
Hume, Conjectural History, and the Uniformity of Human Nature

Evnine, Simon.

Journal of the History of Philosophy, Volume 31, Number 4, October
1993, pp. 589-606 (Article)

Published by The Johns Hopkins University Press

For additional information about this article

                                                     Access Provided by University of Miami at 06/13/11  2:09PM GMT

http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/hph/summary/v031/31.4evnine.html

http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/hph/summary/v031/31.4evnine.html


Hume, Conjectural History, and 
the Uniformity of 

Human Nature 

S I M O N  E V N I N E  

1~ 

AT THE BEGINNING of  the nineteenth century, the Scottish philosopher Dugald 
Stewart described a philosophical method, called by him "conjectural history," 
the use of  which he took to be distinctive of  the philosophy of  the latter half of  
the eighteenth century. Conjectural history is the practice, "when we are un- 
able to ascertain how men have actually conducted themselves upon particular 
occasions, of  considering in what manner they are likely to have proceeded, 
from the principles of  their nature, and the circumstances of  their external 
situation. ''* The employment of  this method Stewart associates with those 
favorite eighteenth-century topics, the origins and progress of  language, gov- 
ernment, law, manners, religion, and the arts and sciences.' 

Along with this method Stewart describes a substantive thesis, which he 
boldly says has "long been received as an incontrovertible logical maxim," 
namely: "That the capacities of  the human mind have been in all ages the 
same, and that the diversity of  phenomena exhibited by our  species is the 
result merely of  the different circumstances in which men are placed."3 We 
can see why this thesis should be associated with the method of  conjectural 
history. Conjectural history is a kind of  triangulation. To conjecture about the 
progress of some human institution or activity, we have to fix two other 

' Dugald Stewart, Account of the Life and Writings of Adam Smith, repr inted in Adam Smith, An 
Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, ed. E. G. Wakefield (London: Charles 
Knight & Co., 1843 ), Iv. 

' Stewart, Dissertation: Exhibiting the Progress of Metaphysical, Ethical, and Political Philosophy, since 
the Revival of Letters in Europe, in Stewart, The Collected Works, ed. Sir William Hamilton (Edin- 
burgh: Thomas Constable & Co., 1854), l: 7 o. 

3 Ibid., 69. 
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points: the externa l  c ircumstances in which people  are  likely to have f o u n d  
themselves and  h u m a n  nature ,  in par t icular  the na tu re  o f  the h u m a n  mind,  at 
the relevant  time. T h e  m e t h o d  would be o f  little use if  there  were no  way o f  
ascertaining the na tu re  o f  the h u m a n  mind at a t ime o the r  than t h ro u g h  its 
cultural  products ,  since the state o f  these cultural p roduc ts  is what is at issue in 
conjectural  history. T h e  simplest way o f  satisfying this r eq u i r emen t  is to hold 
that  the na ture  o f  the h u m a n  mind  is constant,  since that  would mean  that  we 
have only to look at ourselves to know what the h u m a n  mind  must  have been  
like in ages past. H e n c e  the me t h o d  encourages  acceptance o f  the thesis. (I am 
he re  only t rying to spell ou t  the logical, not  the historical, connect ion between 
conjectural  history and  the bel ief  in the uni formi ty  o f  the capacities o f  the 
h u m a n  mind. Probably,  acceptance o f  the belief p receded ,  and  encouraged ,  
the use o f  the method . )  

What  we have, then,  is a m e t h o d  and an accompanying  thesis. Both  
seem to be re levant  to H u m e .  Stewart  explicitly associates the m e t h o d  with 
Hume .  He  writes that  his te rm "conjectural  history .... coincides pre t ty  near ly  
in its mean ing  with that  o f  Natural History as employed  by Mr H u m e , "  refer -  
r ing to Hume ' s  Natural History of Religion.4 We may, therefore ,  take this 
work as an example  o f  conjectural  history. In addi t ion,  there  are  many  
o the r  places, part icular ly in his shor t  essays, where  H u m e  seems to be en- 
gaged in conjectural  historical reflection on the arts, the sciences, govern-  
men t  and laws. 

As for  the thesis, t he re  are  many  places where  H u m e  appears  to aff i rm it 
explicitly. For  example ,  "Mankind  are so much  the  same, in all t imes and  
places, that history in fo rms  us o f  no th ing  new or  s t range in this particular."5 
Ano the r  s ta tement  comes at the beginning o f  the essay " O f  the Populousness  
o f  Ancient  Nations":  

In the flourishing age of the world, it may be expected, that the human species should 
possess greater vigour both of mind and body, more prosperous health, higher spirits, 
longer life, and a stronger inclination and power of generation. But if the general 
system of things, and human society of course, have any such gradual revolutions, they 
are too slow to be discernible in that short period which is comprehended by history 
and tradition. Stature and force of body, length of life, even courage and extent of 
genius, seem hitherto to have been naturally, in all ages, pretty much the same . . . .  As 
far, therefore, as observation reaches, there is no universal difference discernible in 
the human species. 6 

4 Stewart, Account, lvi. 
5 Enquides concerning Human Understanding and concerning the Principles of Morals, 3rd ed., ed. P. 

H. Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), 83. 
SEssays Moral, Political, and Literary, ed. Eugene F. Miller (Indianapolis: Liberty Classics, 

~987), 377-78. 
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T h e  quest ion o f  H u m e ' s  stance on  the  un i fo rmi ty  o f  h u m a n  na tu re  has been  
subject  to m u c h  debate .  Until  recently,  it was the  received op in ion  that  H u m e ,  
a long  with the rest  o f  the e igh teen th  century,  held that  h u m a n  na tu r e  was 
essentially unchang ing  and  unaf fec ted  by historical circumstances.  Th is  is the 
posit ion o f  Coll ingwood,  who describes the En l igh tenmen t  view thus: " H u m a n  
na tu re  was conceived substantialistically as someth ing  static and  p e r m a n e n t ,  an  
unva ry ing  subs t r a tum unde r ly ing  the course  o f  historical change."7 H u m e  re- 
j ec ted  the substantialist  idea o f  the self  that  p r o m o t e d  this view o f  h u m a n  
na ture ,  but  he "subst i tu ted fo r  the idea o f  spiri tual substance the idea o f  con- 
s tant  tendencies  to associate ideas in par t icular  ways, and  these laws o f  associa- 
t ion were  jus t  as u n i f o r m  and  u n c h a n g i n g  as any substance.  ''8 

Recently, however ,  this in te rpre ta t ion  o f  H u m e  has come  u n d e r  at tack and  
a n u m b e r  o f  writers a t t r ibute  to h im a m o r e  flexible and  historicist concep t ion  
o f  h u m a n  nature.9 T h e y  point  to those places in H u m e ' s  writings where  he  
clearly recognizes d i f fe rences  be tween  people  o f  d i f f e ren t  t imes and  cul tures,  
and  they show how H u m e ' s  historical and  philosophical  methodolog ies  o f t en  
p r e s u p p o s e  a cer ta in  a m o u n t  o f  diversi ty in h u m a n  nature .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  
passages such as those quo ted  above,  which a p p a r e n d y  assert  the un i fo rmi ty  
o f  h u m a n  na ture ,  a re  c la imed to have  very specific contexts  and  not  to be 
i n t ended  as sweeping general izat ions abou t  h u m a n  nature . ,~  

Both  sides in this deba te  find copious  evidence fo r  thei r  views in the  
writ ings o f  H u m e ,  and  I don ' t  doub t  that  each may  r ep re sen t  a s t rand  in the 
complex  web o f  H u m e ' s  thought .  T h e  presen t  essay will emphas ize  the his- 
toricist aspects o f  H u m e ' s  thought .  Bu t  I would like to m a k e  a few r e m a r k s  to 
locate what  I a m  going  to say in the context  o f  this debate .  

I t  seems to m e  that  at least two ways in which one  can reconcile the two 

~R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1946 ), 8a. For a more 
recent statement of this view see Christopher J. Berry, Hume, Hegel and Human Nature (The 
Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1982 ). 

s Collingwood, Idea of History, 83. 
See, for instance, Duncan Forbes, Hume's Philosophical Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni- 

versity Press, 1975), ch. 4; Annette Baier, A Progress of Sentiments (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1991), ch. lo; S. K. Wertz, "Hume, History, and Human Nature," Journal of the 
History of Ideas 36 (1975): 48x-96; Richard H. Dees, "Hume and the Contexts of Politics," Journal 
of the History of Philosophy 3 ~ (199~): ~ 19-42. 

'~ the thesis of uniformity, though not in the spirit of the historicist view of human 
nature, is the notorious footnote in the essay "Of National Characters": "I am apt to suspect the 
negroes, and in general all the other species of men (for there are four or five different kinds) to 
be naturally inferior to the whites . . . .  Such a uniform and constant difference could not happen, 
in so many countries and ages, if nature had not made an original distinction betwixt these breeds 
of men" (Essays Moral, Political, and Literary, 6~9-3o ). Although Hume later excised "and in 
general.. ,  different kinds," there is no retrenchment of the natural distinction between breeds 
of men. 
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aspects o f  Hume ' s  though t  jus t  no ted  have been moo ted  in the l i terature.  T h e  
first way is to make  a distinction between substantive un i formi ty  and  me thod-  
ological un i fo rmi ty . "  T h e  thesis o f  methodological  un i formi ty  is that  "we 
assume that  people  are enou g h  alike that we can say that  thei r  actions are  
predictable . . . .  [T]o see them as members  o f  a c u l t u r e m a n y  c u l t u r e - - w e  
must  assume that  they meet  cer ta in  minimum, requi rements  o f  rationality . . . .  
But  such requ i rements  are r a t h e r  weak; they do  presuppose  little content  to 
their  behavior.  '''~ Thus ,  me re  methodological  uni formi ty  tells us very little 
about  how people  actually behave;  it mere ly  tells us, for  instance, that  we can 
expect  all people  to pursue  what  they find good,  to act on  thei r  best j u d g m e n t ,  
and so on. Substantive uni formi ty ,  on  the o the r  hand,  would give us a filled-in 
picture o f  what  it is that  all peop le  generally do  find good,  what  thei r  best 
j u d g m e n t  is likely to be, and  so on. We can reconcile the two strands in 
Hume ' s  t hough t  by saying that  he subscribes to methodological  un i formi ty  but  
allows for  diversity by reject ing substantive uniformity.  

A second way o f  reconcil ing the two strands is o f fe red  by Duncan  Forbes. 
He  suggests that  Hume ' s  phi losophy has two phases. " T h e  principles o f  hu-  
man  na ture  are  established ' f rom exper iments  and observations by induct ion '  
[quoted f rom Newton's] (Opticks) and  are then  applied to the concre te  p h e n o m -  
ena o f  man  in society in which the general  principles are  modif ied by a variety 
o f  circumstances.  ''~s T h e  first phase is thus const i tuted by Hu me ' s  "general  
psychology," which is " conce rned  with the funct ion and mechanism" o f  the 
m i n d - - f o r  instance, the principles o f  the association o f  ideas. (It was these 
unvarying principles that Coll ingwood said were Hume ' s  substitute for  spiri- 
tual substance.) Forbes contrasts  with this the "content  o f  mind,  which  is 
various and  suppl ied by social and  historical circumstances."~4 

Hume ' s  own discussions o f  uni formi ty  and diversity, as well as the discus- 
sions of  H u m e  f o u n d  in the secondary  l i terature,  general ly concern  mat ters  o f  
morals,  manners ,  sent iments  an d  action; for  example ,  a r rogance  and  pre-  
sumptuousness ,  a delight  in l iberty yet a submission to necessity, and a craving 
for  emp loymen t  are  among  those things asserted by H u m e  to be u n i fo rm  
among  people.~5 As for  instances o f  diversity, H u m e  cites, amo n g  o the r  
things, at t i tudes to sexual p re fe rence ,  duelling, and infanticide.  '6 

"This distinction is explicitly made by Wertz, "Hume, History, and Human Nature," who is 
followed by Dees, "Hume and the Contexts of Politics." 

'" Dees, "Hume and the Contexts of Politics," ~26-~ 7. 
,s Forbes, Hume's PhilosophicalPolitics, lo 4. 
,4 Ibid., I 19. 
,5 These three characteristics are referred to in the Essays Moral, Political, and Literary, 126, 

188, and 3oo, respectively. Berry, Hume, Hegel, and Human Nature, 61-6~, gives a useful and 
extensive list of attributes said by Hume to be universal. 

,6Ail of these are discussed in "'A Dialogue," Enquiries, 334-35. 
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Such discussions may leave us wonder ing  where, exactly, reason fits into 
the picture. Strictly speaking, for  Hume ,  reason involves only the compar ison 
o f  ideas and the inferr ing o f  matters  o f  fact and existence, and  these are  
governed  by mechanistic psychological principles. They  therefore  fall in the 
domain  o f  Forbes's first p h a s e w t h e y  constitute (at least part  of)  the unifor-  
mity in h u m a n  nature.  O f  course, there  are o ther  psychological principles, not  
concerned  with the unders tanding ,  which are also un ive r sa l - - fo r  instance, 
approv ing  of  what is good or  useful to ourselves or  others. But in any case, the 
diversity comes all on  the side o f  motivation. Thus,  even the advocates o f  
diversity seem to agree that as far  as reason is concerned,  H u m e  does believe 
in uniformity. '7. ,s 

On  the o ther  hand,  the not ion o f  reason may have a wider, more  inclusive 
sense for  Hume.~9 For instance, in an interesting footnote  in which H u m e  
attempts to explain "how it happens ,  that men  so much  surpass animals in 
reasoning,  and one man so much  surpasses another ,"  we learn that, however  
much  the operat ions o f  the unde r s t and ing  are c o m m o n  to all men,  and even to 
animals, one  mind can differ  f rom ano ther  in attention, memory ,  observation, 
ability to c o m p r e h e n d  a whole system o f  objects, the length o f  a chain o f  conse- 
quences it can pursue,  the length o f  time before  it runs into confus ion o f  ideas, 
accuracy, subtility, haste, narrowness,  and p rompt i tude  o f  suggesting analo- 
gies. Most importantly,  H u m e  adds that  the "great  difference in h u m a n  unde r -  
standings" is affected by "books and  conversat ion" which "enlarge much  more  
the sphere  o f  one  man's  exper ience and though t  than those o f  another .  ' ' '~ 

I f  this wider not ion o f  reason or  the unders tand ing  includes the range o f  
concepts available for use, as this last reference  to "books and conversat ion" 
suggests, then obviously reason will not  be un i fo rm in all people,  but  ex- 
t remely sensitive to historical circumstances, since the range o f  concepts peo- 
ple can employ depends  on their  historical and scientific experience.  T h e  
interesting question, therefore ,  with regard  to such an enlarged concept ion o f  

,7 It is not so obvious that the methodological uniformity/substantive diversity distinction 
makes reason come out on the uniform side. Dees cashes out the distinction thus: "we assume that 
the structure of human motivations remains the same, even when the content of those motivations is 
quite different" (~7). This looks like it would put reason, in the narrow Humean construal, on 
the uniform side. But we would need a better understanding of "the structure of human motiva- 
tions," to be sure. 

,s It has been argued that even the mechanistic principles of the understanding are held by 
Hume to have an evolutionary history of their own. See Tito Magri, "The Evolution of Reason in 
Hume's Treatise" (as yet unpublished). Whether the evolutionary development discussed by Magri 
coincides with the development of reason I argue for in the text, or whether it should be under- 
stood as an independent and prior development seems an open question. 

~9 See, for instance, Annette Baier, A Progress of Sentiments, ch. 12. 
~~ Enquiries, t 07. 
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reason,  would be not  "Is  it historical?" but  " H o w  m u c h  o f  it is subject  to 
historical d e v e l o p m e n t ?  Which concepts  and  ideas requi re  a cer ta in historical 
context ,  and  which arc  available to anyone?"  

What  I want  to a r g u e  for  in this p a p e r  is that,  in at least two c a s e s - - h i s  
discussions o f  the t e m p o r a l  p recedence  o f  poly theism over  m o n o t h e i s m  and  
o f  the origins o f  civil soc ie ty - -we  see H u m e  consigning to historical deve lop-  
m e n t  cer tain aspects o f  reason  which, as a compar i son  with Locke will show, 
have  somet imes  been  held  to be un i fo rm.  *~ In  the  first o f  these cases H u m e  
has recourse  to claims abou t  the genera l  historical d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  h u m a n  
thought .  In  the second case, the origin o f  the civil insti tution o f  jus t ice  a n d  
g o v e r n m e n t  is not  l inked directly to ex te rna l  c i rcumstances  and  the pr inciples  
o f  h u m a n  na ture ,  as it is in cont rac ta r ian  theories,  bu t  makes  a d e t o u r  t h r o u g h  
the historical acquisi t ion o f  cer ta in concepts .  

Because H u m e ' s  posit ion does  not  c o n f o r m  in any s imple sense to Stewart ' s  
incontrover t ib le  logical m a x i m  that  the capacities o f  the h u m a n  mind  have  
been  the same in all ages, Stewart 's  account  o f  the m e t h o d  o f  conjec tura l  
history is, in any  s imple  sense, inadequa te  as a descr ipt ion o f  H u m e ' s  practice.  
I say "in any s imple  sense" because if  we take "the d i f fe ren t  c i rcumstances  in 
which m e n  are  p laced"  broadly  enough ,  to mean  not  jus t  physical env i ron-  
m e n t  and  o the r  na tu ra l  constraints ,  bu t  to include also the context  o f  h u m a n  
institutions, then  it m igh t  be  possible to read  o f f  f r o m  their  descr ip t ion  an 
account  o f  the state o f  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  the people  who  find themselves  in that  
context.** 

This  m e t h o d  in itself would be innocuous ,  but  it would hard ly  coun t  as 
conjectural history when  it relied on  historical evidence abou t  jus t  the kind o f  
institutions which a re  the objects o f  conjectura l  history. H u m e  h imse l f  seems 
to realize that  in The History of England he is doing someth ing  quite d i f f e ren t  
f r o m  conjectural  h is tory bo th  in t e rms  o f  interest  ("the adven tu res  o f  barba-  
rous  nations,  even  if  they were  recorded ,  could a f fo rd  little o r  no en te r ta in-  
m e n t  to m e n  b o r n  in a m o r e  cult ivated age. T h e  convuls ions o f  a civilised state 
usually c o m p o s e  the  mos t  instructive and  mos t  in teres t ing pa r t  o f  its history")  
and  in t e rms  o f  m e t h o d  ("we shall briefly r u n  over  the events  which a t t ended  

*~ It is interesting to note that, at a time when he was evidently reading Hume's Natural Histo~ 
of Religion, as well as the chapter on the reason of animals quoted in the text, Darwin was led to 
associate with Hume the idea that the origin of reason was a gradual development. See Metaphys- 
ics, Materialism, and the Evolution of Mind: Early Writings of Charles Damoin (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1974), 88, quoting Darwin's N Notebook, p. 1Ol. 

*" Thus, for example, in his History of England, Hume infers from "the authentic monuments 
which remain of the ancient Saxon law" that "[s]uch a state of society was very little advanced 
beyond the rude state of nature" (from chapter a3, quoted in David Hume: Philosophical Historian, 
ed. David Fate Norton and Richard Popkin [Indianapolis: The Bobbs-MerriU Company, Inc., 
1965], 146). 



HUME AND CONJECTURAL HISTORY 595 

the  conques t  m a d e  by [the Roman]  e m p i r e . . ,  we shall has ten t h r o u g h  the  
obscure  and  un in te res t ing  per iod  o f  Saxon annals:  and  shall reserve  a more fu l l  
narration for those times when the truth is both so well ascertained and so complete as to 
p r om i s e  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  and  ins t ruct ion to the reader") . ,s  

T o  employ  a m e t h o d  which a t t empt s  to r ead  o f f  the state o f  a civilization 
f r o m  the state o f  its institutions with respect  to events  and  eras fo r  which the re  
is no  historical evidence,  such as the  beginnings  o f  civil society, we would  
clearly need  some  genera l  concept ion  o f  what  kinds o f  institutions a re  likely to 
f lourish at what  times, and  in what  o r d e r  they are  likely to progress .  Th i s  
concep t ion  o f  the d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  civilization and  the d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  the  
men ta l  capacities that  follow in its wake  we shall see at work  in H u m e ' s  discus- 
Sion o f  the rise o f  mono the i sm.  I t  takes the place, in H u m e ' s  vers ion o f  conjec- 
tura l  history, o f  Stewart 's  incont rover t ib le  logical m a x i m  that  the capacities o f  
the  h u m a n  mind  have  been  the s ame  in all ages. T h a t  does not  necessari ly 
m e a n  that  H u m e  canno t  be  credi ted  with any substant ive c o m m i t m e n t  to the  
un i fo rmi ty  o f  h u m a n  na ture .  As I have  said, H u m e ' s  views on this issue a re  
highly complex .  But  it does mean  that ,  in the pract ice o f  conjectural  history,  
we should  not  look fo r  the p resence  o f  this c o m m i t m e n t ,  as Stewart  suggests,  
bu t  r a t h e r  for  the use o f  a d i f fe ren t ,  t hough  equally ideological,  pr inc ip le  
conce rn ing  the d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  civilization and  the mind .  

T h e  m e t h o d  o f  conjectural  history is to draw conclusions abou t  the "or igin"  
and / o r  "progress"  o f  some h u m a n  e n d e a v o r  by reason ing  f r o m  the c i rcum-  
stances in which peop le  found  themselves ,  and  the na tu re  o f  thei r  minds .  In  
the case o f  The Natural History of Religion, one  o f  the conclusions H u m e  
wishes to establish is that  all m a n k i n d  were  originally polytheists.  Th i s  seems 
a good  exam pl e  o f  the k ind  of  conclusion which conjectural  history migh t  
want  to establish. Let  us look at how H u m e  a t t empts  to do  this. First he  
asserts that  "as fa r  as wri t ing or  his tory reaches,  mank ind ,  in ancient  t imes, 
a p p e a r  universally to have been  polytheists." '4 T h a t  is, no  actual historical 
r ecords  contradic t  his conclusion. '5 T h e  nex t  th ing to be  establ ished is that ,  

's Chapter 1, quoted in ibid., I I l--l~ (italics mine). 
�9 4 The Natural History ofRdigion, ed. H. E. Root (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1956), 

23. 
�9 5 This in itself is presented in a rather odd way. For Hume says that "lilt is a matter of fact 

incontestable, that about 1,7oo years ago li.e., about 5o A.D.I all mankind were polytheists" (~3)- 
His disclaimer that "[tlhe doubtful and sceptical principles of a few philosophers, or the theism, 
and that too not entirely pure, of one or two nations, form no objection worth regarding" seems 
hardly adequate to account for the already established existence of Christianity and the antiquity 
of the Jews. However, these need constitute no problem for Hume's general thesis here, since we 
can suppose that historical record reaches back past the origins of both these religions. 
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prior to the time covered by extant historical record, it is equally true that 
polytheism always preceded monotheism. It is precisely here that the prac- 
tice of con jec tura l  history is required. I f  Hume could show that given only his 
environment and his nature, early man would naturally develop polytheism 
before monotheism, that would be interesting indeed. However, this is not 
what he does. Instead, he argues as follows: "Shall we assert, that, in more 
ancient times, before the knowledge of  letters, or the discovery of  any art or 
science, men entertained the principles of  pure theism? That  is, while they 
were ignorant and barbarous, they discovered truth: But fell into error, as 
soon as they acquired learning and politeness. ''26 The natural response to 
this argument is to ask for some reason why one should not make the 
assertion Hume admonishes us not to make. The question would be a good 
one in any case, but is even more pressing if one held, as many people did 
prior to Hume, that it was precisely before the knowledge of  letters and the 
discovery of  arts and sciences that men were closest to the truth (see the 
appendix to this paper). 

The reasons Hume explicitly gives for why we should not assert that, 
while they were ignorant and barbarous, men discovered truth, but fell into 
error as soon as they acquired learning and politeness are that, in making 
such an assertion, we "not only contradict all appearance o f  probability, but 
also our present experience concerning the principles and opinions of bar- 
barous nations."27 In the first of  these reasons, we surely see an allusion to 
the assumption about the likely order and progress of human develop- 
ment that I referred to at the end of  the previous section. This be- 
comes explicit when Hume talks of  the "natural progress of human 
thought" and claims that "the mind rises gradually, from inferior to supe- 
rior. ''2s Hume advances a thesis about the historical progress of the human 
mind to demonstrate that "savages" cannot attain the truth in advance of  
civilized man. 

Hume does indeed allow that Adam "rising at once, in paradise, and in the 
full perfection of  his faculties, would naturally, as represented by Milton, be 
astonished at the glorious appearances of n a t u r e . . ,  and would be led to ask, 
whence this wonderful scene arose."~9 That is, Adam would be affected by the 
argument from design and led by it to a monotheistic position without first 
having held a polytheistic one. But Hume, in rather condescending terms, 
contrasts this Adam, whose significance in any case he marginalizes by the 

�9 s The Natural History of Religion, ~3. 
�9 7 Ibid., ~3. 
�9 s Ibid., ~4. 
�9 9 Ibid. 



HUME AND CONJECTURAL HISTORY 597 

association with the poetic work of  Milton, with what  he obviously takes to be 
the reality:3o 

But a barbarous, necessitous animal (such as man is on the first origin of society), 
pressed by such numerous wants and passions, has no leisure to admire the regular 
face of nature . . . .  [A]n animal, compleat in all its limbs and organs, is to him an 
ordinary spectacle, and produces no religious opinion . . . .  Ask him, whence that ani- 
mal arose; he will tell you, from the copulation of its parents. And these, whence? From 
the copulation of theirs. A few removes satisfy his curiosity, and set the objects at such a 
distance, that he entirely loses sight of them. Imagine not, that he will so muchas start 
the question, whence the first animal; much less, whence the whole system, or united 
fabric of the universe arose. Or, if you start such a question to him, expect not, that he 
will employ his mind with any anxiety about a subject, so remote, so uninteresting, and 
which so much exceeds the bounds of his capacity.s, 

We should set beside this p a r a g r a p h  another  f rom Part  I I I  o f  the Dialogues 
concerning Natural  Religion, which contains an almost verbatim duplicat ion o f  
part  o f  the passage jus t  quoted:  

[Cleanthes to Philo:] It sometimes happens, I own, that the religious arguments have 
not their due influence on an ignorant savage and barbarian; not because they are 
obscure and difficult, but because he never asks himself any question with regard to 
them. Whence arises the curious structure of an animal? From the copulation of its 
parents. And these whence? From theqr parents. A few removes set the object at such a 
distance, that to him they are lost in darkness and confusion; nor is he actuated by any 
curiosity to trace them farther. But this is neither dogmatism nor scepticism, but 
stupidity; a state of mind very different from your sifting, inquisitive disposition, my 
ingenious friend. You can trace causes from effects: You can compare the most distant 
and remote objects: And your greatest errors proceed not from barrenness of thought 
and invention, but from too luxuriant a fertility, which suppresses your natural good 
sense, by a profusion of unnecessary scruples and objections.3~ 

These  two passages, taken together,  forge  a link between lack o f  civilization 
(being barbarous  and  necessitous and therefore  lacking leisure to contemplate  
the design of  nature),  limited intellectual capacity, and stupidity. Fur ther -  
more,  the end  o f  the second passage implies something  about  what  this stupid- 
ity consists in: an inability to trace causes f rom effects and to compa re  remote  
and distant objects, as well as barrenness  o f  though t  and invention. These  
parameters  call to mind  the footnote  f rom the Enquiry chapte r  on the reason 
of  animals, where H u m e  lists the ways in which one person  can reason bet ter  
than another .  In  particular, the inability to trace causes f rom effects, the speed 

3oSee Baier, A Progress of Sentiments, 2~7-18, on how the account of the origins of justice, in 
Book III of the Treatise, inverts the Genesis story of creation and the fall from grace. 

3~ The Natural History of Religion, 24-15 (italics mine). 
3, Dialogues concerning Natural Religion, ed. Norman Kemp Smith (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

t935), 192. 



598 J O U R N A L  OF THE H I S T O R Y  OF P H I L O S O P H Y  3 1 : 4  O C T O B E R  ~993 

with which a few generations satisfy the savage's curiosity and set the objects at 
such a distance, evokes "the length of  a chain of  consequences [a mind] can 
pursue"; while "barrenness of  thought and invention" parallels "narrowness, 
and promptitude of  suggesting analogies." (The argument  from design is, 
after all, an argument  by analogy.) 

It might be objected that these passages cannot be evidence that Hume 
has any concept of  the development of  reason on the grounds that he holds 
that this subject, the design of  nature, equally exceeds the bounds of  the 
capacity of  civilized people. In other words, Hume's reference to the sav- 
age might be an ironic way of  emphasizing the limitedness of  our own 
minds. 

This is a complex issue. It is true that the purpose of  The Natural History of 
Religion is to show the "origin [of religion] in human nature" as opposed to its 
"foundation in reason."ss So, according to that work, even though civilized 
people do come to believe in a single deity, they are not influenced by the 
argument from design any more than the savage is. And to know to what 
extent Hume thought the argument from design ought to carry rational con- 
viction, for us and the savage, we would have to tackle the Dialogues concerning 
Natural Religion. This is a notoriously slippery work, and although Cleanthes, 
the speaker of  the above-quoted passage and the advocate of  the argument 
from design, is pronounced the winner at the end, there is good reason to 
think that his views are not those that Hume would endorse. I f  so, the savage's 
indifference to an argument  which Hume might consider bad, for a conclu- 
sion with which he might disagree, should hardly be seen as a put-down of  the 
savage's intelligence. 

Nonetheless, as I hope I have shown by the comparison with the chapter 
on the reason of  animals, there is too much continuity between these passages 
and the rest of  Hume's philosophy for us to dismiss them as merely ironical. 
Whatever the pretensions of  contemporary metaphysicians and dogmatists, 
Hume seems firmly convinced of  the advantages of  civilization. The passages 
at which we have just looked should, therefore, be taken to indicate that the 
savage's reason is inferior to that of  civilized people. 

To conclude this section, let us contrast with Hume's position that of  
Locke. In the early work Essays on the Law of Nature, Locke writes that "there is 
nowhere a nation so uncivilized and so far removed from any culture as not to 
rejoice in the use of  the senses and not to surpass brute animals in the use of  
reason and the faculty of  arguing . . . .  In fact, all men everywhere are suffi- 
ciently prepared by nature to discover God in His works, so long as they are 

ss The Natural History of Religion, 21. 
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not indifferent to the use of  these inborn faculties and do not refuse to follow 
whither nature leads."34 

In the Essay concerning Human Understanding, though not there discussing 
the argument from design, Locke also affirms that, despite the fact that the 
idea of  God is not innate, since God has "furnished us with those Faculties, our 
Minds are endowed with, he hath not left himself without witness: since we 
have Sense, Perception, and Reason, and cannot want a clear proof  of  him, as 
long as we carry our selves about us."35 Locke does not here suggest that being 
"barbarous and necessitous," that is, not enjoying culture and civilization, 
should impair one's ability, or even one's tendency, to acknowledge the exis- 
tence of  God.s6 

, 

As a second example of  the complications of  Hume's methodology, an exam- 
ple which permits an extended comparison with Locke, let us turn to Hume's 
criticism of  Locke's views on the social contract and his own views on the 
origins of justice and civil society. What is Hume's objection to the Lockean 
theory of  the original contract? In his essay "Of the Original Contract," and in 
the relevant passages in the Treatise, Hume gives a famous argument  against 
the idea that the authority of  government is founded on the promises of  the 
people. Hume thinks that we start with a question, "Why obey the govern- 
ment?" and expect to answer it with, "Because we have promised to." But this 
immediately raises the question, "Why keep our promises?" The answer 
Hume envisages is that the "interests and necessities of  human society" re- 
quire that we do. But this answer will do just as well as an answer to the 
original question about obedience to the government. Hence, the notion of 
promising, or contracting, is otiose. 

I shall not look at this argument, which has received due attention in all 
treatments of  the subject. For there is, it seems to me, another line of  argu- 
ment, an argument from reason, which has been less noticed, but which is of 
some considerable interest to us in the present context.s7 

S4Essays on the Law of Nature, ed. W. von Leyden (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1954), 155. 
SsAn Essay concerning Human Understanding, ed. P. H. Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1975), IV, x, I. 
sSAgainst this, C. B. Macpherson, The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 196z), 194-~6~, argues that although Locke held people to be equally 
rational by nature, a difference in rationality between people "was acquired in the state of nature; 
it was therefore inherent in civil society . . . .  [I]t was the concomitant of  an order of  property 
relations which Locke assumed to be the permanent basis of civilized society" (946). 

sT The argument is not noticed in Forbes, Hume's Philosophical Politics; David Miller, Philosophy 
and Ideology in Hume's Political Thought (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981); or P. F. Brownsey, 
"Hume and the Social Contract," Philosophical Quarterly 98 0978): x32-48. J. w.  Gough, in The 
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A l t h o u g h  m e n t i o n e d  on ly  brief ly,  it seems to m e  tha t  a c ruc ia l  p a r t  o f  
H u m e ' s  ob jec t ion  to Locke comes  w h e n  he  writes:  " N o  c o m p a c t  o r  a g r e e m e n t ,  
it is ev iden t ,  was express ly  f o r m e d  for  g e n e r a l  s ubm is s ion ;  a n  idea  fa r  b e y o n d  
the  c o m p r e h e n s i o n  o f  savages."s8 H u m e  is a r g u i n g  tha t  we c a n n o t  look fo r  the  
o r ig ins  o f  g o v e r n m e n t  in  o r i g i n a l  con t rac t s  because ,  i n  the  state o f  n a t u r e ,  
m e n  wou ld  n o t  have  b e e n  ab le  to u n d e r s t a n d  the  idea  o f  such  a con t rac t .  S ince  
p r e s u m a b l y  H u m e  w o u l d  n o t  h o l d  tha t  they  cou ld  have  t he  idea  b u t  fail to 
u n d e r s t a n d  it, he  m u s t  m e a n  tha t  in  the  state o f  n a t u r e ,  m e n  in  some  sense  
cou ld  no t  have  the  idea  o f  such  a contract.39 

Locke 's  t h e o r y  d e a r l y  r e q u i r e s  tha t  it m a ke s  sense  to t h i n k  o f  p e o p l e  
f o r m i n g  a con t r ac t  p r i o r  to the  b e g i n n i n g  o f  the  civil society the  c o n t r a c t  is 
s u p p o s e d  to f o u n d .  I n d e e d ,  Locke  expl ici t ly  ind ica tes  t ha t  this m u s t  have  
b e e n  so: "it is ev iden t ,  t ha t  in  the  b e g i n n i n g  o f  L a n g u a g e s  a n d  Societies o f  
Men ,  several  o f  those  c o m p l e x  Ideas, which  were  c o n s e q u e n t  to the  Cons t i -  
t u t ions  es tab l i shed  a m o n g s t  t h e m ,  m u s t  n e e d s  have  b e e n  in  the  M i n d s  o f  
Men ,  b e f o r e  they  exis ted  a n y w h e r e  else; a n d  tha t  m a n y  n a m e s  tha t  s tood  
for  such  c o m p l e x  Ideas, we re  in  use,  a n d  so those  Ideas  f r a m e d ,  b e f o r e  
the  C o m b i n a t i o n s  they  s tood  for ,  ever  existed."4o I n  o t h e r  words ,  a c e r t a i n  

Social Contract (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1936 ), notices it en passant; cf. 174-75. The only ex- 
tended reference to it which I have come across is in Berry, Hume, Hegel, and Human Nature, a 15- 
19. Berry quotes both the material on the social contract and that from The Natural History of 
Religion as possible evidence that Hume did believe in a historicist conception of human nature, 
but rejects that interpretation of them, arguing that to take them that way, we would need "some 
explicit evidence somewhere that Hume was sensible of such a conception as the 'primitive mind'. 
But, there is no qualitative concept of the 'primitive' in Hume" (118). In response to this, it seems 
to me a) that we do not need explicit evidence to credit Hume with a merely implicit historicism; 
b) that an interesting concept of the primitive might be quantitative as well as qualitative; and c) 
that there is, as I hope I am showing in this paper, some explicit evidence for at least such a 
quantitative concept of the primitive in Hume. 

ss Essays Moral, Political, and Literary, 468. 
s9 Hume's criticism was echoed by later British philosophers. William Pale),, for instance, 

writes, in terms almost identical to Hume's: "No social compact.. ,  was ever made or entered into 
in reality; no such original convention of the people was ever actually held, or in any country 
could be held, antecedent to the existence of civil government in that country. It is to suppose it 
possible to call savages out of caves and deserts, to deliberate and vote upon topics, which the 
experience, and studies, and refinements of civil life alone suggest" (The Principles of Moral and 
Political Philosophy [London, 1821 ], vi, sect. 3, P. 318). Continuing in the same tradition, the jurist 
John Austin wrote: "Most, or many . . ,  of the members of the inchoate society could not have 
been parties, as promisors or promisees, to a tacit original covenant. For they could not have 
conceived the object with which, according to the [social contract] hypothesis, an original covenant 
is concerned; and could not have signified in any way an intention which they were not competent 
to entertain" (Lectures on Jurisprudence [New York: James Cockcroft & Co, 1875 ], sect. 319, p. 197 ). 

4oEssay, II, xxii, ~. Peter Laslett, in the important Introduction to his edition of Locke's Two 
Treatises of Government (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), contrasts the innatism of 
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r e q u i r e m e n t  o n  the  i n t e l l e c t ua l  capac i t i e s  o f  the  a l l e g e d  c o n t r a c t o r s  is 
m a d e .  

T h a t  L o c k e  in  g e n e r a l  is p r e p a r e d  to  e x t e n d  to  "savages"  t h e  s a m e  in te l l ec -  
t ua l  p o w e r s  t h a t  h e  a t t r i b u t e s  to  c iv i l ized  p e o p l e  is c l ea r  a n d  expl ic i t .  H e  
s p e a k s  o f  " t he  a n c i e n t  s avage  A m e r i c a n s ,  w h o s e  n a t u r a l  e n d o w m e n t s  a n d  
p r o v i s i o n s  c o m e  n o  way  s h o r t  o f  t h o s e  o f  t h e  mos t  f l o u r i s h i n g  a n d  po l i t e  
nations,"4~ a n d  asser t s  t ha t  "he  t h a t  will l ook  in to  m a n y  p a r t s  o f  As ia  a n d  
A m e r i c a  will f i nd  m e n  r e a s o n  t h e r e  p e r h a p s  as acu te ly  as h i m s e l f ,  w h o  ye t  
n e v e r  h e a r d  o f  a syllogism."4~ H e  is, t h e r e f o r e ,  qu i t e  p r e p a r e d  to  a t t r i b u t e  to  
m e n  in t he  s ta te  o f  n a t u r e  t he  i n t e l l e c t ua l  ab i l i ty  to f o r m  c on t r a c t s ,  s o m e t h i n g  
w h i c h  H u m e  s e e m s  to d e n y .  T h e  i d e a  o f  a c o n t r a c t  is no t ,  f o r  Locke ,  s o m e -  
t h i n g  " f a r  b e y o n d  the  c o m p r e h e n s i o n  o f  savages ."  

B e n t h a m ,  w h o  a g r e e d  wi th  H u m e ' s  c r i t i c i sm o f  t he  social  c o n t r a c t  t h e o r y ,  
e x p r e s s e s  v e r y  wel l  his  r e c o g n i t i o n  t h a t  L o c k e  is n o t  i n f l u e n c e d  by  those  con -  
s i d e r a t i o n s  w h i c h  H u m e  a d v a n c e s  a g a i n s t  t he  t he o ry .  H e  says:  " A c c o r d i n g  to  
Locke ' s  s c h e m e ,  m e n  k n e w  n o t h i n g  a t  all  o f  g o v e r n m e n t s  [i.e., t h e y  h a d  n o  
ac tua l  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  g o v e r n m e n t ]  till  t h e y  m e t  t o g e t h e r  to  m a k e  one .  L o c k e  
h a d  s p e c u l a t e d  so d e e p l y ,  a n d  r e a s o n e d  so i n g e n i o u s l y ,  as to  h a v e  f o r g o t  t h a t  
h e  was n o t  o f  a n  a g e  w h e n  h e  c a m e  in to  t h e  wor ld .  M e n  a c c o r d i n g  to  his  
s c h e m e  c o m e  in to  t h e  w o r l d  ful l  grown."4s B e n t h a m  is h e r e  c l a i m i n g  t h a t  
L o c k e  a t t r i b u t e d  to  t he  spec ies  i t s e l f  n o  in t e l l ec tua l  c h i l d h o o d .  T h e  sense  in  
w h i c h  Locke ' s  s c h e m e  s u p p o s e s  t h a t  " m e n  c a m e  in to  t h e  w o r l d  fu l l  g r o w n "  is 

the Second Treatise with the empiricism of the Essay and, in suggesting that the epistemology of the 
Essay in no way underlies the views on natural law in the Two Treatises, claims that "to call [the Two 
Treatises] 'political philosophy', to think of [Locke] as a 'political philosopher', is inappropriate. He 
was, rather, the writer of a work of intuition, insight and imagination, if not of profound original- 
ity, who was also a theorist of knowledge" (86). And, of course, if one turns to the Two Treatises, 
one can find some very obvious support for the view I am attributing to Locke, and which Hume 
is attacking; for example: "The State of Nature has a Law of Nature to govern it, which obliges 
every one: And Reason, which is that Law, teaches all Mankind, who will but consult it, that being 
equal and independent, no one ought to harm another in his Life, Health, Liberty, or Posses- 
sions" (Second Treatise 6, p. 27x). The identification of the law of nature with reason, and the 
assertion that reason is capable of teaching substantive results to anyone, even in the state of 
nature, is just the sort of thing Hume wants to deny when he claims that the idea of a contract was 
"far beyond the comprehension of savages." In view of the controversy over the relation of the 
Two Treatises to the Essay, I note, therefore, that all but one of my citations from Locke (excluding 
the present footnote) come from the Essay. I regard this as some evidence that the two works are 
not as far apart as has been suggested. 

4~ Essay, IV, xii, I I. 
42 Ibid., IV, xvii, 4. But see footnote 3 6 above. 
4s University College MS xoo, quoted in E. Haltvy, La Formation du Radicalisme Philosophique 

(Paris: F. Alcan, 19ol-4), 3:418-~~ This piece by Bentham is not included in the English 
translation of Haltvy. 
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that it treats people  in the state o f  na tu re  as the intellectual equals o f  people  
f rom fully grown,  i.e., f lourishing and  polite, societies.44 

I tu rn  now to Hume ' s  positive views about  the origins o f  justice. For  H u m e ,  
the chief  reason for  the institution o f  justice is the scarcity o f  natural  re- 
sources, the egoism o f  people,  and  the instability consequent  on these. H c  
says: " In  vain shou 'd  we expect  to find, in uncultivated nature, a r e m e d y  to this 
inconvenience  . . . .  T h e  r e m e d y . . ,  is not  deriv 'd f r o m nature ,  but  f r o m arti- 

fice; or  more  p roper ly  speaking, na tu re  provides a r emed y  in the j u d g m e n t  
and  unders tand ing ,  for  what is i r regular  and incommodious  in the affec- 
tions."45 This  suggests that the account  H u m e  is about  to give will c o n f o r m  to 
Stewart 's character izat ion o f  conjectural  history. T h e  externa l  circumstances,  
in this case lack o f  resources,  combined  with h u m a n  nature ,  he re  egoism 
a n d - - m o s t  impor tant ly  for  H u m e  in this c o n t e x t p t h e  j u d g m e n t  and  unde r -  
standing, will somehow explain the origins o f  justice. 

But  in fact, H u m e  is not  ent irely accurate in this descr ipt ion o f  what  he  is 
doing. Nature ,  as we shall see, does not  provide the r e m e d y  o f  just ice directly. 
T h e  unde r s t and ing  can only o f f e r  a solution to the instability crea ted  by 
scarcity o f  r e sources  and  egoism af te r  natural  affect ions have established a 
certain kind o f  incipient society. T h e  origins o f  just ice are historical and  a 
deve lopmen t  o f  the unde r s t and ing  is essentially implicated in this history. 

T h e  virtue o f  justice, an insti tution which prevents  instability arising f ro m 
the scarcity o f  resources by imposing laws and conventions,  would, in Hu me ' s  
words, "never  have been d r eam 'd  o f  among  r u d e  and  savage men."46 T h e  
unders tand ing ,  in o the r  words, could not  o f fe r  the institution o f  just ice as a 
solution to strife to people  in the state o f  na ture  because,  in that state, people  
would not  have been able to conceive o f  justice. (This claim is analogous to 
what we have seen H u m e  saying about  the idea o f  the social contract ,  and  the 
idea o f  a single Creator .)  Someth ing  must  in tervene  between the state o f  
na tu re  and civil society, and that  someth ing  must  be reachable  f rom the state 
o f  nature .  What  intervenes,  accord ing  to Hu me ,  is the microcosmic society 
based on the family. 

In order to form [civil] society, 'tis requisite not only that it be advantageous, but also 
that men be sensible of its advantages; and 'tis impossible, in their wild uncultivated 
state, that by study and reflexion alone, they should ever be able to attain this knowl- 

44 This seems to have been a not uncommon, and explicit, presupposition of contractarian 
thinking at the end of the seventeenth century. See, for instance, the description of William 
Atwood's views on p. 495 of M. Thompson, "Reason and History in Late Seventeenth-Century 
Political Thought," Political Theory 4 (1976): 491-5o4 �9 

45 Treatise of Human Nature, ed. P. H. Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), III, ii, ~, pp. 
488-89 . All the following citations are from this section. 

46 Ibid., 488. 
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edge. Most fortunately, therefore, there is conjoin'd to those necessities, whose reme- 
dies are remote and obscure, another  necessity, which having a present and more 
obvious remedy, may justly be regarded as the first and original principle of h u m a n  
society. This necessity is no other than that natural  appetite betwixt the sexes, which 
unites them together, and preserves their union.47 

After this natural, rather than artificial, appetite has brought about the institu- 
tion of  the family, the family itself serves for the understanding as an exem- 
plar. It is therefore a crucial stage between the state of nature and civil society. 

When men, from their early education in society [i.e., the familial society], have be- 
come sensible of the infinite advantages that result from it, and have besides acquir'd a 
new affection to company and conversation; and when they have observ'd, that the 
principal disturbance in society arises from those goods, which we call external. . ,  they 
must seek for a remedy, by putting those goods, as far as possible, on the same footing 
with the fix'd and constant advantages of the mind and body. This can be done after no 
other manner, than by a convention enter'd into by all the members of the society to 
bestow stability on the possession of those external goods.4S 

The family, instituted by the natural appetite between the sexes, serves to 
provide the experience which, for Hume, is necessary to enable the under- 
standing to institute, by convention Ca general sense of common interest"49) 
rather than by explicit promise, civil society and justice. 

This invocation of  convention also provides the setting for Hume's scant 
discussion of the origins of  language. Just as justice arises, by convention and 
not by contract, from the mutual perceptions of  common interest, "[i]n like 
manner  are languages gradually establish'd by human conventions without 
any promise.'5o Annette Baler shows that since the effectiveness of  the rules of  
property requires the ability to stigmatize violators, and hence requires the 
presence of  language, their establishment cannot precede the development of  
language. But nor do we need to suppose that language was fully developed 
before civil society got going. "The conventions of a shared native language 
could grow up at the same time as property conventions."5, I f  one accepts the 
idea that linguistic ability goes hand in hand with mental ability, this intertwin- 
ing of  Hume's separate accounts of  the origins of  justice and language would 
make a strong case for the view that Hume also held a developmental view of  
mental capacities. 

This naturalist, or realist, account of Hume's theory of the origins of 
justice may be thought to conflict with certain other things Hume says. For 

47 Ibid., 486 
4s Ibid., 489 . 
4g Ibid., 49 o. 
so Ibid., 49 ~ . 
51 Baier, A Progress of Sentiments, 93o-31 . 
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instance, he claims that if the establishment of  justice as a means of  preserving 
order  is "simple and obvious," as he thinks it certainly is to people living in 
families, t hen"  'tis utterly impossible for men to remain any considerable time 
in that savage condition, which precedes society; b u t . . ,  his very first state and 
situation may justly be esteem'd social."5, In other words, we are not supposed 
to imagine a real stretch of  time in which people were gradually developing 
the conventions of  property rules or the conventions of  language. In a similar 
spirit, he goes on to say that "this state of nature, therefore, is to be regarded as 
a mere fiction, not unlike that of  the golden age, which poets have invented."53 

The view that man's "very first state and situation" is social seems to pre- 
clude the idea that people reached this social situation through a gradual 
development of  the institution of  the family and the attendant conceptual 
development that accompanies it and enables them to institute the rules o f  
property. But whether we take Hume's account naturalistically or merely as a 
rational reconstruction, the point is that he has recourse to a two-stage pro- 
cess. In the state of  nature, the understanding could not conceive of  justice. 
This is an idea "far beyond the comprehension of  savages." The understand- 
ing is only sufficiently developed to allow us to institute the necessary conven- 
tions when nature, in the guise of  the affection between the sexes, has pre- 
sented the understanding with enough empirical material to enable it to find 
the answer of  justice to the problems of  instability. So, as in the case of  The 
Natural History of Religion, conceptual capabilities which Locke unproblemati- 
cally attributes to people in the state of  nature, people about whose state of  
cultural development no suppositions are made, are by Hume given their own 
history. This means they cannot be attributed to all people regardless of  their 
state of cultural development. 

A P P E N D I X  

Locke's ahistorical theory of  the social contract was not elaborated against a 
developmental view of human thought, but  if anything, against a degenera- 
tionist view. Filmer, against whose theories the Two Treatises of Government 
were directed, held that the first man, Adam, had had a special right to govern 
which could not be superseded by anyone coming later. Against this, Locke 
argued that all people shared the same power of  establishing a government 
through their consent. 

The contrast between degenerationist and developmental accounts of  hu- 
man reason can be seen especially clearly if we turn to thought about the 
origin of  language. Language was one of  the most obvious and popular sub- 

~g Treatise, 493. 
5s Ibid. 
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jects for  conjectural  history in the e ighteenth  century.  Gove rnmen t ,  arts, sci- 
ences, religion, and  so on, all p resuppose  the existence o f  language,  and hence  
any a t tempt  to answer  the quest ion o f  their  beginnings was liable to address  
the quest ion o f  the  origin o f  language.  We have seen how language can even 
be seen as playing a role in Hume ' s  account  o f  the origins o f  justice. 

It  has been  a rgued  that  Locke's own work on  language was d i rec ted  against 
a t radi t ion o f  language-mysticism which held, roughly,  that there  had been  an 
original language,  knowledge o f  which could provide  a key to knowledge o f  
the world.54 This  Adamic  language had  once been  known but, at the fall o f  the 
T o w e r  o f  Babel, knowledge o f  it had  ei ther  d i sappeared  or  become confused.  
With such a view was also associated the idea that  some words are  not  conven-  
tional but  have a natural  relat ion to the things they denote .  Adam,  as re la ted 
in Genesis (~, x9), had  given names  to the animals and it was assumed that he  
had  given them the i r  p r o p e r  names. T h e  names that we now give to them are  
thus, in some sense, infer ior  qua names. 

Against this picture,  Locke emphasized o u r  present  linguistic f r e e d o m  and  
authori ty.  " T h e  same l i b e r t y . . ,  that  Adam had  o f  affixing any new name  to 
any Idea; the same has anyone  still."55 Adam's  position with r ega rd  to lan- 
guage is thus no d i f fe ren t  f rom his position with regard  to governmenta l  
authori ty.  He  may  have been  the first n amer  and ruler ,  bu t  this does no t  
accord him any special status. We can, at any subsequent  time, establish rights 
o f  government ,  and  call things what  we want. In  ne i ther  case need  o u r  per for -  
mances be in any way deficient.  

Developmenta l  and  degenera t ionis t  accounts o f  h u m a n  intelligence also 
appea r  in the two places where  Dugald Stewart discusses conjectural  history, 
both  o f  which were  r e f e r r ed  to at the beginning o f  this paper .  On e  place is in 
his account  o f  Adam Smith's Considerations concerning the First Formation of  
Languages; the second occurs in an account  o f  certain views o f  Francis Bacon.56 
Coincidentally or  not,  the a rguments  o f  Bacon and  Smith prov ide  a striking 
contrast.  

T h e  passage f rom Bacon, in his discussion o f  which Stewart  describes the 
thesis that the capacities o f  the h u m a n  mind have been in all ages the same as 
an " incontrovert ible  logical maxim,"  is as follows: "(however  we may flatter 
ourselves with the idea o f  o u r  own s u p e r i o r i t y , ) . . ,  the h u m a n  intellect was 

By Hans Aarsleff, in From Locke to Saussure (London: Athlone, 1982), 4~-78, and Language, 
Man and Knowledge in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (unpublished MS of lectures given at 
Princeton University, 1964). 

55Essay, III, vi, 5 x. 
5~ The first is in the Account and the second in the Dissertation. See the references in notes 1 to 

4 above. 
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much  more  acute  and  subtile in ancient,  than it now is in m o d e r n  times.'57 
Bacon's reason for  asserting this is that  o lder  languages contain inflections 
where  more  m o d e r n  ones tend  to substitute preposi t ions and  pronouns ,  auxil- 
iary verbs, and  so on. Inflections, he thinks, requi re  g rea te r  intelligence to be 
used, and he  t h e r e f o r e  concludes that the ancients must  have been cleverer  
than we are. 

Adam Smith's  Considerations concerning the First Formation of Languages was 
the work in connec t ion  with which Stewart first i n t roduced  the express ion 
"conjectural  history." In  this work, Smith claims that  the effor ts  o f  abstraction 
and general izat ion requ i red  to use p ronouns  and  preposi t ions are grea ter  
than those r equ i r ed  to use inflections, and he infers f r o m  this that it is natural  
that  earl ier  languages  have inflections where  m o d e r n  ones replace them with 
preposit ions,  p ronouns ,  and so on. He  holds a similar view about  adjectives: 
" T h e  d i f fe ren t  menta l  operat ions,  o f  a r r angemen t  or  classing, o f  comparison,  
and  o f  abstraction, must  all have been  employed,  be fo re  even the names o f  the 
d i f fe ren t  colours,  the least metaphysical  o f  all nouns  adjective, could be insti- 
tuted.  F rom all which I infer,  that  when languages were  beginning to be 
formed,  nouns  adjective would by no means be the words o f  earliest inven- 
tion."ss This  a rgumen t ,  to be cogent  at all, clearly requires  an addit ional  
premise to the ef fec t  that  the powers o f  abstraction and  general izat ion avail- 
able to people  have increased with time. Languages  wi thout  inflections and  
with adjectives, requ i r ing  grea ter  amounts  o f  abstraction and  generalization, 
must  be m o r e  recen t  because speakers  would not  have had the necessary 
powers o f  abstract ion and  generalizat ion to use such languages  too long ago. 

It  is unlikely that  Stewart, in p ropos ing  his incontrover t ib le  logical maxim 
in the context  o f  Bacon's a r g u m e n t  that the powers o f  the h u m a n  mind had 
declined, could have failed to make  the compar i son  jus t  no ted  between Ba- 
con's view and  that  o f  Adam Smith. I f  so, we should be wa rn ed  that, whatever  
exactly Stewart  mean t  in saying that  the capacities o f  the h u m a n  mind have 
been in all ages the  same, he did not  mean  it to rule out  some kind o f  develop- 
mental  picture  o f  the powers o f  the h u man  mind.59 
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57 See Stewart, Dissertation, 68-69. The quotation from Bacon is from De Augmentis Scientia- 
rum, vi, 1. (It does not appear in the English version Of the Advancement of Learning.) Stewart 
stresses that the view expressed here is contrary to Bacon's usual view on this issue. 

~s Adam Smith, Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres, ed. J. C. Bryce (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
a 983), 2o 7. 
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