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Hutcheson in Hume’s Dialogues concerning
Natural Religion
1. Introduction
Most interpreters shared the point of view that
Hutcheson had an influence on Hume in the area of morality,
even though they are divided between those - from Norman
Kemp Smith to David Fate Norton – who see many similarities
between the perspectives of the two Scotsmen and those who
insist on the distance between the two philosophers, seeing
behind an apparent convergence a prevailing disagreement. If
Hume could share with Hutcheson the polemic against moral
rationalists, his letters, and not only those, bear witness to a
fairly radical religious dissent, which probably became
increasingly accentuated after Hutcheson's involvement in
countering his candidacy for the teaching post in Edinburgh
University.
In his Essay on Passions Hutcheson says
Grandeur, Beauty, Order, Harmony, wherever they
occur, raise an Opinion of a Mind, of Design, and Wisdom. (…)
No Determination of our Mind is more natural than this, no
Effect more universal. One has better Reason to deny the
Inclination between the Sexes to be natural, than a
Disposition in Mankind to Religion.1

F. Hutcheson, An Essay on the Nature and Conduct of the Passions
and Affections, with Illustrations on the Moral Sense, ed. by A. Garrett,
Indianapolis, Liberty Fund, 2002, p. 116. Below I will refer to the following
1

Hume maintains the opposite:
Some nations have been discovered, who entertained
no sentiments of Religion[…] It would appear, therefore, that
this preconception springs not from an original instinct or
primary impression of nature, such as gives rise to self-love,
affection between the sexes, love of progeny, gratitude,
resentment; since every instinct of this kind has been found
absolutely universal in all nations and ages, and has always a
precise and determinate object, which it inflexible pursues.

The quotation comes from the Introduction to The
Natural History of Religion, and it is a necessary premise of his
history. Monotheism, or rather experimental Theism, as well
as moral virtue, is an historical product of civilization.
In the essay published in 1980 in which I put forward the
hypothesis that the dispute between Andrew Baxter and Colin
Maclaurin had some influence in the conception of the
Dialogues I suggested that we should refer to Hutcheson’s
System of moral philosophy, published posthumously in 1755
for the final Parts of the Dialogues2.
works by Hutcheson: An Inquiry into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty and
Virtue, edited by L. Leidhold; Philosophiae Moralis Institutio Compendiaria
with A Short Introduction to Moral Philosophy, ed. by L. Turco; in the text and
in the notes I will shorten the titles respectively in Essay on passions, Inquiry
on beauty, Institutio. For the Essay I refer to the 1728 edition, for the Inquiry
to the 1726 edition, for the Institutio to the 1742 edition and the original
numbering of the pages, when necessary.
2 In the central chapters of System on the nature of God, we not only
rediscover the usual themes of design argument, but a number of references
and ideas taken up by Hume in the final parts of the Dialogues, from the
relationship between atheism and society to the religious guarantee of
oaths, from the prevalence of good over evil to the infirmary or Lazar-house
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A long very interesting essay, and very persuasive in
terms of the physical examination of the manuscript, (sheets,
pages, watermarks, spelling, details related to page
numbering, etc.) by M.A. Stewart, The Dating of Hume's
Manuscripts, nevertheless seems to confirm that the
composition of the Dialogues was completed, and probably
started, in 1751 and that the commentators overestimated the
corrections made by Hume to the Dialogues in 1776, also
providing some incorrect indication about their dating 3. The
work done by Stewart is excellent and compels us in this case,
as in many other cases, to reconsider Hume's intellectual
development4, and above all to distrust the official biography
we owe to E. Campbell Mossner; it also forces me to abandon
the reference to Hutcheson’s System. However, Stewart's
thesis about the almost rapid and continuous writing of the
Dialogues in 1751 supports the general hypothesis of my essay.
The fact that Baxter died in April 1750 does not constitute a
difficulty, since the death of Maclaurin (1748) does not prevent
Hume from citing him. Indeed the fact that the Scottish
authors on which he at least partly models his characters are
of Milton, from the objections of the Epicureans on the goodness of the
natural order to the theme of indulgence and work, from criticism to the
melancholic conceptions of earthly life to the unfinished house illustration,
of which Philo reverses the meaning.
3 M.A. Stewart, The Dating of Hume's Manuscripts, in The Scottish
Enlightenment: Essays in Reinterpretations, ed. by P. Wood, Rochester, NY,
University of Rochester Press. 2000, pp. 288-304 and, in particular, pp. 302303. But, more generally, Stewart reduces the successive corrections of the
MS of 1751, both for the number of interventions and for the relevance of
the content. See ibid., pp. 291 and the general conclusions of p. 304.
4 This is the title of another important essay by M.A. Stewart,
published in Impressions of Hume, ed. by M. Frasca-Spada and P.J.E. Kail,
Oxford, Clarendon press, 2005, pp. 12-58.
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all deceased eliminates any possibility of an annoying direct
controversy. The Appendix to the First Part of the Inquiry into
the Human Soul, which appeared in London in 1750, shortly
after the death of its author, contains a long and hard reply to
the criticisms that Baxter had received from Maclaurin; among
other things, Baxter is scandalised, just like Demea, by the fact
that Maclaurin, just like Cleanthes, intends to downplay the a
priori arguments to reinforce the design argument. Precisely in
the System, Hutcheson also takes up and reinforces a thesis
already proposed in the Philosophiae Moralis Institutio
compendiaria: in the animal kingdom the offspring manifests
early activity, but it is particularly lively in the human child and
this impulse to action continues to be exercised in the course
of life. The very concise source is always Cicero5, but it is not
improbable that this insistence in the System induced Hume to
propose the main addition to Part XI of 17576: God should at
least endow a being so celebrated for his lack of peculiar
abilities compared to the other animals, so rich in needs and
on the other so devoid of resources, "of a greater propensity
to industriousness and fatigue, of a more powerful push and
activity of the mind, of a more constant inclination towards
business and application"7 . Obviously if the addition of Hume
See Institutio, cit., L. I, chap. I, Art. X. In the second edition of 1745,
adds passages from De finibus, but without quotation marks and without
referring to Cicero, and System, cit., L. I, chap. 2, Art. IV
6 Here I follow the dating proposed by Stewart, The Dating of Hume's
Manuscripts, cit., pp. 301-303.
7 Hume, The Natural History of Religion, ed. by A.W. Colver; and
Dialogues concerning Natural Religion, ed. by J.V. Price, Oxford, Clarendon
Press, 1976. From now on, I will refer to the accurate edition of Price,
shortening the title in Dialogues in the text and notes. Here pp. 238-39 (22425).
5
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is inspired by Hutcheson’s System it is an addition that tends
to contradict and ridicule his optimism8. And this is precisely a
feature of parts X and XI of the Dialogues. The physical and
moral optimism of Cleanthes is almost taken for granted,
Cleanthes speaks very little and the characteristic features of
the two parts are, in the X, the initial duet, which almost
borders on parody, between Demea and Philo on the evils of
the world and, in XI, the long monologue by Philo about the
four remedies that could have improved creation.
Granted, however, that the System does not constitute
a privileged source of the parts X-XII of the Dialogues, it is easy
on the one hand to find in other works of Hutcheson the same
arguments that are repeated in the System, on the another to
observe that if the manuscript of the Dialogues came to us
from 1751, as Stewart claims, Stewart is the first to recall that
Hume has been dealing with these issues for at least a decade.
It is again to Stewart that we owe the publication and the first
excellent comment to the Fragment on evil9. He denies that
the fragment coincides with what Hume wrote about it in the
early 1930s, but attributes it to the period of Hume's return to
Thus, while Hutcheson affirms that not even the most lazy and
contemptible men are totally idle, Philo laments that all the natural evils and
vices of men derive from idleness. In order to show the modesty of his
request, without violating the order of nature, Philo observes that he is not
asking "a more delicate Taste of Beauty" or "a Nicer Sensibility to
Benevolence and Friendship", two veiled allusions to the main theses of the
Inquiries of Hutcheson. (Ibid). But on the breadth of the theme related to
idleness and work in relation to the ideology of moderates, I refer to G.
Carabelli, Hume and the rhetoric of ideology, Uno studio dei Dialoghi sulla
religione naturale, Firenze, La Nuova Talia, 1972., pp. 228-238.
9 M.A. Stewart, An Early Fragment on Evil in Hume and Hume's
Connexions, ed. by M.A. Stewart and J.P. Wright, Edinburgh University Press,
1994, pp. 160-70.
8

6

England; if we take into account what Hume noted in the
contemporary Memoranda and what he published in the
Essays of 1741-42 and in the first Inquiry about religion, the
drafting of the Dialogues makes use of a vast original material.
Among the favourite and most repeated arguments
introduced by Hutcheson in favour of design, already present
in his dispute with Gilbert Burnet, is the thesis that the
universal inclination to benevolence or the same moral sense
constitute a proof of benevolence and divine providence.
Precisely on this point we obtain a precise and strong dissent
expressed by Hume in a letter to Hutcheson dated 17
September 1739.
I cannot agree to your Sense of Natural. Tis founded on
final Causes; which is a Consideration, that appears to me
pretty uncertain & unphilosophical. 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? Your Definition
of Natural depends upon solving these Questions, which are
endless, and quite wide of my purpose "10.

And in a letter to Hutcheson of 16th March, 1740, he
cannot fail to observe that if morality is founded on reason, it
can concern all rational beings, but if it is founded on
sentiment, as they both argue, it can only concern human
nature and human life and that this thesis has often been

10 The Letters of David Hume, ed. by J.Y.T. Greig, Oxford, Clarendon
Press, 19692, vol. I, p. 33.
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imputed to Hutcheson, as Hume himself does in the wellknown Letter from a Gentleman to his friend in Edinburgh11.
2. Hume, Hutcheson and the moral attributes of divinity
That Hume is well aware of the metaphysical optimism
of Hutcheson is also demonstrated by an impertinent remark
concerning the Institutio: «P. 52, L.1 I fancy you employ the
Epithet aerumnosam more from Custom than your settled
Opinion”. Hutcheson asked him to correct his Latin: now to
grasp in a text rich in providential optimism the only adjective
that defines life calamitous seems to Hume a yielding to the
habitual prejudice opposed to an opinion embraced with
decision12. In his Fragment on Evil Hume confesses that he is
"led to consider human life as a scene of unhappiness,
according to the sentiments of the greatest sages". Later he
adds to this phrase "as well as the overwhelming majority of
mankind, from the beginning of the world to our day"13. If from
this final hyperbole, one of the rare corrections that animates
the fragment, orientated instead towards the search for an
impartial attitude, we pass to the Dialogues,he insists on this
universal consensus. Philo observes that on the theme of
human unhappiness the learned agree with the vulgar, that
sacred and profane literature has insisted on these themes
with the most pathetic eloquence that sadness and
11 See The Letters of David Hume, cit., I, p. 40 and D. Hume, A letter
from a Gentleman to his friend in Edinburgh,ed. by E.C. Mossner and J.V.
Price, Edinburgh, Edinburgh University Press, 1967, pp. 30-31.
12 Letter to F. Hutcheson dated 10/1/1743 in The Letters of David
Hume, cit., I, p. 47.
13 An early fragment on evil, cit., p. 167.
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melancholy can inspire, like all poets - from Homer to Doctor
Young - who, speaking in the name of sentiment, have more
authority than those referring to a theory, but Demea goes a
step further, claiming that all the books of Cleanthes’ library,
excluding texts on special sciences such as chemistry and
botany , recognise in one place or another the unhappiness of
the human condition. To Philo who timidly objects that Leibniz
is the first to have denied this thesis and at least to have made
the opinion contrary essential to his philosophical system,
Demea retorts with impetus that it is not a topic in which
philosophers can make discoveries in an age so late, against
the joint testimony of the human race. Later, when Cleanthes
reveals Philo's cunning and his long agreement with Demea
that at first surprised him, since it is useless to give so much
trouble on the natural attributes of God if his moral attributes
remain uncertain and doubtful, Demea laments that nothing
would be more absurd than to accuse the misery and
wickedness of mankind of atheism and profanation, a theme
on which all pious theologians and preachers "have indulg'd
their Rethoric"14.
Part X opens up on the spread of the physical and moral
evil of the world, with Demea taking over the superstitious
perspective and adding to the miseries of life, the vanity of
pleasures, riches and honours, in line with the traditional
Calvinistic concept, the general corruption of human nature.
The truth of religion is caught within one's own chest, from the
awareness of one's own impotence and unhappiness rather
than reasoning, and therefore, Philo adds, further connoting
his referent in the mood of the highflyers, the best way to
14

Dialogues, p. 228.
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provide everyone with a correct sense of religion is a fair
representation of the unhappiness and wickedness of men. A
talent for eloquence and strong imagination, rather than
reasoning and argumentation, will therefore be required. In
the following preaching duet - an authentic contest to see who
can make the human condition worse - if it is often rather
ridiculous, this does not mean that Hume does not take his
revenge against Hutcheson. In the Essay on Passions about the
prevalence of good over evil, goodness about wickedness,
Hutcheson observed:
Here Men are apt to let their Imaginations run out
upon all the Robberies, Piracies, Murders, Perjuries, Frauds,
Massacres, Assassinations, they have ever either heard of, or
read in History; thence concluding all Mankind to be very
wicked: as if a Court of Justice were the proper Place of making
an Estimate of the Morals of Mankind, or an Hospital of the
Healthfulness of a Climate. Ought they not to consider, that
the Number of honest Citizens and Farmers far surpasses that
of all sorts of Criminals in any State; and that the innocent or
kind Actions of even Criminals themselves, surpass their
Crimes in Numbers? That ’tis the Rarity of Crimes, in
comparison of innocent or good Actions, which engages our
Attention to them, and makes them be recorded in History;
while incomparably more honest, generous, [185] domestick
Actions are overlooked, only because they are so common; as
one great Danger, or one Month’s Sickness, shall become a
frequently repeated Story, during a long Life of Health and
Safety.15
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Well, Demea punctually recommends a contrary
experiment:
Were a Stranger to drop, on a sudden, into this World,
I wou’d show him, as a Specimen of its Ills, an Hospital full of
Deseases, a Prison crowded with Malefactors and Debtors, a
Field of Battle strow’d with Carcasses, a Fleet foundering in
the Ocean, a Nation languishing under Tyranny, Famine, or
Pestilence. To turn the gay Side of Life to him, and give him a
Notion of its Pleasures; whither shou’d I conduct him? to a
Ball, to an Opera, to Court? He might justly think, that I was
only showing him a Diversity of Distress and Sorrow16.

And if Hutcheson had come to claim that:
We may almost universally find, that “no Man acts
from pure Malice; that the Injurious only intended some
Interest of his own, without any ultimate Desire of our
Misery;…17

Philo, in support of Demea, decrees:
Man is the greatest Enemy of man. Oppression,
Injustice, Contempt, Contumely, Violence, Sedition, War,
Calumny, Treachery, Fraud; by these they mutually torment
each other;18

Dialogues, p. 224.
Essay on passions, p. 189.
18 Dialogues, p. 223.
16
17

15

Essay on passions, pp. 184-85.
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On the subject of calculating the pleasures and pains of
life, Hutcheson loved to remember the Epicurean maxim, also
adopted by the Stoics:
In like manner, “past Pains give us no unpleasant
Reflection, nor are we the worse for having endured them. If
they are violent, our Existence will probably be short; if not,
they are tolerable, or allow long Intervals of Ease”.19

and he repeated the substance of this in this section of
the essay:
The Pains of the external Senses are pretty frequent,
but how short in comparison of the long Tracts of Health, Ease
and Pleasure? How rare is the Instance of a Life, with one
tenth spent in violent Pain? How few want absolute
Necessaries…20

Consistently Cleanthes, when he reproaches Demea for
recommending the insistence of theologians and preachers on
human unhappiness and wickedness, observes that the only
way to affirm divine benevolence is to deny human
unhappiness and wickedness
Your Representations are exaggerated: Your
melancholy Views mostly fictitious: Your Inferences contrary
to Fact and Experience. Health is more common than
Sickness; Pleasure than Pain; Happiness than Misery. And for
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one Vexation, which we meet with, we attain, upon
Computation, a hundred Enjoyments.21
At this point, Philo intervenes, observing that
… if Pain be less frequent than Pleasure, it is infinitely
more violent and durable. One hour of it is often able to
outweigh a day, a week, a month of our common insipid
Enjoyments: And how many days, weeks, and months are past
by several in the most acute Torments? Pleasure, scarcely in
one Instance, is ever able to reach Extasy and Rapture: And in
no one Instance can it continue for any time at its highest
Pitch and Altitude. The Spirits evaporate; the Nerves relax; the
Fabric is disorder’d; and the Enjoyment quickly degenerates
into Fatigue and Uneasiness.22

And he adds, on the other hand, that pain in any case
can completely undermine a character, whereas Hutcheson
had outlined the thesis that the ills of life can correct our
character and be necessary to acquire a compassionate and
generous character23.
Likewise, if Hutcheson had warned against imagination
which makes us deprecate the fate, certainly unhappy from
our point of view, in which peasants and workers are present,
while they probably enjoy so much joy and good health as in
any other class24, Demea observes that

Dialogues, p. 228-29.
Dialogues, p. 229.
23 Essay on Passions, pp. 186-187.
24 Ibid. p. 183
21
22

19
20

Essay on passions, p. 167.
Essay on passions, p. 185.
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Labour and Poverty, so abhorr’d by every one, are the
certain Lot of the far greater Number: And those few
privileg’d Persons, who enjoy Ease and Opulence, never reach
Contentment or true Felicity. All the Goods of Life united
wou’d not make a very happy Man: But all the Ills united
wou’d make a Wretch indeed;25

The proof of the prevalence of good in the universe,
quoted with approval also by Edmund Law in the notes to his
translation of the De origine mali by William King (1702)26, is
entrusted by Hutcheson to the following reflection and to the
verses of Milton:
How few would accept of Annihilation, rather than
Continuance in Life in the middle State of Age, Health and
Fortune? Or what separated Spirit, who had considered
human Life, would not, rather than perish, take the hazard of
it again, by returning into a Body in the State of Infancy?
Who would lose,
For fear of Pain, this intellectual Being,
These Thoughts which wander thro’ Eternity,
To perish rather, swallowed up and lost
In the wide Womb of uncreated Night,
Devoid of Sense and Motion.27

Dialogues, p. 223.
Essay on the Origin of Evil by Dr. William King [translated from the
Latin, with large Notes[…]Londn.1731, Facsimile reprint. New York, Garland
Publications, pp. 113 and 115.
27 Essay on passions, p. 185. The verses are John Milton’s, Paradise
Lost, l. II, vv. 146-151.
25
26
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But Hume, who has already used Milton's verses to
enumerate the ills of life, this time makes Philo improvise a
monologue and makes use of the verses of Matthew Prior and
John Dryden.
Why have all Men, I ask, in all Ages, complain’d
incessantly of the Miseries of life? - They have no just Reason,
says one: These Complaints proceed only from their
discontented, repining, anxious Disposition - And can there
possibly, I reply, be a more certain Foundation of misery, than
such a wretched Temper?
But if they were really as unhappy as they pretend,
says my Antagonist, why do they remain in life? –
Not satisfied with life, afraid of death28.
This is the secret Chain, say I, that holds us. We are
terrify’d, not brib’d to the Continuance of our Existence.29

And subsequently:
Ask yourself, ask any of your acquaintance, whether
they would live over again the last ten or twenty years of their
lives. No! but the next twenty, they say, will be better:
Matthew Prior, Solomon on the Vanity of the World, l. iii, v. 683.
Price (Dialogues, page 224, note 8) refers to the poem Gotham by
Englishman Charles Churchill (London, 1764) and notes that in this case the
revision of the Dialogues should be later and not, as Hume declares in a letter
to Smith of 15/8/1776, of the early 60s. But the verse of Churchill is different
in its first part, while that of Prior is exact. Moreover Prior is already quoted
by Hume in the Treatise of Human Nature 2.2.8, § 18, for having published
together the gay and satirical poem Alma with the melancholic poem
Solomon, a freedom which is not granted to the author of a treatise, based
to the rules of the association.
29 Dialogues, p. 224.
28
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And from the dregs of life, hope to receive
What the first sprightly running could not give.
Thus at last they find (such is the greatness of human
misery, it reconciles even contradictions), that they complain
at once of the shortness of life, and of its vanity and sorrow.30

It is only after this close confrontation, which has
brought us back to the Scottish referents of the Dialogues and
the contrast between ‘highflyers’ and ‘moderates’, that Hume
leads the dispute back to the subject of philosophical
argumentation. It therefore seems to me that it can be
concluded that, apart from the common sources that both
Hume and Hutcheson had for their opposing arguments,
beginning obviously from Bayle 31 , Hume intended to object
more specifically and directly to Hutcheson's arguments in the
Essay on passions.
3. Section V of Hutcheson’s Inquiry on Beauty.
Due to a vulgar prejudice it seemed to me in the past
that it is more reasonable to interpret the philosophers on the
basis of what comes first rather than what comes later and
that, for example, Hume's theory of imagination explains
Adam Smith’s Essay on astronomy better than some easy
juxtapositions with the undertakings of Einstein or Thomas
Kuhn, or that the so-called law of Hume - the is-ought question
30 Dialogues, p. 226. The verses are by John Dryden, Aureng-Zebe, act
iv, sc. I, vv. 41-42..
31 N. Kemp Smith insisted, as noted, on the relationship between
Philo and Bayle in his introduction to the Dialogues (Oxford, 1935, London
19472). Obviously, both E. Law in the notes to his translation of De origine
mali, and Hutcheson present and try to refute Bayle's thesis.
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- is clarified in light of the debate that Hutcheson had to
entertain with his rationalist adversaries.
Therefore, I would like in this circumstance to show how
it is more plausible historically to see the influence of Francis
Hutcheson in Part VIII of Hume’s Dialogues rather than a
brilliant consonance with the theses of Darwin or of Monod.
I will not dwell here in general on Hutcheson's Inquiry on
beauty, which has had many distinguished commentators. He
maintains that beauty is an idea aroused in us and the sense of
beauty is the power to receive this idea; it is a pleasant idea
and it is difficult to establish whether or not it constitutes a
representative idea. The important thing is that Hutcheson
recognises the cause of this idea in the uniformity of variety
and documents this thesis abundantly, turning to the beauty
of geometric figures, theorems, natural beauty and artistic
beauty. To keep to the simplest and most perspicuous
example, an equilateral triangle will be more pleasing than a
scalene triangle, because with the same variety (three sides
and three angles) the former has greater uniformity (equal
sides and angles).
A characteristic of Hutcheson's doctrine, so often
reiterated, is that this sense, like moral sense, has been given
to us by God and that God could have given us a sense of
beauty (as well as a moral sense) which was exactly the
opposite, capable of letting us experience the peculiar
pleasure that is aesthetic pleasure in front of irregular objects
or chaotic ensembles. Precisely this alternative is a sign of
providence and divine benevolence. Similarly, in the moral
sphere and returning to section VI of the Essay on passions, an
evil God could have given us a sense capable of making us
appreciate every form of cruelty towards our fellow creatures
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and animals, a sign to Hutcheson that God must among his
attributes possess something analogous to our benevolence
and our moral sense.32
Given this, it must be said that the most direct or final
intent of Section V of Inquiry on Beauty is to show that
possession of the sense of beauty as caused by uniformity in
regularity is a proof of divine providence and benevolence,
new proof therefore of the design argument, proof moreover
perfectly consistent with the intent of Section VI of the Essay
on Passions already commented.
Another feature of this section is that it constitutes the
most abstruse or most metaphysical section of the entirety of
Hutcheson’s production, so it is based on an emerging
discipline, the calculation of probabilities. But that the
mathematical disciplines were not foreign to Hutcheson is
testified both by his creation of the Academy of Dublin, and
therefore by the necessity of mathematical preparation, as by
his moral calculation, that is by his attempt, which he then
abandoned, to indicate through algebraic formulas the degree
of benevolence of each person in direct relation to the quantity
of good produced and inversely to his natural abilities (natural
gifts, power, wealth, etc.)33
I limit myself here to refer to my introduction to the Italian transl.
of the Essay on Passions, (Bologna, Clueb, 1997).in particular, pp. xxvii-xxxiii.
33 See Inquiry on virtue, section III, art. XI. The predilection of
Hutcheson for combinatorial art is also present in other parts of the Essay on
passions, for example in the art III of section II concerning the 20 axioms or
natural laws of calm desire, the classification of over forty passions in section
III (articles III-V) which culminates in art. VI in a classification of passions
dependent on kinship or friendship which seems to suggest dozens of
schematic intertwining for epic or dramatic poetry or for the oratory
declamation.
32
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In a long introduction to the Essay on Passions about this
section V I wrote:
It will be necessary to follow in the Inquiry the
consequences of this fundamental subjectivity of beauty. It
was, with good reason, noted that Hutcheson uses the
physical-theological literature to confirm the criterion of
uniformity in the variety. But perhaps it has not been
sufficiently noted that, if its doctrine of beauty comes out
confirmed, the uplifting nature of the topics from design
comes out considerably weakened. The fifth and eighth
sections of the text, which respectively question the order and
design of the universe and the final causes of our sense of
beauty, have in the work economy the aim of clarifying the
disinterested character of aesthetic pleasure - which prepares
the disinterested character of moral evaluation and action even at the cost of insinuating, involuntarily and
paradoxically, doubts about theological proof of the order.
[...] For Hutcheson God does not need to think for theorems,
nor to act through general causes, and could intervene in
every moment in the events of this world; not only that, but
its neutrality in the face of beauty, in the infinity of the
universe, may have made the criterion of beauty correspond
to the different needs of different species and of different
rational beings34.
Without these premises it is not clear why Hutcheson
has produced for a good fifteen paragraphs (sixteen from the
II edition) in the most disconcerting collection of topics from
design that has left us the physical-theological literature
before Hume. It is entirely based on the incontestable
existence of abundant regularity in the universe and moves
34

See Inquiry on Beauty, section V, Articles 1 and 18-19.
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from the critique of the conatus ad motum of Cartesian
physics (with all the British prejudices of the case) or of the
Epicurean clinamen. This chain of arguments, ignoring the
possible objections that Hutcheson discusses, can be reduced
to a single complex argument in which from the possibility of
the formation of a single figure of given shape and dimension,
in an infinite material universe, we pass to the combination
by exact interlocking of two of these forms, to the
consideration that a living organism requires combinations
much more complex than the one initially given, and it is in
turn composed of many exactly similar composed parts, to
reach at the end to the current world, where there is a huge
quantity of species, each composed of numerous similar
individuals. On the basis of the probability of the chances, the
treatment of the infinite and the infinitely divisible, as if it
were a number to which to apply the normal procedures of
arithmetic, in the manner of Fontenelle, Hutcheson can
gradually pass from the second to the fifth, until the twentieth
and also to the hundredth or thousandth power of the
infinite, as the eventuality of possible cases contrary to the
formation of the current universe35.

But to see the connection with the viii section of Hume’s
Dialogues it will be necessary to go into the details of section
V, albeit in more concise forms than in Hutcheson’s text.
There are three main trends of argumentation:
a) Postulating that the sense of beauty is of divine
institution, that therefore there is no necessary connection
between aesthetic pleasure and its cause (uniformity in variety
or, in other words, regularity), the regularity of nature is not in
itself proof of a design in creation. Personally, I supported:
35.

Essay on Passions, transl. cit. Introduction, pp. xxxiii-xxxiv..
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The relevant and surprising aspect of the argument is
the premise, continually reiterated by Hutcheson, that
regularity has no intrinsic privilege over irregularity and that
God is not necessarily provided with our aesthetic sense;
Hutcheson even comes to recognize the precipitous character
of one who concludes from mere regularity to the presence
of a divine plan, a conclusion based on the experience of men
who never act without being guided by the sense of beauty36.

Now I realize that this premise is constantly repeated in
the text, but does not always have the same function: it
sometimes contradicts the purpose of the argument,
sometimes favours it, or rather Hutcheson cannot effectively
get rid of the privilege granted to the regularity.
b) Hutcheson's proof is based on the relationship
between numbers of cases favourable to obtaining regularity
and the number of total random events and proceeds by
adding the number of total random events and the increasing
number of conditions to be met. We need different
presuppositions for the argument: an infinite matter, in
principle infinitely divisible, an infinite time, a collocation of
this matter in infinite possible places.
Moreover, the regularity of which Hutcheson speaks is a
substantially geometric regularity, but it has mechanical or
even organic implications. The human body is compared to a
machine composed of similar parts and therefore in mutual
adaptation 37 .In other words, there is a certain constitutive
36.

Essay on passions, transl. cit., Introduction, pp. xxxiv-xxxv.
The notorious assimilation between body and machine is
particularly used in the proofs of design, in which the extreme complication
of the body machine is insisted. The quote from Spectator No. 115 by E. Law
in the transl.. cit. of King’s De origine mali it is a relevant example (pp. 12437
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ambiguity: regularity is as much a regular geometric figure, as
it is a regularity meaning that events occur according to laws.
The typical expression of what I called in the text the 'British
prejudices of the case' is the assimilation of the Cartesian
theory to the epicurean theory expressly quoted in the final
paragraph and already postulated in the note to the article I.
Hutcheson seems to ignore the fact that in the Monde
Descartes proposes the thesis that the three laws of motion
are sufficient to create from the primordial chaos the universe
of vortices that appears to us. Typical and Hobbesian is the
assimilation of the law of the rectilinear direction of motion to
the conatus ad motum, "without an actual line of direction",
exactly the opposite of what is supported by Descartes and
what is accepted in the first Newtonian law of motion and
inertia force. Hence the "blind undirected force" (not directed
in the sense of not planned by God according to a purpose as
well as in the sense of non-rectilinear) of Hutcheson ‘s
argument is not far from the "blind unguided force" evoked by
Philo, which implies only the absence of a design.
c) a certain candour of Hutcheson proposing three
difficulties, as we shall see, to his argument.
The title requires us to derive the inference of a design
and wisdom in the cause starting from our sense of beauty
(and from our moral sense). This is possibly the thesis
proposed by Hutcheson to Hume, about a transcendent

25 note). The wisdom and the goodness of God is deduced “from his having
fitted and obliged us to this Labour and Exercise, which is so necessary to our
well-being», as well as “the Fitness of a State of Labour for fallen Man. On
the topic and on his discussion within the Dialogues, I refer again to Carabelli,
Hume and the rhetoric of ideology, cit., Pp. 70-88.
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destiny of man, which can be inferred from Hume's impatient
and resentful response in his letter.
Article I aims at proving the existence of design on the
basis of the “most unfavourable supposition” and that is that
the sense of beauty cannot be proof of design and wisdom
since there is no necessary connection between this sense and
the regularity of nature. Other beings may have a different or
even an opposite sense of beauty. And yet being infinite the
regular and irregular forms, infinite the places (environments
we might say, or even worlds) and infinite the senses or tastes,
the possibility that these three conditions unite (a randomly
made universe in which in a determined place-world, there
exist regular determined forms, and a taste capable of
appreciating them and, moreover, beings all endowed with
this taste) is as "improbable at least as much as the infinite in
relation to one"38.
Article. II only establishes that for a given regular
geometric form there are infinite irregular forms. Given an
equilateral triangle there are infinite scalene triangles. In an
area of one inch there are endless regular shapes and for each
infinite irregular shapes. Therefore, in an infinite world there
are infinite possibilities of irregularity or chaos compared to
the possibility of one regular form.
But the absence of regularity is not proof of lack of
design except for beings endowed with a sense of beauty like
ours. It is here that Hutcheson's argument insinuates,
involuntarily, anthropomorphic doubts in his argument:
But this Conclusion is too rash, unless some further
proof be introduced; and what leads us into it is this. Men who
38
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have a Sense of Beauty in Regularity, are led generally in all
their Arrangements of Bodys to study some kind of Regularity,
and seldom ever design Irregularity; and hence we judge the
same of other Beings too, viz. that they study Regularity; and
presume upon Intention into the Cause wherever we see it,
making the Irregularity always a presumption of want of a
design.39

On the other hand, for other beings endowed with a
different sense of beauty, or completely lacking it, “Irregularity
may as well be design’d as Regularity" 40 . Hutcheson had
already said in the first article that a pile of randomly arranged
stones might appear to be a comfortable dwelling for some
terrestrial animal. This is the first difficulty that Hutcheson
proposes to his argument, provoking an initial confusion in the
reader. Even if in a way that he is not perfectly aware of,
Hutcheson accuses of anthropomorphism the man who
supposes a design everywhere he sees regularity. It should
however be noted that in this way regularity and irregularity
are placed on the same level allowing the argument based
exclusively on the probability of cases to continue.
Article. III proposes the hypothesis of an infinite mass of
matter that is determined to divide into solid particles of one
cubic inch and prismatic form “whose Base should always be ½
of a square Inch”, assuming as usual an undirected force, it
could produce an infinity of irregular prisms of the same size
compared to only one or two regular equilateral prisms.

Inquiry on beauty, p. 50.
.: «Whereas if other Agents have different senses of Beauty,
or if they have no Sense of it at all, Irregularity may as well be design'd as
Regularity.
39

40.Ibid
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Article. IV simply eliminates the conditions set out in the
previous article: if an infinite mass of matter were divided at
random, we could expect particles of any size and of any
regular or irregular shape and therefore the simpl e production
of prisms in large numbers would be enough to constitute a
presumption of design.
Article. V proposes a second difficulty or objection: in
some phenomena of crystallization we often witness the
formation of regular forms only in the presence of an
undirected force of attraction. The difficulty is solved easily
given the special conformation of the particles of these bodies
due to the constitution of nature, but it is immensely
improbable that such a constitution governs the whole mass
not only of our globe, but of all the fixed stars. The argument
is not at all perspicuous unless we find the source of this
hypothesis; in any case it presupposes precisely that
anthropomorphic predilection which from regularity infers a
design that Hutcheson had previously condemned.
In the art. VI, since the bodies present in the universe
are not simple forms, but combinations of forms, production is
now assumed, always in the infinite matter, of a body of given
dimension that has a prismatic and regular shape, an
eventuality that is one to the second power of infinity with
respect to different eventualities, and a tube capable of
containing it exactly (again an eventuality equal to one with
respect to the square of the infinite). Well the eventuality that
they meet in infinite space is one with respect to the infinite,
that they meet on the same axis, again one with respect to the
infinite and that their edges coincide three with respect to the
infinite. It follows that in the infinite ages, even if it is supposed
that these two regular figures can be realised and are able to
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interpenetrate, the eventuality of their combination is three
compared to the third power of the infinite.
However, in proposing the case of the combination of
two regular forms Hutcheson is forced to propose an
additional hypothesis to allow the combination of two simple
forms:
And let it be here observ’d, that there are many
Compositions of Bodys which the smallest Degree of Design
could easily effect, which yet we would in vain expect from all
the Powers of Chance or undesign’d Force, after an Infinity of
Rencounters; even supposing a Dissolution of every Form
except the regular one, that the Parts might be prepar’d for a
new Agitation41.

It is evident that the permanence of the regular prism
and of the regular prismatic tube that can contain it is an
additional necessary hypothesis. This character of stability
(whose duration we do not mention) of these two forms
cannot have escaped Hume and this is precisely the
assumption that Hume will make in section viii. If this
consideration may seem specious, two aspects must be kept in
mind: the whole of Hutcheson's argument introduces us into a
sort of three-dimensional Flatlandia where the regular
geometric solids and their joints correspond in some way not
only to the material objects but also to the plants animals and
humans of our world.This is what is explicit in art. VII:
May we not then justly count it altogether absurd, and
next to an absolute strict Impossibility "That all the Powers of
41

Inquiry on Beauty, p. 54.My underlining.
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undirected Force should ever effect such a complex Machine
as the most imperfect Plant, or the meanest Animal, even in
one Instance?” for the Improbability just increases as the
Complication of Mechanism in these natural Bodys surpasses
that simple Combination above mention’d

In art. VIII Hutcheson warns that his argument is entirely
based on the calculation of probabilities and is independent of
every possible sense of beauty. If an event occurs in a larger
number of cases than we could reasonably expect, it is
evidence of an intention or design in its cause and the greater
the probable gap between the number of favourable cases
with respect to the number of all possible cases the stronger
the indication of a design is. There is therefore no privilege of
regular solid forms with respect to irregular shapes. The
argument is also valid in the absence of any regularity provided
that, however, irregular events occurring beyond all
reasonable expectations are exactly similar.
Article. IX aims to transform this argument “to
something like a Theorem, altho the Idea of Infinite be
troublesome enough to manage in Reasongs” into a sort of
"theorem, although the idea of infinity is rather problematic to
be handled in reasoning". The argument is complex and
fluctuates somewhat, but for the idea that the possibility of
obtaining a body of given form and dimension, in an infinite
matter and in the course of an infinite time, is equal to one
with respect to the fifth power of the Infinite. In a first
formulation it seems that the infinite parameters involved are
three for the dimensions of the matter particle, one for the
various degrees of intensity of the unguided force and one for
the
number
of
rencounters
("Rencounters"
or
"recombinations"). Otherwise, in a second formulation the
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parameters involved seem to be collocation, size and shape.
The example explains that the production of a very simple
given form, like a parallelepiped, requires three parameters,
each susceptible to infinite opposing cases, namely flat,
parallel surfaces, and in a determined reciprocal relationship.
The article therefore concludes that all the powers of the case
could produce at most a single cube, a single pyramid or a
single prism and the eventuality becomes necessarily “more
improbable" if we take into account "more complex Figures,
and in all Combinations of Bodies and in similar Species"42.
As can be argued, and as specified in the following
articles, the purpose of the argument is to show that the
probability that in a world-environment like ours many species
of complex organisms can exist, each composed of many
similar individuals, produced by chance it is an eventuality so
remote as to constitute the case in which improbability
borders on impossibility. However, it should be noted that the
new privilege is accorded to the regularity of the form leading
to the perspective that an animal organism resembles in some
way a human artifact. Moreover - and this is the most
interesting aspect of the argumentation - to be able to add the
powers of the infinite, Hutcheson is forced, as in Article VI, to
re-propose the possibility that a certain regular form is
preserved and not part of a new recombination of the
elements from the case. (As if playing dice, dice with a six
should not be shuffled).
But this last hypothesis [that is, that the number of
combinations may represent a new one, that is the fifth
power of infinity] only holds on Supposition, that after every
42
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Rencounter there is no Cohesion, but all is dissolv’d again for
a new concourse, except in similar Forms or exact
Combinations; which supposition is entirely groundless, since
we see dissimilar Bodys cohering as strongly as any, and rude
Masses more than any combinations43.

As can be seen, again, as in article VI, Hutcheson
introduces the conjecture that similar forms or exact
combinations can last over time, a decisive suggestion for
Philo, and is forced to deny that this is what happens in our real
world, since dissimilar bodies and irregular masses of matter
present a much greater degree of cohesion. But even these
irregular or chaotic masses will appear again in Philo’s world.
We can briefly reflect on the following articles. Article. X
proposes the case of the mutual adaptation of regular or
irregular shapes and complicates the case hypothesized in
Article VI of the reciprocal adaptation of a regular prism within
a prismatic tube. The important aspect is that Hutcheson
proposes the conditions to be met in order to randomly obtain
a simple machine built by man as the axle of a wagon with its
symmetrical wheels fixed to the hubs to then refer to plants
and animals with their numerous articulations, insertion of
muscles, branching of veins, arteries and nerves. The
possibility that such machines can be produced by chance
becomes at this point equal to one with respect to infinity
elevated to the infinitesimal power. Article. XI assumes that
chanse can provide valid reason to expect the presence of
some of these forms and their combinations. Nevertheless, we
could not expect such a quantity of individuals similar to each
other in the same species. Article XII reiterates that this
43
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argument is independent of any aesthetic sense but also of
regularity. Moreover “allowing that a Leg, or Arm, or Eye,
might have been the Effect of Chanse (which was shewn to be
most absurd and next to absolutely impossible) that it would
not have a corresponding Leg, Arm, Eye, exactly similar , must
be a hazard of a Power of Infinite proportion’d to the
Complications of Parts”. Article. XIII proposes an interesting
objection: the resemblance of the limbs or individuals of the
same species perceivable by the senses could conceal the real
dissimilarity of their minute particles. Without exactly
following Hutcheson's argument, the cases of sensible
dissimilitude that chance could produce are infinitely superior
to cases of perceptible similarity. The xiv article repeats the
argument based on infinitesimal changes. The only interesting
aspect is that the apparent resemblance can contain infinite
dissimilarities. Article xv proposes the argument referring to
the similarity or dissimilarity of individuals of the same species.
The last objection added in 1726 in art. XVI, which completes
the demonstration is important. Someone must have objected
that his argument seems more convincing a priori than a
posteriori, that is to say that it is easier to convince us that a
cause that acts without knowledge and that chance cannot get
any desired result or end, rather than reasoning "ab effectibus
"and that is that seeing a result achieved, we must believe that
the cause cannot have acted randomly. The immediate
comparison proposed by the objection is with the lottery. If I
think there is a winning ticket in a thousand, when I pull out a
ticket I just expect to lose the money I had spent, but if one has
drawn the winning ticket there is no reason to believe that the
lottery must necessarily be rigged. Hutcheson replies to the
objection that if, knowing that there are ten thousand winning
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tickets, one person was able to extract the ten winning tickets
in succession, I would certainly think it was a trick or artifice.
But the works of nature are not a lottery and the hypothesis of
chance is not more probable than the hypothesis of an end or
a design and therefore an intelligent cause is as probable as
the Cartesian conatus or the clinamen of Epicurean: regularity,
mutual adaptations and similarity of the species are just as
many demonstrations that there has been design and
intelligence in the cause.
4. The eighth part of the dialogues
Let's now try to face part VIII of the Dialogues. We will
immediately realise that the new "cosmogonic system" is
proposed by Philo as a challenge to Cleanthes. Cleanthes had
concluded the previous part arguing that the doubts raised by
Philo were the result of the fertility of his inventiveness, and
“may puzzle, but never can convince us." Philo replies that in
matters so unsuitable for the restricted range of human reason
"a hundred contradictory views may preserve a kind of
imperfect analogy" and therefore inventiveness has the full
opportunity to practice:
Without any great Effort of Thought, I believe that I
cou’d, in an Instant, propose other Systems of Cosmogony,
which wou’d have some faint Appearance of Truth; thou it is
a thousand, a Million to one if either Yours or any-one of mine
be the true System44.

44
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So we find ourselves immediately, as in Hutcheson's
argument, measuring the probabilities in favour and the
probabilities against the cosmogonic systems, although the
possibility that the system of each of the two is the true one is
equal to one probability in a thousand or a million. Philo
immediately proposes reviving the old epicurean hypothesis,
"rightly considered the most absurd that has been produced".
Admission is not purely rhetorical, since Philo maintained in
part VI, as Hume did in the Treatise, that chanse has no place
in any sceptical or religious hypothesis and that everything is
certainly governed by fixed and immutable laws45.
Another aspect of the hypothesis to keep in mind is that
Philo does not immediately present his theory but constructs
it and perfects it in the course of dialogue. Hutcheson's
argument uses an effective rhetorical strategy through the
growing number of conditions to be satisfied and hence by the
multiplication of the infinites. Hume overturns this
argumentative strategy by gradually making his hypothesis
more and more likely.
The first move is to suppose finite matter instead of
infinite as Epicurean meant, and a finite number of
transpositions in an eternal duration may have produced and
destroyed a world like ours in all its details. "No one who has a
conception of the powers of infinite," concludes Philo “in
comparison with finite, will ever scruple this determination”.
But the thesis of Philo is very difficult: it is that which in an
infinite time this world as it is may have been produced and
destroyed indefinitely. Now whoever presents Hutcheson's
text and has considered the sixteen articles in which the
45 Dialogues, p. 209. See p. 200 and Treatise of Human Nature,
1.3.12, § 1.
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powers of infinite have been invoked and complex calculations
have been presented on the powers of the infinite, is induced
to see an oblique and ironic hint to that text and to the infinites
raised to any power: "a finite number of particles, is
susceptible only to a finite number of transpositions and, in an
eternal duration, it must happen that every possible order and
position must be experienced an infinite number of times"46.
Demea’s interruption is immediate: the hypothesis
presupposes "that the matter can acquire movement without
the intervention of any voluntary agent or first mover". A
difficulty conveniently proposed by Demea, if it is primarily
represented by Andrew Baxter: Philo replies that the
movement "from Gravity, from Elasticity, from Electricity
begins in Matter" and “to suppose always, in these cases, an
unknown voluntary agent, is mere hypothesis” “with no
advantages”. As I have argued in the quoted essay, it is a
correct denial of the baxterian argumentation in which the
Clarkian and Newtonian thesis of a direct divine intervention
for the force of gravity was extended to all known natural
phenomena. It will be objected that Demeea’s interruption is
not congruent with Hutcheson's argument; on the contrary,
from the first of his sixteen articles Hutcheson warns in a note
that for “undirected” “or undesigning force” he means the
"Conatus ad motum, without an actual line of direction" of the
Cartesian doctrine. He claims that the purpose of his first
fourteen (sic) articles of his section is to show the absurdity of
the doctrine, and above all he concludes that his "arguments"
would indeed be useless if all men were persuaded of that
which seems obvious enough to a man of normal
46
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understanding and that is, “there can be no Thought-less
Agent; and that Chanse and Nature are mere empty Names”
“relative only to our Ignorance"47. Moreover, the premise of
Philo is that everything before experience may seem difficult
and incomprehensible, but "after experience" (and that is
starting from experience) is equally easy and
understandable48.
Again, Hume takes advantage of the quasi-Bayesian
objection of Hutcheson’s article xvi added in 1726: it is easier
to convince a priori that chance cannot get a result, than,
reasoning 'ab effectibus’, convince a posteriori that chance
could not have achieved the result.
In the following paragraph he also proposes the
hypothesis that according to impulse the conservation of
motion may have been communicated from eternity, a thesis
that recalls the Cartesian thesis and its second law of motion
47 Inquiry on beauty, p. 48. The "ingenious book" by Andrew Baxter
is however recalled by Hutcheson, together with Clarke's arguments, about
the unity and activity of the soul in contrast with the passivity of matter in
System, cit., Vol. I, p. 200, note and is cited in Synopsis Metaphysicae,
Glasgow, 17442, part III, chap. I, art. 8 to support the thesis that the matter
cannot move without an intelligent cause. See F. Hutcheson, Logic,
Metaphysics, and the Natural Sociability of Mankind, Indianapolis, Liberty
Fund, 2006, p. 159. The edition, edited by J. Moore and M. Silverthorne,
collects the English translation of the minor works in Latin by Hutcheson. The
third part of Synopsis, about God, dedicates its short chapters to the design
argument, to the natural and moral attributes of God, to the providence and
to the compatibility between providence and divine omniscience and human
freedom. The work, assuming it was known to Hume, does not add anything
else relevant to the themes considered in these pages.
48 Philo's observation could be, besides being coherent with Hume's
thought, an obscure reminiscence of the objection presented in art. 16 of the
Inquiry on beauty, section V.
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rather than the old epicurean hypothesis and this perspective
too brings us back to Hutcheson’s argument that unites the
Cartesian conatus to the Epicurean principle. And to sanction
what he has just said, the ever careless Philo cites a usual
sentence of the physicists of his time:"As much as is lost by the
Composition of Motion, as much is gained by its Resolution"49.
The important thing is the conclusion that there is not a
particle of matter at rest in the universe.
The difficulty proposed by Demea instead of stopping
the inventiveness of Philo 50 , suggests a new cosmogonic
hypothesis that is not quite as absurd and improbable as the
previous one: There is perhaps "a system, an order, an
economy of things, so the matter can preserve that perpetual
agitation which seems to be essential to it, and yet maintain a
Constancy in the Forms, which it produces? " 51 It should be
noted that in the primitive draft of 1750 the term used by
Hume is not constancy that makes the idea well, but
uniformity, the term most used by Hutcheson from the preface
to the entire Inquiry on beauty, which in the fifth section often
replaces but not always, the term regularity52.
Where matter succeeds in preserving its movement
without losing the constancy of its forms, it must necessarily
assume the present appearance of "art and invention":

Dialogues, p. 210.
Dialogues, p. 210: "And this very Consideration too, continue’d
Philo, which we have stumbled on in the Course of the Argument, suggesting
a new Hypothesis [System] of Cosmogony, that is not absolutely absurd and
improbable."
51 Dialogues, p. 210 (page)
52 Ibid., «An Uniformity» is replaced with «a Constancy» both on line
4 and line 9 of Hume’s MS p. 54.( lines 12 e 19 of Price’s edition).
49
50
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All the parts of each form must have a relation to each
other, and to the whole: And the whole itself must have a
relation to the other parts of the universe; to the element, in
which the form subsists; to the materials, with which it repairs
its waste and decay; and to every other form, which is hostile
or friendly. A defect in any of these particulars destroys the
form; and the matter, of which it is composed, is again set
loose, and is thrown into irregular motions and
fermentations, till it unite itself to some other regular form53.

If this does not happen - says Philo - it means that we
find ourselves in a world in its infancy or in a decrepit world. It
is therefore useless to insist on the uses of the parts in animals
and plants and their extraordinary mutual adjustment. "I
would fain know how an animal could subsist, unless its parts
were so adjusted!" 54 , Which is to say, in the face of
Hutcheson's arguments about having two legs and two arms
perfectly similar, how could an animal exist without these
exact couplings necessary for its survival?
So far, Philo's theory is still global: in its first form the
"absolutely absurd and improbable" proposal is that in an
infinite time, if the number of particles of matter is finite,
chance can produce infinite worlds analogous to ours; the
second proposal includes the fundamental element of the
presence of uniformity generated by chance, which renders for
this some or many lasting forms, up to the point of constituting
a universe comparable to ours and yet subject to new global
revolutions.
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But in 1757, probably returning to the subject, Hume
adds two essential paragraphs that if they perhaps do not
substantially modify his proposal, make it much clearer, at
least in relation to a probabilistic argument.
Suppose”, Philo begins, that matter were thrown into
any position, by a blind, unguided force55”- -an expression that
closely resembles the "blind"56, "undirected force"57 of which
Hutcheson speaks - “it is evident that this first position must
in all probability be the most confused and most disordered
imaginable, without any resemblance to those works of human
contrivance, which, along with a symmetry of parts, discover
an adjustment of means to ends and a tendency to selfpreservation. If the actuating force cease after this operation,
matter must remain for ever in disorder […]”. “But suppose,
that the actuating force, whatever it be, still continues in
matter, this first position will immediately give place to a
second […] and so on, through many successions of changes
and revolutions […]”
The original Force, still remaining in Activity, gives a
perpetual Restlesness to matter. Every possible Situation is
produced, and instantly destroy’d. If a Glimpse or Dawn of
Order appears for a moment, it is instantly hurri’d away and
confounded, by that never-ceasing Force, which actuates
every part of matter.58

Dialogues, p. 211.
on beauty, p. 66.
57 Inquiry on beauty, p. 48, 49, 52.
58 Dialogues, p. 211. My italics show how Hume intended to
underline the incessant, instantaneous and omnipresent action of force
55

56Inquiry

53
54
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Has this paragraph changed anything in the primitive
hypothesis? Apparently not, but it has changed something. All
Hutcheson's argumentation proposes the work of chance, as
was customary in the treatises on probability of the time, like
a game of dice. It is as if the God-Chance of Hutcheson threw
the dice every time and calculated the result when it fell. On
the contrary, Philo insists on the incessant character of the
activity and of the change of state of every single particle of
matter.
To take up an authoritative example, already discussed
in the Dialogues as in Cicero's De natura deorum, it is
absolutely improbable or almost impossible that by throwing a
large quantity of Latin characters into the air, they can fall back
onto the ground so as to compose the Annales of Ennio59. But
here it is as if there was not a god-chance that throws the
characters in the air, but the characters themselves that
according to their immanent force continually modify their
internal disposition and their mutual position. It is precisely the
argumentative procedure of Hutcheson, based on the
calculation of probabilities and on the product of infinite
numbers, by the sum of their exponents, which implied that a
god-chance had to throw all the dice together again (or all the
letters of the alphabet), except those who had achieved an

Dialogues, part III, p. 174. The original argument is present in the
De natura deorum. In the Dialogues the reference is to the Iliad and to the
Aeneid and introduces the Cleanthes hypothesis of the animal books that
should populate the Philo library. In a nice note, Price reports the pieces of
Cicero, Montaigne, Fénelon, and Boyle that Hume could have present. In all,
the reference to characters casted at random is explicit, as in a roll of a pair
of dices, says Fenelon.
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ordered position, therefore capable of staying in time60. The
model that Philo proposes does not contemplate a single
player and the repetition of the roll of all the dice, except those
that have reached an ordered disposition, but it is as if each
particle of matter has to participate in the dice game, or, to
return to the example of the Annales, each letter of the Latin
alphabet can be endlessly arranged to form words, and even
sensible phrases up to the point of re-proposing the verses of
Ennio.
Thus, in the second paragraph added, Philo assumes
that without losing its motion or its active force, his universe
may “preserve an Uniformity of Appearance, amidst the
continual Motion and Fluctuation of its Parts". This is what
appears to us in the present universe in which every individual
and every part of him continually changes and yet the whole
individual remains apparently the same. The apparent stability
of the forms in the persistent change of the parts is what
appears and makes the proposed theory or hypothesis
plausible if not true. And it is not said that Hume did not find a
further suggestion in those articles 13, 14, 15 in which
Hutcheson, after observing the extraordinary resemblance of
the individuals of each individual species, recognised that
within each individual the parts are not exactly similar and
insisted that within each species each individual was then
actually dissimilar from each other61.

59

60 Dialogues, p. 208. To resume the example of the parallelepiped,
art. IX, they should not be subjected to a recombination, first the flat
surfaces, then the parallel ones, etc.
61 Dialogues, p. 211. The hypothesis interesting for Hume is the
possibility that the resemblance (or correspondence) of the organs or parts
in an individual, or between animals of the same species, is only an outward
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A few words can complete this examination. Cleanthes
replies that there are symmetries that have no survival value
such as two eyes and two ears - examples already proposed by
Hutcheson - and elements of wisdom in the creator such as the
existence of domestic animals, the presence of camels in the
sandy African deserts, magnetite which thanks to the compass
has enabled the survival of society and mankind62. It is strange
that Philo does not produce arguments to counter these
examples, but probably not even Hume - as he has always
shown - is a lover of chance; he prefers to accept the idea that
his theory is no less free from difficulties than any other.
Rather, he returns to the usual dualism of matter and thought
and reproaches Cleanthes who, by giving precedence to
thought in the origin of the universe, overturns in this way the
order of experience, since all our ideas are copies of real
objects and thought and matter always have a mutual
influence. Showing the difficulties present in any theory «may
teach, all of us, Sobriety in condemning each other”, and that
is not a system of this kind ought ever to be receiv'd from a
slight Analogy, so neither ought any to Account of a small
Incongruity » 63 . “All religious systems, it is confessed, are
subject to great and insuperable difficulties; each disputant
triumphs in its turn”, but a complete triumph is due only to the
sceptic who, relying on a total suspension of judgment and
appearance that hides intrinsic differences. Obviously, Hutcheson replies
that however the probabilities of causal dissimilarities outweigh the odds of
similarities for various powers of the infinity. A subject to which could be
completely indifferent who, as Hume, does not believe in the infinite
divisibility of space and matter.
62 Dialogues, pp. 212-213. Each of these cases “is a sufficient Proof of
a Design, and of a Benevolent Design” significantly adds Cleanthes.
63 Dialogues, pp. 213-p14.
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having no theory to defend, can always move to the attack of
religious systems.
In conclusion, 1) the sharp refusal to refer to the final
causes (leading to endless discussions) in Hume’s letter to
Hutcheson, (2) the exact opposite on religion advocated in the
introduction to the Natural History, 3) the choice of the world
made at random as the most absurd and unfavourable
hypothesis 4) the probability of chance based only on
numerical prevalence excluding powers as special capacities,
5) Philo’s challenge about the number of cosmogonic systems
that he can invent in an istant and the gradual refining of his
own; but above all: 6) the unguided blind force reminiscent of
the blind undirected force of Hutcheson, 7) the opening
reference to “who has a conception of the powers of infinite,
in comparison of finite”, 8) the stability (“uniformity” and after
“constancy”) acquired by regular forms in the continuous
turning of matter, 9), but also the possibility of permanence of
irregular forms (for Hutcheson the regular has no privileges, for
Hume the regular forms are surrounded by a lot of disorder)
10) the sheer appearance of regularity in what at the
innermost level remain in disorder 11) the possibility that what
seems impossible a priori does not a posteriori are too many
clues for us to think of mere coincidences and that Hume was
not inspired by Hutcheson’s section v of the Inquiry on Beauty.

5. Other influences of the Inquiry on beauty on the
Dialogues.
The five final articles of section V, such as the ii and iii
article of section VIII, in which the dominant theme is the

41

questioning on the final causes of beauty, allow a broader
comparison with the progress of the Dialogues. If so far the
argument in favour of design was independent of beauty,
beauty brings into play, more than the project, the wisdom and
prudence of the cause, that is, the moral attributes of divinity.
In fact, wisdom denotes the achievement of the best ends by
the best means. For men who take pleasure in contemplating
uniformity, the beauty of the effects is an argument in favour
of wisdom, but this does not apply to a being without a sense
of beauty, Hutcheson repeats once again. Therefore the
beauty of nature does not prove wisdom in the cause, unless
one recognises benevolence in the author of nature who has
predisposed this world for the happiness of men whom has
also provided with a sense of beauty64.
Hutcheson, like Cleanthes (and Newton) clearly
distinguishes the argument to design from the argument from
design in articles xviii and xix. When we see a machine whose
great complication of the parts leads to a single end, it is
immediate proof of an end and of a broad and comprehensive
intelligence in the cause in proportion to the multiplicity of
parts and the complication of the organ, even if we ignore its
intention and regardless of the sense of beauty.
The argument of order or from design, on the contrary,
when we see many useful effects deriving from a single general
cause, cannot disregard our sense of beauty. Reason and
interest can lead to beings of limited abilities like humans,
unable to understand a great variety of operations and misled
by them to choose this frugal economy of forces and to
consider it a proof of wisdom in other beings similar to
64

Inquiry on beauty, art. XVIII
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themselves. Who would not approve of the idea that in a clock
the three movements of the hour, minute and second hands,
like the table of months, all depend on one spring or weight,
rather than three or four springs or counterweights? But apart
from this speculative and interested reason, if they are
provided with the sense of beauty, they cannot fail to approve
of this situation.
In article XXI, an abundance of examples illustrates the
topic: at the beginning Hutcheson mentions the extraordinary
mechanism of muscular motion in the animal world, already
illustrated in a previous section: it allows "all their Action in
walking, running, flying, swimming, all their serious efforts for
self-preservation, all their freakish Contortions when they are
gay and sportful - movements perform’d by the one simple
Contrivance of a contracting Muscle 65 . " Here, however, he
recalls the principle of the heat that comes from the sun and
not only allows us vision, but is the cause of rains, springs,
rivers and winds and the universal cause of vegetation. And
finally,
The Uniform Principle of Gravity preserves at once the
Planets in their Orbits, gives Cohesion to the Parts of each
Globe, and Stability to Mountains, Hills, and artificial
Structures; it raises the Sea in Tides, and sinks them again, and
restrains them in their Channels; it drains the Earth of its
superfluous Moisture, by Rivers; it raises the Vapours by its
Influence on the Air, and brings them down again in Rains; it
gives an uniform Pressure to our Atmosphere, necessary to
our Bodys in general and, more especially, to Inspiration in
Breathing; and furnishes us with a universal Movement,
65

Inquiry on beauty, sect. II, art. VIII
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capable of being apply’d in innumerable Engines. (inq. V pag
70 verificato)66

It is at this point that Hutcheson lets himself get carried
away by his incurable optimism and by the favourite
calculation of pleasures and penalties and he opposes, to the
beauty of the uniformity of the law capable of producing such
a great variety of effects, the risk of not being able to prevent
some accidental ills derived by chance from the general law. A
precipitous judgment (like those proposed by Philo in section
XI) could lead one to think that so many distinct volitions would
have been more advantageous for us and of no difficulty for
the Almighty. But in this case the pleasure of contemplating
this scene would be lost; “One would rather chuse to run the
Hazard of its casual Evils, than part that harmonious Form
which has been an unexhausted Source of delight to the
successive Spectators in all Ages"67. “All the more - adds in the
final article XXII – since the deviation from general Laws, (…),
must be a presumption of Inconstancy and Weakness, rather
than of steddy Wisdom and Power, and must weaken the best
Arguments we can have for the Sagacity and Power of the
universal MIND".
It will therefore be appropriate to explore the two final
articles of the eighth and final section on beauty. Article II that
questions the final causes of our sense of beauty sets
interesting limits to the investigation. It is not a matter of
investigating whether for an intelligent and omniscient being
there exists a real excellence in regular forms, in acting by
means of general laws, in discursive knowledge ("through
66
67

Inquiry on beauty, section V, art. XXI.
Ibid.
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theorems"). We are poorly equipped to answer such questions
and we are not even able to know if other animals can discern
regular objects that escape our observation, although
Hutcheson will soon maintain that even for inhabitants of
other planets the course of the stars should appear equally
regular and they must therefore presumably have an aesthetic
sense similar to ours. In any case, the only legitimate question
is whether we can discover a reason worthy of the author of
nature to arbitrarily connect the pleasure of beauty with
regular objects and what purpose led him to create a world so
full of regularity and uniformity.
The first answer is rational and interested. The way of
knowing through universal theorems and working through
universal causes is the most convenient for beings with limited
intellectual abilities, since it prevents intelligence from being
confused by a multiplicity of propositions and that their
powers of action "get tired and run out" »; thus reason aside
from the sense of beauty must approve of such methods68.
The second reason is that the contemplation of
uniformity in variety allows us to understand and preserve in
memory more easily and distinctly than would allow irregular
objects 69 . Here Hutcheson abounds with examples: from a
column or two and from the framed arch that connects them
we can infer the shape of the whole building, from one side
and a solid angle the entire regular solid, from the ray alone
the entire circumference, and so on. On the other hand a long
Inquiry on beauty, section VIII, art. II.
The relationship between uniformity and memory was already
suggested by Jean Pierre de Crousaz; on the possible influence of his Traité
du beau (1715) on the Inquiry on beauty I refer to my Introduction to the
Essay on passions, cit. pp. xxiii-xxv.
68
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period of attention to a great number of details would be
needed to capture or remember an irregular shape, as
happens when we observe rocks, stones and shapeless heaps.
From these two observations comes the thesis that beings of
limited capacity, if they act rationally for their interest, must
choose to operate by the simplest means, discover general
theorems, study the regular objects to avoid the endless
fatigue of producing each effect through a separate operation
and research different truths through specific investigations.
However, besides this reason of interest it seems that
there is no necessary connection between our sense of beauty
and its objects and that it must depend on a voluntary divine
institution and therefore attribute it to its benevolence. In fact,
if we possessed a contrary sense, deriving its delight from
irregular objects, since reason and interest would continue to
prescribe our current behaviour, our life would be a constant
torment.
The third article returns to the first question he had
considered to exceed the limits of our capabilities. He repeats
that we will never know whether there is true excellence for
the deity in regular objects and in universal laws, and yet if God
for the above reasons, given our limited abilities, wanted to
give us such a sense of beauty, with filling the world of so much
regularity has wanted to provide proof of being wise and good
as well as omnipotent better than we could infer from our
fellow men. And yet, as regards God's action through universal
laws, there is perhaps a higher reason than our sense of
beauty, notably the sense of virtue. If there were not in fact
general laws there would be neither design nor prudence in
man, no reasonable expectation of effects from the causes, no
project of any scheme of action. In short, our greatest
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happiness is conditioned by these universal laws; indeed, if
God prevented accidental evil effects, every prudence and care
in acting on the part of men would be lacking.
In short, the recourse to an omnipotent God, endowed
with a mind foreign to the human mind, is always present, to
the point of overturning the argument from design. A regular
world is proof of wisdom only for beings of limited capacity and
provided with the sense of beauty and he now adds that it is
precisely for this reason that God has spread regularity and
uniformity in the portion of the universe that we can observe.
That is to say that the dilemma between mysticism and
anthropomorphism proposed in parts IV and V of Hume’s
Dialogues is constantly suggested by these pages of Hutcheson
too, as it was more intensely, by those of Andrew Baxter.
Precisely these last considerations do not seem so distant from
Baxter himself who saw the divine hand in every principle of
action on the stupid and inanimate matter, and claimed that
God made the seeds of plants different only so as not to
embarass the farmer at the sowing time70.
The four circumstances that justify the presence of evil
in the world, taken into account in part XI of the Dialogues are,
as is known, the need for pain to incite creatures to action and
dispose them to self-preservation, the direction of the world
by laws generals, "which does not seem in any way necessary
to a very perfect being"71, the great parsimony with which each
species is assigned the most suitable means for its survival, the
imprecise functioning of the principles that regulate the great
machine of nature. The remedies proposed by Philo are the
Cf. A. Baxter, An Appendix to the First Part of the Inquiry into the
Nature of the Human Soul, London, J. Duncan, 1750, pp. 209-214 and note.
71 Dialogues, p. 231.
70
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possibility of founding self-preservation on the sole gradation
of pleasures, the direction of the world through particular
volitions, a greater human propensity to work and fatigue, a
more careful calibration of the forces of nature. These are
issues often introduced by Bayle, taken from the annotation of
Edmund Law to the English translation of King's De Origine
mali; some of them will be the subject of a more careful
reflection by Hutcheson in the System of moral Philosophy;
human activity is defended decisively in the Philosophiae
moralis institutio compendiaria, but physical and moral
optimism is clearly present in these final pages of the Inquiry:
not only for a being of limited capacity would it be impossible
to find his way without general laws and regularities of forms,
but an extraordinary divine intervention would prevent man
from developing prudence and taking care of his actions. This
theme that concludes the Inquiry on beauty will become the
object of a more general reflection in the System, so that
without the ills of the world it would not be possible to
purchase and exercise all the virtues.
This reflection of Hutcheson on the final causes, if
perhaps it was not a source of direct inspiration for the text of
the Dialogues, certainly allowed Hume to test the correctness
of his polemic against the guidelines of the moderate clergy and keep the Scottish background of the Dialogues , as Kemp
Smith had argued and as Giancarlo Carabelli has done in a
much more detailed way. But it was also more interesting to
show how Hutcheson's pages and especially his sixteen articles
against the Epicurean and Cartesian hypothesis allowed Hume
to perfect the hypothesis of a world produced by chance,
without needing to resort to brilliant anticipations.
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In the XII and final part of the Dialogues, to Philo who
admits a loathing for popular superstitions proportional to
veneration for true religion, and confesses (like Bayle?) the
pleasure he feels in leading their principles to absurdity or
impiety, Cleanthes responds that he nurtures a contrary
inclination: "Religion, however corrupted, is still better that no
Religion at all. The doctrine of a future state is so strong and
necessary a security to morals, that we never ought to
abandon it or neglect it ". In fact, if the prizes and punishments
of earthly life have such a great effect, how much greater must
the sanctions of an eternal life be? Hutcheson, like
Shaftesbury, was a declared enemy of all forms of ethical
legalism, yet in his works there was no lack of a concession to
this perspective72. That said, it does not seem that the progress
of the dialogue allows a direct comparison between the texts.
It is worth mentioning, however, that this new theme of
the contest between Cleanthes and Philo requires
reconciliation, after the scandalised flight of Demea: Philo,
after having sown so much doubt about the natural attributes
of divinity, and even having declared his triumph over the
moral ones, is willing to grant that "the cause or causes of the
order in the universe probably bear some remote analogy to
human intelligence", an admission without consequences for
human life; but this is only the final version compared to the
previous concessions that open part XII, much more
widespread and demanding, so much so that the interpreters
speak of a real ‘about-face' of Philo. If one distinguishes natural
theology from natural religion, part XII does not properly
belong to the Dialogues. This is the thesis of Keith E. Yandell,
72

See Essay on passions, VI, Art. Iv, pp. 187-188.
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in one of most recent and weighty texts on Hume’s religious
perspectives, which places the discussion of part XII before the
analysis of the other parts of the Dialogues. According to the
more usual analytical tradition, the author is more concerned
with deciding when Hume is right or wrong - even if in one case
or the other we will always be indebted to him - than to
consider the context and the variety of the interpretations. In
doing so he is forced to notice the contradictions of Philo and
to claim that he is not Hume's spokesman: "At the risk of saying
an obviousness are the dialogues that" speak for Hume "»73. It
is too bad that this thesis was also contradicted by Hume,
when he claimed that in every dialogue the author has only
one spokesman74. Perhaps then the best interpretation of part
XII is as an invitation to mutual tolerance between the sceptic
and the ‘moderate’ religious person, an invitation that we have
already met at the end of the discussion of the design
argument. With many subtleties, which cannot be dealt with
here, Part XII tells us that pure experimental theism, by
purifying the religious disposition through the many doubts
raised by Philo, has no influence on morality.
So let's return to the general themes of the conference:
as much as Philo concludes the Dialogues arguing with Bayle
that "being a philosophical sceptic is, for a man of letters, the

73 See Keith E. Yandell, Hume's "Inexplicable Mystery": His Views on
Religion, Philadelphia, Temple University Press, 1990, p. 35-39 and 341.
74 Hume, Letter to James Balfour 15/3/1753 in The Letters of D.
Hume, cit, vol. I, p. 173: "In every Dialogue, no more than one person can be
supposed to represent the author". On the subject see, E. Mazza, Cannibals
in A dialogue (in search of a standard for morals), in Instruction and
Amusement, The reasons for the British Enlightenment, edited by E. Mazza
and E. Ronchetti, Padua, The polygraph,, pp. 45-66.
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first and most essential step to be a good Christian believer"75,
the theme of the possibility of a society of atheists is foreign to
Hume. Not because his morals are not totally secular, but
because they are the strict and artificial rules of justice (i.e. of
property) that preserve social peace. In such a well-founded
state it is indifferent whether one is an atheist or a believer.
Hume insists nonetheless on the dangers of fanaticism and
superstition, and if, in his old age, he was filled with fears for
the future, his thoughts went to London riots and a mob
prompted by religious fanatics. Convinced that philosophical
fanaticism could at best only be ridiculous, like that of
Diogenes or Pascals, Hume had no idea about the
consequences of a civil religion; his gaze was more focused on
Cromwell's Puritan revolution. In this way too he remains a son
of his time, incapable of prophetic anticipations.

75 E. Mazza, Dialoghi sulla religione natural, Genova, Il Melangolo, p.
167, refers to the Pirro entry of the Bayle’s Dictionary. The paragraph is
however an addition of 1757, according to M.A. Stewart, The dating of
Hume’s Manuscripts, cit., pp. 300-302 and n. 75.

