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Two views of Pyrrhonism in Hume
†
 

 
 
 

Abstract             
                It is nearly received wisdom that Hume misunderstood 

Pyrrhonian scepticism and attacked it for what he 

mistakenly thought were crucial and obvious flaws. I 

challenge this interpretation by arguing that Hume knew 

more about Pyrrhonism than standardly acknowledged. In 

particular, I claim that (i) Hume had a deep working 

knowledge about Pyrrhonism; and (ii) Hume knew an 

attitude that suspends all judgements did not represent the 

Pyrrhonian view. 

 

Hume’s criticisms of Pyrrhonism are held by many to be superficial. Commentators often 

point out that Hume does not seem to understand the intricacies of Pyrrhonism and 

betrays a hostility toward it that reflects popular prejudices which are unjustified and 

peculiar. 

      The radical view of Pyrrhonism which Hume accepts maintains that sceptics adopt an 

attitude that suspends all judgements. On this view, Pyrrhonians have no beliefs. So 

understood, there have never been any Pyrrhonian sceptics, for a consistent Pyrrhonian 

would precipitate to an inability to lead a practical life, and an untimely death.   

       The mundane view of Pyrrhonism which Sextus Empiricus (the most important 

ancient source on scepticism) maintains, sceptics adopt an attitude that affords them 

many beliefs. Sceptics were able to do so because they accepted appearances as a 

criterion for practical action.1 

                                                 
†
All references to Hume are taken from the following editions: Enquiries Concerning the Human 

Understanding and Concerning the Principles of Morals. Ed. L.A. Shelby-Bigge. Rev. P.H. Nidditch 

(Oxford: Clarendon, 1966); A Treatise of Human �ature. Ed. L.A. Shelby-Bigge (Oxford: Clarendon, 

1967); Dialogues Concerning �atural Religion. Ed. Norman Kempt Smith. (Bobbs-Merrill: 

Indianapolis, 1947); A Letter from a Gentleman to a Friend in Edinburgh. Eds. Ernest C. Mossner and 

John Price (Edinburgh: University of Edinburgh Press, 1967). 
1
 At this point one could raise controversial issues about the nature of Pyrrhonism. Do Pyrrhonians 

have any beliefs? One could opt for an interpretation according to which sceptics claim to believe 

nothing but fail (see, e.g., Myles Burnyeat, “Can the Sceptic Live in His Scepticism” in The Original 
Sceptics: A Controversy. Eds. Myles Burnyeat and Michael Frede. Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997: 25-58 

(originally published in Doubt and Dogmatism: Essays in Hellenistic Epistemology. Eds. Malcolm 

Schofield, Myles Burnyeat, and Jonathan Barns. Clarendon Press, 1980)); or one could opt for an 

interpretations according to which sceptics claim to accept some beliefs (see, e.g., Michael Frede “The 

Sceptic’s Beliefs” in The Original Sceptics: A Controversy. Eds. Myles Burnyeat and Michael Frede. 

(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997): 1-25 (originally published in Essays in Ancient Philosophy. (University 

of Minnesota Press, 1989): Ch. 10). I accept that sceptics accept appearances and have beliefs about 

them. Of course, much fell under the umbrella “appearances” for Pyrrhonians. Sextus reports that by 
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       It is nearly received wisdom that Hume does not acknowledge this aspect of 

Pyrrhonism and so criticized Pyrrhonism for what he mistakenly thought was a crucial 

and obvious flaw. Commentators often apologize on Hume’s behalf, suggesting that 

since Hume was ignorant of the mundane view, he was never in position to know that, 

like Hume himself, the Pyrrhonians adopt a mitigated scepticism. I challenge this 

interpretation by arguing that Hume understood Pyrrhonism better than standardly 

acknowledged. In particular, I claim that (i) Hume had a deep working knowledge about 

Pyrrhonism; and (ii) Hume knew an attitude that suspends all judgements did not 

represent the Pyrrhonian view. What follows is a defence of these two claims. 

       

[§1] Before turning to an analysis, I discuss three objections Hume raises against 

Pyrrhonism. These arguments can be used to support the received view.  

     The first argument concerns the consistency of Pyrrhonism, but unlike Hume’s oft 

cited objections about its practical consequences, the objection I wish to emphasize 

concerns its methodological consistency.2 A few words about sceptical methodology are 

called for. 

      Generally speaking, philosophical sceptics challenge our claims to know. Pyrrhonian 

sceptics challenge our claims to know by developing counter arguments to any purported 

p, where p is a belief based on theory or reflection.3 Call the method Pyrrhonian sceptics 

                                                                                                                                           
attending to what is apparent, sceptics act in accordance with a fourfold classification of “everyday 

appearances”—namely, “guidance by nature, necessitation by feelings, handing down of customs and 

laws, and teaching of expertise. See Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Scepticism. Eds. Julia Annas and 

Jonathan Barnes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000): 1.23. I refer to the Outlines 
hereafter as PH. 
2
 Hume often argues that the practical consequences of Pyrrhonism are fatal. In a well-known 

objection, (EHU 12.24; SBN 159-60): Hume says, 

 

[A Pyrrhonian] must acknowledge, if he will acknowledge anything, that 

all human life must perish, were his principles universally and steadily to 

prevail. All discourse, all action would immediately cease; and men 

would remain in total lethargy, till the necessities of nature, unsatisfied, 

put an end to their miserable existence.  

 
3
 One way to parse out what the sceptics objected to contrasts “evident” with “non-evident” beliefs (or 

“appearances” with “dogma”). Jonathan Barnes (“The Beliefs of a Pyrrhonist” in The Original 
Sceptics: A Controversy. Eds. Myles Burnyeat and Michael Frede. (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997): 58-

92 (originally published in the Proceedings of the Cambridge philosophy Society N.S. 28, 1982, 1-29)) 

has shown that dogmatic beliefs in Greek culture referred to substantive (often metaphysical) 

propositions. ‘There are many gods’ or ‘the world is composed of atoms’, for example, are dogmatic 

propositions. But dogmatic beliefs also referred to non-metaphysical, but nonetheless substantive, 

beliefs (e.g., ‘only men had the privilege of participating in the political process’ or ‘only Athenian 
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use Pyrrhonian Methodology. Pyrrhonian Methodology begins with an equiprobable 

claim that some p is no more likely than its negation, not-p; proceeds to a doxastic claim 

about having no beliefs about p; then concludes with a psychological claim about the 

peace of mind or tranquility putatively said to follow.4 These three components—

ίσοσθενεια, έποχή, and άταραξία—form the basic “doctrinal” composition of 

Pyrrhonism.5  

      Consider Hume’s objections to Pyrrhonian Methodology. Hume first argues that 

sceptics cannot develop equiprobable arguments consistent with an attitude that suspends 

all judgements. At DNR 1.13.136 Hume says, 

 

[Pyrrhonians] fall into an inconsistence of an opposite nature. They 

push their researches into the most abstruse corners of science; and 

their assent attends them in every step, proportioned to the evidence 

which they meet with. 

 

Hume continues: 

 

                [Pyrrhonians] are even obliged to acknowledge that the most abstruse 

and remote objects are those that are best explained by philosophy. 

Light in reality is anatomized; the true system of the heavenly bodies 

is discovered and ascertained...These sceptics therefore, are obliged, 

in every question, to consider each particular evidence apart, and 

proportion their assent to the precise degree of evidence which occurs 

(DNR 1.13.136). 

 

Hume thus observes that speculative metaphysics is a dialectical requirement to reach 

equiprobable propositions; but taking this step entails that sceptics assent to different 

steps in metaphysical arguments (i.e., different premises) and therefore assent to beliefs 

based on theory or reflection—and that’s inconsistent with the Pyrrhonian objective to 

withhold beliefs based on theory or reflection. Hume thus has it that before the sceptic 

                                                                                                                                           
born males were Greek citizens’). Contrast dogmatic beliefs with beliefs about mere appearances: “it 

seems like the dog is playing fetch” or “it appears to be raining” (e.g.). As Sextus reports, Pyrrhonians 

accept appearances (see note 1), and developed equiprobable arguments against beliefs. 
4
 This account might be supplemented with a discussion about the sceptics fourfold acceptance of 

appearances (Outlines, I.23). I justify excluding it on the grounds that the fourfold isn’t a component 

of the Pyrrhonian sceptical challenge. 
5
 Sceptics didn’t have an official doctrine if what is meant by and official doctrine is the acceptance of 

a set of established propositions its practitioners accept and defend. Sextus reports that sceptics 

withheld belief about contingent and objective matters of fact (or “non-evident” beliefs), including the 

proposition that sceptics withhold belief.  
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can knock the argument out from under their interlocutor’s feet, they knock it out from 

under their own.  

       A second objection Hume raises against Pyrrhonism concerns withholding beliefs 

about p. Hume famously argues that the Pyrrhonian attitude is refuted by trivialities of 

practical activity (EHU 12.21; SBN 158-9): 

 

The great subverter of Pyrrhonism or the excessive principles of 

scepticism is action, and Employment, and the occupations of 

common life. These principles may flourish and triumph in the 

schools; where it is, indeed, difficult, if not impossible, to refute 

them. But as soon as they leave the shade, and by the presence of the 

real objects, which actuate our passions and sentiments, are put in 

opposition to the more powerful principles of our nature, they vanish 

like smoke, and leave the most determined sceptic in the same 

position as other mortals. 

 

This is a common objection Hume raises against Pyrrhonism. An attitude that suspends 

all judgement cannot have an enduring influence on the mind of its proponents. Many of 

Hume’s anti-sceptical discussions turn on this point exactly. In many parts of the 

conclusion of Book One of the Treatise, Sections V and XII of the Enquiry, and Part One 

of the Dialogues, Hume argues that because our natural inclination to have metaphysical 

beliefs outweighs the Pyrrhonians contrived method at having no beliefs, it is impossible 

for sceptics to adopt an attitude of permanent theoretical doubt. 

       The final objection I wish to emphasize concerns Hume’s view about the result of 

Pyrrhonism. In an oft cited passage from the Treatise Hume says that psychological calm 

or tranquility never results from scepticism, thereby challenging Sextus’ contention that 

psychological calm or tranquility follows from having no beliefs. Hume says,  

 

         The intense view of these manifold contradictions and imperfections 

in human reason has so wrought upon me, and heated my brain, that I 

am ready to reject all belief and reasoning, and can look upon no 

opinion even as more probable or likely than another. Where am I, or 

what? From what causes do I derive my existence, and to what 

condition shall I return? Whose favor shall I court, and whose anger 

must I dread? What being surround me? And whom have I any 

influence, or who have influence on me? I am confounded with all 

these questions, and begin to fancy myself in the most deplorable 

condition imaginable, environed with the deepest darkness, and 

utterly depraved of the use of every member and faculty (T 1.4.7.8.).  
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For Hume, temporarily withholding beliefs leads to anxiety and exhaustion, not a state of 

“unpeterbedness”.6 

       As with the preceding objection, that Hume presses the Pyrrhonist on the point of his 

scepticism again suggests that Hume did not understand Pyrrhonism correctly. As 

indicated, this is a popular interpretation. It is nearly received wisdom that Hume did not 

understand Pyrrhonism correctly and attacked it for what he mistakenly thought were 

crucial and obvious flaws.  

      With these objections in mind, it’s unlikely Hume had a general working knowledge 

about Pyrrhonism. Why, then, suppose he did? 

 

                                                 
6
 One of my informants suggests that this passage could be read as the result of his own scepticism and 

that it doesn’t have much to do with Pyrrhonism. Others disagree. Robert Fogelin (“The Tendency of 

Hume’s Skepticism” in The Skeptical Tradition. Ed. Myles Burnyeat. (University of California Press): 

397-413.), for one, remarks that it is precisely the impact of Hume’s argument against reason, an 

argument Hume explicitly associates with Pyrrhonism (T 1.4.1.7; SNB 183), that leads to Hume’s real 

or feigned sceptical depression (400). On Fogelin’s view, The reason concerns one of many 

distinguishable forms of scepticism in Hume’s work. Hume’s argument that reason confounds itself 

displays, according to Fogelin, his wholly unmitigated theoretical scepticism; and that version of 

scepticism emerges in the conclusion of Book One in the Treatise. It’s noteworthy to point out that 

Hume’s remark that he can look upon no opinion as more likely or probable than any other is 

suggestive, it’s a very Pyrrhonian thing to say. 

    It’s also noteworthy to point out that in the Dialogues Hume also refers to, to use Fogelin’s 

terminology again, wholly unmitigated theoretical scepticism. But his comments are more closely 

connected with the psychological turmoil of embracing it. Hume says (DNR 1.6.132):  

[I[t seems certain, that though a man, in a flush of humour, after intense reflection 

on the many contradictions and imperfections of human reason, may entirely 

renounce all belief and opinion, it is impossible for him to persevere in this total 

scepticism, or make it appear in his conduct for a few hours. External objects press 

in upon him; passions solicit him; his philosophical melancholy dissipates; and 

even the utmost violence upon his own temper will not be able, during any time, to 

preserve the poor appearance of scepticism. And for what reason impose on 

himself such a violence? This is a point in which it will be impossible for him ever 

to satisfy himself, consistently with his sceptical principles. So that, upon the 

whole, nothing could be more ridiculous than the principles of the ancient 

Pyrrhonians; if in reality they endeavoured, as is pretended, to extend, throughout, 

the same scepticism which they had learned from the declamations of their 

schools, and which they ought to have confined to them.  

In both cases Hume appears to refer to the same scepticism, for in both cases Hume refers to the 

“contradictions and imperfections inherit in human reason”. The difference between the Treatise and 

Dialogues objection seems to be this. In the Treatise Hume explicitly denies that scepticism leads to 

happiness (that is: Pyrrhonians say happiness follows from scepticism but it doesn’t); in the Dialogues, 
he explicitly denies Pyrrhonians can say whatever it is they think follows from scepticism (that is: 

Pyrrhonians say happiness follows from scepticism but they cannot say this consistently with an 

attitude that suspends all judgements). Two observations are worth mentioning. First, in the Dialogues 
case, Hume may have been presenting a better developed argument against the result of Pyrrhonism, 

whereas Pyrrhonism is only alluded to in the Treatise passage. Second, since the Dialogues objection 

can be seen as a different form of the Treatise objection, it again suggests that Hume’s understanding 

of Pyrrhonism developed over time. 
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[§2] Surprisingly, one reason concerns the objections just canvassed. That Hume is 

critical of each component of Pyrrhonian Methodology—and that Hume is so critical 

without otherwise correctly representing Pyrrhonism—suggests at least this much about 

the received view:  Hume had a better understanding of the basic components of 

Pyrrhonism and their application than attributed to him on the received view. That Hume 

recognizes, and objects to, each component of Pyrrhonian Methodology suggests that 

Hume wasn’t non-culpably ignorant of Pyrrhonism. 

       A brief summary makes this clear. Hume rejects the equiprobable component of 

Pyrrhonian Methodology by claiming that sceptics accept, believe, or otherwise assent to 

propositions inconsistent with an attitude that suspends all judgements; Hume rejects the 

doxastic component of Pyrrhonian Methodology by arguing that nature prevents 

withholding beliefs (for an extended period of time, anyway); and he rejects the 

psychological component by flatly denying that psychological calm or tranquility results 

from sceptical inquiry. Hume thus clearly displays an understanding of Pyrrhonism 

greater than what is presupposed on the received view.  

      Hume’s objections notwithstanding, circumstances surrounding his education—even 

his own writing—suggest that Hume was aware of the mitigated nature of Pyrrhonism. 

This is the more difficult thesis to argue for. The arguments I offer are historically based, 

textual, and interpretative. The aim of each is to weaken the received view. 

          

[2.1] Historical Considerations 
Some commentators suggest that arguments found in the Treatise resemble arguments 

found in the pages of Sextus.7 Leo Groarke and Graham Solomon (1991), for example, 

offer an analysis of Sextus’ account of cause and its possible influence on Hume. Aside 

from the similarities between Sextus’ account and Hume’s own, one reason they draw a 

connection concerns Thomas Stanley’s History of Philosophy (a text that contains Book 

One of Sextus’ Outlines) that Hume had access to when he studied at Edinburgh. Groarke 

and Solomon point out that Stanley’s text was a popular sourcebook for students at the 

time and that it’s unlikely someone keenly interest in scepticism would have been 

unfamiliar with it. 

                                                 
7
 See, e.g., Donald Ainslie (2003), “Hume’s Scepticism and Ancient Scepticism” Hellenistic and Early 

Modern Philosophy, ed. John Miller (Toronto: University of Toronto Press).   
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       Richard Popkin (1993) expresses similar sentiments. Speculating about texts Hume 

may have been familiar with during his youth, Popkin says,  

 

[I]t would not have been difficult for an alert, critically minded 

person in the 1720s and 30s to have learned the sceptical arguments 

of Sextus Empiricus first hand, either from the original Greek, which 

had just been republished in 1718, or from the Latin, English, or 

French translations…Such a person could also have learned this 

material either from Crousaz…from the much discussed Traité of 

Bishop Huet, or from LeClerc’s almost book length review. In 

Hume’s youth it was easy to come by any of the above books or 

articles, and it would have been difficult to avoid some knowledge of 

them or their contents in learned circles.8 

 

There are other sources Hume may have been familiar with besides. Luciano Floridi 

(1995) calculates the total number of manuscripts available in the 16th and 17th centuries 

containing portions of Sextus’ writings at seventy-three.9 As Groarke (1990) elsewhere 

observes, difficulties identifying texts Hume may have been familiar with has never been 

due to their scarcity; difficulties identifying texts Hume may have been familiar with is 

due to their abundance. The implication is that, had Hume read almost any secondary 

source about Pyrrhonism (or had otherwise been involved in the learned community at 

the time) he would have come into contact with a view of Pyrrhonism that challenged his 

own.   

           

[§2.2] Textual Considerations  
A stronger reason to suppose Hume understood Pyrrhonism, and that he understood the 

mitigated nature of Pyrrhonism in particular, concerns the texts Hume is said to have 

been familiar with—namely, the texts Hume is said to have been familiar with expressly 

deny that Pyrrhonians adopt an attitude that suspends all judgements. While this fact is 

discussed in some recent literature, providing a more thorough account here proves 

useful.10  

      Many received view theorists maintain that reports about Pyrrho’s scepticism in the 

literature available to Hume led to his distorted view of Pyrrhonism. According to this 

interpretation, Hume’s objections to Pyrrhonism were not based upon reading Stanley or 

                                                 
8
 Popkin (1993), “Sources of Knowledge of Sextus Empiricus in Hume’s Time,” Journal of the History 

of Ideas 54: 140. 
9
 Luciano Floridi (1995), “The Diffusion of Sextus Empirics’ Works in the Renaissance,” Journal of 

the History of Ideas 5, 65. 
10

 See, e.g., Ainslie (2003); Annas (2001); Olshewsky (1991). 
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available translations of Sextus, but were based instead upon anecdotes about Pyrrhonism 

found in Diogenes Laertius’ third century biography. Speculation about Diogenes 

motivates a source for Hume’s association between Pyrrhonism and an attitude that 

suspends all judgements. Hume can easily be seen arguing that no one can adopt an 

attitude that suspends all judgements and making this argument based upon the 

characterization of Pyrrho found in Diogenes. 

       There is much to be said for this interpretation. Diogenes’ comments about Pyrrho’s 

sceptical attitude, comments Norton claims gave “considerable content” to Hume’s 

understanding of Pyrrhonism, characterized sceptics in just this way.11 In an oft cited 

quote Diogenes remarks: “[Pyrrho] lead a life consistent with his doctrine, going out of 

his way for nothing, taking no precaution, but facing all risks as they came, whether 

carts, precipices, dogs or what not, and, generally, leaving nothing to the arbitratement of 

the senses.”12 Anecdotes about Pyrrho’s disposition abound, confirming the (apparent) 

impracticality of Pyrrhonism. According to one story, Pyrrho chanced upon his mentor, 

Anaxarchus, who had fallen into a slough. Later reproached for not stopping to help, 

Pyrrho simply walked by apparently accepting no beliefs about the plight of his mentor.13 

Diogenes also reports that Pyrrho required the constant companionship of friends, lest his 

scepticism lead to serious personal injury or death.14  

      The problem is, as others have pointed out, Diogenes is sensitive to the nuances of 

Pyrrhonism and repeatedly dismisses the association between Pyrrhonism and an attitude 

that suspends all judgements. Reporting on the lost sceptical texts of Aenesidemus, 

Diogenes observes: “Anesidemus says that it was only [Pyrrho’s] philosophy that was 

based upon the suspension of judgment, and that he did not lack foresight in his everyday 

acts. He lived to be nearly ninety.”15 And “This lead him to adopt a most noble 

philosophy...He denied that anything was honourable or dishonourable, just or unjust. 

And so, universally, he held that there is nothing really existant, but custom and 

convention govern human action...”16 Diogenes’ comments thus contradict the attitude 

                                                 
11

 Norton (1982), 267. 
12

 Diogenes Laertius (1925 edn.), Lives of the Eminent Philosophers, trans. R. D. Hick (London: 

Harvard University Press), IX. 11. 483. Hereafter DL. 
13

 DL IX. 11. 477. 
14

 DL IX. 11. 475.  
15

 DL IX. 11. 475. 
16

 DL IX. 11. 475. 
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Hume thinks characterizes Pyrrhonism. Moreover, it does so in a text Hume supposedly 

consulted.           

        In addition to Diogenes, many received view theorists think Hume was familiar with 

the article on Pyrrho in Bayle’s monumental Dictionnarie.17 But it is unlikely that 

Hume’s constant reminders about the impracticality of Pyrrhonism were derived from 

Bayle, since the level of inactivity Hume attributes to sceptics is expressly denied by 

Bayle himself:   

 

[T]he Sceptics did not deny…that men ought to conform to the 

customs of their country, and practice moral duties...” and “[t]hat 

doctrine, though never so abominable, does naturally arise from that 

Pyrrhonian principle, that the absolute and internal nature of objects 

is unknowable to us, and that we can be sure only of what they appear 

to us in some respect.18  

 

Like Diogenes, Bayle even reports that Anesidemus disregarded anecdotes about 

Pyrrho’s disposition as mere “extravagancies.”19 In fact, Bayle presents an admirable 

characterization of Pyrrhonism; one well enough that, had Hume read it, it would have 

given him reason to re-evaluate his position on Pyrrhonism. On this point I agree with 

Julia Annas (2000). Annas recognizes that Bayle was a likely source for Hume, but one 

that, if he read Bayle’s article, “should have alerted Hume to the inadequacy of his view 

of Pyrrhonism.”20                

       It would be fair to say, then, that both Bayle and Diogenes are sensitive to the 

mitigated nature of Pyrrhonism. It is also fair to say that unless Hume had undisclosed 

reasons for rejecting their characterization, Hume ignored important qualifications about 

Pyrrhonism in their work, Hume read neither with sufficient care, or Hume didn’t read 

them at all.                             

      Considerations about Pierre Huet’s Treatise Concerning the Weakness of Human 

Understanding deserve special mention. Huet’s text and its role for Hume’s 

                                                 
17

 See, e.g., Groarke & Solomon (1991), 658;  Norton (1982), I103;  Olshewsky (1991), 52; Ainslie 

(2003), 258; Peter Fosl (1998), “The Bibliographical Bases of Hume’s Understanding of Sextus 

Empiricus and Pyrrhonism,” Journal of the History of Ideas 37: 267, n19. Popkin (1980), The High 
Road to Pyrrhonism (Indianapolis: Hackett), 149-161. 
18

 Pierre Bayle (1969 edn.), Selections From Bayle’s Dictionary. Ed. E. A. Beller and M. du P. Lee Jr. 

(New York: Greenwood Press), 204, 218. Hereafter Selections. 
19

 Bayle, Selections, 217. 
20

 Annas (2000), 278. 
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understanding of Pyrrhonism has only drawn a spate of interest from commentators.21 

Moreover, a detailed review of Huet’s work is yet to be written. This is unfortunate, 

given that Huet’s Treatise was an important source for Hume’s understanding of 

Pyrrhonism, or so I argue.   

      Described as a handbook on Pyrrhonism, Huet’s Treatise both summarizes 

Pyrrhonism and contains nearly fifty pages defending Pyrrhonism against popular 

criticism.22 Not only was Huet’s text an excellent source for Pyrrhonism, but it was 

widely discussed during Hume’s lifetime (reprinted three times and translated twice).23 

      If there’s reason for thinking Hume read Huet, I submit, then there’s also reason for 

thinking Hume understood Pyrrhonism better than standardly acknowledged. For, had 

Hume read Huet, he would have known that an attitude that suspends all judgements 

wasn’t representative of Pyrrhonism. What reason, then, is there for thinking Hume was 

familiar with Huet? 

      One reason to connect Huet’s Treatise with Hume’s understanding of Pyrrhonism 

concerns Hume’s summary and defence of accusations brought against Hume by the 

Scottish electorate. For there’s reason to think Hume’s reply, in the form of his Letter, 

benefitted from this acquaintance. Defending himself against the charge of Pyrrhonism 

(defined as “doubting everything” and of “maintaining the folly of pretending to believe 

anything with certainty”) Hume replies that he’s unfairly represented, since his accusers 

fail to mention that he later renounces scepticism (Letter 20). But more importantly, 

Hume complains that his accusers fail to consider many philosophers and church 

reformers who advocated the “weakness and uncertainty” of reason (Letter 21). Of these 

figures, Hume refers to Socrates, Cicero, and Huet. Although Hume doesn’t comment 

further about Socrates or Cicero, he explicitly refers to Huet’s Treatise: “Monsieur 

Huet…wrote also a Book on this very Topic, wherin he endevours to revive all the 

Doctrines of the ancient sceptics or Pyrrhonians” (Letter 21). Later in his philosophical 

career Hume cites Huet (DNR 1.17.138n3).    

       For present purposes, two points are worth emphasizing. The first is that Hume again 

displays familiarity with a text that offers a detailed account of the mitigated nature of 

                                                 
21

 See, e.g., Popkin (1993), (1980). 
22

 Pierre Huet (1725 edn.), A Philosophical Treatise Concerning the Weakness of Human 
Understanding. (London: Gysbert Dommer), 170-219. 
23

 Popkin (1993), 139. 
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Pyrrhonism. The second is that Hume relies on Huet’s good name to respond to the 

charge of Pyrrhonism. Hume’s tactic is clear:  he cites respectable and noteworthy 

historical sceptics—and one contemporary Pyrrhonian—and shows their scepticism is 

not a threat to religious belief and a perfectly bad reason to prevent him from a university 

appointment. 

 

[§2.3] Interpretative Considerations 

Perhaps the most crucial display of Hume’s understanding of Pyrrhonism concerns 

Hume’s often overlooked discussion in his Letter. The Letter’s importance is twofold. 

First, Hume’s reply to accusations of Pyrrhonism contains reference to Huet (strongly 

suggesting Huet’s discussion of Pyrrhonism informed Hume’s reply); and second, the 

Letter can be interpreted as an expression of Hume’s mundane view of Pyrrhonism. This 

is what Hume says,  

 

As to the Scepticism with which the Author is charged, I must 

observe, that the doctrine of the Pyrrhonians or Sceptics have been 

regarded in all Ages as Principles of mere Curiosity…without any 
influence on Man’s steady Principles or conduct in life. In Reality, a 

Philosopher who affects to doubt the Maxims of common Reason, 

and even of his Senses, declares sufficiently that he is not in earnest, 

and that he intends not to advance an Opinion which he would 

recommend as Standards of Judgement and Action. All he [a 

Pyrrhonian] means by these Scruples is to abate the Pride of mere 
human Reasoners, by showing them, that even with regards to 

Principles which seem the clearest, and which they are necessitated 

from the strongest Instincts of Nature to embrace, they are not able to 

attain full Confidence and absolute Certainty. Modesty then, and 

Humility, with regard to the Operations of our natural Faculties, is the 

Result of Scepticism, not a universal Doubt, which it is impossible 

for any Man to support…(Letter 19, italics added). 

 

The Letter passage seems to show that Hume had a good grasp of Pyrrhonism, since he 

denies that Pyrrhonians adopt an attitude that suspends all judgements and denies that 

Pyrrhonism has an appreciable effect practical activities.  

       Whether the Letter passage represents an acknowledgement of mundane Pyrrhonism 

depends upon the plausibility of other interpretations. In the remainder of this essay, I 

consider some and suggest why their mistaken.  
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       Consider Penelhum’s (1992) interpretation. On his view, Hume’s Letter does not 

accurately reflect the thoughts of someone so clearly hostile to Pyrrhonism, since its 

purpose was to downplay the scepticism of the Treatise that made the Scottish electorate 

suspicious of him.24 Nevertheless, Penelhum admits that this passage is disconcerting for 

an interpreter, since Hume presents a milder view of Pyrrhonism than his contemporary 

readers are used to.25 This is certainly true for a theorist constrained by the notion that 

Hume held only a single view about Pyrrhonism. With multiple views of Pyrrhonism in 

hand, however, the feature Penelhum finds disconcerting is easily explained:  the Letter 

passage isn’t predicated upon the radical view of Pyrrhonism; Hume is presenting the 

version he learned from reading sources accurately representing Pyrrhonism. As 

indicated, one source was probably Huet. 

      According to an alternative interpretation, Hume’s reference to the modesty and 

humility that result from scepticism are features of Academic scepticism, and that this is 

what Hume’s reply is based upon. Since this interpretation threatens to undermine the 

importance of the Letter, looking more closely at the objection is worthwhile.  

      At EHU 12.24 (SBN 161-2) Hume says that Academic (or mitigated) scepticism may 

be the result of Pyrrhonism once its “undistinguished doubts” are corrected by common 

sense and reflection, and that variety of scepticism leads to modesty and humility. Hume 

puts the point like this: “[S]uch reflection [on equiprobable propositions] would naturally 

inspire them [commoners] with more modesty and reserve, and diminish their fond 

opinion of themselves, and their prejudice of antagonists.” On the other hand, Hume 

offers similar remarks about Pyrrhonism: 

 

[A] Small tincture of PYRRHONISM might abate their pride 

[commoners], by showing them, that the few advantages, which they 

may have attained over their fellows, are but inconsiderable, if 

compared with the universal perplexity and confusion, which is 

inherent in human nature. In general, there is degree of doubt, and 

caution, and modesty, which…ought to accompany a just reasoner 

(EHU 12.24; SBN 161-2). 

 

For present purposes, the point I wish to emphasize is that there is no textual evidence 

supporting the attribution of modesty and humility to either variety of scepticism 

exclusively. 

                                                 
24

 Penelhum (1992), 24.  
25

 Terence Penelhum (2000), Themes in Hume. (Oxford: Clarendon Press), 181. 
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      While there are a number of different candidate interpretations each with some degree 

of plausibility, none, I submit, is entirely convincing. For once it is accepted that Hume 

had a general working knowledge of Pyrrhonism (§2), that he also knew sceptics didn’t 

adopt an attitude that suspends all judgement is a matter of course. More importantly, 

objections to interpreting Hume’s Letter as an admission of Pyrrhonism neglects the 

context of Hume’s reply. Hume is replying to accusations of “universal scepticism”; a 

clear synonym, on Hume’s view, for Pyrrhonism. That Hume replied by correctly 

representing their views isn’t surprising. On the contrary, it’s a reasonable expectation 

that he should do so.  

 

***** 

 

I conclude by way of summary. I argued for the plausibility of two widely rejected claims 

about Hume’s understanding of Pyrrhonism. The first is that Hume had a deeper 

knowledge about Pyrrhonism. Defending this position involved showing that Hume 

understood the crucial features of Pyrrhonian Methodology. The second is that Hume 

knew an attitude that suspends all judgements did not represent the view of Pyrrhonian 

sceptics. Defending this view involved highlighting historical, textual, and interpretive 

reasons showing that Hume knew an attitude that suspends all judgement wasn’t 

characteristic of Pyrrhonian scepticism.  

 

 


