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Chapter Ten
 Ambiguity and “Atheism” in Hume’s Dialogues 
Paul Russell

... any ambiguity in expression is next to having no meaning at all; and is indeed a species of it; for while the hearer or reader is perplexed between different meanings, he can assign no determinate idea to the speaker or writer...
- David Hume

I.  The Ambiguity of Hume’s “Atheism” 


One of the earliest reviews of Hume’s Dialogues begins by describing this work as a “strange performance” and ends by saying that “the author’s natural religion terminates in atheism”.
 This was, however, far from the first time that his philosophical views had been described in these terms. Ever since the publication of his Treatise of Human Nature (1739-40), Hume’s philosophical works had generated a litany of accusations and “charges”, such as “atheism”, “irreligion”, “infidelity”, “deism”, “scepticism”, and so on. These ways of describing Hume and his philosophical works were, of course, far from benign. They carried connotations of sharp criticism that could – and did – lead to persecution and even prosecution.
 Ernest Mossner – Hume’s leading biographer - has suggested that these allegations against Hume were generally made by critics who were not sufficiently philosophically competent to understand Hume’s philosophy.
 In particular, Mossner has argued, along with others, that Hume could not have been an “atheist”, since atheists are dogmatists and Hume was a sceptic.
 

In order to understand Hume’s Dialogues, we need to consider which, if any, of these terms accurately describes his aims and intentions in this work. Let us begin with the question of the meaning of “atheism”. James Beattie was, with the possible exception of Thomas Reid, the most prominent and influential critic of Hume among his own contemporaries.
 In his Essay on Truth (1770) – a work devoted to refuting and condemning Hume and his “sceptical” and “atheistic” philosophy – Beattie describes Hume’s effort to “disguise” his “vindication of Atheism” as motivated by “prudential considerations”. Beattie anticipates that he will be asked what he means “by the word Atheist”?” He replies:
A reasonable creature, who disbelieves the being of God, or thinks it inconsistent with sound reason, to believe, that the Great first cause is perfect in holiness, power, wisdom, justice, and beneficence, - is a speculative Atheist; and he who endeavours to instil the same unbelief into others, is a practical Atheist.

Beattie takes Hume to be doubly guilty – both a speculative and a practical atheist. This assessment of Hume, it is worth emphasizing, was made nearly a full decade before the Dialogues was published - although several years prior to Hume’s death. It was, moreover, directed primarily at Hume’s Treatise - a work that most contemporary Hume scholars have treated as having little or no concern with religion.


How, then, does Hume understand the meaning of “atheism”? According to Hume, the vindication of (genuine) theism does not depend on a robust, religion-specific idea of God’s nature and attributes. It requires nothing more than a belief in the existence of a supreme, intelligent, immaterial being who is the creator and origin of the world (NHR, 4.1-2). It seems clear that restricting the meaning of (genuine) “theism” in this way provides an avenue of escape for those who doubt or deny the orthodox (Christian) conception. As long as they accept a minimal (“attenuated”) conception of some kind, they can avoid the charge of “atheism”. Given this, we need to distinguish between a minimal and robust idea or conception of God. This distinction makes clear that Hume could be an “atheist” in terms of the robust conception but not in terms of the minimal conception – or he could be an “atheist” in terms of both these conceptions.


Another way of characterizing Hume’s views concerning religion, closely associated with “atheism” and “scepticism”, is in terms of “irreligion”. Hume was certainly aware that his own contemporaries viewed his philosophical work in these terms (LET, I, 165/ #77).
 There are, however, some important differences between “atheism” and “irreligion”. While atheism is to be contrasted with theism, irreligion stands opposed to religion. Religion involves more than the issue of theism/atheism. It also concerns matters relating to miracles and revealed religion, the doctrine of the immortality of the soul and a future state, the standing and authority of Scripture, the Church and clergy, and any number of ancillary doctrines relating to morality, free will, forms of worship, and so on. Irreligion may manifest itself, not only in the form of raising doubts about or denying the existence of God, but also by questioning one or more of those doctrines, institutions or practices that were regarded as essential to (the Christian) religion. There is a sense, therefore in which “irreligion” is both more and less demanding a term than “atheism”. It is less demanding in that it does not imply that God’s existence is (dogmatically) denied. It is more demanding in that it concerns more than just the question of God’s existence; it also concerns a critical beliefs and attitudes towards the many other dimensions of religion (Church, clergy, Scripture, etc.).


Sitting in the middle of this mix is “the sceptic”. However much there may be disagreement about the other labels that have been used to describe Hume’s philosophical orientation and commitments, it is agreed by all that Hume was a sceptic of some kind. This is a feature that he shares with Philo, who is described as a “careless sceptic” (D, Intro., 6/ 128). If Mossner’s account is correct then we should regard Hume (and Philo) as a “sceptic” and an “agnostic” – “neither a believer nor an unbeliever”.
 How well does this fit Hume’s own understanding of “the sceptic”? Hume addresses this issue head-on in the first Part of the Dialogues. Cleanthes raises some doubts about Philo’s sincerity when he proposes “to erect religious faith on philosophical scepticism” (D, 1.5/132). He also suggests that the principles of philosophical scepticism are impractical and impossible to live by. Philo replies that while it is true that the sceptic must reason and act in the world like others do, the sceptic’s principles ensure that we do not push our speculations “beyond the reach of our faculties”. In particular, they discourage all efforts to “carry our speculations into the two eternities, before and after the present state of things” (D, 1.10/ 134-5).This reply does not satisfy Cleanthes, who asks why, if we are able to carry our investigations into “the most abstruse and remote subjects” of scientific interest, should we be  discouraged from speculations of a theological or religious nature (D, 1.13-6/ 136-8)? This is especially puzzling, Cleanthes suggests, given that “the religious hypothesis [...] is founded on the simplest and most obvious arguments” (D, 1.16/ 138). He concludes by saying that it is now “avowed, by all pretenders to reasoning and philosophy, that atheist and sceptic are almost synonymous” (D, 1.17/ 139). 

The above observations suggest that the sceptic’s situation in relation to “atheism” and “irreligion” cannot be as simple and straightforward as Mossner would have it. There are, in the first place, as Philo points out, both religious and irreligious sceptics (D, 1.18/ 139). Among Hume’s contemporaries, those who held “that religion was only a branch of philosophy” – a group that includes Locke, Clarke, Beattie, and any number of other prominent Christian apologists – it was widely accepted that the sceptic and atheist “are almost synonymous”.
 Hume, in his own voice, recognizes that the sceptic and the speculative atheist are both regarded as “enemies of religion” EU, 12.2/149). While Mossner suggests that the sceptic cannot be an atheist, so Beattie maintains that the sceptic must be an atheist (qua nonbeliever). Both these views depend on contentious understandings of “atheism” – one supposing that the “atheist” must be a dogmatic denier of the existence of God, the other supposing that it suffices for “atheism” simply to be a nonbeliever. 


Where does this leave us? It seems clear that “the sceptic” (or agnostic) may be judged an “atheist”, by one standard (e.g. as per Beattie’s view), and as rejecting “atheism” by another (e.g. as per Mossner’s view). Lying between these two competing accounts of “atheism” is the view that the atheist must, at least, deny the existence of God under some interpretation. Moreover, if we distinguish between “atheism” and “irreligion” along these lines, we may allow that while the agnostic is not an “atheist”, since she does not deny the existence of God (under some interpretation), she may still be “irreligious” in robust respects (e.g. because she is critical, or even hostile to religion in all its orthodox forms). 

What cannot be denied, on any view, is that sceptical arguments could be and were advanced by some to discredit and undermine the Christian religion, while others employed it with a view to placing it on the foundations of faith rather than reason. Hume brings the Dialogues to a close by presenting Philo’s sceptical arguments as those of a sincere Christian (D, 12.33/ 227-8). Both Cleanthes and Demea regard Philo’s scepticism in very different terms (D, 1.17; 11.18-9/ 138-9, 212-3). Having identified these “ambiguities” and variations in terminology, we are now better placed to address the philosophical complexities and problems that they point to.
II.  Philo and Hume’s Irreligion

Let us begin with the core arguments of the Dialogues, of which there are four. Two are arguments for the existence of God: the design argument and the cosmological argument. The third argument concerns the problem of evil, which is an argument against the existence of God. The fourth and final argument concerns the relationship between religion and morality. In respect of these arguments, the main characters take different positions. For the purpose of this discussion, we need not review the details of these arguments since they are entirely familiar.
 Where do the three main characters stand with respect to the question of religion? While it is clear that they all have different views in respects of these arguments, the crucial divide falls between Cleanthes and Demea, on one side, and Philo, on the other. As the dialogue unfolds, it becomes clear that Cleanthes and Demea both aim to defend the theist or religious position but disagree about how this should be done. Both endorse and defend an argument for the existence of God; Cleanthes articulates and defends the design argument (D, 2,5) and Demea defends the cosmological argument (D, 2.6; 9.1). Responding to these arguments, Philo categorically rejects the cosmological argument and subjects the design argument to a severe sceptical critique that weakens and discredits it. From there, he presents an argument that aims to show that, given the evil we discover in this world, we have reason to believe that God cannot exist (D, 10.25-36/ 198-202). Philo then points out that, even if we retreat from the strong view (which he does not), we are still in no position to infer that God does exist, given the prevalence of evil that we observe. In a final blow to Cleanthes and other apologists for religion, Philo argues that religion is not an essential support to morality. It is, on the contrary, almost always corrupting and destructive of both morality and human happiness (D, 12.16-30/ 222-6). Beyond all this, Philo’s remarks are frequently laced with ridicule, sarcasm, and contempt for religion “as it has commonly been found in the world” (D, 12.22/ 223).
 Despite the superficial presentation of Philo as a “sound, believing Christian” (D, 12.33/ 228), nothing could be further from the truth.

Philo’s final position remains, nevertheless, elusive and open to various interpretations. His final position on “the whole of natural theology [is resolved] ... into one simple, though somewhat ambiguous, at least undefined, proposition, that the cause or causes of order in the universe probably bear some remote analogy to human intelligence” (D, 12.33/227 – Hume’s emphasis). As Philo notes, consistent with Hume’s remarks in the first Enquiry, this is a proposition that is “both uncertain and useless” (EU, 11.23/142). Philo’s final remarks could be taken to suggest any of (attenuated) deism, agnosticism (“scepticism”), or atheism. Each of these positions are, as presented, clearly irreligious from the perspective of Cleanthes, Demea, and those among Hume’s contemporaries – and our own - committed to the most basic doctrines and dogmas of Christianity. Whatever sliver of theism may survive Philo’s onslaught, it is more or less emptied of any meaning or content, and without any practical significance or value for human life. We have, therefore, every reason to conclude that Philo’s intentions are deeply and systematically irreligious, where this implies a critical and hostile attitude towards the claims of religion in its most familiar (monotheistic) forms, and towards Christianity in particular.


Granted that Philo’s overall position is deeply and systematically irreligious, what are we to infer from this about Hume’s views? The obvious question to ask, in respect of this, is: Does Philo speak for Hume? Although there has been, and remains, some dispute about this matter, it is widely accepted that, as Kemp Smith puts it, “Philo from start to finish, represents Hume.”
 Quite apart from this current consensus, we might also consider that any number of the early reviewers and critics of the Dialogues took a similar view.
 One of the most striking remarks coming from these early reviews is that there is “nothing new” in the Dialogues. The reviewer in question, William Rose, goes on to suggest that Hume “has attempted little more than to throw the most exceptional parts of his philosophical works into a new form, and to present them in a new dress.”
 If there is any basis to Rose’s claim that in the Dialogues Hume simply presents material drawn from his earlier works “in a new dress”, this would provide further – decisive - evidence that Philo represents Hume’s own views on this subject.

Clearly, if Rose is correct, and Philo’s core irreligious views and arguments are anticipated in Hume other (“earlier) work, then we may also conclude that Hume’s views on this subject are deeply and systematically irreligious. Rose’s assessment is entirely justified. The most important argument, in relation to the Dialogues, is, of course, the design argument. Although the Dialogues is the text in which Hume gives this argument the most attention, it is not the first or only text in which he presents a critique of this argument. On the contrary, as Kemp Smith, Gaskin, and any number of other scholars have noted, the fundamental features of Philo’s critique are anticipated in the first Enquiry (EU, 11). As with Philo’s critique, in EU, 11 the fatal flaw in the design argument is identified in terms of the weakness of the analogy that it relies on. Hume concludes his critique – which is presented as an imaginary “speech for Epicurus” - a by stating that the method of reasoning employed “can never have place with regard to a Being, so remote and incomprehensible, who bears much less analogy to any other being in the universe than the sun to a waxen taper, and who discovers himself only by some faint traces or outlines, beyond which we have no authority to ascribe to him any attribute or perfection” (EU, 11.27/ 146; and cp. D, 2.7/ 144). 

Hume’s effort to show the limits of demonstrative reason in D, 9 is fully anticipated in his earlier Treatise (esp. T, 1.3.3-7, 1.3.15/ 78-98, 173-5). While our own contemporaries have found the relevance of this to “the argument a priori” less than obvious, that was certainly not true of Hume’s contemporaries.
 Hume’s own contemporaries – however “bigoted” they may have been – had an entirely accurate understanding and appreciation of the irreligious significance of Hume’s views as it concerns the cosmological argument.
 


What about the argument against the existence of God, as based on the problem of evil? Although there is no obvious correlate to this discussion in any of Hume’s other published work, there is “An early fragment of evil” that was written about 1740 – a decade or more before the first drafts of the Dialogues were written in the early 1750s.
 It is evident, from any point of view, that this fragment fully anticipates Philo’s sceptical assault in the Dialogues on God’s moral attributes.
 The remaining main argument of the Dialogues concerns the relationship between religion and morality. It is no less evident that Hume fully anticipates, in his other works, Philo’s irreligious views concerning the religion/morality relationship. In both the Treatise (Bk. III) and the second Enquiry Hume develops an account of morality as grounded in human nature and the (natural) psychology of the moral sentiments. His arguments concerning morality not only separate it from religion (i.e. God, Scripture, Church, and the doctrine of a future state), they suggest that Christian morality has a strong tendency to weaken, if not corrupt, our natural moral dispositions.
 In the Natural History of Religion Hume’s remarks concerning the pernicious consequences of “popular religions” on moral practice are, if anything, much stronger than any of Philo’s observations or claims (see esp. NHR, 14). All of this was plain enough to Hume’s contemporaries (and should be no less evident to our own). Once again, therefore, Philo plainly speaks for Hume on this subject.

The argument of this section has been: (1) In respect of the four main arguments considered in the Dialogues, Philo takes a deeply and systematically irreligious stance. We have further argued that: (2) In his earlier publications and writings Hume – speaking in his own voice – advances the same basic irreligious arguments and views as those that Philo defends. This suggests that: (3) We have every reason to conclude that Philo accurately represents Hume’s own irreligious commitments and orientation in the Dialogues. Hume uses Philo as a vehicle to refine, elaborate, and expand on irreligious arguments that he had already presented. It is further argued that: (4) The irreligious arguments that Hume advances via Philo in the Dialogues are by no means Hume’s only irreligious arguments. There are a number of (important) irreligious arguments presented in his other works that do not appear in the Dialogues in any form or in much detail (e.g. concerning miracles, immortality, morality, the psychological roots of religion, etc.).
 It is incorrect to suppose, therefore, that Dialogues is a complete statement of Hume’s views on this subject, even if we agree that it is a central and key work for understanding Hume’s philosophy of religion.
 With regard to Rose’s claim that there is nothing much new in the Dialogues, we may agree that this claim underestimates the important ways in which Hume refines, elaborates, and expands on arguments that he had already advanced. Nevertheless, Rose is correct in suggesting both that Philo is “the hero” of the Dialogues and that the core arguments that Philo presents are fundamentally irreligious and, for the most part, anticipated in Hume’s earlier writings.
IV.  Hume’s “Atheism” and Philo’s Dilemma

We have established that Philo takes an irreligious stance on all four of the main arguments considered in the Dialogues and that this accurately represents Hume’s own irreligious views on this subject. However, as we have also noted, Philo’s final position remains open-ended and elusive in several important respects.
 There remain three distinct categories that Hume’s views might be placed in, consistent with the general assessment that he advances irreligious arguments on this subject. They are: (1) that he defends some form of minimal theism; (2) that he is an agnostic (i.e. neither a theist nor an atheist); and (3) that despite his subterfuge, Hume was an atheist. Let us begin with the suggestion that Hume remains committed to some form of minimal theism.
 

Whatever (minimal) theism Hume may be committed to, it is based on the argument from design and relies on the analogy between the order, harmony, and beauty that we observe in this world and human artifacts or creations. Hume does, of course, emphasize the weakness of this analogy and how little we can infer on the basis of it (D, 2.7/ 144). He also notes that there are other available analogies that suggest different origins (e.g., D, 6.3; 7.3, 7.15; /170-1, 176-7, 180). All this results in an idea of God that is vague and obscure (D, 8.12; 12.33/186, 227; EU, 11.27/ 145-6). These three factors are not only present with respect to the argument from design, they are also directly relevant to Hume’s theory of belief, as stated in his earlier works.
 In these circumstances, not only is the idea of God largely without either content or any strong foundation in our experience, our belief is substantially weakened, if not altogether eliminated. Without belief, moreover, any such conception of God can have little or no practical influence.
 These dynamics of belief are especially in play in respect of any “minimal” or “attenuated” conception of God. We may conclude, therefore, that in respect of the “religious hypothesis”, insofar as it is based on experience and probable reasoning, Hume is not a theist of any kind.


Even if Hume is not a theist, it does not follow that he is an atheist. He may have been, as Mossner suggests, a “sceptic” (or agnostic) who neither asserts nor denies the existence of God. This way of viewing Hume may be further encouraged by the thought that the sceptic stands opposed to dogmatism, where both theism and atheism are understood as essentially dogmatic. However, while we may agree that the “atheist” must (at least) deny the existence of God, there is no reason to suppose - as Mossner and others do - that the atheist must be a dogmatist. On the contrary, both the theist and the atheist may take a more  moderate stance based on (variable degrees of) probable belief. 

With regard to Hume’s sceptical commitments, there is a fundamental contrast to be drawn between extreme scepticism or Pyrrhonianism and moderate or mitigated scepticism. Extreme scepticism aims to discredit all our (common sense) beliefs and inferences. In contrast with this, the principles of mitigated scepticism do not subvert all knowledge or imply any unqualified universal doubt. What the mitigated sceptic insists on is that: (1) we must avoid all dogmatism and adopt an appropriate degree of modesty with respect to our beliefs and inferences, and (2) we must limit our reasonings and speculations to “common life”, where the subject matter falls within our experience and everyday practice. Whereas extreme scepticism is not targeted on any specific area of investigation, the principles of mitigated scepticism are targeted, more specifically, on all theological speculation concerning “the two eternities” (D, 1.10/ 134; EU, 1.12, 12.25/ 12, 162).


Hume makes clear that he regards extreme scepticism as “excessive” and that in practice it is both unlivable and destructive (EU, 12.21-3/  158-60; D, 1.12-6/ 136-8). Pyrrhonian reflections are, nevertheless, of some value when they are employed to sustain and support our commitment to mitigated scepticism. Read this way, Hume allows that we may expect to contribute to and advance human knowledge, so long as our enquiries are confined to the bounds of human experience and the limitations that this imposes on us. Since all reasoning concerning the existence of God and origin of the world takes us well beyond these confines, the principles of mitigated scepticism would suggest that Hume is an agnostic, who neither affirms nor denies God’s existence (e.g. as Mossner suggests). According to this account, Hume’s (irreligious) sceptical arguments are constructed with a view to showing only that the various arguments advanced in support of the theological position fail to convince, much less are they certain. They do not, on this view, aim to show that God does not exist, as that would involve a violation of his (moderate) sceptical principles.


Does this agnostic (“sceptical”) interpretation provide an accurate and complete picture of Hume’s views on this subject? In order to assess this, we need to draw another distinction concerning the nature of scepticism. Consistent with principles of mitigated scepticism, we may distinguish between a “soft” and a “hard” sceptical stance. The soft sceptic neither asserts nor denies belief in respect of some issue or topic – as with the stance of the agnostic in relation to the question of God’s existence. The hard sceptic claims that there is some reasonable basis for denying a claim or hypothesis of a given kind (e.g. that the Loch Ness monster is real). There is no reason in principle why a mitigated sceptic cannot take a hard attitude toward some issue that falls within the sphere of our experience and observations. The simple sceptical reading maintains, nevertheless, that Hume’s mitigated sceptical principles commit him to soft scepticism when it comes to the specific issue of the existence of God. None of Hume’s sceptical arguments employed in discrediting the theological position, it is claimed, go beyond the soft objective of showing that the theist’s various proofs all fail.


Contrary to the “soft” reading, many of Hume’s (sceptical) arguments serve to provide grounds for denying the theist hypothesis (in all its relevant forms). Even those who endorse the view that Hume was a minimal theist generally accept that his attitude with respect to robust theism is hard and not soft.
 The more controversial issue concerns Hume’s attitude to minimal theism, the restricted conjecture that there is an invisible, intelligent being who is “the first cause of all” (D, 4.1/ 158). In regard to this, there is at least one argument that Hume advances that suggests a hard position. All our experience, Hume points out, suggests that body and mind always accompany each other. The minimal theist hypothesis invites us to accept the existence of an invisible, active intelligent being that exists independent of body. Since that runs contrary to all our experience we have every reason to doubt it (D, 6.5, 8.11/ 171, 186). Given this, we must read Hume as a “hard sceptical atheist”, who (non-dogmatically) denies the existence of God, including minimal as well as robust conceptions.


It may be objected that the hard sceptical atheist account cannot be reconciled with Hume’s mitigated sceptical principles. Although a hard sceptical attitude is not in conflict with the first principle of mitigated scepticism, since there is no claim to “absolute certainty” of any kind, there does exist a prima facie conflict between hard sceptical atheism and the second principle of mitigated scepticism. The second principle prohibits investigations and conjectures relating to matters beyond the sphere of common life and human experience, which seems to suggest that we should avoid taking any view for or against the religious hypothesis. 

To assess this matter, we need to consider the central argumentative thread of the Dialogues – what may be described as “Philo’s dilemma”. This dilemma, as Hume presents it to the theist, is that either we are permitted to rely on our limited and narrow experience of the world and draw inferences on this basis or we are prohibited from doing so. If we are permitted to do this, then the conclusions that Hume draws are hard sceptical conclusions in respect of the religious hypothesis (D, 4.1-4; 5.2; 6.4-6; 8.11-2/ 158-60, 165-6, 171-2, 186). If we are not prohibited from doing this, then the restriction applies equally to the theist, who will be denied any support for their hypothesis (and the soft sceptical conclusion applies). Hume plainly operates on both sides of this dilemma – both of which are evidently critical of (if not hostile to) the religious hypothesis. Hume’s own position, as constructed around this core dilemma, oscillates between hard and soft scepticism. What needs emphasis, however, is that it is not just a soft position that Hume endorses. On the contrary, Hume advances hard sceptical argument right across the spectrum of theism – covering minimal as well as robust conceptions. In light of this, we may conclude that Hume advanced and defended hard sceptical atheism and does not limit himself to soft sceptical arguments and conclusions. Hume is, therefore, a speculative atheist all the way down.
V.  Hume’s Practical Atheism and the “Downfall of Superstition”


Having established that Hume, as represented by Philo, should be understood as a speculative atheist, we come to the question of whether or not he was also a practical atheist. A commitment to the former does not imply a commitment to the latter.
 There is a difference between the question concerning the truth of theism and the value of theism. Hume’s remarks in the Enquiries make clear that he distinguishes between “the philosophical truth of any proposition” and the “dangerous consequences” that denying it may have (EU, 11.28/147; EM, 9.14/ 279).
 As Cleanthes’ remarks suggest, denying theism and discrediting religion (e.g. the doctrine of a future state) could disturb the foundations of morality and society (D, 12.10/ 219). There are, moreover, some clear examples of (speculative) atheists who share these concerns about the (problematic) practical implications of atheism.


 Spinoza may be cited as an example of an atheist who draws this distinction. In the context of the 18th century, Spinoza was universally regarded, along with Hobbes, as the most prominent representative of “atheism”. Spinoza argued, nevertheless, that there remains an essential role for “true religion” to play in society. True religion, as he understands it, does not aim at philosophical truth but at guiding and supporting ethical conduct. The role of religion is to use imagery, metaphor, and narrative, as contained in scripture, to direct humans along the path of virtue, which is true piety.
 In contrast with this, false religion or superstition confuses philosophy and religion, which results in intolerance and hatred – the opposite of what “true religion” aims at. Spinoza’s account of “true religion” needs to be distinguished from “genuine religion”, not only as Cleanthes describes it, but also as Hume understands it on a minimal interpretation of theism. Genuine theism, whether understood on a robust or minimalist interpretation, remains a philosophical view that aims at truth. Spinoza’s “true religion” aims only at securing “true piety” or moral conduct – which is a practical aim.

In Dialogues XII “true religion” of a Spinozist character is considered and rejected. Philo expresses his “veneration” for “true religion” but does not endorse it. Although he grants that “true religion” understood as representing God as “pleased with nothing but virtue in human behaviour”, and grants that it does not have the “pernicious” consequences of “vulgar superstition”, it will “always [be] confined to very few persons” (D, 12.15-22/221-3). More importantly, a religion of this “philosophical and rational kind” will have little or no influence over “the vulgar”, as they are “incapable of so pure a religion” (D, 12.15/221). It is Hume’s assessment, therefore, via Philo, that any effort to retain some (benign) form of religion, and a “pure” theism of a more practical nature, fails by its own practical standard.

Does it follow from this that Hume’s speculative atheism adopts the practical aim of instilling unbelief in others and of eliminate religion in all its forms? With regard to this understanding of practical atheism, Hume’s views may be contrasted with those of his (good) friend Baron D’Holbach.
 In contrast with Hume’s hard sceptical atheism, D’Holbach was a dogmatic atheist. This dogmatism affected the form of practical atheism that D’Holbach embraced. According to D’Holbach all religion is foolish and wicked, there is no distinction to be drawn between them in this respect. Nor is D’Holbach interested in adopting a more tolerant attitude to deism or scepticism (i.e. agnosticism), both of which he condemns as unacceptable alternatives to superstition. With regard to scepticism, D’Holbach asks: “Is it more absurd to doubt of one’s own existence, than to hesitate upon the impossibility of a being whose qualities destroy each other?”
 The practical lesson that D’Holbach draws from this is that we need to “eradicate” and “annihilate” religion in all its forms. We must, he suggests, “combat” religion at all levels – theology, Scripture, church, and clergy.


Just as Hume rejects dogmatic atheism of the kind that D’Holbach defends, so too he rejects D’Holbach’s uncompromising and aggressive practical atheism. He does, of course, share D’Holbach’s deep hostility to religion, and he also agrees with D’Holbach that morality does not need religion of any kind – including “true religion”. Hume, nevertheless, firmly rejects an indiscriminate attitude to religion. Any policy or program for dealing with religion must be sensitive to the significant differences that we find among various religious sects. On Hume’s account, therefore, it is a serious mistake to simply lump all these sects togethers and condemn them all. Some forms of religion and religious sects are much more intolerant and cruel than others, and our practical attitudes and policies towards them should vary accordingly.
 

In contrast with D’Holbach’s uncompromising hostility to any and all forms of religion, Hume’s remarks in Dialogues XII indicate that he is open to “reconciliation” of some kind between theists and atheists (D, 12.7/217-9). The proposed “reconciliation” does not, however, include “vulgar superstition” – which Philo finds “abhorrent” (D, 12.9/219). The relevant basis for “reconciliation” is grounded in the conclusion that Philo reaches near the end of the Dialogues and summed up in the “undefined, proposition, that the cause or causes of order in the universe probably bear some remote analogy to human intelligence” (D, 12.33/227 – Hume’s emphasis). As Philo notes, consistent with Hume’s remarks in the first Enquiry, this is a proposition that is “both uncertain and useless” (EU, 11.23/142). This is a conclusion that no orthodox religion – even of the more “liberal” kind that Cleanthes represents – could possibly accept or endorse. It would, nevertheless, be a mistake to conclude that the proposed reconciliation that Philo secures is entirely fraudulent and empty. 

There is an important subset of participants in this debate who can accept this “undefined proposition” – although it plainly excludes Cleanthes and other orthodox (Christian) apologists. The parties who can be reconciled in these terms include (attenuated) deists, agnostics, and (nondogmatic) atheists. All of them are, in the first place, opposed to the pernicious and corrupting influence of “vulgar superstition”. Moreover, although there remain substantial philosophical differences among them, relating to (minimal) theism, all of them can accept the “undefined proposition”, which leaves the “religious hypothesis” devoid of content and of no practical value or influence in relation to morality and human happiness. In this way, Hume neither encourages the ideal of “true religion” of the “pure” kind that Spinoza advocates, nor does he adopt the uncompromising and indiscriminate practical atheism that D’Holbach suggests. Instead, he proposes a moderate, nondogmatic atheism that seeks to reconcile the opponents of “vulgar superstition” and advance their common cause to defeat and discredit all forms of  (pernicious) “superstition” – which includes religion “as it is commonly found in this world” (D, 12.22/223). 

 Shortly before Hume died his close friend Adam Smith visited him and inquired about Hume’s health. Hume explained that his health continued to decline and he did not expect to live much longer. He joked with Smith that he might find himself confronted with Charon, the figure in Greek mythology who ferries the dead across the River Styx. Hume proposed some excuses that he might give with a view to delaying getting into Charon’s boat. He begins by asking for more time to correct his works for a new edition. He finishes by explaining that he has “been endeavouring to open the eyes of the public”. He continues: “If I live a few years longer, I may have the satisfaction of seeing the downfall of some of the prevailing systems of superstition”. In reply, Hume suggests, Charon would say: “You loitering rogue, that will not happen these many hundred years ... Get into this boat this instant, you lazy, loitering rogue”.
 The joke here is, of course, that Hume is not so naive as to suppose that the “downfall of superstition” will happen any time soon. Behind the joke, however, is a clear message about Hume’s Dialogues and its considerable importance to Hume and to his philosophy as a whole. It is Hume’s fundamental concern to contribute to “the downfall of superstition”, even though he did not expect that to “happen these many hundred years”.
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� The review appears in The London Magazine; or, Gentleman’s Monthly Intelligencer (September, 1779); reprinted in Fieser, Early Responses, VI, 205-06. The following year Joseph Priestley arrived at the same conclusion. According to Priestly, in the Dialogues “the victory is clearly on the side of the atheist” [Letters to a Philosophical Unbeliever, Letter IX (in Fieser, Early Responses, VI, 264)].


� Perhaps the most dramatic example of this was the 1756 campaign, in the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland, to excommunicate Hume on grounds of his “infidelity”, “atheism”, etc. On this see Mossner, Life of Hume, Chp. 25.
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�  Mossner, “The religion of Hume”, 653: “... Hume in strict conventional sense of the terms, was neither a believer nor an unbeliever, that is to say, neither a theist nor an atheist. In short, he was a sceptic.” See also Mossner, “Enlightenment of David Hume”, 57. Mossner is not alone in assuming that the atheist must be a dogmatist, and that since he was a sceptic he could not have been an atheist. See, e.g., Gaskin, “Introduction”, xiii-xiv; and Norton, David Hume, 50, 246, 248.


�  Beattie followed much of Reid’s “common sense” critique of Hume’s scepticism. However, Beattie style was much more abrasive and abusive – which may, as Mossner suggests, account for its popular success [Mossner, Life of Hume, 577-82]. 


�  Beattie, Essay on Truth, 487-8n.


�  See, e.g., Mossner, Life of Hume, 113, 133, 319; Mossner, “The Religion of Hume”, 654-9. 


� As David Berman notes, in the Dialogues “Hume gradually but devastatingly strips the concept of God of religious meaning” [Berman, Atheism in Britain, 102-03]. This strategy, Berman argues, appears to secure the defeat of “atheism” and “rescue” God – but both victories are only “verbal”. See also Pyle, “Hume’s ‘Artful’ Masterpiece”.


� Philo’s opening remarks in the Dialogues begin by remarking (sardonically) that the conversation takes place “in this profane and irreligious age” (D,1.3/131). Similarly, in his first Enquiry Hume maintains that the sceptical philosophy, by opposing “superstitious credulity”, is liable to generate enemies “who stigmatize it as libertine, profane and irreligious” (EU, 5.1/ 41)


�  A prominent example of this among Hume’s contemporaries was Voltaire. Voltaire was a deist – not an “atheist” – but he was, nevertheless, a severe critic of Christianity and especially critical of the Church and clergy.


� Mossner, “Enlightenment of Hume”, 57; Mossner, “Religion of Hume”, 653. Mossner notes that the term “agnostic” is an anachronism and that it was coined by Thomas Huxley in 1869.


� In his “Early Memoranda” Hume, citing Ralph Cudworth’s “four kinds of atheists”, comments that we should add to Cudworth’s list “the Pyrrhonian or Sceptic” and “the Spinozist” (MEM, 2.40). On this and the various 18th century understandings of “atheism” see Russell, Riddle, Chp. 5; see also Berman, Atheism in Britain, esp. Chps. 2-5.


� More detailed accounts of the basics of these arguments can be found in, e.g., Russell & Krall, “Hume on Religion”; Russell, “David Hume”; and Krall, The Problem of God in David Hume.


� This includes the various ridiculous hypotheses that Philo proposes concerning God’s nature (e.g. that God is like an infant, or senile, and so on) [D, 5.11/168-9]. Elsewhere Philo comments on various conceptions of God that “degrade him to the low condition of mankind” (D, 12. 31-3/ 226). These (mocking and contemptuous) remarks are consistent with Hume’s comments in other works, particularly as found in his Natural History of Religion.


� For Hume’s contemporaries, any form of “theism” that is so reduced by sceptical arguments of the kind that Philo presents, would qualify as thinly disguised “atheism” of the sort that Hobbes was accused of in the previous century. On this see Russell, Riddle, esp. Chps. 3-5,6,8,19; Russell & Krall, “Hume and Religion” [esp.# 1,2, and 4]; Krall, Problem of God in Hume; and Holden, “Meaning of Philo’s Reversal”.


� Kemp Smith, “Introduction”, 59. Among those who endorse Kemp Smith’s judgement on this matter are Mossner [“Religion of Hume”, 653]; Penelhum [“Scepticism and the Dialogues”, 194]; and Gaskin [Hume’s Philosophy of Religion, 210-18]. Kemp Smith’s arguments, along with those of his critics, are carefully reviewed and evaluated by Gaskin. Gaskin concludes that Kemp Smith’s position stands up to any criticisms that have been advanced against it (218). 


�  Much of this material can be found in Fieser, Early Responses (e.g., VI, 206, 207, 209, 243]. These reviews of the Dialogues, which appeared in 1779 and 1780, uniformly identify Hume with Philo (and comment on the “infidelity”, “atheism”, etc. of this work). Priestley shares the view that it is Philo “who evidently speaks the sentiments of the writer” [Letter to a Philosophical Unbeliever, Letter IX (in Fieser, Early Responses, VI, 264)].


� Rose, The Monthly Review (November 1779); reprinted in Fieser, Early Responses, VI, 209. Rose also suggests that “Philo is the hero of the piece”.


� Long before either the first Enquiry of the Dialogues were published, Hume’s reviewers and critics had concluded that his views on this subject led to “downright atheism” (LG, 17). Although Hume denied this charge – as we might expect – he did not deny that his sceptical arguments served to discredit Clarke’s “metaphysical Argument a priori” (LG, 17).


�  For details on this see Russell, Riddle, Chps. 2 and 10. See also Hume’s (famous) closing remarks in EU, 12.28-34/163-5.


�  It is possible that this fragment might have been one of the “nobler parts” that Hume removed from the Treatise before it was published in order to avoid causing “offence”. Stewart, “An early fragment on evil”, 162. 


� Also relevant here are Hume’s closing remarks in the first Enquiry on the subject of “liberty and necessity” (EU, 8.32-6/ 99-101), where Hume considers the suggestion that God is the ultimate source of all evil in the world – both natural and moral.


� See, e.g., T, 3.2.5.14/ 524-5; EM, 3.38; 9.3; 9.15; and ‘Dialogue’, 55/ 199, 270, 279, 342). In the Treatise Hume is especially explicit, like Philo, in stating his scepticism about the doctrine of a future state as an essential foundation for morality (T, 1.3.9.13-5; 3.2.5.14/ 113-5, 524-5).


�  This includes an argument in the Treatise Hume, as based on his discussion “Of Scepticism with Regard to the Senses” (T, 1.4.2), that aims to show that, if God exists, then he is a deceiver. This is a conclusion that Christian apologists of various stripes – including Descartes, Malebranche, Locke, Clarke, Berkeley, and Baxter – were all anxious to refute - since it implied atheism in respect of any system of theism that maintains that God cannot be a deceiver.  [On this see Russell, Riddle, Chp. 13; and also in Russell, “Material World and Natural Religion”.] The problem of evil is not, therefore, the only argument that Hume presents against the existence of God.


�  We might also question Mossner’s claim that the Dialogues is Hume’s “crowning achievement in religious philosophy” [“Religion of Hume”, 658]. This assessment depends on Mossner’s view that Hume’s “war upon the supernatural in religion” was “incremental”, finding only faint traces of this in the Treatise. Contrary to Mossner’s account - and that of any number of other scholars - both the Treatise and the Enquiries have irreligious aims and motivations at their core. It may also be argued that it is in the Treatise – not the Dialogues – that we find Hume’s “most complete system of irreligion or ‘atheism’” [Russell, Riddle, 274-5, 285-9].


�  The material in this section is drawn from Russell, “Hume’s Scepticism and the Problem of Atheism”.


�  The most prominent defence of this view is found in Gaskin, Hume’s Philosophy of Religion, esp. Chp.12.


�  Hume’s account of belief and its relevance to probable reasoning, is described in detail in T,1.3.8.8-17; 1.3.12.25/ 101-06, 142; also EU, 6/ 56-9. There is nothing in the Dialogues or in Hume’s other works to suggest that he subsequently repudiated his views on this subject.


�  See, e.g., T, 1.3.9.13; 3.2.7.2 / 113-5, 534-5.


�  It should be emphasized that the form of minimal theism that Philo considers at the end of D, 12 depends on analogical reasoning. It may be suggested that a minimal theism of this kind could be understood as a “natural belief” of some kind – a belief that does not depend on reasoning or evidence and that is immune to sceptical doubts (e.g. as with our belief in the external world). Hume’s remarks in the Natural History of Religion make clear that he rejects any view of this kind. He argues, on the contrary, that the “only point of theology, in which we shall find a consensus of mankind almost universal, is that there is invisible, intelligent power in the world” (NHR, 4.1-2). This, however, falls well short of even the minimal theism” of the kind that Philo describes, which crucially concerns a hypothesis about the origin or cause(s) of the world (D, 12.33/ 227; and cp. NHR, 4.7-10). Beyond this, in the Natural History of Religion, Hume provides an extended description of how and why theistic beliefs arise, largely as explained by human ignorance and passions (e.g. fear, hope, etc.). His account begins with polytheism, which eventually evolves into monotheism (and which itself varies over time and is highly unstable). For more on natural belief as it relates to Hume’s philosophy of religion see Gaskin, Hume’s Philosophy of Religion, Chps. 6 and 7. 


.


� This is particularly obvious in respect of Hume’s remarks concerning the moral attributes (D, 11.13-16, 12.8/ 211-2, 219).


�  My remarks in this section concerning Hume’s practical atheism draw on Russell, “‘True Religion’ and Hume’s Practical Atheism”.


� “... a man has but a bad grace, who delivers a theory, however true, which, he must confess, leads to a practice dangerous and pernicious” (EM, 9.14/279)


� Spinoza, Theological-Political Treatise, 14.8, 14.20-3, 15.21 [159, 161, 169].


� On Hume’s friendship with D’Holbach see Mossner, Life of Hume, 475-6. There is, of course, an oft-repeated account of Hume attending a dinner party at D’Holbach’s home where he is supposed to have first encountered atheists in the flesh. Commentators, such as Mossner, have drawn the conclusion from this that “it is certain that Hume did not regard himself as an atheist.” [“Hume and the Legacy of the Dialogues, 22n38; and see also Mossner, Life, 483f]. Mossner takes Hume’s remarks to be entirely sincere and serious. Suffice it to point out that Hume begins the last section of his first Enquiry by mocking the inconsistency of religious philosophers who set out to “refute the fallacies of Atheists; and yet ... still dispute whether any man can be so blinded as to be a speculative atheist” (EU, 12.1/149). For further discussion of this see Russell, Riddle, 386n18, and also Berman, Atheism in Britain, 101.


�  D’Holbach, Good Sense, 131-2.


� D’Holbach, Good Sense, 113.


� See, for example, Hume’s (early) essay “Of Superstition and Enthusiasm”, where he distinguishes both the causes and effects of these “two species of false religion” (ESY, 10). It is a major theme of his Natural History of Religion to contrast polytheism and monotheism, generally to the detriment of monotheism. Similarly, throughout his History of England Hume weaves his account with observations showing the considerable differences between the various Christian sects and the way in which each individual sect may vary and change over time.





� Smith records this conversation in a letter written to William Strahan, dated November 9, 1776 [LET, II, 450-2]. See also Mossner, Life of Hume, 600-01.





 PAGE 
1

