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This book attempts a comprehensive analysis and re-evaluation of the
first book of Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature. Kant viewed Hume as
the skeptical destroyer of metaphysics. Yet for most of this century the
consensus among interpreters has been that for Hume skepticism was a
means to a naturalistic, anti-skeptical end. The author seeks here to
achieve a balance by showing how Hume’s naturalism leads directly to a
kind of skepticism even more radical — and more “Kantian” — than Kant
imagined. In the process it offers the first systematic treatment of Humean
associationalist psychology, including detailed exploration of his views
on time-consciousness, memory, aspect-seeing, and the comparison with
animal reason. Within this framework, Hume’s views on language, belief,
induction, causality, and personal identity emerge in a novel and revealing
light.
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Mon Dieu! des maurs du temps mettons-nous moins en peine,
Et faisons un peu grdce a la nature humaine;
Ne T'examinons point dans la grande rigueur,
Et yvoyons ses défauts avec quelque douceur.
Il faut, parmi le monde, une vertu traitable;
A force de sagesse, on peut étre blamable;
La parfaite raison fuit toute extrémité,
Et veut que I'on soit sage avec sobriété
Moliere, Le Misanthrope

It is a history-book, sir, (Which may possibly
recommend it to the world) of what passes in a
man’s own mind; and if you will say so much of
the book, and no more, believe me, you will cut
no contemptible figure in a metaphysical circle.
Sterne, Tristram Shandy
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Preface

This book is a perpetuation ““of the time honored and conventional myth
enshrined in textbooks that present David Hume as the notorious negative
and destructive thinker” (Capaldi). Hume’s contemporaries, nearly every
major thinker since, and most philosophers today are believers in this
“myth.” For them, as for me, Hume’s importance as a philosopher derives
from the challenge he levelled at rationalistic assumptions of the un-
restricted validity of such notions as cause and effect, substance, space and
time, and identity. They credit him further with developing the first
thoroughgoing psychologistic skepticism, effectively reducing to associ-
ative imagination everything philosophers had formerly attributed to
intellect. He is thus the first in a line of thinkers, extending through Kant,
to treat the object of knowledge as its own construction, thereby shifting
the focus of subjective philosophy from regulative principles of our
experience of objects to constitutive principles of the objects we experience.
Why then have so many of those who ostensibly know Hume best turned
their backs on the accepted view? The reasons are complex: the desire to
re-examine orthodoxy and be original; Hume’s elusiveness (he does not
yield his secrets easily); developments like the rejection of subjectivism in
twentieth-century philosophy which set the stage for those who would
“rehabilitate Hume and make him one of our own; and recent trends in
the history of philosophy which have transformed its methodology and
focus. But, when all is said and done, an interpretation stands or falls by
the quality of its textual analyses and its success in elaborating basic
notions of Hume’s system, like vivacity, custom, relation, association, etc.
Whatever its shortcomings, the view of Hume “enshrined in text-
booksseems to me preferable on both counts to the new revisionism. The
Hume it portrays is a more powerful and coherent thinker, very much of
his time, whose place in the great line of metaphysicians and anti-
metaphysicians from Descartes to Kant and beyond both makes sense and
is deserved. Still, the revisionism undoubtedly creates the need for new
work to probe Hume’s basic concepts and to take the analysis deeper than
before. The present book is intended as a contribution to this effort.

xiii
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