disappointment for the lack of success of the book on 
ideas and the passions. ‘I never should have ventur’d upon a third 
volume of such abstruse philosophy’, without thinking of 
strengthening the reasons of the other two: 

Morality is a subject that interests us above all others: We fancy 
the peace of society to be at stake in every decision concerning it; and 
‘tis evident, that this concern must make our speculations appear 
more real and solid, than where the subject is, in a great measure, 
indifferent to us. What affects us, we conclude can never be a chimera; 
and as our passion is engag’d on the one side or the other, we naturally  

 
2 For a commentary on the letters of Hume to Hutcheson, see E. LECALDANO, Dal ‘senso 
pubblico’ in Hutcheson alla ‘simpatia’ in Hume in Scienza e filosofia scozzese nell’età 
di Hume , ed. by A. Santucci, Il Mulino, Bologna 1976, pp. 37-73, § 2. 
3 T, 3°, III , 6, p. 619. 
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think that the question lies within human comprehension; which, in 
other cases of this nature, we are apt to entertain some doubt of4. 

One cannot overlook the even slightly bitter irony of these lines; 
Hume would say shortly afterwards that the moralists often pursued 
fantasies and faced incomprehensible questions and, specifically, that 
their philosophical decisions regarded the peace of society only due to 
an illusion of the imagination: not only by affirming, for example, that 
the discovery as remarkable as ‘that other in physics’ relative to 
sounds and colours, that ‘vice and virtue are not qualities in objects, 
but perceptions in the mind’, had ‘little or no influence on practice’5; 
but by declaring, in a rather more authoritative fashion, that the peace 
and security of human society depend completely on the close 
observation of the laws of justice6. Nature entrusted the question 
entirely to the passions and to the real conduct of man, without 
providing any original principle of the mind. This is a strange topic, that 
of not involving one’s own views on society in philosophical decisions, 
which we will have to take into account. But it was upon this rift 
between nature – even human nature – and philosophy, that he based 
his thought and, rather, he had paused, with this load of scepticism, to 
contemplate from the side of passion the love of truth and the 
philosopher’s research: this was mainly dictated by the pleasure 
derived from the exercise of both one’s mind and brilliance and the 
scientist, to be able to spend all his time and lose his health to this, had 
to make up the importance and social utility of his object, even when 
he clearly displayed his indifference to the common good, like a hunter 
who worries about whether his prey is edible, even when he is sure he 
will never eat it7.  

Hume, deep down, greatly envied the poet Matthew Prior who, 
with undeniable success, had managed to marry in the very same 

 
4 T, 3°, I , 1 pp. 455-56. 
5 Ibid., p. 469. 
6 See T, 3°, II , 6, p. 526. 
7 See T, 2°, III , 10, pp. 450. 

 

volume the serious and melancholic reflections on evil and vanity of 
the poem Salomon with the homonymous poem’s impertinent 
conjectures on the soul; here he could make a mockery of ancient and 
modern hypotheses on manners and places of the union between 
body and soul and present his ‘simple system’: the soul, like the sap of 
a plant, is born from the toes and, slowly, over the years, grows and 
rises to the top of the head, a hypothesis that manages to account 
rather well for the dominant inclinations of the various ages, from the 
trip-ups of childhood to the fearful thoughts of old age. ‘Shou’d an 
author compose a treatise, of which one part was serious and 
profound, another light and humorous, every one wou’d condemn so 
strange a mixture, and wou’d accuse him of the neglect of all rules of 
art and criticism’8. The rules of the imagination – Hume commented 
desolately – do not allow this transition and he, who was more 
persuaded of a standard in the rules of taste than in morality, could 
certainly not concede himself the poet’s advantages. Later he will find 
the ways of compromise: he will fill his research on the principles of 
morality with heat, in the appendix he will deal with the most 
speculative questions and he will transfer to Palamede’s dialogue the 
indecisions and most impertinent considerations of the philosopher; 
those which the sceptical mood suggests to him, or had previously 
suggested to him9.   

 
 
 
 
 
8 T, 2°, II ,.8, pp. 379-80. See The Literary Works of Matthew Prior, Oxford I959 (2 vols.) 
Crit. ed. by H. Wright and M.K. Spears; of the satirical poem Alma: or the Progress of 
Mind. In three Cantos, see especially vv. 248-ff. of Canto I. 
9 Of this dialogue, too often neglected, which transfers the Querelle on the ancients 
and the moderns in the moral sphere, I will remember that - although in the end the 
sceptical Palamede must agree with the author that the (cardinals) virtues are in every 
age the same and find equal justification in the useful and the pleasant - human values 
and behaviours are, in different eras and nations, radically different, to the point that 
an interpreter should always translate both descriptive and evaluative meanings of 
moral terms. Consequently, behind the apparent agreement, integrity, humanity, skill, 
and knowledge can indicate radically different behaviours. It is not easy for the 
interpreter to establish how much, but, at least in the artificial sphere of politics and  



163 

When he deals with the problems of religion, he will clearly 
distinguishes the question of origin, nature and manners of religious 
inclination, from that of speculative justification; he will entrust the 
latter to the anonymity in the Dialogues; but the fact that there is some 
affinity between this third book of the Treatise and the presentation 
of his religious thought is perhaps a point to focus on. In the meantime, 
for the distinction just mentioned between historical problem and 
philosophical problem, at least with regards to justice; if in the 
introduction to the natural history of religion he will maintain that 
belief in an intelligent higher power does not arise from an original 
instinct or from a primary impression of nature, like that which 
presides over self-love, affection between the sexes or love of 
offspring, nor does respect for the rules of justice arise from principles 
which are not secondary and derived; however the limits of this 
analogy are established, the fact remains that Hume distinguishes 
between the problem of the formation of the system of justice and 
government and the problem of its moral justification10. 

Hume’s placing of his trust in a Ciceronian plot must again be 
emphasised, in the difficulties of the decision: if the dialogues pick up 
and renew the arguments of De natura deorum, the book on morality 
goes over the catalogue of virtues of the De officiis and proposes its 
dilemma again11. Finally – and this is perhaps the most important  

 
 
 
 
 
the condition of women, there are substantial differences: to the pederasty, domestic  
confinement of women, passion for civil liberties of ancient Greece, in modern France 
are opposed the gallantry, freedom of customs and political influence of women, 
indifference or approval of political tyranny; different again are the values and 
behaviours of modern English or Spanish people. The cardinal virtues are to these 
behaviours as gravity is to the difference of the course of the Rhine and the Rhône. Of 
course, we will always find interpreters of Hume more concerned with the fact that 
the rivers go from the mountains to the sea, than with the variety of their landscape. 
10 See T, 3 °, II, .2 p. 484. Our current idea of justice is a refined product of society such 
as experimental theism. There is no instinct for justice. See ibid., p. 488. 
11 In his very valuable research and discussion of the sources of Humean thought 
(Hume's Sentiments, cit.) P. JONES insists on the fundamental Ciceronianism of Hume. 
However, Cicero being the `medium 'through which the Humean message passes and, 
at the same time, the authority invoked by all the moralists, there is the risk of taking  

 

aspect - it remains to be seen whether the triangle already presents 
itself, which in the Dialogues on natural religion will involve the 
rationalist Demea, the empirical and sentimental theist Cleante and 
the sceptic Filone, in the alliance that Hume weaves with Hutcheson, 
in the first part, to then welcome the point of view of Mandeville and 
the libertine tradition in the second and politely dismiss his ally in the 
concluding part. 

Therefore, rather than going into the argumentative details of 
this first part of the book on morality which, due to many ambiguities, 
has put the analytical competencies of more than one interpreter of 
Hume to the test, let us see if it is possible to deduce an overall 
strategy of this. 

The question initially proposed by Hume in these pages is very 
simple: ‘Whether ‘tis by means of our ideas or impressions we 
distinguish betwixt vice and virtue, and pronounce an action 
blameable or praise-worthy?12’ Contrast this technical language and 
the very customs of the Treatise with the title assigned to the two 
sections: Moral Distinctions not deriv’d from Reason; Moral 
Distinctions deriv’d from a moral sense. Hume uses the term moral 
sense in only one other occasion; when, importantly, in the third part 
he asks that his ‘explication of the moral sense’ be welcomed through 
sympathy13. He speaks everywhere, however, of ‘sense of virtue’, of 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
what could be a rhetorical strategy as a substantial agreement. A similar argument 
was made on a topic as widely shared as Newtonism, or so widely opposed, such as 
scepticism. Precisely a thorough examination of the morality of Hume (and the 
influence of Mandeville) is what is missing in Jones’ volume and that, perhaps, would 
clarify the issue. On the `catalogue 'of virtues cf. supra, chap. I, n. 40. 
12 T, 3°, I, 1 p. 456. 
13 T, 3°, III, 1, p. 588. That Hume corrected the second volume of the treatise to please 
Hutcheson is a thesis argued by R.W. CONNON in The Textual and Philosophical 
Significance of Hume's MS Alterations to Treatise III (D.H : Bicentenary Papers, cit., pp. 
I86-204); that the corrections have no philosophical importance is the thesis, on the 
contrary, of D. RAYNOR in On Hume's Corrections to Treatise III ("Philosophical 
Quarterly", 1978, pp. 265-68). Without going into the strictly philological merit of the 
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‘sense of morality’, of ‘sentiments of morality’, of ‘sentiments of 
approbation and blame’, and even of ‘moral taste”. His intention to 
make the reader believe that his position coincides with Hutcheson’s 
therefore seems obvious. 

The topic of the first section, which then complicates itself into 
a quantity of particular reasonings, is summarised in the following 
manner: ‘Morals excite passions, and produce or prevent actions. 
Reason of itself is utterly impotent in this particular [as he has proven 
in the third part of the book on passions]. The rules of morality, 
therefore, are not conclusions of our reason’14. But the first premise of 
the argument had been presented differently by Hume: ‘morality […] 
‘tis supposed to influence our passions and actions, […] And this is then 
confirm’d by common experience , which informs us, that men are 
often govern’d by their duties, and are deter’d from some actions by 
the opinion of injustice, and impell’d to others by that of 
obligation’15.There is a hypothesis and a confirmation. The second is 
perfectly compatible with an ethics which finds its foundation in the 
concepts of duty, obligation, justice and in no way accredits the theory 
of moral sense. As for the hypothesis, in the very moment in which 
Hume emphasises the correctness of the argument mentioned before, 
he specifies that ‘As long as it is allow’d, that reason has no influence 
on our passions and actions, tis in vain to pretend, that morality is 
discover’d only by a deduction of reason’, which is again a way of 
suggesting a different way out from the one put forward by 
Hutcheson16. 

Another surprising aspect of this first part is the complication of  

 
controversy, Connon's arguments are not decisive, but Raynor surprisingly has to 
minimise the differences between Hutcheson and Hume. The question is wholly to be 
resumed if, as is claimed here, Hume found himself in the embarrassing situation of 
seeking help and advice from those whom he subtly opposed. But, in this case, it could 
only accentuate a game already undertaken independently. 
14 T, 3°, I, 1, p. 457. ‘Moral taste’ is read in T 3°, III, 1, p.581. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. On the difficulty of interpretation of this argument, both J. Harrison (Hume's 
Moral Epistemology., cit., pp. 13-15) and J.L. Mackie (Hume's Moral Theory, cit., pp. 
54-55). 

 

its reasonings compared to those put forward in the third part of the 
book on passions. Here, essentially – and the agreement with 
Hutcheson, as well as with Aristotle, was complete – Hume maintained 
that reason alone can indicate the suitability or lack thereof of certain 
means to achieving certain ends or ascertaining (with the help of 
experience) the existence or lack thereof of given ‘objects’, naturally 
capable of provoking desire or aversion and therefore of influencing 
one’s will17. The rest of the part transformed the traditional cliché of 
the fight between reason and passions into a fight between passions 
more or less governed by reason, through a theory of ‘calm’ or ‘violent’ 
passions, in which the agreement with Hutcheson disappeared, no less 
so than that with his predecessors of the Cartesian school. The very 
fact that any affection or human passion may be calm or violent and 
that the capacity to influence human actions does not even depend on 
this characteristic, made the prediction difficult, in spite of the 
methodical determinism18. The only task that the scientist of human 
nature could carry out is that of proposing rules, insofar as possible, 
regarding the modification of the passions from violent to calm and 
vice-versa. That a fight between the maxims of reason and the 
passions being an illusion was what he had personally experienced at 
the time of his illness, and what he will sarcastically reiterate in his 
essay on scepticism19.   

 
17 Cf. T, 2°, III, 3 and espec. p. 416. 
18 See T, 2°, III, 8, p. 438. In the letter to Hutcheson of 10/1/43 - in which he advances 
his criticism of his Philosophiae Moralis Institutio Compendiaria received as a gift - 
Hume reiterates that every instinct or passion can be calm or violent and this is 
independent of its strength and its ability to dominate the mind and behaviour - see 
Letters, cit., I, p. 46. 
19 The insistence on the unrepresentative character of passion constitutes the second 
argument or the second way of presenting the thesis that reason cannot 'contradict' 
the passion both in this first section of morals and in the book on passions and 
corresponds, substantially, to the topics mentioned here. In the book on morality he 
seems to adopt to the language of F. HUTCHESON, sect. I, pp. 233-34 of the II treatise 
contained in Essay, cit. See T, 3°, I, 1, p. 459 and 2°, III, 3, p. 4I6. 
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Of the complication that the reasoning acquires in the first 

section of the book on morality we will only emphasise two aspects: 
the first consists of suggesting to the reader what the manner and 
consequences of a rational ethics would be, of an ethics in which not 
reason alone, but the judgement of intellect stood beside the passions 
to produce actions. The consequence would consist of the inflexibility 
of this morality: ‘all virtues and vices wou’d of course be equal’20. The 
manner would be that of declaring a ‘new relation’ capable of 
connecting ‘our passions, volitions and actions’ on one hand and 
‘external objects’ on the other21. Tasks that Hume will carry out, as we 
will see, in the second part of the book. 

The second reason for complication consists of a progressive 
adhesion to themes, argumentative manners and expressive forms 
which had been Hutcheson’s. From the Irish moralist he picks up, 
albeit in a playful and slightly lascivious manner, the topics against 
Wollaston put forward in the Illustrations, the long digression on incest 
and the final reflection on the is-ought question22. On this last point of 
Hume’s, a literature has flourished, but we rarely remember not just 
the Lockian origin of the question, but also Hutcheson’s suggestion. 
Already in the Inquiry on moral good and evil, the Irishman observed 
that the replacement of the terms ought, should, must, understood in 
a moral sense, with the legalistic definition of the concept of 
obligation, conferred a ridiculous meaning to many enunciations 
whose subject was divinity. In the Illustrations, he reiterated in three 
places that ought has an imprecise meaning and constitutes an unlucky 
word in Morals23.  

 
 
 
 
20 See T, 3°, I, 1, pp. 459 and 460. 
21 See ibid., pp. 464-65. 
22 For Hutcheson's arguments against Wollaston, cf. Illustrations, cit., Section III. On 
the incest, see An Inquiry concerning Moral Good and Evil (London I725), sec. IV, § 6. 
23 See Inquiry, cit., Sec. VII, § 4 and Illustrations, cit., pp. 244, 246, 262. Particularly 
close to the text of Hume is the passage of p. 246, in which Hutcheson has just begun 
to criticize Clarke: ‘'Tis asserted, that ‘God who knows all these Relations, &c.  does 
guide his Actions by them, since he has no wrong Affection’(the word [wrong] should 

 

Hume subjected to Hutcheson’s direct judgement even the 
culminating passage, from the rhetorical point of view, of the whole 
first section, on the assimilation between vice and virtue and 
secondary qualities, which we have mentioned previously. Some have 
read this as a genuine provocation, others as a way of earning 
Hutcheson’s approval, since he picked up a passage of the Illustrations. 
In reality, on one hand, Hume seems to lay his cards on the table, 
because in the letter he immediately emphasises that, if morality is 
determined by sentiment, it only concerns human nature and 
mentions how the Irishman had already been attacked on this point. 
On the other, he tests his interlocutor, because the passage denies any 
importance practical to the ’discovery’, and does something 
mischievous, omitting in the letter the final phrase: 

Nothing can be more real, or concern us more, than our own 
sentiments of pleasure and uneasiness; and if these be favourable to 
virtue, and unfavourable to vice, no more can be requisite to the 
regulation of our conduct and behaviour24. 

In this way, Hume reiterates his plan, which is that of founding 
virtue on happiness, rather than happiness on virtue. 

The passages of the second section are even more ambiguous, 
in this technique of reciprocal involvement of the respective positions, 
in which Hume always reserves for himself the possibility of reiterating 
his own. Having concluded that morality is more properly felt than 
judged, he colours his discourse once and for all: no spectacle is nicer 
than a noble and generous action, he repeats along with Shaftesbury 
and Hutcheson, but he immediately adds that no pleasure equals that 
which we receive from company that we love and respect, whereas 
the greatest of all punishments is to spend life with those we hate and 

 
have been first explained)’:’And that in like manner these Relations, &c. Ought’ 
(another unlucky word in Morals) ‘to determine the Choice of all Rationals, abstractly 
from any Views of Interest. (...)’. 
24 See T, 3°, I, 1, p. 469, Letters, cit., pp. 39-40, and Illustrations, cit., pp. 281-82. On 
the different evaluation of this request for advice, cf. Connon, The Textual and 
Philosophical significance, cit., p. 195 and Lecaldano, Dal Senso morale, cit., p. 47. 
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scorn, remembering Mandeville’s sarcastic remarks on the pleasures 
of companies which were praised by Shaftesbury25. The following 
passages insist upon the absolute identification between pleasure and 
moral approval, only to suggest to us that ‘In giving a reason, 
therefore, for the pleasure or uneasiness, we sufficiently explain the 
vice or virtue’26. 

The long response following the objection which, founding 
moral distinctions on sentiment, each object, animate or inanimate, 
would be morally good or bad, picks up the thesis of the peculiarity or 
specificity of moral sentiment proposed by Hutcheson in the first 
section of the Inquiry; a direct comparison would show that Hutcheson 
ostensively indicates the peculiarity of moral sentiment through the 
best examples capable of distinguishing the utilitarian relationship and 
the disinterested relationship that we establish with objects and 
people; Hume, if one can say this, takes it slowly: he insists first on the 
peculiarity of aesthetic sentiments compared to the pleasures of the 
table, then he insists on the difficulty of appreciating our enemies’ 
talents, after recognising that moral sentiment arises ‘only when a 
character is considered in general, without reference to our particular 
interest, that it causes such a feeling or sentiment, as denominates it 
morally good or evil’27. The substance seems the same, but the 
attentive reader will have the impression that moral sentiments are as 
rare as the occasions for going to a concert. On the other hand, he 
recites all in one go the second and ‘still more considerable’ response: 
qualities of character give rise to the four fundamental indirect 
passions; this is what distinguishes the pleasure derived from these 
from the pleasures provoked by ‘inanimate objects, that often bear no 
relation to us: And this is, perhaps, the most considerable effect that 
virtue and vice have upon the human mind’28.  

 
25 Cf,: Hutcheson, Inquiry, cit., Sec. I, §§ 1-2; Mandeville, A Search into the Nature of 
Society, in Fable, cit., I, pp. 336-ff.; Shaftesbury, Inquiry concerning Virtue or Merit, in 
Characteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times, ed. by J.M. Robertson, New York 
1964, I, p. 294. 
26 T, 3°, I, 2, p. 471. 
27 Ibid., p. 472. 
28 Ibid., p. 473. 

 

The reasoning is as peremptory as it is cryptic – until we arrive 
at the book’s conclusion – and we understand why he preferred to use 
more familiar arguments than Hutcheson, although, from the point of 
view of philosophical rigour, he could certainly have done without 
them. 

With the greatest ease in the world, Hume finally puts forward 
the question which has been close to his heart since the beginning: 
where do these principles of the human mind come from, these 
pleasures and pains which distinguish moral good from moral evil, and, 
with irony, he goes through the different meanings that we can give to 
the terms ‘natural’ and ‘artificial’29. 

‘Whether these moral distinctions be founded on natural and 
original principles, or arise from interest and education’, was the 
problem posed with clarity in the book on the passions. Here on one 
hand Hume placed, without the possibility of error, Mandeville’s 
position, and considered it a complete confirmation of his theory on 
pride and humility. The other side of the dilemma was represented by 
those who affirm that ‘morality is something real, essential, and 
founded on nature’30; on this point Hume pointed out Hutcheson’s 
hypothesis as ‘the most probable’ and he hastened to emphasise in 
this the coincidence between essence of virtue and satisfaction, 
between approval of character and the same original sentiment. But is 
this Hume’s real point of view? He seems to share it in the section on 
moral sense. In the book on passions he made the assumption that the 
hypothesis could be false and that nevertheless the theories on natural 
morality remained, even in the worst of cases, compatible with his 
theory. 

There is even a point of candid satisfaction in the conclusion of 
the section on moral sense: reducing the problem of virtue to the 

 
29 In the letter to Hutcheson of 17/9/39, the issue - and the contrast with Hutcheson - 
is much more direct, with reference to the final causes and to the destiny of man 
(Letters, cit ,, p.33) . On the different meanings of nature, with the intention of 
renewing the Paulian apologetics about the identification between the law of nature 
and the Mosaic law in the context of contemporary moral debate, Butler also dwells 
in the II of his Fifteen Sermons. preached At the Chapel of the Rolls Court (London 
1726). 
30 T 2°, I, 7, pp. 295-296. 
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‘simple question: Why any action or sentiment upon the general view 
or survey, gives a certain satisfaction or uneasiness’, allows Hume to 
show the real origin of morality ‘without looking for any 
incomprehensible relations and qualities, which never did exist in 
nature, nor even in our imagination, by any clear and distinct 
conception’31. Hume, therefore, ‘married’ the immediacy of moral 
sense and, at the same time, made the reference to the lone human 
condition consequent to this, to free himself from rationalism and 
religious legalism, without revealing too much of himself; it was also a 
way of finding welcome in the world of the learned, just as in the 
Enquiry he will give the impression, at first, that he is in perfect 
agreement with the bishop Butler, the new star of the English and 
Scottish moralists and metaphysicists32. 

2. The Rules of Social Coexistence 

We will certainly not go into the details here of the juridical and 
political problems faced by Hume in the second part of the book on 
morality. By now we have thorough comments and sufficiently 
accurate profiles of the doctrinaire context of this part of the 
Treatise33. There is the risk, however, of not seeing the wood and not 
grasping the uniqueness of the landscape for examining and counting 
the trees. Again, therefore, we will limit ourselves to a few general 
criteria of reading, without losing sight of the initial problem. 

It is necessary, first of all, to warn that Hume does not have a 
theory of society, nor does he propose it in these pages, and this is 

 
31 T, 3°, I, 2 p-p. 475-76. 
32 On the question I refer to my Vicende, cit., pp. 27-28. 
33 Among the most recent works, I recall the very detailed commentary on Part II of 
the 3rd book by J. HARRISON, Hume's Theory of Justice, Oxford I981; more generally, on 
the political, economic and historical conceptions of Hume, besides the wide work of 
D. FORBES (Hume's Philosophical, cit.) I limit myself to point out D. MILLER, Philosophy 
and Ideology in Hume's Political Thought, New York 1981 (which I have not seen). 

 

something that should make those who swear on the superiority, even 
chronological, of moral and social interests in the young Hume reflect. 
As many curiosities and as much attention he nurtured for political and 
social phenomena, for the customs of the old and the modern, he 
never thought of building a theory of society or of politics. Again, as 
clear as his perception of the importance of economic phenomena was 
– and as many conjectures have been able to be built on the stock of 
the early memoranda – there really is reason to doubt that he had, at 
the time of the Treatise, any partial or precise theory on the subject. A 
temperament like his would not have waited a decade to provide us 
with the Essays on this topic. Some will object that he placed the 
insatiable, perpetual and universal avidity for gain at the foundation of 
justice, that he clearly identified in the union of the forces, in the 
division of jobs and in the mutual rescue the primary advantages of 
civil society, just as in the construction of bridges, ports, canals, 
bastions, in the preparation of fleets and armies the advantages of 
political society34. We could certainly add other observations and 
reflections, and even that fixed idea of bringing everything possible – 
of virtue, of property, of government – back to utility, which is like a 
conducting line of this third book of the Treatise, indicates that that a 
new interest is taking shape. But, to say nothing of the others, the one 
lesson of Mandeville’s could already constitute sufficient material for 
this general orientation. Still, despite the ‘monetarist’ tendencies of 
whichever his economic theories are, despite his ‘anti-classical’ 
inspiration – as the value-work theorists would say – he would never 
have been able to write in the Treatise, as he does write, that goods 
are worth a hundred times the gold and silver that represent them35. 
He will propose many different and precise ideas in the essay on 
currency concerning the relationship between production and 
circulation of money and, if he is already led in the Treatise to favour 
the artificial and conventional aspect of money, as of language, as of 

 
34 See T, 3°, II, 2, pp. 491-92 and p. 485; 7 p. 539. 
35 T, 3°, II, 2, p. 490. 
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the rules of justice, it is because – with all due to respect to the 
‘externalists’ – ideas have legs and models have their weight in matters 
of thought. 

Hume had, rather, a theory of ideas and passions, and the 
assumption of Locke’s mathematical morality – that where there is no 
property, there is no justice – was enough to tie together the fates of 
both, and to interest him in the details of this object of the human 
mind which is property, immediately decreeing its artificial character. 
On this point those who, in recent times, insist on Hume’s unity of 
thought in the Treatise, which is then the unity of his theory of 
association, are right.  

There is, however, a fundamental and original nucleus in this 
part of the book on morality and it is provided by the application to 
juridical institutes of criteria of association and notions that connect 
to these. Property, ‘laws of nature’, foundation of the sovereign’s 
authority – in the conceptual specifications that Hume derived from 
his own training in legal studies, starting with the jusnaturalistic 
tradition – became the object of his ‘mental’ experimentation; present 
possession, prescription, accession, succession, obligation of promises 
– for property – and, again, long possession, accession, right of 
conquest or of succession – for political sovereignty – these were the 
juridical notions upon which he had to experience the validity of the 
associative laws of the imagination, carrying out perhaps more than 
one revenge against the studies imposed obligatorily on him. 

It is from this point of view that, according to the framework 
proposed by in the first part of the present work, this portion of the 
Treatise constitutes the constructive part of the third book. But one 
must immediately observe that, since this first draft and delayed 
publication, something begins to happen behind the scenes of the 
Humean stage; a great deal of these reflections in fact end up in the 
notes, as will then happen – in the notes or the appendix – in the future 
Enquiries. The criterion of utility competes with the tendential 
regularity of the imagination and uncertainty, like the attachment to 
the primitive criterion, is transparent: 

No Questions in Philosophy are more difficult, than when a 
Number of Causes present themselves for the same phenomenon, to 

 

determine which is the principal 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. Thus, in the present 
case, there are, no doubt, motives of public interest for most of the 
rules, which determine property; but still I suspect, that these rules 
are principally fix’d by the imagination, or the more frivolous 
properties of thought and conception. I shall continue to explain these 
causes, leaving it to the reader’s choice, whether he will prefer those 
deriv’d from publick utility, or those deriv’d from the imagination36. 

Still, if the examination of the individual institutes according to 
the associationistic criterion often ends up relegated to the notes, the 
substance of the speculative programme guides Hume’s pages. 
Property is, from the beginning, conceived of as a form of causality and 
the laws of the imagination govern the general examination of the 
institutes that make possession stable; in the discussion of the 
transferral of property by consensus, the reference to the doctrine of 
belief is explicit, with the key to the barn or the clod of earth that 
replace the present impression of causal inference; precise analogies 
are proposed between the rites of the Catholic church and the clauses 
of performative acts that sanction the obligation of promises, allowing 
the transfer of goods and services on the market37.  

 
36 T, 3°, II, 3, p. 504. Among the many subtleties of the association of ideas in   these 
notes, I mention one, because it is hostile to its system. The institute of accession is 
the one best suited to be interpreted according to the sole imaginative criterion; yet 
it violates the rules of imagination: no one would annex the major property to the 
minor one or the empire of Great Britain to the Isle of Man. Hume picks up, without 
saying so, his theory of imperfect relation: if the owner has a close relationship (i.e, 
property) with the major part he will also have one with the minor; but if he only has 
one with the minor, the imagination stops, because ‘The most trivial part’ ‘is not apt 
to strike us in any great degree, when we consider the whole’ (T 3°, II, 3, p 511) The 
argument is the same as that used in the case of the new marriage of the widowed 
mother. Cf. supra, pp. 154-155. 
37 Cf., respectively, T, 3°, II, 4, p. 515 and 5, pp. 523-25. 
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Nor would he include the decision – which was apparently 
arbitrary, but in reality spontaneous and coherent on Hume’s part – to 
welcome the contractualist theory of the origin of the state, and then 
completely deny it as the foundation of ‘our allegiance to the 
government’ (“We naturally suppose ourselves born to submission”; 
anything but explicit or implicit consent!38) if he were not starting from 
the analogous examination of the institutes of sovereignty. It is the 
observation that property and authority of the sovereign arise equally 
from time (whereas time in reality produces nothing) which 
documents the imaginary and artificial character of these both. It is the 
meticulous observations on the influence of custom on the 
imagination and on passion, on spatio-temporal anisomorphism, 
proposed in the third part of the book on passions, which allow Hume 
to see how, whereas the title of a property becomes uncertain with 
the passing of time, the authority of a sovereign, or of a dynasty, even 
if foreign, has everything to gain from this39. 

There is no prejudicial adhesion to Hobbes’ system, even though 
Hume wants to remove him from the odium of his contemporaries40. 
The clear distinction, considered to be not hypothetical but historical, 
between natural or economic society and civil society or politics, 
would be enough to refute such a thesis. Whether or not in this case 
he follows the jusnaturalistic lesson41, there are American tribes and, 
perhaps, the civilisation of the clans of his Scotland, to refute Hobbes’ 
Leviathan. His natural society, without governors, is, from the 
beginning, a family and tribal society and his vision of the economical 
universe is that of a gentleman from Berwickshire, with Ninewells as 
his property, his noble quarters, his family flat in Edinburgh – for his 
studies and business – who had just passed through London and Paris, 
to shut himself away in a small town in Anjou. His vision of justice is 
identified with that of property, because it is upon the rights to 

 
38 T, 3°, II, 8 p. 548 and 10, p. 555. Cf. T, 3°, II, 10, p. 561. 
39 T, 3°, II, 3 pp. 508-09 and 10 pp. 556-57, p. 566. 
40 See T, 3°, II, 2. p. 501. 
41 See T, 3°, II, 8, p. 540. On the influence of natural law, especially D. Forbes insists, 
Hume's Philosophical, cit., chapt. II. 

 

property and income that business and home life hinge. The 
spontaneous examples with which he illustrates the  obligation of 
promises are taken from the real practice of Scottish ploughing; in this 
the new institute fulfils its social utility, perfecting the relationship of 
the transferal of property on the consensus that it applies only to land. 

We do not want to insinuate that Hume ignores the great 
phenomena of commercial and public society; we mean that, in the 
search for the origins of society, Scotland can still constitute a model 
and the passage from a substantially farming familiar-tribal society, to 
a political society with a separate body of governors, which is above all 
the executor and interpreter of the rules of justice, is not necessary. 
Here, the agreement with the jusnaturalists exists, and the 
disagreement with Hobbes is explicit42. When, therefore, he reaffirms 
that justice, despite being an invention and an artifice of man, is 
nevertheless natural, not arbitrary, it is obvious and necessary, it is not 
only for reasons of prudence and it would be illegitimate to load his 
‘discovery’ with entirely posterior meanings43. If Hume does not have 
his own theory of natural or civil society to propose, still less so does 
he have a theory of political society or of the state. Having discarded 
the Hobbesian solution, like that of the patriarchal origin of 
government, and having admitted that ‘the state of society without 
government is one of the most natural state of men’44, he wavers 
between different solutions on the birth of the state. On one hand, in 
the section on the origin of loyalism, he puts forward an economical 
(rapid increase of wealth), military (submission to a leader in wartime) 
or historically accurate (that the war against a foreign country 
provokes a civil war in a society devoid of government seems a clear 
allusion to the first English revolution) origin; in reality it concerns 
variants of a historical explanation, dictated by the conviction that ‘the 
origin of most governments is known in history’45. On the other hand, 

 
42 T, 3°, II, 8, p. 543. 
43 See 30, II, 1, p. 484. 
44 T, 3 ", II,.8, p. 541. 
45 Ibid., p. 542. 
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in the previous section on the origin of government, the theoretical 
solution of abdicatory type, the one which seems to have a greater 
Hobbesian flavour, does not only recall the theory of the calm 
passions, but is proposed in terms of illness and therapy, of infirmity 
which finds remedy within itself, and the illustration of the theory is 
loaded with autobiographical references: the ineffectiveness – to 
achieve a remote goal – of the recourse to studying and reflection, to 
the advice of friends, to the frequent meditation and the renewed 
resolutions; finally, in the impossibility of changing his own nature, the 
remedy of changing circumstances and situations. In short, the remedy 
of entrusting the respect of the rules of justice to the hands of few has 
surprising analogies with the solution of his exile in France for the 
realisation of the Treatise46. 

The novelty of Humean reasoning lies, rather, in the discovery 
that the authority of the government finds foundation through the 
passing time in particular, unlike justice; this makes it capable of 
denouncing the anti-historical character of vulgar contractualism, that 
is, of those ‘taking advantage of the antiquity, and obscure origin of 
these laws [of nature], they first deny them to be artificial and 
voluntary inventions of men, and then seek to ingraft them on those 
other duties, which are more plainly artificial’47. Without lingering 
further on this topic, we will say that Hume, albeit between ambiguity 
and imprecisions, dedicates himself to showing the difference 
between interests, obligations and duties inherent to allegiance and to 
justice, respectively. The intent is clearly moderate and, if we do not 
misunderstand, ‘Scottish’, if we can be allowed an abundant 

 
46 See T, 3°, II, 7, pp. 536-37 The indifference to the remote end of justice (social peace) 
that makes us prefer the near end (violation in view of a personal interest) is without 
solution, as long as we rely on reflections and resolutions. But the 'few' are remote 
(this time in space) to most citizens and being ‘indifferent persons to the greatest part 
of the state’ have only a remote interest in the violation of justice. It will be noted that 
it is the lack of `relations’ that removes the temptation of partiality and thus allows 
peaceful coexistence to be achieved, as is the removal from` relations' which allows 
Hume to compose the Treatise. 
47 T, 3°, II, 8, p. 542. 

 

approximation, he would like, amongst other things, many English 
people to stop invoking an abstract and hypocritical loyalism, 
constantly shouting to the traitor, when the problem is, or was, only 
one of insufficient authority, and many Scots to abandon their Jacobite 
dreams, recognising, for example, that if an innocent inheritor pays off 
his father’s faults it is due to a law of the imagination, but, in general, 
understanding that the sense of the union lies above all in its economic 
advantages48. 

If we have touched on the problem of the origin of government 
and of loyalism it is only to the degree to which it supports the general 
and particular points of view of this current interpretation. But, to 
return to the six sections which concern justice, the discovery that 
‘Justice, in her decisions, never regards the fitness or unfitness of 
objects to particular persons’49, does not distribute property, and does 
not even found its institutes, based on criteria which take into account 
the excellence or the necessities of individual people, but follows the 
regularities of the imagination and, when these are lacking, forces 
these rules beyond their spontaneous and legitimate use (a bit like 
modern philosophy concerning the objects of the external world) 
bears witness to its character of ‘natural’ invention, in the sense of 
spontaneous and necessary. Its foundation therefore responds not to 
an ultimate, moral end, but to an instrumental and useful end. The 
very texts of Grozio and Pufendorf – he observes in a letter to 
Hutcheson -  become coherent only if they recognise the artificiality of 
justice and – in the Enquiry on the principles of morality – he will say 
that the utilitarian foundation of justice is a conclusion derivable from 
the theorists of the laws of nature, all the more authoritative, since it 
is extorted from their writings in contrast with their own systems50. 

On this original theoretical nucleus, the overall reasoning of the 
six sections is presented as a sort of referee between Hutcheson and 

 
48 See ibid., pp. 544-ff. 
49 See T, 3°, II, 3, p. 502 and 4, p. 514. 
50 See Letters, cit., I, p. 33 and the sec. III, part II of the Enquiry concerning the 
Principles of Morals, ed. by L. A. Selby-Bigge, p 195. 
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Mandeville or, more generally, between ethical sentimentalism and 
libertine tradition, in which the initial pretext for the dispute is 
provided by Cicero. The subject – Hume mentions in a letter to 
Hutcheson51 – is the one Cicero used against the stoics in the fourth 
book of the De finibus bonorum et malorum: the reason why one 
carries out a virtuous action must be different from the same regard 
for virtue. In reality, Hume was perfectly aware that the theme was 
well-known by the protagonists of the dispute: that the same 
possibility of instinctive inclinations to virtue and to sociality removed 
merit and ethicality from them, that this subject had often been used 
against Hutcheson, that the problem was dealt with at the beginning 
by Shaftesbury, without satisfying Butler, however, while he criticised 
Shaftesbury, based the claim for the authoritative and hegemonic 
character of conscience in moral life on stoic reasonings52. Nor had 
Mandeville remained a stranger to the question, when he mocked the 
spontaneous morality of Shaftesbury’s man and contrasted this with 
his rigoristic conception of virtue53. Picking up the question at the 
heart of the Ciceronian dilemma allows Hume to review with didactic 
simplicity the reasons which could push a man to repay a debt. 
Overlooking the obvious case of personal interest, even a sole 
paragraph of the De officiis - in which Cicero makes the respect of a 
similar obligation a condition of the most comprehensive, but also the 
most arbitrary criterion of natural equity – was enough to find 
objections to the reason of private benevolence and, in some respects, 
to the consideration of public interest54. As for benevolence or love for 
humankind, Hume simply denies its existence. Man – he reaffirms – is  

 
51 See Letters, cit., P. 35. The argument is also repeated for the obligation of promises 
in the sect. V. 
52 For Hutcheson, cf. Illustrations, cit., Section V; for Shaftesbury, Enquiry , cit. l. I. part 
II, section III ; for Butler's criticism of Shaftesbury, the Pref. to the Fifteen Sermons, cit. 
53 See Mandeville, A Search, cit. in Fable, cit., I, pp. 323-24, 331. 
54 Cf. Cicero, De officiis, III, 25; it is sufficient to read the first book to understand that 
the justice of Cicero is that of the senatorial party. 

 

the object of love and hatred, based on the law of double association 
of ideas and of impressions, and does not love anyone, if not for the 
excellence of his character, for the services that he offers, or for 
kinship ties55. Therefore, only regard for justice itself and not a natural 
impulse can push a man to repay a debt. 

Hume’s page is enriched by references to the moralists’ texts 
and by contained irony. The examples which indicate that our love of 
company is conditional derive from Mandeville56. The initial 
presentation of the human condition, in the second section, with its 
native incapacity to satisfy its numerous needs, goes backwards over 
Shaftesbury’s providential optimism57. When Hume seems open to 
acknowledging that he had gone too far on the question of human 
selfishness and calculates that the number of ‘generous inclinations’ 
undoubtedly exceeds that of selfish ones, he does it to underline the 
fact that this peculiarity, by multiplying needs, multiplies the causes of 
conflict between men58. The existence of a universal benevolence, on 
the other hand, would render the laborious construction of the rules 
of justice useless and, welcoming once again a suggestion of 
Mandeville’s, Hume picks up the myths of the golden age to 
demonstrate in minute detail which are the precise circumstances that 
make the invention of justice indispensable59. The problem of good 
and evil, of dignity and indignity of human nature – he objects this time 
to both his contenders – is irrelevant to the problem of the origin of  

 
55 See T, 3°, II, 1, pp. 481-82. 
56 See ibid. and A Search, cit., in Fable, cit., I, pp. 343. 
57 See T, 3°, II, 2 pp. 484-85 and Shaftesbury, Inquiry, cit., I. I, part II, sect. II. 
58 See ibid.; pp. 486-87. It is difficult not to perceive the irony of the whole passage in 
which ‘so noble an affection, instead of fitting men for large societies, is almost as 
contrary to them, as the most narrow selfishness’. With his comparison and 
calculation on kind and selfish affections, Hume seems well aware of Butler's 
corrections to Hutcheson’s positions, expressed in the sermon XI and in the Pref. of 
Fifteen Sermons, cit. 
59 See T. 3°, II, 1, pp. 493-94 and Mandeville, A Search, cit. in Fable, cit., I, p. 346. 
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justice and, conversely, good and evil are both descended from this 
and we could, in this case, think about one of the influences of 
Malebranche on general divine will and on the laws of nature60. As he 
had already suggested in the first part of the book, a new relationship 
exists which renders the rational virtue of justice indispensable: it 
connects selfishness and limited generosity, as an internal disposition 
of man, to scarcity and easy transferal of goods capable of satisfying 
one’s needs, as an external circumstance. This emphasis puts out of 
contention both the eternal and immutable relationships between 
things of Clarkean rationalism, which leaves aside human condition, 
and Hutcheson’s ‘impressions’, in the sense of instinctive and 
spontaneous inclinations61. Only a strong, lasting passion like the 
avidity of gain, when it makes itself capable of altering its own 
direction with the help of reason, founds and guarantees justice. 

A second general aspect of the entire reasoning is that Hume, 
from the introduction of the Ciceronian dilemma, no longer refers, as 
he did in the first part of the book, to an ethics of moral sense, in which 
the peculiarity of sentiment verifies that we are dealing with virtuous 
behaviours,  but to a morality of common sense, in which the 
behaviour of others is approved or disapproved of, based on the fact 
that determines or not, in given circumstances and relationships, 
passions of a certain type of a certain intensity, which are common to 
them. It is not that in Hutcheson’s illustrative records this dimension 
of common sensical morality was lacking, but it was constantly 
reabsorbed in the system of moral sense62. Hume now reduces moral  

 
60 See ibid., P. 492. 
61 See ibid., pp. 496-97. 
62 See T, 3°, II, 1, p. 478. For Hutcheson I referto the first two sect. of the Inquiry, cit. 
That Hume proposes a morality of common sense is the thesis of D. Fate Norton, in 
‘David Hume’. Common sense Moralist, Skeptical Metaphysician, Princeton (New 
Jersey) 1982, spec. pp. 94-151. Norton also insists on the relevance of reason in 
Hume's ethics. But the whole argumentation and the relationship with Hutcheson of 
this text is very far from the interpretation proposed here. 

 

sentiment, or at least moral judgement, to this everyday dimension 
and emphasises its partiality, precisely to highlight the quality of 
refined product of an advanced society of justice. Despite a continuous 
uncertainty in the usage of terms like private or public interest, duty 
or obligation, it is clear enough that he distinguishes a common 
morality from an ethics of duty and, ultimately, considers the latter, 
even if in the form of integrity or honesty, to be a historical product. 

The sixth section, which concludes the discussion on justice is – 
apart from the expressive prudence – a real reckoning with the 
prospect of sentiment. The peace of society depends entirely on the 
strict observation of the three laws of nature, which are a necessary, 
albeit artificial, product of the self-love and there is no original or 
instinctive principle placed before this goal. After this premise, Hume 
presents three main arguments. The first demonstrates that property 
is that new relationship, suggested in the first section of the book on 
morality, capable of combining a situation internal and external to 
man and is thought of by Hume in strict analogy with his theory of 
causality. Property – or rather the individual institutes that sanction 
the right to property -  does not produce anything in external objects, 
nor does it constitute a real relationship of theirs, but is merely a 
relationship that external objects acquire with the human mind, able 
to determine its behaviour. If it depended, furthermore, on an instinct 
of the respect of property, we would have to multiply the instincts in 
conformity with the multiplicity of the institutes that regulate them63. 

If this first reasoning is linked to that which is called the 
speculative or programmatic nucleus of Humean thought, the other 
two topics are suggested by the primitive comparison between 
rationalism and ethical sentimentalism. The second topic shows that, 
whereas natural virtues and vices descend callously into one another, 
that is they have the flexibility of natural morality and of common  

 
63 See T, 3°, II, 6, pp. 526-29. 
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sense, justice, like the ethics of the rationalists (if it were consequent) 
does not allow degrees. An act is just or unjust, independently of 
people’s circumstances and qualities, therefore violations of justice 
are such in the same way. Hume is naturally maintaining that not that 
all crimes against justice are equally serious, but rather that the crime 
exists or it doesn’t, whereas in judgements of common morality it is 
not always easy to determine – or is not even determinable – when a 
father, for example, evades or exaggerates in his devotion to his 
children. The third topic is a consequence of the second and does not 
only insist on the inflexibility of justice, but on the variability of the 
common moral judgement which, even when it builds general rules, 
nevertheless contemplates exceptions to these. In substance, even if 
this is not his terminology, Hume even contrasts natural equity with 
the sense of justice to show its artificial character as an artifice of 
reason. He merely reaffirms the fact that it is not a single act of justice 
that obeys a criterion of public utility, but only the whole system of 
justice64. The usefulness of the invention of justice – and its unnatural 
rationality - consists precisely in the universal respect of the rules that 
exclude both judgements of merit regarding public utility, and 
judgements of merit regarding the quality of individuals. 

The only element in favour of Hutcheson and against Mandeville 
in this discussion is notoriously connected to the problem of the 
transformation of justice from natural obligation to moral virtue and 
to the acknowledgement that if natural sentiments of approval and 
disapproval of conduct did not exist, the sense of justice or injustice 
would never arise. But we must recognise that Hume’s solution is weak 
and ambiguous. On one hand his discussion shows how the natural 
sense of equity contradicts the rules of justice. On the other he resorts 
in a highly unpersuasive manner to the principle of sympathy – which, 
in any case, is not Hutcheson’s moral sense – and he immediately takes 
care to strengthen his thesis, invoking the artifice of Mandeville’s  

 
64 See ibid. pp. 532-33 and 3°, II, 2, pp. 497-98. 

 

politicians, education and, again, the law of reputation of Lockean 
memory65. 

On the inflexibility of artificial virtues, he will insist again in the 
twelfth section, dedicated to the chastity and modesty of women. On 
this question I limit myself here to mention that the utility of such a 
virtue, as a function of the certainty of the offspring and therefore of 
an adequate cure on the part of the father (because he is supported 
by the natural inclination) is a thesis of Hutcheson himself. Having 
illustrated the inefficiency of all available instruments, civil and moral, 
to guarantee a woman’s conjugal loyalty, Hume resorts to the criterion 
of repressive education which inspires a natural repugnance in a 
woman for all discourse and behaviours which betray her natural 
openness to sexual inclination. Hume is able to emphasise that – as in 
other cases of speculative nature – man often pushes the observance 
of his general rules beyond the principles (of utility) from which they 
are born: the most dissolute bachelor would be scandalised by the 
explicit and lascivious behaviour of a woman no matter how old she 
was. Regardless of whether or not Hume is being serious, if one takes 
into account that the original thesis is Hutcheson’s, the effect is highly 
amusing66. 

3. Natural Morality 

The structure of the third part of the book on morality has an 
apparent simplicity: to ‘conclude’ his ‘system of morals’, Hume must 
talk about those ‘virtues and vices as are entirely natural and have no 
dependence on the artifice and contrivance of men’. The first section 
presents the system in its entirety and shows that the principle of 
sympathy is ‘the chief source of moral distinctions’. The following 
sections illustrate the ‘general system of morals, by applying it to 
particular instances of virtues and vices’; these are dedicated, 
respectively, to the Greatness of mind, to Godness and benevolence,  

 
65 See ibid., pp. 498-501. 
66 On the issue, I refer to my Vicende, cit., p. 25. For Hutcheson's thesis, cf. Inquiry, 
cit., Section VII, § 8. 
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to Natural abilities and to Some farther reflexions concerning the 
natural virtues, ending with a sixth and final section, Conclusion of this 
book67. 

It is nevertheless necessary to see whether behind this system’s 
simplicity, the particularly detached tone and the innocuous neutrality 
of the main theses – the reduction of the multiplicity of virtues to 
useful or pleasant qualities and the principle of sympathy as a main 
instrument of their appreciation – only the constructive intent the 
Newtonian scientist manifests itself, or rather hides the controversy 
regarding the moralists’ systems, beginning with those on sentiment. 

 Of the three pages of the conclusion, the last two are entirely 
suggested by the conversation and epistolary exchanges with 
Hutcheson, the first reaffirms what had already been said on the 
principle of sympathy, as an organ of moral approval, and on utility as 
the most considerable part of morality. The section, therefore, did not 
form part of Hume’s plans and one can therefore argue that the fifth 
– which was in fact left with the rather vague title mentioned above – 
constitutes the true conclusion of this part. This concerns, almost 
entirely, the love and approval that ‘the advantages or disadvantages 
of the body and of fortune’ receive from us and from others68. He picks 
up on themes, that is, from the book on the passions; everything adds 
up, then, because even the first section opens with two pages that may 
seem to the distracted reader to be a tired, even slightly elliptical 
summary of that book. In reality Hume proposes some essential theses 
of this, of which we will mention the main ones: pleasure and pain are 
the fundamental impulse of human action, with all due respect to 
those who discovered in Hume an anti-hedonist; without these we are 
‘in a great measure, incapable of passion or action’; virtue and vice  

 
67 For the previous citations, see in this order: T, 3°, III, 1, p. 574; 6, p. 618; 2, p. 592. 
68 T, 3°, III, 5 p. 614. Note that on p. 616 Hume speaks of ‘esteem and approbation’ 
aroused by riches, no less so than by the qualities of mind or character. This, like the 
theory of love and hatred of the second book, is in flagrant contradiction with what 
Hutcheson maintains even in the Introduction of Inquiry, cit., p. 112 (ed. 1726). 

 

identify themselves with that which is capable of provoking love or 
pride, on one hand, humility and hatred, on the other; actions, in the 
end, influence these sentiments of ours, only insofar as they are 
indicators of durable qualities of the mind, that is of the character of 
people. The strategic meaning of the last two theories, despite Hume’s 
efforts, remains hidden: the first is an extensive clause, the second a 
restrictive one. Hume is telling us that the environment of morality 
coincides with the entire field of a person’s mental qualities and that 
a person is liked or not, only if they are capable of producing pleasure 
for themselves or for others69. 

It is not only, mind, that Hume attributes to virtue, as an 
anatomist of the human mind, a purely technical and neutral meaning; 
on the contrary, he uses and refreshes the classical meaning of virtue 
as excellence of character to show the narrowness of the Christian 
moralist’s views and, when he examines his system, he does so 
following the plot of the catalogue of virtues of De officiis: the virtues 
of strength, benevolence, prudence. Excellence of character is, then, 
above all an aesthetic question and even in this regard Hume uses the 
classics and Cicero. But the bond ends there: natural morality is 
entirely reduced, in the concluding pages of the first section, to the 
utile and the dulce, to that which is useful for oneself or for others and 
that which is pleasant for oneself or others. The subordination to 
honestum, or simply the problem of the relationship with this, which 
was the principal goal, or, if one prefers, Cicero’s supposed news, does 
not take place, particularly because Hume reserved a special field for 
justice. 

Within this frame it seems that he intends to propose his 
principle of sympathy, as something capable of mediating through the 
opposing views of those who, like Mandeville, make virtue consist of 
social utility and attribute its origin to human artifice, and of those 
who, like Hutcheson, found it on the immediacy and the peculiarity of 
sentiment and appeal to instincts providentially connected to human  

 
69 For the quotation see T 3°, III, 1, p. 574. Cf. Letters, cit., I, p. 34 in which he confides 
to Hutcheson that he should have insisted more - as he then does - on what I have 
called the second clause. 



187 

nature70. But it would be superficial to reduce the explanation of 
natural morality to the proposal of the system of sympathy. On one 
hand, the system is outlined with many imperfections in the first 
section and we discover a new openness and a flexibility of Hume’s 
before these difficulties of the theory; certainly, the inclination 
towards moving objections to his own principles is common practice 
in the Treatise, but he rarely uses them to acquire a richer and more 
articulated perspective on reality, rather than to amend and complete 
the theory. On the other, the following sections are rather more than 
a simple illustration and reinforce the impression that it is indeed 
through sacrifice of his own explanatory intent that he clarifies the role 
of morality in society and strengthens the controversy against the 
moralists’ systems. 

In the first section, the possibility of explaining the origin of 
moral distinctions through sympathy is presented as a hypothesis to 
embrace based on Newtonian rules. The enquiry ascertained the 
existence of the principle of sympathy as the only form of knowledge 
and participation in the passions of others; the beauty of artificial 
objects depends on the pleasures and advantages that they bring their 
possessors, that we cannot appreciate without the means of 
sympathy; finally, he has already demonstrated that all artificial 
virtues – justice, allegiance, laws of nations, modesty of women and 
good manners (the latter, in truth, awaits his demonstration) – are 
approved only because of their utility for humankind and this, in turn, 
cannot interest us without sympathy. If, therefore, it is such a powerful 
principle, if it has so much influence on taste, if it inspires our 
‘strongest sentiments of morals’ in relation to artificial virtues, why 
search elsewhere for the origin of natural virtues71? Let us welcome 
the first premise; the second betrays the intent to treat moral 
questions like questions of taste; the third, finally, seems rather 
perverse. Because Hume had indeed proposed the idea that, once the 
natural obligation of behaviours inspired by the laws of justice was  

 
70 Cf. T, 3°, III. 1, pp. 589-590. 
71 Ibid., p. 577-578; cf. 6, p. 618. 

 

established, moral obligation was formed by means of sympathy, but 
he had promised to clarify the question via an examination of natural 
virtues and it seems rather debatable to extract topics now for these 
from those; all the more so, that to show how natural virtues, in 
particular those related to benevolence, are recommended for their 
social utility even better than justice itself, shows if anything the 
improbability of this hypothesis. We can certainly be happy because of 
a single act of generosity and feel due to sympathy the pleasure of the 
poor person and of the giver, but who would we sympathise with, 
when the judge takes from the poor to give to the rich, as Hume 
affirms once more in these pages72? We find ourselves with the 
difficulty of appreciating the utility of the entire general framework of 
justice, by means of an abstract sympathy with humankind, which 
Hume did not provide a profile of. 

Let us leave the difficulty pending, insofar as it is capable, alone, 
to destroy the entire system. At least, because of how things have 
been presented. Let us instead follow those which Hume himself 
proposes. The first is that sympathy is more or less strong, and 
therefore our participation in others’ feelings, depending on the 
distance from us of the objects of sympathy, whereas our esteem for 
characters does not change. The response is long and complex, initially 
more authoritative, then flexible and subtle. He accepts the difficulty: 
we do not feel the same pleasure for the virtues of a friend and of a 
Greek who lived two thousand years ago and yet we say that we regard 
both equally. But he immediately affirms that every other system is 
subject to the same difficulty; an affirmation that would not make  

 
72 Cf. ibid., P. 579, but also T, 3°, II, 2, pp. 497-98 and 6, p. 532. Immediately before 
this comparison between benevolence and justice, Hume had observed that 
Mandeville’s system - however erroneous (not all virtues are useful; without natural 
feelings of approval or blame, these could not be raised by politicians) – ‘May teach 
us, that moral distinctions arise, from the tendency of qualities to the interests of 
society, and that is our concern for that interest, which make us approve or disapprove 
of them. Now we have no such an extensive concern for society but from sympathy ‘. 
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sense, if it did not mainly and substantially refer, as the example itself 
suggests, to Hutcheson’s system of moral sense73. The following 
response seems to welcome some suggestions from Hutcheson 
himself, who in the Illustrations admitted, for moral sense, the same 
corrections that reason imposes for the other sensible details and 
observed that we denominate objects based on our ‘ordinary 
perceptions’, ‘and the object not very distant from our organs of 
sense’74. The principle of sympathy lends itself even better to these 
variations of perspective and to the choice of an optimal point of view, 
as that of people directly involved in the relationship is. But the 
response is substantially different because, first of all, Hume asserts 
the demand of these corrections not only as a function of the 
variability of our situation and of our mood, but especially because ‘we 
find so many contradictions to our sentiments in society and 
conversation”. Secondly, he gives far more importance to the fact that, 
rather than correcting our sentiments, we correct our language; better 
still, he observes that the terms that express approval or disapproval 
are still the same. Thirdly – and this is the most important aspect – he 
admits that ‘nor do our passions often correspond entirely to the 
present theory’. Our love and hatred are rarely subjected to this 
disinterested point of view and, if we say ‘that reason requires such an 
impartial conduct’, Hume invokes his theory of the calm passions to 
explain the meaning of this reason75. And then we understand that 
these moral sentiments are the fruit of a distancing and a reflection 
that for this itself renders them less lively and less able to influence 
our love and hatred. In short, Hume does not renounce distinguishing 
between sympathetic feelings and moral approval and admits that the  

 
73 See the numerous examples taken from the classics in Hutcheson, Inquiry, cit, sect. 
I. 
74 See Hutcheson, Illustrations, cit., sect. IV, in particular p. 282, but also sect. I, pp. 
236-37. 
75 See T, 3°, III, 1, pp. 582-583. 

 

impartiality of moral judgement is reached at the cost of its capacity 
to have an influence on behaviour. 

The second difficulty or objection is that of the ‘virtue in rags’: 
we approve of the qualities or character of a person, even when 
circumstances prevent them from being of real utility for society. 
Again, a theme that Hume had greatly insisted upon and that, in fact, 
was at the basis of his theory of natural abilities. This time too, Hume 
admits that in these cases our sympathy will be less lively and 
therefore welcomes the divide between sentiment and moral 
evaluation. But the important aspect of his response lies rather in the 
constant reference to aesthetic judgment and to his peculiar 
conception of this as a form inferior (on the plane of force and 
liveliness) to belief76. It is one thing to see a building that appears to 
the eye unsure, faltering, another is to be under a wall that effectively 
threatens to collapse; and yet even the first offers a sort of fear that 
produces a feeling of disgust. As debatable as these theories on beauty 
are, it is certain that Hume’s moral approval has a precise aesthetic 
dimension and that his moral sentiments have little in common with a 
faculty or sense capable of directing our behaviour, less than ever with 
Butler’s conscience: 

Sentiments must touch the heart, to make them controul our 
passions; But they need not extend beyond the imagination, to make 
them influence our taste77.  

 
76 See ibid., pp. 584-85. Although Árdal (Passion, cit., pp. 121-124) discusses the scope 
of these passages with more attention than others, he makes a distinction that is too 
sharp between aesthetic and moral judgment, which does not seem to me to be 
authorised by the text. Hume also appeals here to the general rules. There would not 
be so many problems on virtue in rags, if the criterion of the social utility of virtue had 
less importance than it actually has in his system. 
77 Ibid., p. 586. The immediately preceding passages are significant. Sympathy can give 
me trouble and cause discomfort for another, although I am not willing to oppose any 
of my passions for its satisfaction. Just as someone's house may seem to me 
uncomfortable, and yet I would not give a cent to rebuild it. 
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Not only this; when in the section on benevolence he will pick 
up these themes even with more efficacy and concision it will seem 
clear that the obligation ‘to forget our own interest in our judgements 
of this kind’, the necessity to assume a common point of view is 
dictated and carried out in the circumstances of communication and 
of relationship with others: 

The intercourse of sentiments, therefore, in society and 
conversation, makes us form some general inalterable standard, by 
which we may approve or disapprove of characters and manners. And 
tho’ the heart does not always take part with those general notions, 
or regulate its love and hatred by them, yet are they sufficient for 
discourse, and serve all our purposes in company, in the pulpit, on the 
theatre, and in the schools78. 

This worldly development of moral distinctions finds something 
more than a confirmation in the meticulous examination of the 
qualities of character and of the circumstances in which our moral 
sentiments manifest themselves. In these pages, Hume already proves 
his capability as an essayist and the style corresponds to the average, 
everyday morality that he describes. The tendency to exalt human 
nature to the heavens - he will say in these same years – derives from 
a rhetorical and declamatory talent, whereas those who celebrate its 
baseness and vanity have a particular taste for irony and derision79. 
Examining the individual virtues according to the criterion of the useful 
and pleasant, for oneself and for others, gradually reveals itself to be, 
more than a scientist’s formula, an Enlightened plan to give credit back 
to a quality that the moralist does not know, and to remove those that 
he glorifies from a religious perspective.  

The long section on the greatness of the soul is as much a 
completion of the system of artificial virtues, as it is a claim of the 
virtuous character of pride. That ‘wonderful partiality for ourselves’,  

 
78 See T, 3°, III, 3, pp. 602-603. 
79 See the onset of the 1741 essay Of the Dignity or Meanness of Human Nature. 

 

“that impertinent, and almost universal propensity of men, to over-
value themselves’, which would render all company extremely 
unpleasant and distressing, requires recourse to the artificial virtue of 
good-breeding, with its meticulous and even extremely rigid 
provisions, like that general rule which prohibits self-applause even to 
those who are truly excellent80. Hume is again ready to pick up his 
principles of authority, sympathy, comparison and even the 
aforementioned aesthetic theory to explain the unpleasant character 
of every explicit manifestation of pride. But ‘the utility and advantage 
of any quality to ourselves’ is a source of virtue and no one who does 
not have a correct sense of their quality and their merits possesses 
that confidence and security which are crucial to be able to carry out 
his plans and affairs. On the other hand, pride and approval of oneself 
is always pleasant, whereas modesty is often painful. Therefore Hume 
can turn, against the moralists’ texts, to the ‘practice of the world”. 
This allows our modesty not to go beyond external appearances; it 
authorises the opposite and approves, ‘if well conceal’d and well 
founded’ all of those ‘tacit airs of superiority’ that correspond to ‘our 
rank and station in the world, whether it be fix’d by our birth, fortune, 
employments, talent or reputation’. On the contrary, it even 
condemns any excessive deference and calls it meanness, if dictated 
by interested, simplicity, if dictated by ignorance81. If, then, we go from 
common life to history and tragedy we are even allowed to be excited 
by Alexander’s acts of madness, to forgive the excessive pride of the 
hero who struggles under strokes of luck, to appreciate the military 
glory of someone who may have subverted empires and pillaged 
cities82. Here Hume is very far from Mandeville and Bayle, as he is from 
the moralists of sentiment. But is seeing a well-known simulation, 
where Mandeville would denounce hypocrisy and vanity, not a more 
consistent way of proposing the thesis of the artificiality of virtue?  

As Hume showed that the virtues of greatness of soul are useful  

 
80 See T, 3°, III, 2, pp, 597-598. 
81 Cf. ibid., pp. 596-97 and pp. 598-599. 
82 See ibid., pp. 599-601. 
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and pleasant to ourselves and unpleasant to others (in certain 
conditions), so he shows that the qualities of a good, benevolent 
character are useful to others and always pleasant to ourselves and to 
others. But is there not, from the beginning, an extraordinary 
reshaping of Hutcheson’s benevolence? ‘When experience has once 
given us a competent knowledge of human affairs, and has taught us 
the proportion they bear to human passion’, we realise that the 
generosity of man is extremely limited and rarely extends beyond the 
closed circle of family and friends. We therefore do not expect 
impossible behaviours and when we see that a person, in conformity 
with the natural tendency of their passions, is thoughtful and useful in 
his sphere, we approve of their character and we love them, because 
of a sympathy with the feelings of those who have a direct relationship 
with them83. If anything, it is the reflection on the pleasant aspects, to 
oneself or others, of the tender sentiments that animate domestic life 
and life with friends, which allow Hume some slight enthusiasm, not 
literary, this time. He can thus dwell on the delicate thoughtfulness of 
friendship, which makes us sacrifice our most significant personal 
interests, all the more so since, being founded on insignificant things, 
they have very little influence on society84. But why not see how, while 
he corrects Mandeville when lingering on the immediately pleasant 
aspects of familiarity and friendship, these tender and disinterested 
passions, joining together with the pleasures of sympathy, form an 
explosive combination? I mean explosive compared to Hutcheson’s 
theory of disinterested inclinations – which Hume welcomes against 
the supporters of selfishness – because this love, and the benevolence 
which accompanies it, being spontaneous, selective and joined with 
sympathy, (which normally in the Treatise produces at least a couple 
of supplementary pleasures) demands reciprocity and transforms into 
a more refined hedonism. 

One cannot emphasise enough the importance of the section on 
natural abilities in Hume’s overall discourse on natural morality. That  

 
83 Cf. T, 3°, III, 3, p. 602. 
84 See ibid., pp. 604-605. 

 

the distinction between moral virtues and natural abilities or 
inclinations is presented as a question of words is only a form of 
prudence or of understatement to begin a long lecture in which Hume 
appeals to the people, to the authorities and to science. Every man 
cares as much about his intelligence and capacity of discernment, as 
he does about his honour and his courage and rather more than about 
his temperance and sobriety. He worries about looking like a good 
person, not making himself look stupid, and he boasts of some act of 
debauchery, to show his vivacity. Success in the world, the good 
welcome of company, and the esteem of his friends depend on his 
intellectual qualities. The scientific defence is even more interesting: 
to say that they are involuntary qualities does not make sense, 
because constancy and firmness are also involuntary and no one can 
change an important aspect of their character like, for example, curing 
oneself of a passionate or splenetic temperament; secondly, ‘moral 
distinctions arise from the natural distinctions of pain and pleasure’ 
and we call them virtues or vices when these sentiments are awakened 
by a general reflection on a quality or a character85; finally, freedom 
does not exist. Legislators, priests and moralists call virtue only those 
qualities of character that can change by means of praise or reproach, 
reward or punishment. But no moralist, ‘whose judgement is not 
perverted by a strict adherence to a system’, would welcome this way 
of thinking and the ancient moralists placed the qualities of prudence 
at the forefront of the cardinal virtues86. But this is not enough; if one 
objects that these qualities provoke a sentiment inferior and, in some 
way, different from the other virtues, then Hume is ready to 
acknowledge that all virtues, even benevolence, justice, or gratitude 
provoke different sentiments87. 

He then presents a very long list of the qualities that ‘capacitates 
a man best for the world, and carries him farthest in any of his 
undertakings’88. Only at this point does he entertain us, without haste,  

 
85 T, 3°, III, 4, p. 608. 
86 Ibid., p. 609. 
87 Cf. ibid., p. 607. 
88 Ibid., p. 610. 
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regarding the pleasant abilities, and proposes them in this perfidious 
order: wit, eloquence, personal hygiene and finally ‘a certain je-ne-
sais-quoi of agreeable and handsome’ that renders certain people 
loveable, to conclude: 

In this case as well as in that of wit and eloquence, we must 
have recourse to a certain sense, which acts without reflexion, and 
regards not the tendencies of qualities and characters. Some moralists 
account for all the sentiments of virtue by this sense. Their hypothesis 
is very plausible. Nothing but a particular enquiry can give the 
preference to any other hypothesis. When we find, that almost all the 
virtues have such particular tendencies; and also find, that these 
tendencies are sufficient alone to give a strong sentiment of 
approbation: We cannot doubt, after this, that qualities are approv’d 
of, in proportion to the advantage, which results from them89. 

Hume could invoke moral sense on the occasion of wit, as he 
had done in the first section, but singling it out after the personal 
cleaning and on the subject of that certain I-don’t-know-what, which 
makes people seem ‘nice’ to us, was a way of repeating the common 
accusation of hidden quality against the Irishman’s moral sense: a 
mockery that, due to its elaborateness, must have sounded all the 
more offensive. 

But the principle of sympathy did not end its course in the search 
of the useful and the pleasant; Hume can not only cover on our esteem 
for the rich and the powerful, but also, in the style of a true anatomist, 
explain to us why we like broad shoulders, flat stomachs, solid muscles 
and tapering legs and, again, why irreprehensible women can respect, 
thanks to sympathy, the ability ‘to give enjoyment’ of ‘those we call  

 
89 Ibid., p. 612. For a different interpretation of the passage, cf. E. LECALDANO, Da  Hume 
all’utilitarismo (in Eredità dell’ Illuminismo Studi sulla cultura europea tra Settecento e 
Ottocento, Il Mulino, Bologna 1979 (pp. 47-81) p. 60. Actually, he recognizes the 
difficulty of specifying ‘the exact nature of this"moral sense ‘. To me the irony is clear: 
if the "hypothesis is very plausible", the ‘particular inquiry’ is almost finished and has 
shown the opposite. 

 

women’s men’, without losing a touch of their chastity and modesty90. 
The initial period of this fifth section – in which the approval and 

reproach awakened by the qualities of the mind are compared to ‘a 
fainter and more imperceptible love and hatred’ – is at the centre of 
attention of many commentators on Hume, as has been seen; but why 
not reflect on the final period91? As it looks like a tongue-twister we 
will summarise it for the reader: utility is at the origin of the sentiments 
roused as much by beautiful objects, as by the qualities of character, 
as they appear to a disinterested reflection. Pleasantness, on the other 
hand, is awakened by other beautiful objects and other qualities of 
character in an immediate fashion. Why is it that the former do not 
create different sentiments from the second, but there is more affinity 
and similarity between the sentiments provoked by a character, 
whatever its source is, on one hand, and the sentiments awakened by 
beauty, on the other? 

There is something very inexplicable in this variation of our 
feelings; but ‘tis what we have experience of with regard to all our 
passions and sentiments92.  

In other words, utility and pleasure have more importance for 
our moralists than the peculiarity of moral sentiment – the last refuge 
against naturalistic fallacy. But, if the most important consequence of 
moral distinctions is that of producing our love and hatred, if such 
sentiments can be awakened even by physical prowess or resources of 
fortune, if, again, the qualities of the mind which we become aware of 
due to a ‘disinterested’ sympathy, cause a weaker form of love or 
hatred and if, finally, happiness is closest of all to our heart, will we be 
amazed if the scientist of human nature does not deal with this 
variation of sentiments, as the physicist overlooks certain 
particularities of his reds and violets, once he has deduced their cause?  

Only two emphases on the conclusion: ‘virtue is consider’d as  

 
90 T, 3°, III, 5, p.615. 
91 See supra, chap. III, § 1. 
92 T, 3°, III, 5, p. 617. 
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means to an end’ and means have value only in that they have an end. 
The end is the happiness of ourselves or of others. This ‘way of 
thinking’, ‘so natural’ for the majority of people concerning the mind’s 
natural abilities. Hume extends this, by means of sympathy, to almost 
all the virtues. Moral sense can approve virtue, but cannot approve 
itself, any more than taste can be sweet or bitter, as Hutcheson 
acknowledges. Through sympathy, on the contrary, we approve not 
only virtue, but also the sense of virtue and even the principles that 
these are derived from, the useful and the pleasant, that is indirect or 
direct natural pleasure93.  

 
93 See T, 3°, III, 6, pp. 619-620. To the accusation that Moral sense cannot justify itself 
(particularly serious for its theological implications) Hutcheson answers in the 
Illustrations, cit., Sect. I, pp. 237-238 and section IV, pp. 279-280. It is impossible to 
examine here the notion and use of the principle of sympathy in the Treatise. It could 
be said that Adam Smith first tried to propose, in a unitary perspective, in the Theory 
of Moral Sentiments, the multiple aspects proposed by Hume (without obtaining his 
consent). I limit myself to some general remarks: as a special case of the principle of 
association, sympathy finds a different explanation in 2°, I, 11 and 2°, II, 9; in the first 
case the vivacity of the self is at stake, in the second the vivacity of the external 
impression. It is here that Hume proposes the concept of an extensive sympathy, 
meaning an identification in the affective situation of another, also with reference to 
the future consequences. The use of an extensive sympathy towards human kind is 
different, in the third book (e.g. p. 619). I think it is possible that this is a shortened 
form (compatible and more correct is the expression of an extensive concern for 
society from sympathy (p. 579). In this case the reference to the ‘general rules’ and to 
the ‘language’ to justify our moral judgments becomes decisive. However, the role of 
sympathy with regard to justice remains problematic. 
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Conclusions 

The possibility of finding a certain analogy between the book on 
morality and the Dialogues concerning Natural Religion seems to us to 
be adequately confirmed. As the sceptic Philo weaves his alliance with 
the rationalist and mystic Demea to contrast Cleante’s experimental 
theism, so Hume picks up Hutcheson arguments and examples – with 
a bit of rhetorical camouflage and fun – to fight, without religious 
imprudence and with a greater hold on his audience, ethical 
rationalism; but in the end Hutcheson is no less his rival than Clarke 
had been. If anything, it is necessary to specify that the strategy of 
alliances is not symmetrical, if not compared to the ninth Part of the 
dialogues, where it is Cleante who denies Demea’s apriorism on Philo’s 
behalf, who limits himself to laying it on thick  . But it is a diversity that 
has precise historical reasons, which have been discussed elsewhere. 

Insisting on this analogy is not particularly important; this 
confirms that the Treatise can be read as a story and it is as though 
Hume was paying his debt to Hutcheson, acknowledging the good side 
of his philosophy. The important thing is understanding that if he used 
more than adopted the Irishman’s moral sense, we can shed some light 
on the text and on his intentions. How else could one explain that 
moral distinctions, for example, can depend on a moral sense in the 
first part, and then maintain that the hypothesis does not hold upon a 
detailed examination of virtues? How could one explain the initial 
appeal to the peculiarity of moral sentiment, if then this is treated in 
the same way as an insignificant scientific curiosity? If Hume had a 
scientist’s concerns about human nature, they certainly were not  

 

those that the naturalistic fallacy and the is-ought question impose 
upon British analysts today. The questions that were put forward in 
the book on passions were clear enough: are moral distinctions 
descended from artifice and interest, or does morality depend on 
something essential, real and founded in nature? In private, with 
Hutcheson, he could be more explicit: ‘For pray, what is the End of 
Man? Is he created for Happiness or for Virtue, For this Life or for the 
next? For himself or for his Maker?” 

The answers to these questions were endless, but an 
experimental enquiry could ascertain whether or not this providential 
and constant instinct towards universal benevolence exists, if the 
virtues of benevolence constitute the entirety of the virtue, if there is 
a moral sense that has the same economical function of the other 
senses in making us recognise or appreciate moral good and evil. 
Hume’s research responds to these questions and to others, and we 
could condense its result defining it moral scepticism. If we do not 
confuse it with practical scepticism – which is indeed a possibility, even 
if momentary and occasional, for the philosopher – moral scepticism 
has a legitimacy of its own, even if we admit the natural foundation of 
approval and blame and if we welcome, or even lay claim to, the 
validity and reasonableness of common, everyday moral judgements. 

A first reason for being sceptical in morality is recognising that 
our systems of morality – contrary to what we ‘imagine’ – do not put 
social peace at stake; this is guaranteed by the artificial virtues, which 
not only awaken our strongest moral sentiments, but find their 
foundation in our most constant and interested passions. 

A second reason is that virtue is not recommended due to its 
own merit, but because of its capacity to produce usefulness and 
pleasure for oneself and for others. This is a violation of the ancient 
philosophers’ criterion, Cicero above all, and mocking the modern 
ones, which had taken it as a model for almost a century. The ethics of 
duty is a refined product of an advanced society. 

A third reason – which we would call very ‘Humean’ – is using 
systems of morality against one another: if reason is not capable of  
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awakening our moral sentiments, is it not perhaps true that, taken 
from the sky, it regains its inflexibility in the rules of justice or in those 
of the modesty and chastity of women and is capable of contrasting 
our most natural inclinations and sentiments? If those who denigrate 
human nature have not recognised the benevolence for relatives and 
friends, is this not a further reason for conflict in society? 

A fourth reason is the determinism that helps us to recognise 
every excellence of character as a virtue, starting with intellectual 
talents and capacity in business, and makes us distrust the moralists’ 
maxims. 

The fifth reason lies in the fact that not even approval of virtue 
is immediate and spontaneous. This arises from the sympathetic 
process (which is occasional and variable) but it passes through the 
formation of general rules and the rigidity of language. Nor does Hume 
manage to see a substantial difference between worldly and refined 
reflections that lead us to reason about beauty, and those that make 
us recognise good. 

The last reason is that the greatest consequence of virtue and 
vice is that of producing love and hatred; but these are sentiments 
which arise equally from a person’s physical prowess or financial 
resources. 

It would be tedious to add more reasons, although there are 
some, starting from the virtue that we would like for ourselves or for 
a friend, from the idea of perfect character that the ambitious or the 
sociable outline for us, from following virtue among people or from 
letting ourselves be enchanted by reading. Or we could pick up the 
question entirely from the beginning and measure the space that 
history and artifice left for spontaneity and nature. Buried under the 
quality and the number of artificial virtues and natural abilities, 
Hutcheson’s benevolence is no longer the cement of society, but 
merely a combination of role virtues that make a man ‘a safe 
companion, an easy friend, a gentle master, an agreeable husband, or 
an indulgent father’, and first of all we recommend to people the 
‘pursuits of knowledge and ability of every kind’. Under the variety and 
variability of moral sentiments, moral sense has transformed into a 
sense or taste of morals which must be taught in elegant company and 
with refined readings. 


