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‘HUME (David) the Historian’

British Library Catalogue

They say miracles are past; and we have our philosophical persons to make  modern 
and familiar, things supernatural and causeless. Hence it is that we make trifles of 
terrors, ensconcing ourselves into seeming knowledge, when we should submit 
ourselves to an unknown fear.

Shakespeare, All’s Well That Ends Well, 2.3

Before its 1997 relocation to St Pancras, the main reading  
room of the British Library sat under a soaring Victorian dome in the 

heart of the British Museum in Bloomsbury. Researchers in possession of a 
coveted reader’s ticket could work in one of the most atmospheric reading 
rooms in the world, inspired by the knowledge that such luminaries as Karl 
Marx, Virginia Woolf, George Bernard Shaw, and Mohandas Gandhi had 
laboured there before them. There were, it must be admitted, minor incon-
veniences. Ordering books was a time-consuming process that required the 
completion of call slips on triplicate carbon paper. These would be conveyed 
to the bookstacks in Perspex capsules, propelled by compressed air through 
a labyrinthine system of tubes. This process was preceded by perusal of the 
printed catalogue, which consisted of hundreds of large, blue, hard-bound 
volumes arranged in circular cases at the centre of the room. Individual entries 
gave the appearance of having almost been pasted in, giving the whole cat-
alogue the appearance of massive multi-volume scrapbook. The system had 
its compensations, however. The arrangement of entries often revealed rela-
tionships between sources that might otherwise have gone undiscovered. The 
way in which authors were characterised was also revealing. The catalogue 
entry for David Hume, for example, reads: ‘HUME (David) the Historian’.1

1

HUME’S DILEMMA

 1 See the introduction to Mark G. Spencer (ed.), David Hume: Historical Thinker, Historical 
Writer (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2013), pp. 1–12. The entry 
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14 Hume’s Dilemma

Twenty-first-century readers may find this categorisation puzzling. 
We now think of Hume as primarily a philosopher and, indeed, one of the 
progenitors of philosophical naturalism.2 Hume is also something of a role 
model for many contemporary analytic philosophers, although few share his 
enthusiasm for history. Survey data reveal that more philosophers identify 
with Hume than with any other non-living philosopher and by a significant 
margin. (For those interested in the rankings, Aristotle comes a distant sec-
ond, followed by Immanuel Kant.)3 But in his day, and for a considerable 
period after, Hume was known as a historian. The subsequent change in the 
disciplinary identification of Hume is noteworthy, for at least some of his cel-
ebrated philosophical positions turn out to rely upon covert  historical com-
mitments. This is especially so for one of Hume’s most admired  arguments: his 
case against believing reports of supernatural activity in the form of miracles.

Hume’s famous treatment of miracles is set out in section 10 of the Essay 
concerning Human Understanding (1748). The section has two parts. In the first, 
Hume outlines his logical case against lending credence to miracle reports. 
The second part seems to consist in ancillary historical and anthropological 
considerations that lend support in various ways to the core philosophi-
cal argument that precedes them. Most scholarly attention has accordingly 
focused on the argument of the first part, which a good number of present-
day philosophers still regard as having dealt a telling blow against the ratio-
nality of believing in reports of supernatural occurrences. My suggestion 
will be that a key premise of Hume’s argument lurks among the historical 
claims made in the second part of the chapter and that it is here that the real 
force of the argument is to be found. This goes to a more general thesis that 
the true foundations of modern naturalism lie not in philosophy or the logic 
of the natural sciences, but in tacit assumptions about historical progress and 
an accompanying hierarchy of cultures.

survives in the General Catalogue of Printed Books, now reprinted and located in the refer-
ence area of the new Humanities and Social Sciences Reading Room at St Pancras.

 2 ‘Today, philosophers recognize Hume as a thoroughgoing exponent of philosophical natu-
ralism’ and ‘as a precursor of contemporary cognitive science’. William Edward Morris and 
Charlotte R. Brown, ‘David Hume’, SEP, https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2021/
entries/hume/. Naturalism is understood here both in opposition to supernatural and in 
the sense of offering naturalising accounts of human thought and culture. See, e.g., Jennifer 
A. Herdt, ‘Artificial Lives, Providential History, and the Apparent Limits of Sympathetic 
Understanding’, in David Hume, ed. Spencer, pp. 37–59; John P. Wright, ‘Kemp Smith and 
the Two Kinds of Naturalism in David Hume’s Philosophy’, Rivista di Storia della Filosofia 62/3, 
Supplemento (2007), 17–36. The relative importance of Hume’s naturalism as opposed to his 
scepticism has been a matter of some debate. See Paul Russell, The Riddle of Hume’s Treatise: 
Skepticism, Naturalism, and Irreligion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 3–11.

 3 Bourget and Chalmers, ‘What Do Philosophers Believe?’
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 Hume’s Dilemma 15

Hume recognises at the outset that the business of taking on reports of 
supernatural interventions is likely to be an endless task if each case has to 
be evaluated on its own merits. As he puts it: ‘Does a man of sense run after 
every silly tale of witches or hobgoblins or fairies, and canvass particularly 
the evidence?’4 The situation called for an approach that could in principle 
cover all instances. Hume believed that he had discovered just such an argu-
ment, one that could serve, for the wise and learned, as ‘an everlasting check 
to all kinds of superstitious delusion’.5 His goal was thus to fashion a ‘silver 
bullet’ that would establish a presumption of guilt for all miracle reports.6 
In setting up his argument, Hume articulates three considerations. First, ‘A 
wise man proportions his belief to the evidence.’ Second is his definition 
of the miraculous: ‘a transgression of a law of nature by a particular volition of the 
Deity, or by the interposition of some invisible agent’. Third, laws of nature are 
said to be established by the weight of unvarying testimony to some uni-
formity in the natural world. What Hume thinks necessarily follows from 
this is that ‘as a firm and unalterable experience has established these laws, 
the proof against a miracle, from the very nature of the fact, is as entire as 
any argument from experience can possibly be imagined’. This is because, 
by definition, testimony to the breach of a law of nature will always be 
outweighed by testimony to the law of nature which is supposedly being 
breached. Hence, the wise man, who weighs up competing testimonies, 
will always land on the side of the inviolability of laws of nature. For Hume, 
two further things follow: ‘a miracle can never be proved, so as to be the 
foundation of a system of religion’ and, because the various religions are 
incompatible with each other, the putative miracles of one religion neces-
sarily cancel out those of another.

Allocating a key role to weight of testimony leaves Hume with a dilemma, 
however, although not one that he explicitly acknowledges. The framing 
of laws of nature might well rest upon cumulative testimony. But there was 
also cumulative testimony to the reality of miracles and wonders – and this 
from a variety of cultures past and present. Indeed, this was the very prob-
lem that Hume sought to address. Weight of testimony alone, therefore, 
was insufficient to settle the question. The resolution of this dilemma lay in 
the appeal to history and anthropology that is quietly introduced in the sec-
ond part of the chapter. In essence, Hume needed to move from the issue 

 4 Hume to Hugh Blair, in Early Responses to Hume’s Writings on Religion, 2 vols., ed. James 
Fieser (London: Bloomsbury, 2005), vol. 2, p. 16.

 5 Hume, Enquiries, p. 110 (my emphasis).
 6 The descriptor ‘silver bullet’ comes from John Earman, Hume’s Abject Failure: The Argument 

against Miracles (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 3.
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16 Hume’s Dilemma

of the quantity of testimony to its quality.7 Apparently some testimonies are 
more equal than others:

It forms a strong presumption against all supernatural and miraculous rela-
tions, that they are observed chiefly to abound among ignorant and bar-
barous nations; or if a civilized people has ever given admission to any of 
them, that people will be found to have received them from ignorant and 
barbarous ancestors.8

It turns out, then, that it is this ‘strong presumption’ that relieves the inves-
tigator of the obligation to pursue any serious enquiry into the veracity of 
particular relations of supernatural events. Typical purveyors of tales of the 
supernatural include, for Hume, ‘monkish historians’, ‘the vulgar’, ‘igno-
rant people’, ‘barbarous Arabians’, ‘the ignorant and stupid’, and so on.9 
The main thrust of Hume’s argument, then, actually turns on a historical 
thesis about the process of civilisation, in which some cultures and races 
(civilised ones) are more advanced and trustworthy than the rest (ignorant, 
barbarous, and so on). It is this presumption that enables the testimony of 
certain groups to be discounted without further investigation. Stated in this 
uncompromising way and extracted from the matrix of philosophical argu-
mentation in which Hume had embedded it, this stark assertion looks very 
much like an unsupported prejudice, couched in terms likely to be at least 
mildly offensive to present-day sensibilities.

Unhappily, in his essay ‘Of National Characters’ Hume would go still 
further and remark, albeit in a footnote, on the intellectual inferiority of 
non-white peoples. Only among civilised white nations, Hume remarked, 

 7 Some contemporary critics maintained that even the quantitative aspect of Hume’s argu-
ment was problematic, since he failed to consider the relevant probabilities as they relate to 
multiple independent testimonies to a miraculous event. George Campbell, A Dissertation 
on Miracles (Edinburgh, 1762); Earman, Hume’s Abject Failure, pp. 54–6. Leibniz had already 
pointed out that ‘Everyone agrees that appearances are against Mysteries, and that they are 
by no means probable when regarded only from the standpoint of reason.’ Theodicy [1710] 
§28, trans. E. M. Huggard (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1952), p. 91.

 8 Hume, Enquiries, p. 119. The second section offers four arguments: first, miracle testimony 
comes from unreliable witnesses; second, humans have a natural tendency to sensationalise; 
third, miracle reports abound in barbarous nations; fourth, miracles of different religions 
cancel each other out.

 9 Hume, Enquiries, pp. 120–4. Hume also found it convenient to ignore the testimonies of 
those who clearly did not fit these dismissive descriptions. In the previous century, for 
example, thinkers such as Henry More and Joseph Glanvill (both Fellows of the Royal 
Society) had sought to counter religious scepticism by collecting accounts of what they 
considered to be well-attested miraculous and preternatural events. Their idea was to pro-
vide incontrovertible empirical evidence for the existence of a non-material realm. See 
Joseph Glanvill, Saducismus triumphatus (London, 1681).
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 Hume’s Dilemma 17

do we encounter excellence in action and speculation.10 It is this superior-
ity in speculative ability that enables judgement to be passed by the white 
and civilised on the beliefs and practices of the non-white and barbarous. 
My interest here is not in a posthumous prosecution of Hume on this issue, 
nor in mounting a guilt-by-association case against his modern admirers. 
Rather it is to wonder about the possibility of a lingering, covert influ-
ence of some of Hume’s more dubious anthropological assumptions on our 
present naturalistic outlook. It is safe to say that few today would stand 
by the questionable cultural rankings expressed in ‘Of Miracles’ and we 
have long dispensed with the descriptor ‘barbarous nations’ to characterise 
peoples given to supernatural beliefs. Yet we might still enquire whether, 
protestations to the contrary, some implicit commitment to these senti-
ments sits beneath the surface of at least some of our modern, naturalistic 
forms of intellectual enquiry. To be sure, the prejudicial condescension of 
this stance will be less explicit, and the ostensible justifications for disbelief 
are far more likely be expressed in terms of references to science, or laws of 
nature, or, for philosophers, an adoption of the scepticism about the super-
natural of the kind that Hume elaborates. There is little talk of barbarians or 
backward savages in the Western academy: on the contrary, and all to the 
good, there is an increasing effort to acknowledge the value of indigenous 
perspectives, notwithstanding their prima facie incompatibility with the 
ruling naturalistic assumptions of the modern natural and social sciences.11 
It is worth reflecting in more detail, then, on the ways in which unspoken 
historical assumptions might continue to inform contemporary disciplinary 
commitments and whether these might conflict with other values that are 
 increasingly regarded as important.

 10 ‘I am apt to suspect the negroes to be naturally inferior to the whites. There scarcely 
ever was a civilized nation of that complexion …. On the other hand, the most rude 
and barbarous of the whites … have still something eminent about them.’ ‘Of National 
Characters’, in Essays, Moral, Political, and Literary [1758] (London, 1777), p. 208. Hume’s 
stance was already contested at the time. See, e.g., James Beattie, An Essay on the Nature and 
Immutability of Truth [1770] (London, 1778), pp. 463–8. Beattie linked Hume’s racism to his 
animus against Christianity. Other contemporaries already raised questions about Hume’s 
definition of barbarous, contending the first-century Jews were not, in fact, ‘barbarous’. 
See Fieser, Early Responses to Hume, vol. 1, pp. xxi, 66, 82, 209, 355.

 11 From a wide range of literature see Fikret Berkes, Sacred Ecology, 4th ed. (Abingdon: 
Routledge, 2018); J. Mistry, ‘Indigenous Knowledges’, in International Encyclopedia of 
Human Geography, ed. Rob Kitchin and Nigel Thrift (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 2009), pp. 
371–6; Tyler D. Jessen, Natalie C. Ban, Nicholas XEMT̶OLTW Claxton, and Chris 
T. Darimont, ‘Contributions of Indigenous Knowledge to Ecological and Evolutionary 
Understanding’, Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment 20 (2022), 93–101; N. C. Ban, A. 
Frid, M. Reid, B. Edgar, D. Shaw, and P. Siwallace, ‘Incorporate Indigenous Perspectives 
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18 Hume’s Dilemma

In Chapter 6 we will consider how the ideas of historical progress that 
Hume casually adverts to were formalised and written into the foundational 
narratives of the modern social sciences. Naturalism would play a prominent 
role in these progress stories as a marker of civilisational advance. For now, 
though, I want to shift the focus of attention to the conceptual framing of 
Hume’s argument, which is equally revealing about some of the assumptions 
that underpin modern naturalism. These relate to the fact that certain con-
cepts – ‘belief’, ‘laws of nature’, ‘supernatural’, ‘religion’ – are often treated as 
if they were unproblematic, self-evident, transhistorical, and universal.

As already noted, contemporary philosophers have focused most of their 
attention on the first part of Hume’s ‘Of Miracles’, seeing in it Hume’s most 
original contribution to the discussion.12 These elements of the argument 
are among the most overworked of all in the philosophical literature, but 
one reason for revisiting them here is that the assumptions and concepts 
that underlie virtually every step in this chain of reasoning are illustrative 
of some general feature of our modern approach to the question of belief 
in the supernatural. These turn out to be problematic, to varying degrees, 
when viewed in historical perspective.

First is Hume’s contention that a ‘wise man’ should proportion his belief 
to the evidence. Taken at face value, this seems an eminently sensible rec-
ommendation. On closer examination, however, the idea that our beliefs 
should be determined solely on the weight of evidence encounters some 
difficulties. There is a long-standing discussion among philosophers on 
‘the ethics of belief’ – whether we have a moral obligation to believe only 
those things for which we have convincing evidence. A number of acute 
 thinkers – Blaise Pascal, Immanuel Kant, Søren Kierkegaard, and William 
James among them – have argued that there are occasions on which for pru-
dential, moral, or religious reasons we actually have an obligation to believe 
things without sufficient evidence. Indeed, it has been proposed that the 

for Impactful Research and Effective Management’, Nature Ecology & Evolution 2 (2018), 
1680–3; Sandra Harding, Objectivity and Diversity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2015), pp. 80–104, 127–49; O. Jiri, P. L. Mafongoya, and P. Chivenge, ‘Indigenous 
Knowledge Systems, Seasonal “Quality” and Climate Change Adaptation in Zimbabwe’, 
Climate Research 66 (2015), 103–11; Raelee Lancaster, ‘Decolonisation to Indigenisation: 
How Can Institutions Centre Indigenous Knowledge?’, Times Higher Education Supplement, 
20  June  2023, www.timeshighereducation.com/campus/decolonisation-indigenisation-
how-can-institutions-centre-indigenous-knowledge, accessed 18 July 2023.

 12 Much of Hume’s purported originality on this issue turns out to be an artefact of the 
neglect of contemporary and preceding literature written by figures now less celebrated. 
See Robert M. Burns, The Great Debate on Miracles from Joseph Glanvill to David Hume 
(Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 1981).
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 Hume’s Dilemma 19

most important things in life require conviction in the absence of adequate 
evidence. Added to this, most would allow that there are certain ‘first prin-
ciples’ that we need to accept, without proof, if we are to know anything 
at all. As will become apparent in Chapter 4, it was long held that theistic 
belief was one such principle. Indeed, contra Hume, Cicero had maintained 
that lack of religious belief was a mark of barbarity.13 My concern at this 
point is not to come down on one side or the other of these discussions, but 
to indicate that the issue is not quite as straightforward as Hume implies. 
More importantly, and looking ahead to Chapter 3, the emergence of an 
ethics of belief in the early modern period signals a major shift in Western 
understandings of what it is that faith and belief consist in. These early 
modern discussions, initially occurring in a religious context, established the 
conditions for the subsequent epistemological preoccupations of modern 
philosophy. They also point us in the direction of a potentially different 
way of assessing the merits of cultures that seem prone to the advocacy of 
supernatural beliefs.

Second, is Hume’s definition of a miracle: ‘a transgression of a law of nature 
by a particular volition of the Deity’. Again, this may seem relatively straight-
forward and uncontroversial. But it is important to note that the formal 
conception of a ‘law of nature’, at least in the sense that Hume and early 
modern natural philosophers used it, did not come into existence until the 
seventeenth century.14 It follows that earlier historical actors who either 
observed ‘miracles’ or gave credence to miracle accounts, could not have 
been operating with the same conception of miracle that Hume is urging 
upon us, since the idea of a law of nature was not available to them. Hume is 
thus engaging here in a kind of ‘bait-and-switch’ strategy – not uncommon 
in philosophy of religion – offering a stipulative definition of some notion 
or doctrine, and then proceeding to a critical analysis of it without being 
overly scrupulous about whether this version of the notion corresponds to 
the way in which it operates in the wild. In this case, there is a significant 
mismatch between the philosophical conception, cleaned up and abstracted 
for the purposes of philosophical argumentation, and the variety of ways in 
which native users had spoken about the miraculous.

 13 ‘… there is no nation so barbarous, no race so brutish, as not to be imbued with the con-
viction that there is a God’. Cicero, Tusculan Disputations 1.13 (LCL 141, p. 37).

 14 Hume’s own view of laws was, admittedly, at odds with the then standard view according 
to which laws of nature govern events – a view that originally rested on the assumption 
that laws were divine edicts. The question would then be what, if anything, Humean laws 
explain. For some of these issues, see Harjit Bhogal, ‘Humeanism about Laws of Nature’, 
Philosophy Compass 15 (2020), 1–10. In any event, the point about anachronism holds.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009477215.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009477215.002


20 Hume’s Dilemma

Of course, it could be argued that it is precisely the lack of a conception 
of laws of nature that is the problem. This lack would become the mark of 
the intellectual immaturity or ‘barbarism’ of the cultures in question. But 
a retreat to this line of reasoning must contend with the fact that the early 
modern conception of laws of nature was strongly underpinned by theolog-
ical considerations. From the seventeenth to the nineteenth century, laws 
formulated within the sciences were consistently aligned with theological 
readings of nature and offered as evidence for the divine superintendence of 
the natural world. The prominence of this view and its decline in the nine-
teenth century will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 5. For now, we 
can say that few of the theological champions of laws of nature understood 
them in ways that generated major difficulties for miracles. More generally, 
this historical grounding of laws of nature in the divine will is illustrative of 
one of the central themes of this book – a persistent pattern of the indebt-
edness of naturalism to covert theological premises. There might seem to 
be an irresolvable tension between conceiving of God as the source of both 
the regularities of nature and miraculous ‘interventions’. But, leading on 
to the next point, this tension was largely the creature of a particular view 
of the natural/supernatural divide.

If the notion of ‘laws’ operating in Hume’s argument cannot be accepted 
uncritically, this is even more so with respect to ideas of ‘nature’, ‘super-
natural’, and ‘transgression’. Hume’s conception of the miraculous requires 
something like a natural/supernatural distinction as, more generally, does 
modern naturalism. But a two-tiered natural/supernatural understanding of 
reality was a relatively late historical development, as will become apparent 
in Chapter 5. Suffice it to say for now that earlier thinkers did not subscribe 
to a notion of divine transgressions, interpositions, or interventions into 
some relatively independent natural order. For Augustine, to take a single 
pre-modern example, miracles were not contrary to nature but contrary to 
our knowledge of nature.15 Again, the suggestion might be that Hume is 
working with a more sophisticated conception of nature than his medieval 
predecessors – one based on the sciences, for example. But this is not some-
thing he argues for directly, and neither was this reading one that was shared 
by the scientific practitioners of the period. It might also be the case that 
Hume’s argument works in the terms in which it is expressed. However, if 
it fails to match the historical instances it was intended to target, we are just 
back to the ‘bait-and-switch’ move. Admittedly, matters are complicated 

 15 Augustine, City of God 21.8; Against Faustus 26.3. See Peter Harrison, ‘Newtonian Science, 
Miracles, and the Laws of Nature’, Journal of the History of Ideas 56 (1995), 531–53.
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by the fact that many of his religious contemporaries shared some of the 
contents of this conceptual toolkit, and some at least were willing to con-
duct the debate on those terms. In this case the relevant point goes to an 
important change in how religious belief was conceptualised that was shared 
by advocates and critics alike.

Third is Hume’s conclusion that ‘A miracle can never be proved to be the 
foundation of a system of religion.’ Here the unexamined assumption is that 
religion is a ‘system’ consisting of propositions for which a particular form of 
justification is required. Miracles, in this scheme of things, are meant to act as 
‘proofs’ for the propositions that constitute the substance of a religion. Like 
Hume’s stipulative conception of ‘laws of nature’, however, the very idea 
that Christianity was a ‘religion’ constituted by its propositional content was 
a product of the early modern period, and not a notion to which pre-modern 
individuals subscribed.16 So again, this line of argument operates with a rather 
abstract understanding of the phenomenon that it purports to be addressing. 
It is certainly true that during this period we encounter religiously moti-
vated defences of Christianity that exhibit a similar understanding of the 
issues. Apologetic appeals to miracles, along these lines, were responsible for 
eliciting Hume’s critique. But again, the more general point here is that the 
new understanding of the nature of miracles and the evidential role ascribed 
to them tells us something important about new understandings of religious 
belief. These will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter.

The final element of Hume’ case is this: miracles are supposed to serve as 
evidence for the truth of propositional beliefs that constitute religion, and all 
religions claim to be true based on their own proprietary miracles. However, 
the various religions, understood in this propositional sense, posit conflict-
ing truth claims. It would then follow that either the miracles appealed to 
as evidence for competing religions did not occur, or even if they did, that 
they could not logically serve to guarantee the truth of incompatible sys-
tems of religious truths. The difficulty here, related to the point above, is the 
assumption that there are plural ‘religions’, modelled on Christianity, that 
can be understood in terms of mutually incompatible belief systems. Yet 
again, this represented a new way of understanding religious phenomena 
that first arose in the early modern period. What is significant about Hume’s 
point is that it highlights how the appearance of multiple Christian confes-
sions in the wake of the Protestant Reformation led to a reconceptualising 
of the religious life and its justifications.

 16 Harrison, Territories, passim; ‘Religion’ and the Religions; Wilfred Cantwell Smith, The 
Meaning and End of Religion (London: SPCK, 1978). See also Chapter 2, n. 35.
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There is also an element of the pot calling the kettle black in Hume’s 
reference to the embarrassments of religious pluralism. René Descartes 
observed of the state of philosophy that ‘it had been cultivated for many 
ages by the most distinguished men, and that yet there is not a single mat-
ter within its sphere which is not still in dispute’.17 The ancient schools of 
Scepticism were a direct response to this ‘known problem’ within philos-
ophy. For their part, modern philosophers have belatedly realised that the 
state of their own field is itself worthy of philosophical analysis and the phi-
losophy of disagreement has become a lively topic in the last two decades. 
Needless to say, perhaps, philosophers have been reluctant to conclude, on 
the basis of the fact that many of them hold mutually exclusive positions, 
that philosophy is an irrational activity. The so-called ‘steadfast view’, for 
example, provides reasons for thinking that it is rational to stick to your 
guns, even in the face of strong peer disagreement.18 In the comparable case 
of religion, even if we do regard religions as systems of propositional beliefs, 
as Hume seems to, the implications of disagreement among them might 
not be as destructive as he seems to think. Some of the problems associated 
with philosophical disagreements go away if we think of philosophy more 
as an activity than a set of theoretical commitments. The potential parallels 
with religion need not be laboured. The way in which religion was recon-
ceptualised in the early modern period, coming to be understood in terms 
of beliefs to be supported by particular kinds of evidence, was at least partly 
responsible for generating the pluralistic predicament to which Hume drew 
attention in this final line of criticism.

In sum, Hume’s celebrated argument helpfully exemplifies a number 
of the key issues that arise in attempts to understand the historical roots 

 17 Descartes, Discourse on the Method, CSM 1, pp. 114f. See also Augustine, City of God 19.1, 
18.4; Basil, Hexameron 1.11; Tertullian, Treatise on the Soul 3; Ad nations 2.1.

 18 For the philosophy of disagreement see Bryan Frances, Disagreement (Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 2014); Jonathan Matheson, The Epistemic Significance of Disagreement (London: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2015); Richard J. Colledge, ‘Rethinking Disagreement: Philosophical 
Incommensurability and Meta-Philosophy’, Symposium 18 (2014), 33–55. Peter van Inwagen 
is an advocate of the steadfast view, ‘It Is Wrong, Always, Everywhere, and for Anyone, 
to Believe Anything, Upon Insufficient Evidence’, in Faith, Freedom, and Rationality, ed. 
J. Jordan and D. Howard-Snyder (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 1996), pp. 137–54; 
Thomas Kelly and Sarah McGrath, ‘Are There Any Successful Philosophical Arguments?’, 
in Being, Freedom, and Method: Themes from the Philosophy of Peter van Inwagen, ed. John A. 
Keller (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), pp. 324–42. See also Joshua Thurow, ‘Does 
Religious Disagreement Actually Aid the Case for Theism?’, in Probability in the Philosophy of 
Religion, ed. Jake Chandler and Victoria Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 
pp. 209–24; Helen De Cruz, Religious Disagreement (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2019). These issues also impinge upon ‘the ethics of belief’, see Chapter 3.
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 Hume’s Dilemma 23

of modern naturalism. These determine the structure of what follows. 
Restating that order in terms of the discussion above, the historical fortunes 
of the ideas of faith and belief will be treated in the next two chapters. The 
question of how rational proofs relate to the religious beliefs, and how that 
relation has changed over time will be dealt with in Chapter 4. The fifth 
chapter will focus on the historical origins of the now familiar natural/super-
natural distinction, along with the emergence of the accompanying notions 
of naturalism and supernaturalism. Chapter 6 will provide an account of 
how naturalism came to be written into accounts of historical progress.
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