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agnosticism about deep irresolvable metaphysical issues and a willingness to
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Introduction
What is the relationship between philosophic reflection and common life or
pre-scientific experience? This question has been prominent since early modern
philosophers such as Rene Descartes, Thomas Hobbes, and John Locke aligned
philosophy with radical doubt of common sense. Common life-and the ancient
philosophy with which it is associated-is, for them, the realm of prejudice, mere
prudence, superficiality, custom, and religious superstition; only an approach to
knowledge that cordons itself off from common life could bring light to a world of
*Many thanks to the John M. Olin Foundation and the Law and Economics Center at George Mason
University for supporting my research and to Nick Lantinga, Stewart Gardner, Ralph Hancock, Matt
Holland and my colleagues at Boise State University for their comments on earlier drafts of this paper.
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darkness. These thinkers accordingly endorsed variations on the resolutivecompositive method, whereby scientists wipe the slate clean with doubt and then
build knowledge from the ground up.' The political implications of this approach
are tremendous: neither traditional, revealed religion nor traditional political
communities withstand radical doubts and rational re-construction. Those
adopting this approach hope to separate religious justifications for political
legitimacy from scientific or strictly political justifications. This separation is a
cornerstone of the modern liberal state.
Doubts about the feasibility of this Enlightenment's scientific approach are
coeval with the approach. Descartes's philosophy was subjected to critical
analysis by Blaise Pascal, while Locke begat the Scottish Enlightenment's
common sense school whose seminal thinker is David Hume. These critics
wonder whether philosophers can free themselves from the messiness in
common life and achieve the promised certitude. More specifically, attempts to
explain human behavior with excessively reductive models distort phenomena
under scrutiny by imputing to them a false theoretical simplicity, which in turn
distorts our self-understanding and impoverishes human experience. In light
of these problems, Hume in particular grounds philosophy directly in common
life to preserve appearances, avoid scientism, appreciate human difference,
and attain the imperfect wisdom to which human beings can aspire. So far is
Hume from the hopefulness of the early modern Enlightenment that he defines
"philosophical decisions" as "nothing but the reflections of common life,
methodized and corrected" (EHU 162).2 Hume's scientific confrontation with
ordinary experience has attracted scholars frustrated by the excessively
reductive, pseudo-scientific methods typically employed today in the social
sciences.
Serious questions persist about the viability of Hume's approach. How can
a philosophy of common life avoid submitting to mere prejudice? Must a
1. Descartes, "Discourse on the Method" in Selected Philosophical Writings,trans. John Cottingham,
Robert Stoothoff, and Dugald Murdoch (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 26, 29 and 34;
Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. Richard Tuck (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 31-34 (Chapter 3)
and 53-54 (Chapter 8); and Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding, 3.9.2ff., distinguishes the
"civil" and the "philosophical" use of words. This paradigm still governs the social sciences. Clear
concepts, quantifiable data, and formal modeling are more crucial for our professional understanding of
politics than reflections of statesmen or concerns of a thoughtful citizen.
2. Internal citations will refer to works by using the following abbreviations: T =A Treatiseof Human
Nature, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), followed by page number; EHU=Enquiry concerning
Human Understanding and EPM=Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals, 3rd ed., introduction by
L. A. Selby-Bigge with text revised and notes by P H. Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), followed
by page number; E=Essays, ed. Eugene Miller (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1987), followed by page
number; H =History of England (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1983), followed by volume and page
number; NHR= The Natural History of Religion, ed. H. E. Root (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press,
1956), followed by page number.
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science of common life simply accept the surface of things without calling into
question often questionable appearances? Can such a science be systematic
enough to be considered a science? What commitments are implicated in a
philosophy of common life? I approach these questions by testing Hume's
philosophy at its limits. This requires an examination of his treatment of
Christianityand revealed religion in general. Religious beliefs are common in
ordinary experience, so no philosophy of common life can ignore them. At the
same time, such a philosophy cannot simply submit to unfounded dogmas of
common life. While miracles, for example, are outside the course of ordinary
experience, religionists claim that true miracles illuminate principles of common
experience. Can a philosophy of common life treat religion from within
common life without submitting to un-philosophic dogma or distorting religion?
Can a philosophy of common life recognize an unfounded dogma of common
life?
At stake in these questions about the relationship between Hume's philosophy
of common life and revealed religion is the philosophic adequacy of the
contemporary attempt to separate religion from politics. In contemporary terms,
this separation requires citizens to bracket religious opinions when they
participate in "reasonable" discourse in the public space. Advocates of this
position claim it is neutral toward religious belief and it allows a diverse society
to coexist peacefully amidst its heterogeneity. Opponents argue that liberal
neutrality is dogmatic secularism in disguise and that the contemporary liberal
understanding of peaceful coexistence is a subtle form of tyranny, wherein
certain kinds of belief are unreasonably labeled unreasonable. Hume's treatment
of religion allows for a more complete analysis of this continuing political
dilemma.
A re-evaluation of Hume's religious teaching is required for scholarly reasons
as well. Hume most resembles other Enlightenment thinkers on religious matters.
While the old view of Hume as a skeptic has much to recommend it, advances in
Hume scholarship render it obsolete. His skepticism corrodes religious faith, but,
as most Hume scholars now contend, Hume's destructive skepticism is a palliative
to excessive rationalism in early modern philosophy. If Hume's skepticism serves
to establish a philosophy of common life,3old views that read Hume'streatmentof
religionas proceeding from his skepticism must be refashioned. Revisionism is afoot.
Some have broken with centuries of opinion, finding a Hume committed to civil

3. See especially Donald Livingston, Hume's Philosophy of Common Life (Chicago: University of
Chicago, 1984); John W Danford, David Hume and the Problem of Reason (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1990), 40-85; Steven J. Wulf, "The Sceptical Life in Hume's Political Thought2' Polity 33 (2000):
77-100; and Scott Yenor, "Between Rationalism and Postmodernism: Hume's Political Science of Our
'Mixed Kind of Life'2'Political Research Quarterly55 (2002): 329-50.
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religion4 and not hostile to all aspects of Christian theology5sThis article, while
critical of such revisionist readings, builds on their conclusion that Hume's analysis
of religion proceeds from his philosophy of common life. A philosophy of common
life should be friendlier to religion than the approach seen in early Enlightenment
thinkers, but Hume's own version of that philosophy partakes of the philosophic
reductionism he deplored. The old view on Hume is right for the wrong reasons.
This article aims to show how common life, philosophy, and religion relate to
one another for Hume. It proceeds in four sections. First, I interrogate Hume's
philosophy of common life and its limits by presenting concepts that fall within it
(continued existence) and outside it (the selfish system of morals); I conclude
the section by outlining Hume's criteria for distinguishing valid assumptions of
common life from invalid assumptions. Second, I examine how his philosophy of
common life seals common life from central religious doctrines. In the third
section, I aim to show that Hume's neglected main argument against religious
conviction is a moral one, pointing toward a philosophic one. The ethic of
humanity arises in modern commercial republics and that ethic makes people at
home in this world; it tells against a central tenet of religious belief: that people
need God. Once prosperity and Enlightenment spread, the well of religious
conviction dries up and God is rendered obsolete because, for Hume, there is no
restless soul grounding religious passions. Fourth, I conclude Hume's account of
religious psychology contradicts his philosophy of common life. His teaching on
religion forms an airtight circle of logic, but since it is built on contestable
premises about the soul and religious longing, it is subject to an internal critique.
In conclusion, I sketch what a healthier relationship among common life,
philosophy and revealed religion would look like.

Philosophy and Common Life
Hume's philosophy of common life emerges in the firstEnquiryas the sensible
reaction to "strange infirmities of human understanding" (EHU 161). Human
beings are, for Hume, ill equipped to comprehend their relation to nature or to
explain their own identity. I examine these problems to show why Hume directs
philosophy to common life. First,philosophers are concerned to explain how our
4. Will Jordan, "Religion in the Public Square: A Reconsideration of David Hume and Religious
Establishment:' Review of Politics 64 (2002): 687-713; John B. Stewart, Opinion and Reform in Hume's
Political Philosophy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), 280; and FrederickG. Whelan, "Church
Establishments, Liberty& Competition in Religion,"Polity23 (1990): 168, who qualifies his statement with
a pregnant "perhaps"
5. Livingston, Philosophical Melancholy and Delirium (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998),
65-79; and Richard H. Popkin, "Editor'sIntroduction" to David Hume, Dialogues (Indianapolis: Hackett,
1980), xiv. Danford, David Hume, 161, 164-86, reads Hume as an exponent of ancient agnosticism rather
than Enlightenment hostility toward Christianity
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perceptions are grounded in the objects from which they arise. Thinkers wonder,
to use Hume's example, where the taste of a fig is in a fig. Reason concludes that
the taste of the fig is merely conjured in our senses. The taste is also contained in
the entire fig and therefore seems to be in the extended body Our reason informs
us that our perceptions are only in us, while our imagination demands that
we impute a continuing union between perceptions and objects. In response to
this riddle, philosophers have enshrined contradictory principles of reason and
imagination into systems positing a "double existence of perceptions and
objects."Whether it is the ancient-scholastic distinction between form and matter
or modern philosophy's between primary and secondary qualities, such
explanations repeat on the level of philosophic dogma what is apparent in
common life: attempts to explain the union of perceptions and objects are
"altogether unintelligible and contradictory" (T 215, 238). We cannot explain
how our perceptions are grounded in reality so Hume insists that this is "a point,
which we must take for granted in all our reasonings" (T 187).6 We must rely on
un-confirmable data delivered by the senses in common life. Force (EHU 72-73),
personal identity (T 254-59), and causation are incomprehensible in the same
way, but we depend on their existence for our purposes nevertheless.7
Thinkers err in dismissing the appearances altogether or in seeing all
appearances as epiphenomena of a single variable. Hume's moral philosophy
opposes both these moves, and through an analysis of Hume's criticisms of moral
theories, we gain a full account of what is taken for granted in Hume's philosophy
of common life. Relativistsdeny "the reality of moral distinctions" altogether; they
do not seek to explain the basis of moral distinctions or to discuss if an action is
virtuous; and they raise the more fundamental issue of whether moral disputes
are real. For Hume, no argument can convince people that moral distinctions are
real: reason cannot justify givens in this way. "The only way . .of converting an
antagonist of this kind, is to leave him to himself. For,finding that nobody keeps
up the controversy with him. . .it is probable that he will, at last, come over to the
side of common sense and reason" (EPM 169-70).8 Only those who accept the
reality of moral distinctions can pursue moral philosophy9
6. '"Aslong as we confine our speculations to the appearances of objects to our senses, without
entering disquisitions concerning their real nature and operations, we are safe from all difficulties, and
can never be embarras'd by any question" (T 638).
7. See John P Wright, "Hume'sAcademic Scepticism: A Reappraisal of His Philosophy of Human
Understanding'"Canadian Journal of Philosophy 16 (1986): 414-16.
8. See also the discussion of how philosophy provides no remedy for one who is callous to moral
distinctions in "The Sceptic" (E 169-70).
9. Hume tacitly follows Aristotle, who argues in the Metaphysics that people should not "seek a
reason for things which have no reason" (1011a12). Consider Pascal, Pensees, trans. Krailsheimer
(London: Penguin, 1966), #423, "The heart has its reasons of which reason knows nothing"; and
C.S. Lewis, The Abolition of Man (New York, Macmillan, 1947), 27, "If nothing is self-evident, nothing
can be proved"
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Distorting reductionism concerns Hume as much as relativism. "Modern
enquirers,' writes Hume, "have commonly endeavoured to account for [moral]
distinctions by metaphysical reasonings, and by deductions from the most
abstract principles of the understanding" (EPM 170). These moral constructs
follow a method wherein "a general abstract principle is first established, and is
afterwardsbranched out into a variety of inferences and conclusions" (EPM 174).
Philosophers (Hume mentions Hobbes and Locke) construct "selfishsystem [s] of
morals" holding "that, even unknown to ourselves, we seek only our own
gratification, while we appear deeply engaged in schemes for the liberty and
happiness of mankind" (EPM 296).'1 "By a turn of imagination, by a refinement
of reflection, by an enthusiasm of passion, we seem to take part in the interests
of others, and imagine ourselves divested of all selfish considerations; but, at
bottom, the most generous patriot and most niggardly miser, the bravest hero and
most abject coward, have, in every action, an equal regard to their own
happiness and welfare" (EPM 296). Reduction of all moral distinctions to selfinterest has a kind of intuitive validity to it. "The interest of each individual is, in
general, so closely connected with that of the community, that those philosophers
were excusable, who fancied, that all our concern for the public might be
resolved into a concern for our own happiness and preservation" (EPM218-19).
Philosophers employ metaphysical reasoning to explain moral experience
because they cannot find a perspective within the mess of common life from
which to clarify morality They are drawn to abstraction "from that love of
simplicity which has been the source of much false reasoning in philosophy"
(EPM 298). Systems reducing "all the various emotions of the human mind to a
perfect simplicity" distort the "nature of the subject" and expect a degree of
certitude that the subject does not admit (EPM 298-99)."
The most obvious objection to the selfish hypothesis is that, as it is contrary to
common feeling and our most unprejudiced notions, there is required the
highest stretch of philosophy to establish so extraordinary a paradox. To the
10. According to Hume, these theorists say "all is self-love. .. .Werethe idea of self removed, nothing
would affect you. You would be altogether unactive and insensible: Or, if you ever gave yourself any
movement, it would only be from vanity, and a desire of fame and reputation to this same self" (E 85).
Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1982), 315-17 (VII.iii.1), develops
a similar view
11. Consider also "TheSceptic" (E 159-60). Smith, The Theoryof MoralSentiments, 299 (VII.ii.2.14),
also observes the tendency of philosophers to "account for all appearances from as few principles as
possible" Taking Hume's analysis a step further,Smith connects the "love of system" or the desire for
simplicity to the love of beauty, which modern philosophy for the most part ignores as a topic of
philosophic reflection. One is tempted to see the "love of system" as a distorting deflection of the
irrepressible love of beauty. See Charles F Griswold, Adam Smith and the Virtues of Enlightenment
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 148-55 and 330-36, on the connection between the love
of system and the love of beauty.
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most careless observer there appear to be such dispositions as benevolence
and generosity; such affections as love, friendship, compassion, gratitude.
These sentiments have their causes, effects, objects, and operations, marked
by common language and observation, and plainly distinguished those from
the selfish passions. (EPM 299)
Hume cites anguish at the death of a child, romantic love, gratitude, and
friendship as experiences that cannot plausibly be reduced to self-love (EPM
300). "The hypothesis which allows of a disinterested benevolence, distinct from
self-love, has really more simplicity in it" (EPM 301). Selfishness exists, and may
predominate, in human nature, but social or humane feelings exist too. "The
degrees of these sentiments may be the subject of controversy; but the reality of
their existence, one should think, must be admitted in every theory or system"
(EPM 226). These principles-the selfish and the social-exist in human nature
in a complex, ever changing proportion. The selfish system dissolves one of the
principles into the other, thus dissolving by legerdemain a chief contradiction
in human nature. Hume criticizes selfish systems in order to draw philosophy to
complicated questions at the heart of the human condition. This is done by
supposing the reality of moral distinctions and the existence of moral sentiments.
Hume's natural and moral philosophy is therefore disciplined by deliverances
from common sense. By what criterion is common sense distinguished from
flights of fancy?12 This question is acute when Hume encounters that which is
more ephemeral, complex, and intangible than a fig and that which is less
"permanent, irresistible, and universal" than the reality of moral distinctions or
the existence of moral sentiments. Concepts that "are the foundation of all our
thoughts and actions, so that upon their removal human nature must immediately
perish and go to ruin"are assimilated into the philosophy of common life (T 225).
Constructs of philosophy such as the selfish system of morals and social contract
theory (E 471) fall outside daily life and experience and are "neither unavoidable
to mankind, nor necessary, or so much as useful in the conduct of life."Such false
principles are "changeable, weak, and irregular"(T 225).
Religion poses a challenge to the philosophy of common life. The prevalence
of religious beliefs suggests they are more "permanent, irresistible, and universal"
than modern philosophic constructs. Given the variety of religious faiths,
however, the content of belief appears "changeable, weak, and irregular"Are
religious doctrines and sensibilities sufficiently grounded in common life as to be
compared to causation or continued existence? How can such a determination
be made? Are these the proper grounds from which to analyze religious belief?

12. Hume considers these questions several times, see T 95-98, 225; EHU 47-49.
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Religion and the Philosophy of Common Life
Revealed religion and Christianity in particular are not confined to daily life
and experience, and God's commerce with man appears not to be "permanent,
irresistible, and universal."Let us consider the doctrines Hume finds to be central
to religious belief in an effort to see how his philosophy of common life treats
religion. Consider first the soul. Hume's discussion of the soul appears in the
context of his attempt to analyze the basis for our persistent belief in our personal
identity. Previous philosophers assert that our diverse impulses are "in effect the
same, however interrupted and variable"; they rationalize "some new and
unintelligible principle, that connects the object together, and prevents their
interruption.""The notion of a soul" is such a construct, as is mind and self (T
254). Such constructs please our imagination, which wants to transcend the
ephemeral, empirical, and particular by positing a persistent personal existence,
but they offend reason, which shows us that impressions of self are interrupted,
multifarious, and variable. When philosophers attempt to please both their
imagination and reason, what results is traditional Cartesian dualism between
soul and body Dualism, for Hume, is subject to insuperable objections, the most
important of which is that we cannot explain how thought or soul could inhere in
body (T 235ff.; E 590-97). Such an analysis might lead him to posit that the soul
(or mind) is a permanent, universal, but inexplicable feature of human nature.
Identity could consist in the idea of soul many have imputed to it, but that identity
would be "only a fictitious one" (T 259) akin to the "fictitious"belief in continued
existence (T 205). Hume could, consistent with an agnostic philosophy of
common life, conclude that human beings are unified by something above the
particulars, but how or by what principle this unification comes to be is beyond
human ken. Instead, Hume comes to a more radical conclusion, in that he denies
the existence of a unified and unifying human mind or soul: "Successive
perceptions only . .constitute the mind" (T 253). Why does he deny the existence
of mind and soul, as traditionally understood?
He makes two moves to show why the idea of an immaterial (and immortal)13
soul is different from reliable concepts of common life. First, he presents the
moral and political implications of a belief in the soul and argues that such a
belief can be avoided and, further,is harmful to the conduct of life (using criteria
from T 225). Human beings can easily limit the scope of their concerns to "the
present life7' which has "steadiness and efficacy,"while concern for the soul is "so
floating an idea, and the most doubtful persuasion of any matter of fact, that
13. The immateriality and immortality of the soul are intimately connected, if not synonymous, to
human nature (E 592); belief in the immaterial arises because people want to believe that there is
something imperishable about their identity,and indulging this desire leads people beyond the border of
this world toward immortality
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occurs in common life" (E 592). Hume also argues that belief in soul perverts our
moral judgments and would be a curse from an evil, unjust god. The essay ends
thusly: "Nothing could set in a fuller light the infinite obligations, which mankind
have to divine revelation; since we find, that no other medium could ascertain
this great and important truth" (E 598). This is Hume's second move. Ultimately
knowledge of an immaterial soul within us depends on a "new interposition of
the supreme cause:' that is, on revelation (E 592; also 597-98).
Much the same is true of the argument from design. Although Hume often
seems to endorse the argument from design as a reasonable inference from the
order in nature,14 he also shows that there are insuperable difficulties in this
reasoning. He doubts "whether it is possible for a cause to be known only by
its effect" and whether we can assign a cause to an effect "of so singular and
particular a nature as to have no parallel and no similarity with any other cause
or object." Creation, Hume observes, is such a miracle (EHU 148).15
If these Christian dogmas cannot be considered part of common life without
revelation, the status of revealed knowledge decides the issue of how Christianity
relates to Hume's philosophy of common life. One of Hume's most controversial
and perplexing essays, "OfMiracles:'concerns this relationship.16 For Hume, it is
impossible to establish the credibility of any religious miracle, and he purports to
deliver a proof against miracles "as entire as any argument from experience can
possibly be imagined." His argument rests on two pillars. First, Hume defines
miracles out of existence by placing them against the "firm and unalterable
experience" as seen in the "laws of nature" (EHU 114). This definition settles the
argument against miracles by holding that there is no variance in human
experience on these matters. As if acknowledging that such proof was
inadequate, he proffers a second line of reasoning: weigh the probability that a
miracle happened (upsetting uniform experience and the laws of nature) against
the probability that the person who observed the miracle is lying, mistake-prone,
or deluded (115-16). Given the psychoses Hume associates with religious belief
(more on this in the next section), probabilistic reasoning suggests that it is never

14. Some have seen in these passages Hume's endorsement of "philosophical theism," a doctrine
defined by the belief in "a perfect creator" Livingston, Philosophical Melancholy 69. Passages in NHR
justify this conclusion. Theism is "conformable to sound reason" (53), coincides "with the principles of
reason and true philosophy" (43), and gives rise to "rationalworship or adoration" (43). "Whata noble
privilege is it of human reason to attain the knowledge of the supreme Being; and, from the visible works
of nature, be enabled to infer so sublime a principle as its supreme Creator?"(75). This argument from
design was prominent in Hume's time. See Flew, The Philosophy of Belief (London, Routledge & Kegan,
1961), 214.
15. See also EHU 72-73 for a discussion of divine volition.
16. Consider the two most recent books on Hume's critique of miracles, John Earman's Hume's
Abject Failure (New York:Oxford University Press, 2000) and Robert J. Fogelin's Defense of Hume on
Miracles (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003).
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rational to believe in miracles as sources for religious faith.17Imagining a wellattested resurrection, Hume would always reject such claims "without any further
examination." Evidence from experience-about how the dead stay dead and
how the religious are deluded- "amounts to an entire annihilation" of evidence
for a miracle (127-29).
Each pillar rests on circular reasoning. First, Hume seeks to address the
question of whether miracles could ever occur by asking if nature is absolutely
governed by natural necessity. This is inadequate because, as Lewis argues, Hume
"gets the answer to one form of the question by assuming the answer to another
form of the same question.'18Second, Hume's characterization of the religious as
credulous, fanatical, and deluded rests on the assumption that miracles never
happen; only if belief in miracles is always unreasonable can the religious life
always be defined by ignorance and psychological exploitation. Further,Hume's
argument against miracles rests on the contention that the religious are credulous,
fanatical, and deluded. The glow from the oft-observed circularity in Hume's
argument about nature (the firstpillar) prevents many from seeing Hume's deeper,
more politically significant circularity:a belief in miracles is proof of psychological
infirmity,while the prevalence of psychological infirmitiesis proof against miracles.
For Hume religious concepts are, like many in philosophy, "confus'd"(T 238),
"unintelligible,' and "absurd" (T 246), but there is a difference, for Hume,
between the confused concepts in philosophy and those in religion. Philosophic
concepts such as continued existence have an inexplicable, but reliable content;
religious ones are incoherent inventions of credulity and oppression. This leads
to a philosophic problem. Reason cannot refute claims that an unfathomable
God intervenes in nature and human affairs; arguments against revelation
presume, but cannot argue for, unbelief. That Hume went further than his
principles should have taken him is proof for some, including John Earman, of
Hume's "(perhaps unconscious) doubts about what his arguments establish."'19
But Hume, in my judgment, tries to escape this problem by accounting for the
nature of religious belief. Hume's arguments against religious concepts depend
on his account of the place religion occupies in human psychology, and this
leads us to Hume's defense of modern politics.
17. Consider also Hume's general discussion of the duties of a historian, which preface his treatment
of Joan of Arc (H 11.398).Like Fogelin, Defense ofHume, 8ff., I think the two parts of Hume's argument in
"Of Miracles"are mutually supportive.
18. Lewis, Miracles (New York:Macmillan, 1960), 103. See also Earman, Hume's Abject Failure,3-4,
who sees in Hume's argument the "kind of overreaching that gives philosophy a bad name." He
continues: "Any epistemology that does not allow for the possibility that evidence, whether from
eyewitness testimony or from some other source, can establish the credibility of a UFO landing, a
walking on water, or a resurrection is inadequate." See also 22-24, 31-32 and Michael P Levine, Hume
and the Problem of Miracles:A Solution (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1989), 23-36.
19. Earman, Hume's Abject Failure,44.
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Humanity and the Obsolescence of Religion
Hume's deepest, most serious argument against religious conviction attempts
to show that human beings do not need God and that human beings can be at
home in this world. Hume's attempt differs strikingly from earlier ones. Locke,
Hobbes, Descartes, and others hoped reason guided by science could illuminate
clear ideas leading to precise knowledge. From these, they hoped to re-construct
human experience so no irrationalopinions (e.g. revealed beliefs) would survive.
The modern refutation of religious orthodoxy requires "the success of a system.
Man had to establish himself theoretically and practically as master of the world
and master of his life."20
Hume argues that human beings cannot achieve the desired clarity in
philosophy or politics (E 494). Forthrightly exploring human understanding,
he shows that our contradictory and limited faculties prevent us from grasping
fundamentals and rationally re-constructing the world. His skepticism in
philosophy leads to his stance as a somewhat conservative skeptic of Whig
attempts to change Britain's Constitution.21 Debunking systematic political
proposals and showing how theoretical proposals to amend the Constitution
would undermine it in practice, Hume shows that there is a "great mixture of
accident" concurring with "a small ingredient of wisdom and foresight"that have
made it the "most perfect and accurate system of liberty" (H 11.525).Despite this,
he endorses the revolutionary aspiration of making God obsolete. His is a moral
and political argument, pointing to a philosophic one, about the nature of
religious belief. If religious belief can be divorced from human nature; if human
beings can be reconciled to a solely human world; if the passions that lead to
religion have other, more natural outlets; and if, in sum, an Enlightened future
succeeds the Dark Ages, then the chief claim of revealed religions (that man
needs God) would be undermined in practice and therefore in principle.
Practical success in removing religious belief would show that religious belief is
not nearly as central to human nature as history would suggest.
If, for Hobbes, the state of nature is an "Inference, made from the Passions"
revealing the attributes of human nature,22history, for Hume, serves much the
same function. An investigation of history reveals the "universal principles of
human nature, by showing men in all varieties of circumstances and situations"
20. Leo Strauss, Philosophy and Law, trans. Eve Adler (Albany: SUNY Press, 1995), 31-32.
21. David Miller, Philosophy and Ideology in Hume's Political Thought (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1981); and Duncan Forbes, Hume's Philosophical Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1975).
22. Hobbes, Leviathan, 89 (Chapter 13); Locke's "naturalhistory" method of the Essay grounds his
state of nature theory as well. See Peter C. Myers, Our Only Star and Compass (New York:Rowman &
Littlefield, 1998), 112-14.
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(EHU 83). Hume presents these principles in The Natural History of Religion,
where he distinguishes natural from unnatural passions.23 Human passions
have an "original fabric and formation" (EPM 172);24 religious sentiments
are "secondary" for Hume.25 Religious sentiments "spring[] not from an
original instinct or primary impression of nature";they "can easily be perverted
by various accidents and causes, and whose operation too, in some cases, may,
by an extraordinary concurrence of circumstances, be altogether prevented"

(NHR
21).
Religious convictions, for Hume, derive from misery, fear, and weakness (NHR
28, 42-43, 65; T 225-26), and they build on a belief in miracles.26 Here the
distorting psychological co-dependence between the vulgar and the priest or
prophet-and the profound inequality of pre-modern times-comes to the fore.
Great disorders impress on ignorant people "the strongest sentiments of religion"
and the vulgar obey those who seem sanctioned with God's stamp.27Much like
Hobbes, Hume sees the origin of religious sentiments in "a concern with regard to
the events of life, and from the incessant hopes and fears, which actuate the
human mind" (NHR 27).28 Scientific backwardness begetting misery, dread, and
melancholy brings people to their knees and to the arms of scheming clergy.Human
beings are haunted with anxiety about their suffering, misery, and mortality29
23. Keith E. Yandell, "Hume on Religious Belief" in Hume:A Reevaluation, ed. Livingston and James
T King (New York:Fordham University Press, 1976), 112.
24. Several phrases reference the natural or original disposition of passions and mind in Hume.
Consider: "simple, original instinct in the human breast" (EPM 201), "original constitution of nature"
(213), "originalconstitution of the mind" (214), "original passion" (297), "originalframe of our temper"
(302), and "naturalinclinations" (NHR 72).
25. "The universal propensity to believe in invisible, intelligent power, if not an original instinct,
being at least a general attendant of human nature, may be considered a kind of mark or stamp, which
the divine workman has set upon his work" (NHR 75).
26. If you ask a person why he believes in God, "he will tell you of the sudden and unexpected death
of such a one. . ..The excessive drought of this season: The cold and rains of another. These he ascribes
to the immediate operation of providence',"which for him is the "sole argument[ ]" for "admitting a
supreme intelligence" (NHR 41).
27. "Madness, fury,rage, and an inflamed imagination, although they sink men nearest to the level
of beasts, are, for a like reason, often supposed to be the only dispositions, in which we can have any
immediate communication with the Deity" (NHR 42).
28. "Unknowncauses" are "the constant object of our hope and fear; while the passions are kept in
perpetual alarm by an anxious expectation of the events, the imagination is equally employed in forming
ideas of those powers, on which we have so entire a dependance" (NHR 29). See also NHR 25, 28, 30.
Hobbes, Leviathan, 42 (Chapter 6), locates the origin of religion in "the feare of power invisible, feigned
by the mind, or imagined from tales publiquely allowed." See also Leviathan, 76 (Chapter 12).
29. "Barbarity,caprice; these qualities, however nominally disguised, we may universally observe,
from the ruling character of the deity in popular religions. Even priests, instead of correcting these
depraved ideas of mankind, have often been found ready to foster and encourage them" (NHR 73).
Cf. Livingston, Philosophical
71, "It is worth remarking that Hume did not employ the
Melancholy,
'conspiracy of the priests' explanation of the cause of religious oppression so popular among
freethinkers of his time"
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and zealots exploit such infirmities and follies (NHR 73). An unbeliever's
refusal to join in a religious cause is an indication of almost sub-human
viciousness, an affront to the presumed superiority of the orthodox. What
results is a drive for orthodoxy, which, according to Hume, is the "origin
of all religious wars and divisions" (E 61); these wars reinforce the ethic of
zealotry and belief.
Repeating a pattern seen in state of nature theories, Hume sees a natural,
humane, civil, enlightened alternative underneath the black history of ignorance
and superstition. Hume does not, like Locke or Thomas Jefferson, "civilize"
Christian doctrine in an effort to bring this alternative about. He goes beyond
them in arguing that human nature can change radically with respect to
religion-that religious passions can be tranquilized by the spread of Enlightenment and commerce.30 Against the "violent" and "peculiar" policies of
patriotism experienced by citizens of the ancient world (E 259ff.) and strange,
abusive emphases on "birth,titles, and place" characteristic of feudalism (E 9295), the achievement of modern liberty and humanity is remarkable.31 The
decline of religion tracks the spontaneous, historically unique ascension of
humanity in modern times (E 508, 382-83, 206). Philosophy does not cause the
decline of superstitious reverence in England (E 51),32 and, contrary to the
pretensions of modern philosophers who thought the cultural revolution
proceeded from their principles, it did not cause the revolution in morality and
politics. Humean philosophy explains the meaning of that revolution, clarifies its
origins in common life, modestly charts its future direction, and recommends, at
the margins, ways such a revolution can be deepened.
These issues lead back to the contention that religious sentiments are
secondary human passions. Virtues of humanity displace the less than natural
30. Hume sometimes argues that religious belief is a "general attendant of human nature" (NHR 75).
See also NHR 21 ("The belief of invisible, intelligent power has been very generally diffused over the
human race in all times and in all ages"). Consider also the "flux and reflux" of religious belief (NHR
Chapter VIII). I outline below reasons why I believe religious sentiments are not, for Hume, enduring
features of human nature.
31. Jordan, "Religion in the Public Square,"'688-89, 693, insists Hume foresees the extinction of
religious belief only in an "extraordinaryconcurrence of circumstances" (NHR 21). Against this, I argue
that modernity, for Hume, is such an extraordinary concurrence of circumstances; the ethic of humanity,
for Hume, is profoundly anti-transcendent and an extraordinary occurrence when viewed against the
canvas of history.
32. As Hume charts the decline of superstitious religious belief and political deference in The
History innovations in religion reflect a cultural change in Europe (H 111.139-42,227, 280, 392; IV61;
V18-19) and prepare it for greater change (111.233,342; IV57). Europeans embraced innovation,
disputation, and thinking; this spirit, cultivated by statesmen, religious reformers, and the Church, "was
see also 111.141,211-14, 385). Hume
ill fitted to promote. . . peaceful submission of opinion" (H 111.311;
does not contradict the diagnosis of Sir Cecil on Elizabeth's ascension: "The nation had of late been
so much accustomed to these revolutions, that men had lost all idea of truth and falsehood in such
subjects" (IV7). See also Pole's argument for toleration (111.433).
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virtues and satisfy the passions that had led people to religion. Hume equates
ignorance of causes with a lack of human control of the world, and both are
sources of religious belief. "Inproportion as any man's course of life is governed
by accident, we always find, that he encreases in superstition."Superstition and
narrow patriotism ruled "before the institution of order and good government"
(NHR 30) and before the spread of "artsand knowledge" (EHU 120-21). Ancient,
feudal, and barbarous people lived in "continual alarm" (E 259) over war and
rumors of war, and Hume connects uncertain fortunes of war with a belief
that gods "have an influence in every affair" (NHR 30). Accidents occur where
people have not built dams and dikes to control the violent, raging river,
to use Machiavelli's image. Improving human life by controlling nature
undermines superstition by making belief in particular providence superfluous;
human beings can provide for themselves. "Prosperity is easily received as
our due, and few questions are asked concerning its cause or author. It
begets cheerfulness and activity and alacrity and a lively enjoyment of every
social and sensual pleasure: And during this state of mind, men have little leisure
or inclination to think of the unknown invisible regions" (NHR 31, emphasis
added).
The anti-transcendent implications of the scientific revolution are seen in
Hume's presentation of commerce and the ethic of humanity. Earlier modern
accounts of why men engage in commerce emphasized the link between
necessity and labor. Ancient thinkers had emphasized that many must work so
that a few might be freed to lead a good life. Modern thinkers debunk such
pretensions to be free from necessity and hold that all must work for preservation
and aggrandizement. Hume takes a different approach in explaining commercial
desires. It is not avarice or a re-channeling of religious dread into productive
unease that Hume sees in the turn to commerce.33 Motivations for engaging in
commerce are a complex mixture of selfish concerns, curiosity, and, above all, a
desire for distraction. Hume's belief in the centrality of the desire for distraction is
nearly unique among political thinkers.
There is no craving or demand of the human mind more constant or insatiable
than that for exercise and employment; and this desire seems the foundation
of most of our passions and pursuits. Deprive a man of all business and serious
occupation, he runs restless from one amusement to another. (E 300)34
33. Locke, Essay 2.21, emphasizes the psychological importance of unease, while Hobbes,
Leviathan, p. 117 (Chapter 17) sees fear as the mother of ambition and invention.
34. Cf. Pascal, Pensees, #139: "Thus life flows away Men look for repose through combat against
certain obstacles; but when these have been overcome, rest becomes insufferable because of the tedium
it engenders. They must escape from this and beg for excitement. No condition is happy without noise
and amusement, but every condition is so when one enjoys some kind of distraction" with E 270.
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Industriousness associated with commerce, trade, and manufacturing "satisfies"
the mind's "naturalappetites, and prevents the growth of unnatural ones, which
commonly spring up, when nourished by ease and idleness." Commercial
exercise and employment keep psychologically disordering terrors from arising to
the mind, and commercial people will not consider questions of human destiny
in their time of rest and recreation; in fact, most find leisure intolerably
debilitating. Exercise and employment have the virtue of taking "a man from
himself, of immersing him in activity while obscuring his self-consciousness.
Too much ease (as that enjoyed by priests) and too much agitation (as that
experienced by war-like peoples) lead people to superstition, while commercial
action reflects a stable mix of ease and agitation. The ethic of humanity, among
its other meanings, implies sufficiency and comfort in an entirely human world
(E 270).
Commerce attracts people to commercial centers, where those that were
under the influence of superstitions are free to pursue their desires together. The
"wise" and "foolish"congregate in clubs of learning; the sexes meet in "an easy
and sociable manner."Artificial barriers are destroyed by a growing equality of
rank wherein each enjoys "the fruits of his labour, in full possession of all the
necessaries, and many of the conveniences of life." As relationships among
people multiply and people become familiar, the impetus for persecution and
prejudice corrodes. "The very habit of conversing together, and contributing to
each other's pleasure and entertainment" leads people to "feel an encrease of
humanity" (E 265) and to respect each other. Suffering is not common nor are
communal ties so strong as to distort human passions overmuch in the humane
world. It is a world united in pleasure, enjoyment, and amusement, where chance
has been controlled and further technological progress is the common aim.
Warand the nature of citizenship change. Foreign wars "abate of their cruelty;
and after the field of battle, where honor and interest steel men against
compassion as well as fear, the combatants divest themselves of the brute, and
resume the man." Anger loses "somewhat of its asperity" when tempered by
considerations of honor, "politeness and refinement" (E 274). Distinctions
between soldiers and civilians are better respected as soldiers recognize our
common humanity. Language provides the key insight. "Humanity"appears to be
something transnational and trans-religious, implying that there is a durable
"human" nature under the accretions of history and convention. Humane
education emphasizes what unite and bind human beings to one another.35To
reverse Rousseau's formulation, modern people are emerging from the woods,
35. It is revealing that, for Hume, the "restraints"or "laws of humanity" are binding on human beings
in their interactions with one another even when the "restraintof justice" is not. Justice is an artificial
virtue, for Hume, tailored more or less to a nation's circumstances, but "laws of humanity" are natural
and binding on all rational creatures (EPM 190-91).
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shedding their distinctive ethnic clothing, and unconsciously converging on the
same spot: their own irreducibly complex humanity.36The foregoing leads Hume
to conclude that there is an "indissoluble chain" among "industry,knowledge, and
humanity" (E 271).
There is no greater advocate of the political and personal benefits of
knowledge, technology, and Enlightenment than Hume. Our ignorance of how
nature works and the attendant failure to relieve persistent poverty, for Hume,
lead human beings to strange kinds of devotion, superstitious beliefs, and war
(NHR 30, 75). Consider the following: "Canwe expect, that a government will be
well modeled by a people, who know not how to make a spinning-wheel, or to
employ a loom to advantage? Not to mention, that all ignorant ages are infested
with superstition, which throws the government off its bias, and disturbs men in
the pursuit of their interest and happiness." Technological knowledge and
improvements in "arts of government" beget "mildness and moderation, by
instructing men in the advantages of humane maxims above rigor and severity"37
The "humanity"by which tempers are softened and knowledge is improved "is
the chief characteristic which distinguishes a civilized age from times of barbarity
and ignorance" (E 273-74). As the "dismal dress" of monkish and ancient
austerity "fallsoff:' Hume foresees a time when "nothing appears but gentleness,
humanity, beneficence, affability; nay even at proper intervals, play, frolic, and
gaiety" (EPM 279). To those who see this as a flattening of human horizons,
Hume's answer is emphatic. The cultivation of commerce and the arts has "no
such effect in enervating either the mind or the body" (E 274). Advantages of
modern commercial society are not "attended with disadvantages, that bear any
proportion to them" (E 271).
The sufficiency of Enlightenment for Hume is seen in his comments about
mortality. Hume does not promise, like Descartes,38to free human beings from
death's inevitable knock on the door, but he does suggest that we can stop
thinking about it: concerns about life after death would "quickly vanish, were
they not artificially fostered by precept and education" (E 592-93). Hume
recommends government policies to encourage spiritual inattention, suggesting
that government intervention may assist in deflecting the artificial machinations
of clergy39 Bowing some to religious orthodoxy, Hume defends established
36. See also Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 588 (2.3.17).
37. See also Montesquieu, TheSpiritof the Laws, trans. and ed. Anne Cohler, Basia Millerand Harold
Stone (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), XXI.20.
38. Descartes, Discourse on the Method, 47 (Part 6).
39. Consider Hume's praise of the Romans for allowing only men past fifty to "be received into the
sacerdotal office" because the elderly are lazier than younger men or less zealous for having lived so
long as laymen (E 201n). Hume may see his death as a forerunner to the way death will be thought of
as the ethic of humanity spreads, see "My Own Life" (E xl-xli) and Adam Smith's letter to Strahan
(9 November 1776) about it (E xliii-xlix).
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churches as a necessary part of "every civilized community,"but he does not
defend establishment in the name of maintaining societal consensus on the
tenets of faith. Instead, he defends religious establishments that "bribe the
indolence" of clergy by placing them on the public dole so as to prevent their
"interested diligence" in proselytizing. "Ecclesiastical establishments, although
commonly they arose at first from a religious views, prove in the end
advantageous to the political interests of society" (H III. 135-36). It is in the
political interest of society to promote activities that immerse people in everyday
life and turn them away from consciousness about finitude. This is in keeping
with his argument that those reconciled to the ethic of humanity do not worry
about "unknown invisible regions" (NHR 31) and do not waste time in selfconscious personal reflection. Consciousness of mortality puts a sobering limit
on Enlightenment aspirations for an easy-going happiness. Such concerns are
associated with the old "dismal dress," and Hume suggests that people want to
slip into something more comfortable. As long as people are troubled by
their imperfections when compared to perfect creatures or think that there
is a distinction between this world and the next, they remain somewhat
restless. The ethic of humanity, for Hume, in the spirit of his one-time
correspondent Montesquieu, coincides with forgetfulness of "dismal" questions
and speculative answers40; no longer restless or existentially troubled, human
beings can be at home in the world. To repeat, "nothing appears but gentleness,
humanity, beneficence, affability; nay even at proper intervals, play, frolic, and
gaiety."
This reading is (I confess) a projection from historical trends that Hume
sees afoot. Hume sees a decline in religious sentiment from superstition
to enthusiastic Protestantism. Enthusiasm, while violent when ascendant,
soon exhausts itself and leads its adherents "naturally" to "sink into the
greatest remissness and coolness in sacred matters" (E 77). Religion itself
becomes "more gentle and moderate" (E 76) as time goes by.41 He praises
England's unprecedented "cool indifference with respect to religious matters"
(E 206). I believe Hume sees this anti-transcendent trajectory deepening
with time. The revolution in politics parallels the revolution in religious
belief. If the singular English Constitution and its culture of humanity can arise
(EPM 256), so also can a humane culture that tranquilizes and extinguishes
religious devotion. Modernity's humane revolution may be the "extraordinary

40. Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, 489 (XXV12).
41. Cf. Hume's letter declining to publish "Of Miracles" in the Treatise(2 December 1737) with his
carefree attitude about its publication (2 October 1747), where he does "not see what consequences
follow, in the present age, from the character of an infidel" and his letter to Blair (28 March 1769). Letters
are found in The Lettersof David Hume, in 2 Volumes, ed. J. Y T Greig (New York:Garland, 1983).
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of circumstances" (NHR 21) wherein religious beliefs are
extinguished.42
Commerce arises spontaneously when obstacles are removed, while
Christianity and ancient polities depended on constant supervision and
cultivation. Hume's is neither an ancient understanding of citizen virtue nor
a Christian understanding of piety, both of which place self-abnegation and
adherence to law in the service of something above the individual. Hume's
endorsement of humanity debunks the very notion of "something above the
individual" or a "higher perfection of soul.'43 Such "sublime topics" distract and
disorder people. Modern education is more humane and moderate than the
ancient because moderns are more commercial and more secular than ancients.
Commerce behaves like Christianity without the negative effects and without
dividing authority between heaven and earth (or Rome and London). Commerce
transcends nations, eludes the control of sovereigns, renders priests and
organized religion less relevant, discourages fanaticism, is universal and imperial
(E 202, 206-07), and cannot be united under a single head. Hume presages the
ascension of a new man in modernity, albeit a new man who, paradoxically,
perhaps, has always existed beneath the surface. Humanity emphasizes the
horizontal and debunks as dangerous the vertical. Restrictingphilosophy to daily
life and experience presumes a barrier between heaven and earth, a barrierthat
humanizes and tranquilizes the soul at the same time.

concurrence

Toward a More Philosophic Philosophy of Common Life
Hume's philosophy of common life presumes that there is a reliable and
natural, although mysterious, connection between human beings and the nature
they observe. Reason shows that this natural connection is scarcely explicable,
and for Hume our reliance on pre-philosophic insights is a counsel for
philosophic modesty Hume's great philosophic accomplishment lies in (re)establishing the sufficiency of the political and moral spheres based on this
common life perspective of studied agnosticism about deeper metaphysical
questions. Against thinkers who reduce the political or the moral to sub-political
and sub-moral variables, Hume suggests the quest for knowledge begins with
political and moral experience, neither of which can be radically clarified.
42. Hume uses a similar phrase only in reference to the Roman constitution as the product of "an
extraordinary concurrence of circumstances" (E 259), although they were a religious people. When
viewed against the canvas of human history, it is the humane revolution that appears "romantic and
incredible" (EPM 256). England's "most perfect and accurate system of liberty that was ever found
compatible with government"developed because an incredible confluence of chance events (H II.525);
it was clearly a rather extraordinary occurrence. Consider also E 94, 259, 416 for indications that the
humane revolution in politics is historically extraordinary.
43. Especially EPM270, where Hume writes that Christian virtues "serve no manner of purpose"
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Hume's willingness to assume the sufficiency of the common opposes utopian
social engineers, who presume an inhuman, dangerous power to remake the
world in the image of theory. Disciplining philosophy, for Hume, means "avoiding
all distant and high enquiries" and confining philosophy to "subjects as they fall
under daily practice and experience." Other "sublime topics" must be left to the
"embellishments of poets and orators, or to the arts of priests and politicians"
(EHU 162).
This is where the philosophy of common life runs into philosophic difficulties.
Can all such metaphysical questions be avoided? More specifically with respect
to the issues raised above, can a philosophy of common life treat religion while
remaining agnostic on deeper metaphysical issues (e.g., the existence of the soul
and the nature of religious longing)? Turningto Hume's criteria for distinguishing
reliable deliverances of common life from flights of fancy forces us to encounter
what I think is Hume's violation of his own principles. Not only is Hume's
characterization of human identity inconsistent with his philosophy of common
life but also his characterization of religious longing as proceeding from a
particular species of fear and anxiety goes farther than is warranted by his
common life principles. Hume cannot show his teaching in these cases to be
"permanent, irresistible,and universal,'so that upon "theirremoval human nature
must immediately perish and go to ruin" (T 225).
Let me support this conclusion with examples from Hume's account of
religion and humanity By denying the existence of the soul or mind, Hume
presumes that human beings are not possessed of a permanent spiritual nature.
Such evidence as is necessary for this conclusion requires of Hume the deepest
knowledge of what constitutes a human being, but such high enquiries are
beyond the scope of his philosophy of common life. Further, his belief that
commercial exercise will distract people from "dismal" questions about death
and his belief that concern with life after death would "quickly vanish" without
the machinations of priests is based on the view that human nature can be
transformed by historical forces. Hume's teaching on these matters is all of a
piece and follows from his hope to show the sufficiency of humanity. His
characterization of religious passions as following from anxiety about material
deprivation and fear due to our lack of control over nature presumes his denial of
soul and a natural concern for immortality.Fear and anxiety, as Hume conceives
of them, are relatively easy to relieve. Once prosperity spreads, the well of
religious conviction dries up and God is rendered obsolete because there is no
restless soul, for Hume, grounding transcendent longings and religious passions.44
44. Perhaps today's post-ChristianEurope is a test of Hume's argument. Can countries based, in some
measure, on Hume's account of how humanity displaces religious conviction survive in the long term?
Cf. Hume's "Of the Populousness of Ancient Nations" (E 377-82) with Frank Bruni, "PersistentDrop in
FertilityReshapes Europe's Future,'New YorkTimes, 26 December 2002.
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That Hume's teaching forms a logical circle, however, does not mean that his
teaching follows from the philosophy of common life-his teaching may be a
castle in the air. Reaching conclusions about the soul or the nature of religious
longing requires of Hume the embellishment of a poet; his "scientific"account of
religious passion is part of his anti-priestlypolitics. If human discontent (broadly
speaking) has deeper, more ineradicable roots than Hume thinks-if, that is,
human discontent follows from our unquenchable desire to know answers to
the deepest metaphysical issues or from an existential anguish in the face of
finitude-then there is reason to doubt the sufficiency of humanity as Hume
conceives of it. Prosperity may put an end to certain manifestations of
enthusiastic religious longing, but it cannot dry the wellspring of religious
longing.
Let an example suffice to show how an alternative account of religious longing
may be reasonable and has profound political implications. Perhaps religion is
not a reaction to fear and anxiety, as Hume assumes. Religious longings may
bespeak, in Tocqueville's Pascalian idiom, "a natural disgust for existence and an
immense desire to exist."45On this view, religious longing is neither eradicable nor
inconsistent with the idea of soul. Religious longing is instead a reasonable,
sometimes noble reaction to native human restlessness. It leads people to address
and answer primordial questions about human existence. It also leads to
Tocqueville's politics, which are friendlier to religion than Hume's and more
pessimistic about the sufficiency of humanity under democracy When it is
legitimate to make sense of our discontent with the present and our hopes for
the future, ways of life that distract us from consciousness of our mortality or
that promote entertainment at the expense of self-reflection seem de-humanizing.
This issue between Hume and Tocqueville cannot be settled on the basis of a
philosophy of common life for it requires us to know, finally, the nature of
religious longing.
How can a philosophy of common life proceed given our inability to answer
such a question? A more philosophic philosophy of common life must assimilate
presumptions about the nature of religious longing that are at least as reasonable
as Hume's. As philosophers of common life presume reflections of common life
in their systems, they should build competing systems that presume different
things about uncertain phenomenon such as the nature of religious longing;
omitting uncertain, but potentially central, explanations may distort our view
of the human horizon.46 Philosophers who view the life of faith from only one
45. Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 283.
46. Hume, who was among the first to recognize the dangers of utopian ideologies, may,
paradoxically underestimate their persistence because he traces their origin to a love of simplicity and a
desire for orthodoxy. If utopian ideologies arise from transcendent desires, however, Hume's corrective
actions against these ideologies may not suffice.
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perspective-as only sub-rational or supra-rational-omit a live, philosophically
defensible possibility
Hume's treatment of religious matters partakes of much wisdom, but it paints
with too broad a brush. A more philosophic philosophy of common life could
forward a more graduated analysis of religion and its relation to politics. This
philosophy can and should approach religious sensibilities from a human point
of view, but it can and should also treat religion on its own terms if it is to
understand the phenomena. This would mean that philosophers must concern
themselves with religious doctrines with the aim of first understanding and then
evaluating them, always mindful of the modesty and charity necessary in a
philosophy of common life. In a world shrouded in mystery and obscurity, some
religious dogmas will nevertheless appear inconsistent with our condition, and
Hume often explodes such arguments in the pages of his books (as when he
counters Berkeley's account of God's role in perception). A religion, for example,
would seem less than reasonable in promising a fundamental transformation of
human nature in this world. The key to a critical yet valid philosophy of common
life is that religions must be judged by how they reflect on, account for, and react
to the mysteries of our condition.
What implications do these findings have for our understanding of the modern
separation of religion from politics? Hume's account of the secular modern state
presumes the sufficiency of a results-oriented, reasoned argument against the life
of faith as proceeding only from fear and anxiety. This characterization leads
Hume into a species of philosophic and political dogmatism. We need not
understand religion as deriving from fear and impotence; just as politically and
philosophically defensible is a view seeing a quieter religious spirit deriving from
normal human dissatisfaction with the common-this dissatisfaction expresses
itself in longings for transcendence (and its fanatical political expressions are
sometimes as dangerous as the religious fanaticism). This more peaceful, mildly
philosophic religious spirit deflates religious enthusiasm by showing how the life
of faith relies on ineradicable human yearnings and restlessness instead of fears
of this worldly impotence. Only by escaping the narrow Enlightenment
characterization of religious faith borne of fear and ignorance, a characterization
that unites Hume to his more consistently Enlightened predecessors, can we
appreciate modernity's debt to Christianity Recognizing this debt may induce
liberals not only to see the impossibility of separating religious conviction from
politics but also to appreciate the salutary effects of this inescapable reality and
to see in these salutary effects a key to Christianity'scontemporary appeal.
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