
Hume’s Sceptical Materialism

STEPHEN BUCKLE

Abstract
The paper argues that Hume’s philosophy is best described as sceptical materialism.
It is argued that the conjunction is not self-contradictory as long as ‘scepticism’ is
understood in its ancient sense, as the denial of knowledge of the essences of
things. It is further argued that scepticism (thus understood) and materialism are
natural bedfellows, since a thoroughgoing materialism denies any special status to
human rational powers. The content of the Treatise of Human Nature is then
shown to conform to this understanding: the Treatise consistently employs an
implicitly materialist faculty psychology in order to arrive at its sceptical standpoint.
Finally, it is shown that Hume’s philosophy can be understood to be a sceptical
rewriting of the dogmatic materialism of Hobbes.

What, in a nutshell, is Hume’s philosophy? The question has not
readily produced answers. Studies of Hume’s philosophy abound,
but it is not uncommon for these to discuss Hume’s arguments at
great length without discerning a central thread, and thereby
without providing an answer of the right kind. Part of the explanation
for this state of affairs is the modern analytic philosopher’s tendency
to think of philosophy as a matter of arguments, and therefore of great
philosophy as great arguments. So a great, dead philosopher proves
himself so by the arguments contained within his works—rather
than by the fundamental philosophical idea which his arguments
are intended to serve. One consequence of analytic philosophy,
then, is that it has tended to read the mighty dead by concentrating
on the detail on the page, rather than stepping back to consider
what might be the point or tendency of a given philosopher’s
corpus of arguments.

In the case of Hume there is a further factor. It has seemed to many
of his critics that there just is no such fundamental idea underpinning
his arguments, and so no neatly-summarisable outlook that can be
called Hume’s philosophy; unsurprisingly, then, they make no
attempt to discover what they doubt to exist. The central cause of
doubt is Hume’s apparent inconsistencies, such that he presents not
one philosophy, but many; or, alternatively, many fragments of poss-
ible philosophies, in the shape of arguments that, whatever
their brilliance, do not all point in the same direction. Thus, for
example, it is pointed out that, in the Treatise of Human Nature, the
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most widely-studied of his works, apparently-contradictory passages
abound, sometimes in close proximity to each other. Moreover, some
of the most popular interpretations of the dense pages of Treatise
Book I render virtually all of Hume’s subsequent writings—including
the later Books of the Treatise itself—indefensible. Problems such as
these drove the more charitable of past interpreters to despair, or at
least to the view that Hume gave up philosophy after the arguments
of Book I cut the ground from under his own intended literary
career.1 The less charitable simply dismissed him as a charlatan.2

Views expressing such perplexity or extremity are now rare. The
principal antidote has been a series of excellent modern studies of
Hume’s corpus, which, in their various ways, discern a coherent and
unified philosophical viewpoint therein. What is more, the bulk of
these interpretations show an encouraging degree of convergence. If
their more obvious differences are glossed over, a broad interpretative
consensus is discernible: the once-common view that Hume’s philoso-
phical conclusions are destructively Pyrrhonian is resisted, and in its
place is presented a picture of a moderately-sceptical philosophy with
a naturalistic core (or, a broadly naturalistic philosophy with moder-
ately sceptical implications).3 This broadly-construed consensus will

1 See, for example, T. H. Grose, ‘History of the Editions’, in The
Philosophical Works of David Hume, ed. T. H. Green and T. H. Grose
(London: Longmans, Green, 1889), 3. 75–6.

2 For example: ‘Hume wrote for two purposes: to make money, and to
gain a literary reputation.’ J. H. Randall, ‘David Hume: Radical
Empiricist and Pragmatist’, in Sidney Hook and M. R. Konvitz (ed.),
Freedom and Experience (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1947),
293. For responses to forms of incomprehension both charitable and
uncharitable, see the essays by E. C. Mossner, T. E. Jessop, and James
Noxon in V. C. Chappell (ed.), Hume (London: Macmillan, 1966), and
Stephen Buckle, Hume’s Enlightenment Tract (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
2001), Ch. 1.

3 The fountainhead here is Norman Kemp Smith, The Philosophy of
David Hume (London: Macmillan, 1941; Basingstoke and New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2005). The main modern studies are Barry Stroud,
Hume (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1977); David Fate Norton,
David Hume: Common-Sense Moralist, Sceptical Metaphysician
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982); John P. Wright, The
Sceptical Realism of David Hume (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1983); Donald Livingston, Hume’s Philosophy of Common Life
(Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1984), and Philosophical Melancholy
and Delirium (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1998); H. O. Mounce,
Hume’s Naturalism (London and New York: Routledge, 1999); Don
Garrett, Cognition and Commitment in Hume’s Philosophy (New York:
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not be challenged here—but it will be given a fairly strong tweak. It will
be argued that Hume’s philosophy can be pinned down much more
accurately: that it is, in a nutshell, sceptical materialism.

The claim will immediately invite two objections. The first will
come from advocates of older views of Hume’s thought, who see no
reason to give way to new-fangled naturalist interpretations—and
especially not this one. This objection is that, as was once commonly
held, Hume is an Idealist, and therefore not any kind of materialist.4
The second objection is internal rather external criticism: it is that
scepticism and materialism are mutually exclusive categories, so
their conjunction is absurd. These objections will be considered
before moving on to the positive case.

Idealism or Realism?

The Idealist interpretation arises naturally from remarks Hume makes
in a number of passages in the Treatise. These seem not only to invite,
but to require, Idealism. A representative example is the following:

Now since nothing is ever present to the mind but perceptions, and
since all ideas are deriv’d from something antecedently present to the
mind; it follows, that ’tis impossible for us so much as to conceive or
form an idea of any thing specifically different from ideas and
impressions. Let us fix our attention out of ourselves as much as poss-
ible: Let us chace our imagination to the heavens, or to the utmost
limits of the universe; we never really advance a step beyond our-
selves, nor can conceive any kind of existence, but those perceptions,
which have appear’d in that narrow compass. This is the universe of
the imagination, nor have we any idea but what is there produc’d.5

Here Hume seems to be affirming a version of Berkeley’s Idealism:
everything we experience is in the mind, in our imagination; and
no matter how independent of us we suppose objects to be, they are

Oxford University Press, 1997), and ‘Hume’s Conclusions in “Conclusion
of this Book”’, in Saul Traiger (ed.), The Blackwell Guide to Hume’s
Treatise (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 151–75.

4 For the sake of simplicity I will offer no separate treatment of the phe-
nomenalist interpretation, since it follows the same broad path as the Idealist
interpretation.

5 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. David Fate Norton
and Mary J. Norton (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 1.2.6.8.
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in fact nothing more than our own conceptions, and as such are
mental after all.

However, passages such as this cannot be taken to settle anything,
because there is no shortage of other passages, especially in the first
Enquiry but also in the Treatise, which point towards quite opposed
conclusions. For example, just a few pages before the above quotation
we read the following:

My intention never was to penetrate into the nature of bodies, or
explain the secret causes of their operations. For besides that this
belongs not to my present purpose, I am afraid, that such an enter-
prize is beyond the reach of human understanding, and that we can
never pretend to know body otherwise than by those external prop-
erties, which discover themselves to the senses. As to those who
attempt anything farther, I cannot approve of their ambition, till
I see, in some one instance at least, that they have met with
success. But at present I content myself with knowing perfectly
the manner in which objects affect my senses, and their connections
with each other, as far as experience informs me of them. This suf-
fices for the conduct of life; and this also suffices for my philosophy,
which pretends only to explain the nature and causes of our percep-
tions, or impressions and ideas.6

Here we see a resolutely realist view, in which the perceptions with
which we must deal set a limit to our knowledge, because they
cannot get us in touch with the real world that causes them. We
must ‘content’ ourselves with what we can know, and must recognize
that the ‘nature of bodies’ and their ‘secret causes’ all lie ‘beyond the
reach of human understanding’.

Nor is this merely a momentary lapse on Hume’s part. He
returns to the point later, in the Appendix to the Treatise, which
appeared with Book III in 1740. Commenting on the above
passage, he notes:

As long as we confine ourselves to the appearances of objects to our
senses, without entering into disquisitions concerning their real
nature and operations, we are safe from all difficulties, and can
never be embarrass’d by any question.7

Like the passage it glosses, this is also plainly realist: perceptions are
appearances of real objects, and the reason why we should stick to the
appearances is not because that is all there is, but because by so doing

6 Treatise, 1.2.5.26.
7 Treatise, Appendix, note to 1.2.5.26.
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we can avoid making mistakes. In short, it is epistemological rather
than metaphysical in intent. What we are encouraged to avoid is
not belief in an external reality, but speculative claims about its
underlying nature, its causes and effects.

As such, these two passages have a decidedly Newtonian (not
Berkeleian) air. They repeat Newton’s strictures against ‘hypotheses’,
or occult principles—his insistence that we must keep to manifest prin-
ciples if we are to hope for success in the conduct of enquiry.8 In these
passages, then, Hume is far from advocating any form of (metaphys-
ical) Idealism, in which ideas (and the minds which have them)
exhaust what there is. Instead, he is claiming, with Newton, that our
perceptions are only appearances of a real world whose ‘nature and
operations’ remain hidden from us, and that therefore progress in
knowledge can only be made by keeping this firmly in mind; in
short, by restricting our claims to the observable.

Is it possible to resolve these apparently-conflicting tendencies in
Hume’s thought? If we suppose him to be, at bottom, an Idealist,
then resolution is not possible. Talk of what lies beyond the appearances
of objects is then empty; indeed, it is muddle. So to affirm the Idealist
interpretation means that one must accept that he is maddeningly
inconsistent, as so many have supposed. (In fact, here we can see the
source of the thought that he is inconsistent: it is the assumption of
an underlying Idealism which leads to that conclusion.)

If, on the other hand, we suppose that Hume’s philosophy is, at
bottom, some species of realism, the contradictions can readily be
made to disappear. This striking result is possible because, in
Hume’s day as in our own, there was and is an influential form of
realism which implies that the objects of our knowledge are entirely
distinct from the real things that cause them. This is the theory
now known as representationalism; but in the early modern period
it came to be known as ‘the way of ideas’ or ‘the theory of ideas’. It
holds that real physical objects impinge, in various ways, on our
sense-organs, thus causing us to have the perceptions we have of
them; but, because the objects cause the perceptions, and because
causes and effects are distinct occurrences,9 the objects are quite
distinct from the perceptions. Briefly (if not necessarily happily)
put, the objects are in the world, the ideas are in the mind. Thus an

8 Sir Isaac Newton, Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica,
General Scholium; Opticks, Query 31. In Isaac Newton, Philosophical
Writings, ed. Andrew Janiak (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2004), 91–2, 136–9.

9 Treatise, 1.3.3.3, 1.3.14.12.
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uncomplicatedly realist account of the world and of perceptual
processes can include, amongst its implications (or apparent impli-
cations), an idealist account of the objects of knowledge: metaphysical
realism can imply epistemological idealism.

If we now look back at Hume’s apparently (metaphysically) Idealist
passage quoted above, we can see that it actually asserts no more than
the epistemological idealism implied by the theory of ideas. Its point
is that we can’t go beyond our ideas, that our ideas are in our minds,
and therefore that we can’t get outside our minds: no matter how far
afield we ‘send’ our thoughts, they in fact remain in our minds, in ‘the
universe of the imagination’. The point is, in short, that the real world
remains inaccessible to us—not that it does not exist.

Of course, to affirm such a view is immediately to face an objection:
if the world is fully epistemologically inaccessible, then we have no
grounds for holding it to be there at all. So it is, or at least seems, that
the theory of ideas leads directly to fully-fledged metaphysical
Idealism. This is precisely Berkeley’s point. But the evidence for
taking it also to be Hume’s depends on taking his apparently-Idealist
remarks as if genuine commitment to Idealism. However, what such
remarks commit him to is, strictly speaking, nothing more than the
theory of ideas; and, on internal grounds, he should be understood
to mean no more than this, since, if we so understand him, his
apparently-contradictory vacillations between Idealism and realism
disappear, and a consistently realist outlook emerges.

This conclusion has found it difficult to achieve widespread
support. The reason, I suspect, is because it is thought that to
accept the theory of ideas is to make the Idealist conclusion unavoid-
able; that Hume did accept the theory; and therefore did not avoid the
conclusion.10 However, whatever the merits of this syllogism, it is not
hard to see that Hume saw things in a more complex light. To
mention a remark to which we shall return, he said of Berkeley’s argu-
ments that they ‘admit of no answer and produce no conviction’.11 In
saying this he was not offering merely a psychological report, but
making a philosophical point intended to raise doubts about

10 This picture of Hume’s position can be traced from Reid’s critique of
the way of ideas. That the conclusion is still thought to be difficult to avoid is
one reason for the popularity of behaviourism (and other forms of
anti-Cartesianism and anti-representationalism) in our day.

11 David Hume, An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, ed.
Tom L. Beauchamp (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) 12.15n.
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Berkeley’s Idealist conclusion. In short, it may be argued that Hume
should have embraced Idealism, but our concern here is whether he
did so in fact. It may be that, by building the theory of ideas into a
realist philosophy, he maintained a position marked by a fatal
flaw.12 But this is no reason to think that it was not a realist philos-
ophy that he advanced.13

12 If so, it would not be the only philosophical outlook to be so flawed,
since it is not uncommon to find versions of representational realism which
descend into statements of a plainly Idealist bent—especially in the modern
popular scientific literature. See, for example, Christof Koch, ‘The Movie in
Your Head’, Scientific American MIND, 16: 3 (2005), 58–63. The ease with
which realist views can generate Idealist formulations is well illustrated by
the magazine’s editorial staff’s treatment of Koch’s claim that current neu-
rophysiological research shows that the mind constructs ‘its view of the
world’ (61): they summarise this (on the magazine’s cover) as ‘how the
brain creates reality’.

13 Moreover, once it is remembered that Hume’s is (some form of) scep-
tical philosophy, the confidence with which this syllogism is advanced can
be seen to be misplaced. It is not beyond a sceptical philosophy to
concede that its premises lead to conclusions which undermine those very
premises—and then to argue further that the premises should nevertheless
not be given up, because they are the best premises we have, and thereby
to conclude that it is precisely the inconsistencies generated by our best
beliefs that are the best argument for scepticism (of some form).
Arguments of this kind are common, and no less commonly accepted, in
all those enquiries where it is recognized that we are groping in the dark.
This is most obvious in fundamental physical theory, where it is not uncom-
mon for (apparent) logical or factual impossibilities to be accepted because
the evidence seems to require them. In such circumstances, of course, we
should think best of the physicist who embraces these conclusions with
most hesitation, who accepts that we are here working at the limits of our
comprehension, and that, in the nature of the case, all the evidence is not
yet in. That is, we should think best of the (moderately) sceptical physicist.
The very same consideration can be applied to Hume. It needs to be remem-
bered just how much he saw his philosophy to be a contribution, in
Newtonian spirit, to the scientific investigation of the world; and therefore
that he recognized its theoretical formulations to be tentative—in the
sense of being believed conditionally, that is, subject to the best (but incom-
plete) evidence of experience. (See Newton, Principia, Rules for the Study
of Natural Philosophy, Rule 4, in Philosophical Writings, 89; also Buckle,
Hume’s Enlightenment Tract, 68–90.) In this light, scepticism could be a
bulwark against Berkeleian Idealism: it could accept the theory of ideas
(on the evidence of realistically-understood experience); accept also that
Berkeley’s arguments could not be faulted; but then not accept Berkeley’s
conclusion, on the grounds that something has gone astray (even though it
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Moreover, if it is accepted that he does advance a realist philosophy,
then several further claims about the character of that philosophy
become plausible. The first is that, because it is committed also to the
epistemological idealism of the theory of ideas, Hume’s philosophy is
readily-describable as sceptical realism, because it affirms the existence
of an external reality while leaving us in the dark about its essential
nature. This darkness is not total, however; it remains possible to
affirm that the external reality is physical reality, and so is made up of
material things; and, further that these things conform to the principles
of motion and connection, as Newton had shown. To accept this is then
to open up a further possibility: if one can show the same, or strongly
analogous, conformities to obtain in the mind which processes the
ideas caused in it by the external reality, then it can reasonably be con-
cluded that the nature of the mind is not of a kind alien to material
reality, and so is itself also best understood to be material. This view-
point, because it affirms materiality as the best explanation for mind
as well as matter—while prescinding from any dogmatic claims about
the essential nature of matter itself—could thus be called sceptical mate-
rialism, and it is what is meant here by the claim that Hume’s philos-
ophy is a sceptical materialist philosophy.

At this point, however, the relevant issue is not whether this
interpretation is correct, but to show that it is no great jump from
recognizing the most reasonable harmonization of Hume’s
apparently-contradictory remarks to arriving at a sceptical materialist
interpretation of his philosophy. Indeed, this line of thought suggests
that sceptical materialism might be a coherent philosophical position.
Is that suggestion justified? This brings us to the second of the objec-
tions from which we began.

knows not what). Much ordinary reasoning—including much ordinary
reasoning in science—is just like this, and is so not because of logical irre-
sponsibility but because of a lively sense of the limits of knowledge. The
rationale for testing apparently watertight experiments which deliver
strange results lies in just such responses. In Hume’s case, it is a stepping-
stone to his mature philosophical scepticism, rather than the final product
(as will be made clear below); but it is worth noting that he makes explicit
use of a version of it in his argument against miracles: he commends
Cardinal de Retz for concluding, in the face of impeccable testimony, that
the miraculous event claimed ‘carried falsehood upon the very face of it
. . . and was more properly a subject of derision than of argument’: Hume,
Enquiry, 10.26.
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Is the Idea of Sceptical Materialism Self-Contradictory?

Is the very idea of sceptical materialism self-contradictory? The
remarks above are meant to indicate why it might not be—and,
indeed, to indicate what such a philosophy might be like—but it will
be more useful at this point to step back from the interpretation of
Hume himself, and to consider the question in general. I suggest
that the reason why the term might seem self-contradictory is
because of the twin thoughts that the sceptic denies the reality of the
external world, and that the materialist both affirms its reality and,
indeed, tells us what that reality is. In these senses of the terms, it is
plain that they are incompatible positions. Equally plainly, however,
if different senses are allowed, there need be no difficulty in the matter.

This is particularly relevant with respect to the term ‘scepticism’.
It has a long history, and throughout most of that history it did not
imply the denial of external reality. Indeed, as the very term ‘external
reality’ indicates, scepticism thus understood reflects a philosophical
outlook in which the standpoint of the individual subject is accorded
not merely epistemological, but ontological, priority. This is the
common understanding of Descartes’ philosophy as developed in
his famous method of doubt; and the conception of scepticism as
the denial of external reality owes its career to the influence of the
Cartesian philosophy.

But ‘scepticism’ is also the name of an ancient philosophical school,
and for the members of that school, to be a sceptic was to be resistant
to the knowledge claims made by the major philosophical schools:
Platonism, Aristotelianism and Stoicism. These schools, whether
rationalist or empiricist, made metaphysical claims about the nature
of reality, and did so on the basis of epistemologies which explained
how those conclusions were acquired. Although they differed on the
details, what the epistemologies all provided was an account of how
the mind came to grasp the intelligible natures—or essences—of
things. Knowledge was understood as the grasping of the thing’s
essence.14 The sceptics simply denied that any such grasping was
possible: they denied that there was any way of getting past the
appearances of things. They offered a range of arguments designed
to show that our conceptions of things varied according to variable

14 Most explicitly in the Stoics, for whom knowledge involved katalep-
sis, the grasping of the nature of the thing. See Cicero’s account of Zeno’s
illustration of grasping, in Academica, II.145; Cicero, De Natura Deorum
and Academica, trans. H. Rackham (Cambridge MA: Harvard University
Press, 1994), 653–5.
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perceptions, and as such remained limited by those perceptions; that
is, by appearances.15 They concluded that we can live only according
to opinion; that knowledge is impossible because it concerns essential
natures; and essential natures, whatever they might be, remain
beyond human reach.

Two features of this ancient scepticism are important here. The
first is that it is essentially an epistemological position: the reality of
the world is not its focus of attention, and, given its conception of
knowledge as concerned with the nature, not the being, of the thing,
epistemological doubts do not readily flow on to become metaphys-
ical doubts. The second is that, thus construed, scepticism need
have no deep quarrel with materialism. In fact, materialism may
well provide the best explanation for why we are trapped at the
level of appearances. If knowledge is the grasping of an intelligible
essence, but perception is merely an interaction between two material
objects, or worse, between their surfaces, it becomes unclear how
intelligibility could be transferred from the object to the subject.
Of course, it all depends on just what intelligibility is. In the main
philosophical schools of the ancient world, it was understood in
terms of the divine power of reason; in particular, in reason’s ability
to recognize itself. Thus knowledge of nature depended on the rational
mind’s ability to recognize the inner rationality of the natural order:
that is, on its ability to recognize the essences themselves, and the
logical relations that obtained between them. A short sketch of the
main schools will bring this out.

Plato and Aristotle, for all their differences, agreed in dividing
reality into matter and form, and identified reason with the latter.16

So, according to their views, reason is sharply distinct from the mate-
riality of things and the processes to which matter is subject. On these
views, then, intelligibility, and thus knowledge, depends on denying
the materialist’s restriction of reality to material things. The Stoics
did not oppose reason to materiality, but, nevertheless, ended up
affirming the special nature and role of reason. They identified
reason and thus intelligibility with something material: the element

15 See Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Scepticism, trans. Julia Annas and
Jonathan Barnes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 1.35–163.

16 This may seem to be papering over a chasm; and, if our concern here
were with elucidating the similarities and differences between these philos-
ophies, indeed it would be. The justification for this swift assimilation
depends on the contrast to be drawn below between the atomists and the
rest, and the usefulness of that contrast for illuminating Hume’s philosophi-
cal pedigree.
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of fire, which permeates all living things (including the cosmos itself).
To this extent, then, they treat reason as one part of the material
world. Beyond this difference, however, they line up with Plato and
Aristotle: reason is, on their account, a distinct and special reality,
because fire is also: it is the vital force, the divine element permeating
the cosmos; in its purest form it is self-moving soul.17 So, even for the
Stoics, reason is not just one kind of matter amongst others, but a dis-
tinctive and divine medium which, by permeating the cosmos,
renders (ordinary, non-divine) matter intelligible. So, although
they replace the Platonic and Aristotelian appeals to non-material
form with a material cause, that material cause is so distinctive that
they differ from their illustrious forebears far less than may initially
appear.

In contrast to this broad consensus lies the uncompromising mate-
rialism of the philosophical atomists. On their view, everything
reduces entirely to ‘atoms and the void’:18 to affirm this slogan was
to deny both formal realities and all claims in favour of any privileged
kind of stuff, such as the Stoics’ allegedly divine fire.19 But what, on
this view, can then remain of reason and intelligibility? The
Epicurean response is striking: to dethrone reason by breaking the
link between reason and knowledge. They held, instead, that the cri-
terion of truth is sense—and that reason is entirely dependent on it.20

This means, in effect, that they redefined knowledge in terms of
appearances, for what is sensed is appearance, not some hidden
essence. This, in turn, suggests that their differences from the scep-
tics, in particular from the moderate or Academic sceptics, masked
some significant affinities. For the sceptics’ denial of knowledge
began from accepting the Stoics’ conception of knowledge as the
grasping of essences: that denial was thus the denial that any such
grasping was possible; it was not the denial of true beliefs concerning

17 See Cicero, De Natura Deorum, 2.23–32; in De Natura Deorum and
Academica, 145–53.

18 Attributed to Democritus; see Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent
Philosophers, trans. R. D. Hicks (Cambridge MA: Harvard University
Press, 1995), 9.44. See also Lucretius, De Rerum Natura,
trans. W. H. D. Rouse, rev. Martin F. Smith (Cambridge MA: Harvard
University Press, 1992), 1.443–8.

19 Indeed, the Stoics’ whole approach to reality is dismissed by
Lucretius as upside-down: ‘they go back to heaven and its fires for a begin-
ning’, instead of seeking out the indivisibles (atoms) on which everything
must be built. De Rerum Natura, 1.782–91.

20 Lucretius, De Rerum Natura, 4.478–85. Cf. Hume on reason as
dependent: Treatise, 1.4.7.11, 2.3.3.4.
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how things appear.21 Plainly, such a view is not a long way distant
from a theory which affirms knowledge but bases it in what is
sensed: the primary difference between the sceptic and the
Epicurean, from this angle, may be little more than the degree of
pessimism or optimism about what can be established on this basis.
It seems reasonable to conclude, then, that, in the ancient world,
scepticism and the more reductive forms of materialism could be
seen (and could see themselves) as allies: two different theories
which agreed on starting-points if not on how far they could be
taken, and which were united in their opposition to the allegedly
appearance-overcoming knowledge-claims purveyed in the major
philosophical schools.22

All of this might seem to be just ancient history, and irrelevant to
explicating an early modern philosophical outlook. However, this
would be a mistake, because it is falsely to suppose a great divide
between the ancient and early modern intellectual worlds. The
early modern philosophical world certainly thought of itself as a
new beginning, engaged in forging a new foundation for the revolu-
tionary changes in natural science. But that new beginning was not ex
nihilo; it proceeded by adapting old tools to new purposes. In fact, it
thought of itself, by and large, as the continuation of the Renaissance,
as the cutting-edge of the revival of learning, ‘the revival of letters’.23

21 See, for example, Cicero, Academica, 2.31; in De Natura Deorum and
Academica, 595–7. See also Buckle, Hume’s Enlightenment Tract, 102–6.

22 The Hellenistic satirist Lucian (c.120-c.180 AD) provides some
engaging examples in support of this contention. In his view, Epicureans
differed from both Platonists and Stoics precisely in their sceptical attitude
towards all claims of marvels and of invisible realities. See, e.g., ‘Alexander
or the False Prophet’ and ‘Lovers of Lies or the Sceptic’ (in which the
‘sceptic’ appears to be an Epicurean): Lucian, Selected Dialogues,
trans. C. D. N. Costa (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 138–9,
145–6, 173–7, 180. It is worth noting that Lucian’s pro-Epicurean attitude
to claims of miraculous happenings is to regard them as carrying falsehood
upon their very face, as ‘more properly a subject of derision than of argu-
ment’ (as Hume puts it, Enquiry, 10.26). It is also worth noting that
Hume refers to Lucian’s writings both in the first Enquiry (10.22–3, 11.2)
and in ‘The Sceptic’ (David Hume, Essays, Moral, Political, and Literary,
rev. ed. Eugene F. Miller (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1987), 175, 179;
also in An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding and Other Writings,
176–8).

23 See, for example, David Hume, The Natural History of Religion, IV,
‘Deities not considered as creators or formers of the world’; in Hume,
Dialogues and Natural History of Religion, ed. J. C. A. Gaskin (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1993), 144.
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As such, it was soaked in the literature of the ancient world, and uti-
lized the categories and concepts of ancient schools of thought in
order to forge its new philosophies. Thus Descartes, for example,
modelled the Meditations on First Philosophy on the allegory of the
cave to signal his Platonic debts.24 Locke, to signal his opposition
to such theses, employed recognizably Stoic turns of phrase, includ-
ing his claim that the mind is initially like blank paper.25 He also
defended the possibility of materialism by employing some recogniz-
ably Epicurean doctrines and arguments—for example, in his
account of the nature of matter and of primary and secondary qual-
ities, and in his (revised) explanation of action.26 Moreover, he
wedded this quasi-materialist view to a species of scepticism, by
denying that we can have access to the real essences of things; he
even went so far as to class the attempt to gain philosophical knowl-
edge of nature’s essences as nothing but ‘lost labour’.27

It is also true of Hume. His familiarity with ancient authors is
obvious to anyone who ventures beyond the Treatise, but even
there its influence is discernible in its passage from (implicitly) mate-
rialist explanations to sceptical conclusions. An interpretative sketch
of the argument of Book I of the Treatise will serve to bring these
materialist aspects to the fore.

Treatise Book I: An Interpretative Outline

The Treatise opens with a very brief, but very bold, set of claims
about the contents and functioning of the mind. Ideas are paler
copies of vivid impressions. In fact, they differ only in degree of vivid-
ness. This means that all ideas are images, and that the mind is thus
under ‘the empire of the imagination’.28 It also means that mental
contents lack any mark of their truthfulness. Vivacity is not an
empiricist criterion of truth, as clarity and distinctness is for the
rationalists; it is merely a measure of perceptual intensity, and

24 See Stephen Buckle, ‘Descartes, Plato and the Cave’, Philosophy 82
(2007), 301–37.

25 John Locke, An Essay concerning Human Understanding, ed. Peter
H. Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), 2.1.2; cf. John Sellars,
Stoicism (Chesham, Bucks: Acumen, 2006), 74–8.

26 Lucretius, De Rerum Natura, 5.352–379, 2.730–990, 4.823–906; cf.
Locke, Essay, 2.4, 2.8, 2.21.29ff.

27 Locke, Essay, 4.3.29.
28 Abstract, in Treatise, 416.
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suggests a bodily origin.29 Although there are some ideas that do not
depend on prior impressions—e.g. the missing shade of blue—these
arise because of inertial tendencies in the mind, and so are not candi-
dates for innate epistemic criteria. Ideas are not, then, reliable
indicators of truth; and this unreliability is further implied by their
being connected through associations, which are non-rational
processes in the imagination rather than rational connections.

Ideas of space and time arise not by directly copying impressions of
space and time, but by copying the order in which impressions
present themselves. As such, they show how the theory deals with a
potential hard case. But the further point is that they show that
ideas are limited by their origination in impressions, and thereby
impose limits on the sorts of theories we can accept. Like all ideas,
ideas of space and time are images, and so they rule out ideas and the-
ories in which non-imagist ideas are implied: such as the idea of a
vacuum, and of theories of infinite divisibility. These cannot be ima-
gined (pictured), and so cannot be entertained. The message is that,
whatever the ultimate nature of reality, the mind has limits which the-
ories cannot escape. It is also error-prone: the connecting of ideas by
associations explains our vulnerability to errors in conceiving and in
reasoning. Associations themselves may be supposed to be deviant
motions in the brain.30

Beliefs—and even judgements—are merely vivid ideas, not rational
conclusions. Beliefs about the future arise from transferring past
experiences to the future. This is an inertial tendency of the mind,
which we call custom or habit.31 Where past experience has been
uniform, the future will be believed to be likewise uniform, and con-
forming events will therefore be thought to arise necessarily. The idea

29 In Descartes, vivacity is a feature attributable to bodily processes: see
Meditations on First Philosophy, Fourth and Sixth Meditations, in René
Descartes, The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, trans. John
Cottingham, Robert Stoothoff and Dugald Murdoch (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1985) (hereafter CSM), 2.37ff, 52. A similar
picture is discernible in Nicolas Malebranche, The Search after Truth,
trans. T. M. Lennon and P. J. Olscamp (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1997), 1.12.4. For Locke, perceptual intensity is a
marker of the clarity or obscurity of an idea, but the theory of ideas’
divorce between ideas and the world means that such intensity is not a cri-
terion of truth; instead, it is effectively to reduce Cartesian clarity and dis-
tinctness to perceptual intensity: Essay, 2.29.3.

30 Treatise, 1.2.5.20.
31 Cf. Newton, Principia, 1st Law of Motion; Philosophical Writings,

70–1.
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of causation, so central to all conclusions drawn from experience, thus
arises instinctively, and depends on no insight into why things
happen. Where uniformity in experience is lacking, the relative fre-
quencies of contrary experiences will determine expectations
through an opposition of forces,32 and these we express as probabil-
ities. Reason has nothing to do with these processes: any attempt to
show that it does depends on a circular argument. So ‘reasoning’ in
this sense (making inferences from experience) is really a kind of
instinct. It is possessed by animals no less than by humans. The
powers traditionally ascribed to the faculty of reason are entirely
resolvable into either sense-perceptions or habits—and so into non-
intellectual powers.33

Furthermore, if we were to rely on reason alone, we would find all
our beliefs undermined, because caught in an infinite regress of ever-
diminishing probabilities. We only escape total scepticism because
the non-rational faculties of human nature oppose reason’s ten-
dencies. For example, our belief in the reality of the external world
is due to ‘smooth transitions’ of the imagination (that is, to an inertial
tendency). All our fleeting but resembling impressions are thereby
connected to create the belief in enduring objects. In other ways,
too, the attempt to rely on reason has borne false fruit: ancient
science went astray by reading into nature the emotions we observe
in ourselves; and modern science, because necessarily limited by
imagist ideas, is unable to give an adequate account of the distinction
on which it relies, between primary and secondary qualities.

Metaphysical disputes give comfort to materialism. Dualists’
attempts to explain the nature of thought become enmired in para-
doxes, so the materialist alternative—that thought is matter in
motion—is the more plausible of the two.34 Our idea of the self,
which may seem an obstacle to materialism because it seems to be
the immediate experience of a non-material reality, is nothing more
than a construct of experience, put together by associative processes.
Finally, despite the optimism of providentialist metaphysicians, the
human condition seems to be an unhappy one, since rational and
other tendencies in human nature often come into conflict. In par-
ticular, the life of the rational enquirer seems doomed to misery:
our rational capacities are weak, like a leaky vessel, ill-fitted to resist
the storms and shoals of life. Nevertheless, the philosophical life, if

32 Cf. Newton, Principia, 3rd Law of Motion; Philosophical Writings,
71–2.

33 Treatise, 1.3.7.5n, 1.3.14.
34 Treatise, 1.4.5.32–3.
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pursued with the diffident spirit of the true sceptic, is to be preferred
to superstition and its attendant vices.

This concludes the brief sketch of Book I of the Treatise. Its some-
times dramatically sceptical conclusions emphasise the limits and
uncertainty of all that we claim to know: it is an extended attack on
the much-vaunted rational powers of the human mind. Hume’s
aim is not, however, simply destructive; he does not mean us to con-
clude that, because some aspect of human nature is not based in
reason, it is therefore without a justification of which it stands in
need. To conclude thus would be to affirm precisely what he wants
us to reject: the conception of the human being as the rational
animal, the reason-governed animal—and so lost if reason should
fail. His aim is, on the contrary, to shift our conception of ourselves
away from that ancient model. He wants, in modern terms, to natur-
alize human nature by showing it to fit patterns of explanation con-
sistent with a scientific materialism.

Faculty Psychology and Its Meaning

The clue to seeing Hume’s arguments in this light is through recog-
nizing the centrality of faculty psychology in early modern thought.
Early modern philosophers divided up the mind’s powers according
to categories derived from Aristotle—sensation, memory, imagin-
ation, and reason (or intellect)—and they attributed precise meanings
to these terms. The first three all concern images, broadly con-
ceived;35 all depend on bodily organs or processes; in consequence,
all three are shared by animals and humans alike. Reason, however,
is unique to the human being: this is the meaning of the
Aristotelian definition of the human as the rational animal. To the
early modern rationalists, reason did not depend on images, and
resided in the immaterial soul. It differed from other faculties in
that its capacity to know—to discern the essences of things—
showed it to be oriented to truth, rather than merely to utility, as
were the other, bodily-based, faculties.36

35 See Hobbes’s broad definition of imagination in terms of the recep-
tion of sensory images: Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. Richard Tuck
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 15.

36 Descartes, Meditations, Sixth Meditation (CSM, II. 56–62); cf.
Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1.1 (980a22-982a3), in J. L. Ackrill (ed.), A New
Aristotle Reader (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), 255–7. See also
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Plainly, then, one obvious avenue for making a case for materialism
would be to deny that there is any such distinct faculty of reason, and
to argue that activities commonly attributed to such a faculty can be
more plausibly explained as activities of one or other of the bodily-
dependent faculties. This would also call in question the necessity
of positing an immaterial part of the human being, and so the
grounds for dualism and for confidence in human knowledge
would be challenged together.37 In the early modern world, as in
the ancient, to propose materialism was, simultaneously, to create
room for sceptical doubts.38

For the early modern materialists, the preferred replacement for
the faculty of reason was the imagination. This faculty was recog-
nized, on all sides, to be dependent on bodily processes, and,
unlike the passively receptive senses and memory, it was active in
the necessary respect, being able to form new ideas from the raw
materials supplied by sense and memory. These two features are
visible in a standard definition of Hume’s day, in Ephraim
Chambers’ Cyclopaedia of 1728. He defines the imagination as:

A power or faculty of the soul, by which it conceives, and forms
ideas of things, by means of certain traces and impressions that
had been before made in the fibres of the brain by sensation.39

Edward Craig, The Mind of God and the Works of Man, (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1987), Ch. 1.

37 This is why innate ideas became such an important issue in early
modern philosophy. The new mechanical account of perception implied
that intelligibility could not be communicated by perception, so had to be
supplied from within, by means of innate rational criteria for assessing the
epistemic value of perceptions. This is why Locke’s attack on innateness is
an attack on the possibility of certain knowledge. It is also an early indicator
that he is seriously entertaining the possibility of materialism.

38 It is plain that Berkeley saw the connection: materialism is the prin-
cipal of the ‘grounds of Scepticism, Atheism, and Irreligion’ into which the
Principles enquire. (See George Berkeley, A Treatise concerning the Principles
of Human Knowledge, ed. Jonathan Dancy (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1998), Title page (85).) However, his doing so seems not to have
been taken seriously by modern philosophers. They have, I think, been
too tempted by the anachronistic thought that modern materialist views
were somehow obvious, and so induced a kind of panic attack in religious
philosophers.

39 Ephraim Chambers, Cyclopaedia, or, an Universal Dictionary of Arts
and Sciences (London: 1728), 2.375.

569

Hume’s Sceptical Materialism

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819107000150 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819107000150


The writings of the major seventeenth-century philosophers—for
example, Descartes, Hobbes, Malebranche and Leibniz—indicate a
similar understanding of the term.40 So there is every reason to
think Chambers’ definition captured orthodoxy. This means that
the imagination was recognized to be the mental activity produced
by bodily processes, in contrast to the pure mental activity of the
faculty of reason or intellect. The further implication is that the
role it was allocated, in the various theories of the day, was a litmus
test for those theories’ materialist sympathies or hostilities. Thus
Malebranche affirmed his Cartesianism by arguing for the necessity
of ruling the senses and imagination by the intellect, whereas the
materialists Hobbes and La Mettrie, despite their writings being sep-
arated by a full century, both held that the (so-called) intellect is really
nothing but the imagination.41

Against this background, Hume’s strategy falls into place. His
attack on the faculty of reason is a clear, if indirect, attack on
Cartesian dualism. But he does not stop there; by offering alternative
explanations in terms of the processes of the imagination he makes it
sufficiently plain that he is making a case for materialism. This
second, positive, aspect has already been noted. It is summed up in
his remark, in the Abstract, that his philosophy places us under ‘the
empire of the imagination’.42 This means, of course, that we are
not under ‘the empire of reason’, and so not the rational animals of
philosophical tradition. But it also means that human thought and
action is fully explicable by reference to, and so conceivably entirely
dependent on, bodily processes. It amounts, then, to the claim that
materialist-style explanations of the human mind leave nothing unex-
plained. The existence of an immaterial soul is not ruled out; but, if
there is such a thing, it is left with nothing to do. From an explanatory

40 Descartes, Meditations, Second and Sixth Meditations; CSM, 2.19,
22, 51, 59; Hobbes, Leviathan, 20; Malebranche, Search after Truth, 3;
Leibniz, Monadology, §§25–9; in G. W. Leibniz, Philosophical Texts,
ed. R. S. Woolhouse and Richard Francks (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1998), 271–2. (Presumably, they all got it from Aristotle, On the
Soul, 428b; A New Aristotle Reader, 193–4.)

41 Malebranche, Search after Truth (1674–5), 408; Hobbes, Leviathan
(1651), 19; La Mettrie, Machine Man (1747); in Julien Offray de La Mettrie,
Machine Man and Other Writings, ed. Ann Thomson (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996), 14–5.

42 Abstract, in Treatise, 416.
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point of view, the very idea is otiose; and if this is so, it is not clear
what reason there could be to suppose that there is any such entity.43

Much the same message is implied by Hume’s conclusion, at the
very end of Book I, about the proper role of reason. He says:
‘where reason is lively, and mixes itself with some propensity, it
ought to be assented to. Where it does not, it never can have any
title to operate upon us.’44 The burden of this remark is to deny
reason both autonomy and status, and so, again, to deny that it is a
distinct faculty of the mind. If it does not yet reduce it to the status
of slave—that has to wait until Book II—it plainly denies that
reason is capable of independent functioning, let alone being the
ruling faculty. So, whereas Locke had sought to show the possibility
of materialism by ‘sensualising’ the faculty of intellect,45 Hume goes
further and seeks to abolish it. When read through the lens of early
modern faculty psychology, then, Book I of the Treatise of Human
Nature is revealed as a sustained argument for the adequacy of mate-
rialist explanations for mental phenomena.

Nothing in Books II and II invite revision of this conclusion. In
fact, their task is to work out the implications of the project for
human action and social order. In Book II our reasoning capacity is
subordinated to the internal mechanical responses to external
stimuli: reason ‘is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions’.46

The passions themselves give rise to further ideas and impressions,
so ideas are once again shown not to stand apart from impressions
in some separate, higher, (rational) domain. Moreover, the changes
are initiated by associations, so the account is once again consistent
with materialism. The passions are the natural responses of a material
being to external stimuli. Human reason, thus governed, responds to

43 Hume argues exactly this in his posthumously-published essay, ‘Of
the Immortality of the Soul’; in Hume, Essays, Moral, Political, and
Literary, 590–8; also in Hume, An Enquiry concerning Human
Understanding and Other Writings, 190–7.

44 Treatise, 1.4.7.11. Don Garrett names this the ‘Title Principle’, and
identifies it as the foundation-stone of Hume’s constructive scepticism:
Cognition and Commitment, 233–41; ‘Hume’s Conclusions’, in The
Blackwell Guide to Hume’s Treatise, 166–73.

45 See, e.g., Locke’s sense-based definitions of clear and distinct ideas,
and his account of the ideas of reflection as ‘internal sense’: Essay, 2.29,
2.1.4. Cf. Leibniz, New Essays on Human Understanding, ed. Peter
Remnant and Jonathan Bennett (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1996), 69–75.

46 Treatise, 2.3.3.4.
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the exigencies of everyday circumstances, rather than to some overall
telos of human life—to efficient rather than final causes.

Book III explains how this occurs. Hume there gives a historical
account of the development of the human mind proceeding hand in
hand with the development of necessary social institutions, the
whole governed by the non-rational capacity for sympathetic identi-
fication with the concerns of others (a ‘moral sense’). This capacity is
manifested directly in the case of natural virtues of benevolence, but it
is also manifested indirectly—through an appreciation of its usefulness
for human society, which usefulness is valued because of the sym-
pathetic regard for the general good—in the steady development
over time of the institutions of the artificial virtue of justice. The
whole story is one of reason’s limited role in reflecting on the concrete
circumstances of life, its solutions surviving only in so far as they
conform to the imperatives of our nature and circumstances. Once
again, then, reason is cast as no more than a tool developed by a
(clever) animal ruled by mechanical processes.47

Human Nature versus Human Understanding

If we locate Hume in the context in which he is more commonly
placed, the Locke-Berkeley-Hume triad familiar to all students of
epistemology, we can trace a different path to the same conclusion.
That familiar context rightly brings out Hume’s indebtedness to
Berkeley’s critique of Locke, and, by extension, of the modern
scientific outlook that Locke was thought to have captured. But
what, for him, was the message of that critique? His deployment of
specific Berkeleian arguments against Lockean positions in parts of
the Treatise has encouraged the thought that he intended merely to
apply and extend the Berkeleian critique.48 This is, I think, to fail
to see the forest for the trees; and drawing out the full significance
of a remark in the first Enquiry is the best cure. Hume there makes
a striking observation which we have already had occasion to
note: he says that Berkeley’s arguments ‘admit of no answer and
produce no conviction’.49 That is, he claims that Berkeley’s criticisms

47 See Enquiry, 5.5n, 9.5n, where Hume reduces reason to experience,
explaining differences of intelligence between different human beings,
and between humans and animals, as mere matters of degree, not kind.

48 See, e.g., Bertrand Russell’s influential view in his History of Western
Philosophy, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 1995), 634.

49 Enquiry, 12.15n.
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of Locke cannot be faulted on rational grounds, but that they
nevertheless cannot persuade us of their truth. They show, in
short, that human nature is too strong for reason. The problem is,
how is that possible? It is this question that Berkeley’s arguments
raised for Hume. It is also a question for which there could be only
one answer: the answer could only be that the human being is not
the rational animal of philosophical tradition, but a being whose
behaviour requires explanation by a causal psychology. So Hume’s
question becomes, what are the principles according to which the
human mind functions—even in the face of irrefutable rational argu-
ments? What is the nature of human nature?

This is the question to which the (appropriately-titled) Treatise of
Human Nature offers an answer. The title indicates a shift of focus
when compared to the works of his distinguished Anglophone fore-
bears: Locke’s Essay on Human Understanding and Berkeley’s
Treatise concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge both focus pre-
cisely on the rational, knowledge-directed functions of the mind, and,
by this fact, and despite the limits they place on its contents,
implicitly affirm the priority of the rational faculty. That priority
is, however, Hume’s target, and the title of the Treatise of Human
Nature signals the fact.50

Experimental Philosophy and Materialist Explanations

The Treatise also declares itself on the side of ‘the experimental
method of reasoning’, promising to extend this method into
‘moral subjects’—into, as we would now say, the human sciences.
The work’s Introduction makes clear what this means. The
experimentalist is not simply committed to a certain kind of
method, but is so committed because nature’s ultimate principles
are inaccessible. In short, the experimentalist denies that we can
have knowledge of essences; we must therefore restrict ourselves,
in our enquiries, to manifest principles. Experimentalism is thus a
kind of practical scepticism, since, like scepticism, it denies that
we can discover (hidden) essences. (Newton’s famous attack

50 Of course, the title of the Enquiry concerning Human Understanding
does not! But it is plain that the aim of that work is, no less than the
Treatise, to debunk the inflated claims made on behalf of human rational
capacities, and to show that we are under the rule of our (non-rational)
nature.
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on ‘hypotheses’ is one expression of this denial.51) This means
immediately that, if Hume is to be faithful to his professed
experimentalism, he must resist commitment to philosophical
dogma, materialist dogma included. He must therefore resist the
temptation to explain manifest or observable features of the
human mind by reference to unobservable motions of matter.
Of course, if he has no materialist sympathies, he has no tempta-
tion to resist. So it is particularly striking that he does give in to
temptation at one point, and even describes himself as doing so:
the remarkable passage where he explains errors in reasoning by
indirect motions of the animal spirits in the brain, motions
which cause them to ‘rummage’ the wrong cell and thereby to
call up the wrong idea.52

This might, of course, be dismissed as a mere isolated incident. The
problem, however, is that the evidence of materialist sympathy is not
reducible to examples, but is systematic. This is because a philosophy
which restricts itself to manifest principles does not thereby rule out
echoes of dogmatic philosophy. In fact, its choice of manifest principles
may be thoroughly tendentious: the principles to which it appeals may
be recognizable as the kind of principles characteristic of a particular
philosophical school, or even of a representative of that school. This
is true in Hume’s case. As already pointed out, the ‘empire of the
imagination’ he establishes has a powerful, if indefinite, materialist
air. But the evidence does not stop there, because the specifics of
Hume’s philosophical explanations are also recognizably materialist.

This could be illustrated in a number of ways. One is indirect: by
showing that Hume’s critical engagement with Cartesian dualism,
in the shape of Malebranche’s Search after Truth, results in
Hume’s taking over important features of Malebranche’s account of
the (defective, bodily) imagination, and building them into his
account of the natural workings of the human mind.53 The other is
direct: by showing that Hume’s positive doctrines faithfully reflect
the details of known materialists. Thus one could examine La
Mettrie’s Machine Man, which gives a good idea of the main
themes of materialist writing in Hume’s day. (The book appeared
in 1747, i.e. between the publication dates of the Treatise and first

51 Newton, Principia, General Scholium; Opticks, Query 31;
Philosophical Writings, 91–2, 139.

52 Treatise, 1.2.5.20.
53 For evidence of this kind, see Peter Kail, ‘On Hume’s Appropriation

of Malebranche: Causation and Self’, European Journal of Philosophy
(forthcoming).
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Enquiry.) La Mettrie’s argument—at least, where it is more than a
repetition of Lucretius—is that a human being is a machine that
can move itself, ‘a machine which winds itself up’, because the
mental powers by which it thinks and acts are all processes of the
imagination. Even in its moral convictions, the human being
reveals itself to be a machine, since these are simply inner feelings
which belong to the imagination.54 There is a discernibly Humean
air about such views; and, although the work appeared too late to
be an influence on the Treatise, it reflects a materialist orthodoxy
which was probably also represented in the samizdat materialist lit-
erature in circulation during Hume’s time in France when composing
the Treatise.55

There is no need, however, to pursue such indirect or obscure
sources. There is a much better source readily available in Hume’s
own backyard. The fact is that the central features of Hume’s
account of mental functioning are all traceable directly to the materi-
alist psychology of Thomas Hobbes. The resemblances are so striking
that it seems possible to describe the Treatise as a sceptical revision of
the Hobbesian project. In accordance with the requirements of exper-
imental scepticism, Hume deletes the overt appeals to motions in the
body, but he nevertheless accepts the basic Hobbesian picture of
human functioning. In large part, he even follows Hobbes’s order
of exposition.56 This can be brought out by a thumb-nail sketch of
the opening chapters of Leviathan.

Hobbes limits mental contents to what comes through the senses.
Sense-perceptions cause motions in the body which are, for us, feel-
ings and ideas. Ideas are internal motions caused by external motions,
and so are quite distinct from the objects or motions that cause them.
Internal bodily motions make us attribute our ideas to an external
source. The imagination is the repository of images that linger in
the body: it is ‘decaying’ sense. (So its contents are paler copies of
sense-perceptions.) What is called ‘the understanding’ is not a dis-
tinct faculty of reason, but simply those imaginings due to words. It
is, in other words, a power of the imagination; it is common to man
and beast. Thought is connected imaginings. Transitions of thoughts

54 La Mettrie, Machine Man, 13–22.
55 On the circulation of such literature during Hume’s first French

sojourn, see David Wootton, ‘Hume’s “Of Miracles”: Probability and
Irreligion’, in M. A. Stewart (ed.), Studies in the Philosophy of the Scottish
Enlightenment (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), 210–2.

56 See Paul Russell, ‘Hume’s Treatise and Hobbes’s The Elements of
Law’, Journal of the History of Ideas, 46 (1985), 51–64.
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reflect past sequences of sensations (past experience): present sen-
sations are associated by the mind with past ones, and so a present
sensation prompts the imagination to call up the whole string of sen-
sations that followed the same sensation in the past. This generates
expectations about the future. ‘Trains of thought’ even when
unguided are not ‘wild ranging of the mind’, but connected by associ-
ations. Guided thoughts are governed not by reason but by desires,
and concern causes and effects. When concerned with the future,
they depend on the thought that like events will follow like
actions—they are suppositions about the future based on experience
of the past. Reasoning is just a calculative power; it is not a special
faculty that equips us for discovering hidden truths, but a fallible
human skill developed through experience. Human actions begin in
passions, internal motions in the body caused by internal or external
motions, which therefore display predictable patterns. Reason is a
‘scout’ for passion—its eyes and ears—and so its servant.57

Hume’s theory of basic human function is a refinement of this
Hobbesian picture. He adopts nearly all the main themes of
Hobbesian psychology, even to the extent of building his account
of our inductive practices and our conceptions of cause and prob-
ability out of Hobbes’s account of the origin of expectations from
the tendency to transfer past experience to the future. Moreover,
Hobbes affirms a non-rational source for our belief in enduring exter-
nal objects, and similarly subordinates reason to passion. In short, the
basic outlines of Hume’s account of the workings of the mind are
traceable to Hobbesian materialist psychology.

Hobbesian Materialism and Humean Scepticism

Hume’s experimentalism was sufficient reason for him to rule out
Hobbes’s dogmatism; but it is striking that a careful reader of
Hobbes would have found reasons internal to Hobbes’s own
theory for doing the same thing. So it is possible that Hume found
a second reason, provided by Hobbes himself, for resisting
Hobbesian dogmatism. This is because Hobbes had insisted, in
typical materialist vein, that, because there is no distinct faculty of
reason oriented to discovering hidden truths or essences, the tra-
ditional idea of ‘right reason’ must be discarded. There is, he said,
no such thing as ‘right reason’; there is only your reasoning and
mine. However, he had simultaneously treated his own philosophy

57 Hobbes, Leviathan, Ch. 1–8.
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as if it were simply true—as if it were right reason itself! So he failed
to face up to the implication of his own position: that his own argu-
ments, no matter how cogent they seemed to him, were only his argu-
ments, and so could not claim to possess some final authority. So a
sympathizer with Hobbesian views alert to this problem could be
expected to rewrite Hobbes’s theory by purging it of its dogma-
tism—by accepting, indeed, that, by the theory’s own lights, its
central doctrines simply could not be known to be true.

One way in which such a sympathizer could proceed would be by
showing the adequacy of Hobbes’s materialistic styles of explanation,
all the while avoiding appeal to any explicitly materialist premises.
This would generate a non-rationalist account of human psychology
applied to a range of theoretical and practical issues: in short, a new
treatise of human nature. The ‘anxiety of influence’ might then dis-
courage explicit references to Hobbes’s work, but later in life the
author might acknowledge that the main problem with Hobbes’s
philosophy was his inconsistent attitude to reason. So it harmonizes
nicely with this suggestion that, in the final volume of his History
of England, Hume assesses Hobbes’s achievement in just these
terms. Hobbes’s philosophy, he observes, ‘partakes nothing of the
spirit of scepticism; but is as positive and dogmatical as if human
reason, and his reason in particular, could attain a thorough convic-
tion in these subjects’.58

This remark may reveal not only Hume’s differences from Hobbes,
but also his indebtedness to him. Hobbes saw that, if materialism is
true, there is no special faculty of reason that orients us to truth. He
also saw that, if there is no such special faculty, there is no ‘right
reason’—no authoritative account of how things are. What Hume
saw, but Hobbes missed, was that this implication applied to the mate-
rialist doctrine itself: that if materialism is true, it cannot be known to
be true. He saw, in short, a fresh instance of the ancient connection
between materialism and scepticism. He thus realized that the best
and indeed only case for materialism is by means of an experimental
philosophy which, in sceptical vein, eschews any claims to metaphys-
ical truth, but which nevertheless makes an indirect case for it by
showing the adequacy of materialist styles of explanation. Hume’s
philosophy is designed to satisfy just these requirements, and so it is
in this sense that it can be described as sceptical materialism.

58 Hume, The History of England (Indianapolis: Liberty Classics,
1983), 6, 153; also in An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding and
Other Writings, 199.
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Conclusion

Bernard Williams observes that ‘Hume was a sceptic, not a material-
ist. This was one reason why he objected, as he did, to the dogmatic
tone of the French philosophes.’59 If we suppose, instead, that Hume
was both a sceptic and a materialist (in the sense explained here), then
we can see all the more precisely why the dogmatic tone of the philo-
sophes was not for him: it was exactly and only to their dogmatizing
that he was opposed. With their materialism he was a sympathetic
fellow-traveller, favouring recognizably-materialist explanations of
human mental functioning. It is no surprise that they should have
found each other congenial company: their difference of opinion
was epistemological, rather than metaphysical—a difference that
rarely occasions heat. Williams misses this sense of Hume’s relation
to the philosophes, just as commentators have skirted around the
interpretation of his philosophy offered here, because misled by a
false dichotomy: scepticism and materialism have seemed mutually
incompatible theses. If the arguments and evidence presented here
are cogent, however, then not only are they not mutually incompati-
ble—they are natural bedfellows. The burden of this paper is that
Hume saw this to be so, and built his philosophy on this insight.60

Australian Catholic University, Sydney

59 Bernard Williams, ‘Hume on Religion’, in Williams, The Sense of the
Past, ed. Myles Burnyeat (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006),
273.

60 Earlier versions of this paper were read at the University of Otago and
the Australian Catholic University. For their helpful comments on those
occasions, I am indebted to Annette Baier, Charles Pigden and, in particular,
John Quilter.
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