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II  Hume on the Ethics of Belief 1  

 
The Title Principle (or lack thereof) in the Enquiry 

     
Hsueh Qu (National University of Singapore) 

 

Examine what Garrett (1997, p. 234) calls the ‘Title Principle’: 

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. (THN 1.4.7.11) 

This seemingly innocuous principle is seen by a number of commentators as crucial to Hume’s resolution of sceptical 

doubts in THN 1.4.7, thus providing an answer to Kemp Smith’s (1941) famous worry regarding the tension between 

Hume’s scepticism and his naturalism. A few examples are Garrett (1997, 2005, 2013), Kail (2007, p. 70), Allison (2008, pp. 

323-330), Qu (2014), Schafer (2014), and Schmitt (2014, pp. 368-375). Even if one does not take the Title Principle to be 

crucial to THN 1.4.7, commentators often champion the important role that the passions play in THN 1.4.7. For instance, 

Baier (1999) argues that THN 1.4.7 is the point upon which Hume comes to rely on the passions, leading naturally to Book 

2. And both viewpoints can also be profitably combined. For example, Schafer (2014) relates the Title Principle to the 

passions, arguing that the passions of curiosity and ambition are exactly the propensities that Hume refers to in the Title 

Principle, as they are the propensities that align (or ‘mix’) most naturally with reason; Qu (2014) echoes him on this matter. 

However, in this paper I will argue that in the Enquiry, Hume rejects both the Title Principle and the role of the 

passions in his epistemology. Those who think that neither the Title Principle nor the passions play a significant role in THN 

1.4.7 will likely take this as grist for their mills. But for those who do think the Title Principle and/or the passions to be 

crucial to Hume’s resolution of excessive scepticism in THN 1.4.7, my argument, if cogent, presents an interpretive burden 

to provide some explanation as to why Hume might have become dissatisfied with this epistemic framework, abandoning it 

in his later work. Having raised this interpretive burden, my paper also seeks to bear it by providing such an explanation. I 

hope that this paper will appeal to both commentators who accept and reject interpretations of THN 1.4.7 that turn on the 

Title Principle. Those who reject such interpretations might relish my interpretation of the Enquiry as rejecting the role of 

the Title Principle and the passions in Hume’s epistemology, while those who accept such interpretations may nevertheless 

find comfort in my account of why Hume might have changed his mind thusly. 

The paper proceeds as follows. First, I provide an exposition of THN 1.4.7 that turns on the Title Principle and the 

passions. This is not to offer an exhaustive defence of such an interpretation, but to give the reader a concrete example of 

such views, as well as their textual basis. Next, I argue that Hume rejects the Title Principle in the Enquiry, based on his 

statements in EHU 5.1 that imply a rejection of the role of the passions in his brand of philosophy; clearly, this would be in 

contrast to any conception of THN 1.4.7 that turned on the Title Principle. After that, I then take up the burden of explaining 

why Hume might have come to be dissatisfied with such an epistemic framework. I suggest that in Book 1 of the Treatise 

Hume initially offers an epistemic distinction between justified and unjustified principles of the imagination in THN 1.4.4.1, 

but later finds that such a distinction collapses in the face of his scepticism with regard to reason in THN 1.4.1. Realising 

this in THN 1.4.7, Hume fumbles around and delivers a seemingly plausible epistemological alternative. Nevertheless, I also 

point out textual reasons that Hume may have ultimately become dissatisfied with such an account, prompting him to reject 

such an epistemology in the Enquiry. I then conclude with a few brief thoughts regarding the relation between the Treatise 

and Enquiry. 
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 Hume on the Ethics of Belief 2  

 
Honesty, Competence and Wisdom: Hume on Testimony and Intellectual Virtues 

 
     Hiroyuki Yorozuya (Tokyo University) 

 
 

In the contemporary debates on testimony, David Hume is typically taken to be a reductionist, that is, one who asserts 

that the justification of one’s testimonial beliefs must depend on non-testimonial evidence. In his first Enquiry (“Of 

Miracles”), according to the standard interpretation of Hume on testimony, he expresses the view that testimony, unlike 

perception or memory, is not a fundamental source of epistemic justification. Recently, however, this interpretation has been 

challenged by many scholars who argue that Hume, as a reductionist, did not attempt to justify testimonial beliefs merely by 

appealing to the evidence of ordinary empirical beliefs (Traiger 1993, Hribek 1996; Faulkner 1998; Gelfert 2010). Indeed, in 

his Treatise and first Enquiry, Hume suggests that it is our evidence of human nature which justifies our testimonial beliefs. 

“When we receive any matter of fact upon human testimony, our faith arises from the very same origin as our inferences 

from causes to effects, and from effects to causes; nor is there any thing but our experience of the governing principles of 

human nature, which can give us any assurance of the veracity of men” (T 1.3.9.12). This leads us to another interpretation 

of Hume on testimony. 

The aim of this presentation is to show, by construing Hume as a sort of reductionist and virtue epistemologist, that the 

standard interpretation of Hume on testimony is inaccurate. To begin with, I examine C. A. J. Coady’s interpretation which 

formulates Hume’s reductionist thesis and provides some objections to Hume (Coady 1973). Then, I discuss S. Wright’s 

virtue-theoretic interpretation of Hume on testimony (Wright 2011). Responding to Coady’s objections, she attempts to 

show that Hume scholars can learn much from the insights of virtue epistemology. According to her, our interactions with 

others, combined with our evidence of human nature, give us an insight into the testifier’s virtues honesty and 

competence. Although her interpretation seems to be attractive, there is still a problem which needs to be solved. Finally, I 

conclude that, in order to defend the virtue-epistemological interpretation of Hume on testimony, we need to take into 

account both the testifier’s and the hearer’s virtues wisdom. 
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 Hume on the Ethics of Belief 3  

 
Hume on curiosity as a virtuous passion and as a marker of human flourishing 

 
     Axel Gelfert (National University of Singapore)   

 
 

Towards the end of Book I of the Treatise of Human Nature, David Hume recounts how, sometimes, when ‘I am tir’d 

with amusement and company, and have indulg’d a reverie in my chamber […] I feel my mind all collected within itself, 

and am naturally inclin’d to carry my view into all those subjects, about which […] I cannot forbear having a curiosity’ 

(1.4.7.12). Curiosity, thus, is something that can be experienced quite viscerally. At the same time, it is also characterised by 

certain tensions: on the one hand, we are well aware that some truths are more useful than others, yet when fully immersed 

in curiosity-driven cognitive activity, the instrumental value of the sought-after truths is often of secondary importance. 

Hume grants (2.3.10.7) that ‘by the natural course of the affections, we can acquire a concern for the end itself’, and the 

pleasure we take in curiosity-driven cognitive activity imbues curiosity, or the ‘love of truth’, with a virtuous quality. 

Through it, we may acquire a concern for the pursuit of highly arcane truths, yet for such a concern to be sustained over time, 

it needs to be aided by some circumstance in the present. The successful exercise of our mental abilities – the experience of 

mental effort, and the feeling of making progress in solving a problem – provide such a circumstance, as does the exercise of 

imagination, by which we entertain the possibility of useful applications that may result from our actual mental exertions. 

After all, it is from curiosity, Hume claims, that much of our causal and scientific knowledge originates – including those 

scientific advances we owe to scientific geniuses ‘who cultivate the sciences with such astonishing success as to attract the 

admiration of posterity’. This remark, and others like it, points towards considerable overlap between Hume’s views on 

economic activity and his view that our natural curiosity is in large part due to our taking pleasure in ‘exerting our genius’. 

In much the same way that we desire to acquire the truth through our own effort, we also desire to be active in our economic 

pursuits. Thus, in his essay ‘Of Interest’, Hume writes that there is ‘no craving or demand of the human mind more constant 

and insatiable than that for exercise and employment; and this desire seems the foundation of most of our passions and 

pursuits’. Economic activity and curiosity-driven inquiry are thus both rooted – at least part – in our enjoyment of the 

application of our mind and body to worthwhile projects. When it comes to the conditions that are conducive to the 

cultivation of the arts and sciences, Hume is well aware that curiosity – psychologically powerful though it may be for those 

individuals whose interest has successfully been kindled – at the collective level is fragile and can easily be overpowered by 

more dominant social forces, such as avarice. Compared with the latter, curiosity ‘has a very limited influence, and requires 

youth, leisure, education, genius, and example, to make it govern any person’; only under conditions of sufficient freedom 

and security may curiosity be freely exercised and may the sciences ‘raise their heads and flourish’. Curiosity, when 

exercised responsibly and directed at worthwhile targets, thus is an important cognitive virtue; at the same time, its 

realization at the collectivel level can likewise be a marker of virtues of a more political and institutional sort. By linking 

Hume’s ethics of cognition to his views on social and political conditions that are conducive to human flourishing, this talk 

attempts to bring his theoretical and practical projects closer together, with curiosity as a – perhaps unexpected – conceptual 

link. 
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