
HAL Id: hal-04166168
https://hal.science/hal-04166168v1

Submitted on 24 Jul 2023

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access
archive for the deposit and dissemination of sci-
entific research documents, whether they are pub-
lished or not. The documents may come from
teaching and research institutions in France or
abroad, or from public or private research centers.

L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaire HAL, est
destinée au dépôt et à la diffusion de documents
scientifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non,
émanant des établissements d’enseignement et de
recherche français ou étrangers, des laboratoires
publics ou privés.

Public Domain

Politics without a subject: David Hume on general rules
Giulia Valpione

To cite this version:
Giulia Valpione. Politics without a subject: David Hume on general rules. Revista Ipseitas, 2017.
�hal-04166168�

https://hal.science/hal-04166168v1
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr


ISSN 2359-5140 (Online)

Ipseitas, São Carlos,

vol.3, n.2, p. 177-196

jul-dez, 2017

177

Key-words:

ABSTRACT. In this article, after having described the role and 

functioning of general rules and of customs by Hume, I will show 

this concept the union of the conceptual pair subjectum (support 

of personal peculiarity) and subditus. Hume doubts the presence 

of an element that is able to impose itself on man, subduing him 

to its own will; the man himself, if he tries to impose a norm on 

1. Introduction

Hume’s skepticism brings him to refuse to trust any norm with 

mathematical certainty that purports to regulate either nature or 

are descriptions of regular repetitions taking place: they are not 

an account of necessary phenomena. It is the constant repeti-

not a consequence of its intrinsic necessity, as the law does not 

derive from a government to which we necessarily must obey for 

a transcendent or rational necessity or for an ancient promise 

of submission. Power, understood as the probability that an ele-

ment A is the cause of an element B1, cannot be perceived and 

its existence is, for this reason, doubted by Hume2

causality that is not demonstrable, so in politics it is the repeti-

tive inclination of man that leads to a hypothetical authority or 

the power of a government and of its laws. It is the custom and 

sovereign monopoly of force.

1 «power consists in the possibility or probability of any action, as dis-

cover’d by experience and the practice of the world», David Hume, A Treatise 

of Human Nature

2007), 204.

2 See David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, in 

David Hume, The Philosophical Works

Scientia Verlag, 1964), 4:50–60.
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2. The general rules: analogy and imagination

-

me’s Treatise on Human Nature, as they concern the modality in 

which men produce reasoning, and they are implied in actions 

and behaviors. Such rules reveal human nature—which is in-

clined to repetition—the construction of series that follow one 

another connecting similar cases3: if there is a multiplicity of si-

milar cases, the causes of our actions and thinking are moved 

to the background and they are replaced by habit, which is able 

to originate certainties and passions, even though they have not 

been caused.

-

ple space in the Treatise (pride and humility) are originally the 

result of the relationship of three elements4 (two ideas and one 

impression), among which our pleasure or sorrow are instigating 

causes. However, due to the existence of habits of thought, an 

instigating cause5 may not necessarily be present: passions can 

simply arise from two ideas6

we consider causality: here, from an impression A we derive an 

(which can be only found in mathematics and geometry), since 

the knowledge of such relationship is not so much caused by the 

the conformity of the future in comparison of the past: in other 

words, nature repeats itself and only through such repetitiveness 

does man infer the necessity that “if A always B”7

3 Treatise, 234.

4 See Section II-V of Book II, Part I (Treatise, 182–190).

these passions; betwixt that idea, which excites them, and that to which they 

connected with it; and that passion, when excited, turns our view to another 

idea, which is that of self. Here then is a passion plac’d betwixt two ideas, of 

-

refore, represents the cause, the second the object of the passion»,Treatise, 

183.

6 «When an idea produces an impression, related to an impression, 

-

sions must be in a manner inseparable, nor will the one in any case be unat-

which we form from causation», Treatise, 189–190.

7 I do not linger here on the discussion that tries to establish if for Hume 
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causal link does not derive its necessity from reasoning or de-

duction8. However, it is based on the experience of the similarity 

between past and future, that is, on something that cannot be 

demonstrated. In the case of the passions and belief in the ne-

cessity of a causal link, they are not the result of reasoning, but 

we feel existing in the bond between two elements (for instance 

to human nature, which tries to produce a series of repetitions 

which bring about general rules.

Habit acts on the human mind through imagination, a faculty 

that turns impressions into ideas and whose procedure is free, 
9; if we observe it, we see that it is possible 

to identify some constants and to notice that it usually gathers 

impressions to create bonds of resemblance, bonds of contigui-
10 among similar 

-

bit because the ideas produced receive such a strong vivacity 

that they are able to provoke the belief that the inferences will 

passions.11

point of reaching the conviction that they are indeed tied up by a 

necessary relationship, which we believe follows a rule. Howe-

ver, no perception corresponds to the idea that we have of such 

necessity; therefore, it is a production of our mind and not an 

element that our senses can perceive.12

are at play in the formation of general rules that lead humans 

there is a nature outside the I or not. I hold that, to the goals of the present 

article, that topic is not relevant, because this article focuses on the norma-

Kant-Studien

“Hume on Scepticism and the Senses”, in The Cambridge Companion to Hu-

me’s

Press 2015), 135–164.

a priori elaborations by imagination 

and by intellect, elaborations that are characterized for reaching propositions 

its course, if it does not repeat itself anymore, it does not contradict itself.

9 «nothing is more free than that faculty: But we are only to regard it as 

a gentle force, which commonly prevails», Treatise, 12.

10 Treatise, 13.

11 Treatise, 82.

12 «Here then it appears, that of those three relations, which depend not 

upon the mere ideas, the only one, that can be trac’d beyond our senses, and 

causa-

tion», Treatise, 53.
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dictated by reason, but they are the instruments through which 

man can extend principles and thoughts beyond the datum and 

present reasons by following the repetitiveness that characteri-

zes nature as a whole.13

with a goal-oriented purpose to satisfy his needs:14 an inclina-

tion to repeat the same intellectual operation or to reproduce 

the same action.15 16 but 

it does not lead us to always behave in the same way: habit is 

not necessary for him or her to have already experienced the 

same, identical situation; the typical necessity of the causal rela-

to reasoning to go beyond the datum does not develop in the 

terms of a narrow identity, but in terms of similarity: it describes 

a series of repetitions that follows a rhythm of analogy. While 

traveling, or considering history, we realize that men and women 

have altered their own institutions and creations (the way they 

build residences and the tools that they use) to suit them to gi-

17

common to all men and women, such as the maintenance and 

the propagation of human species, can be pursued well only by 

adapting to existing conditions: general rules are not universal 

or necessary, but variable. If we perpetuate the reproduction of 

the identical, we will be reduced to the level of simple instincts, 

like animals, whose peculiarity consists in being submitted to the 

power of nature, which forces them to the simple repetition of 

behaviors and procedures.18

13 «to the force of this argument I so far submit, as to acknowledge, 

that general rules commonly extend beyond the principles, on which they are 

founded», Treatise, 353.

14 -

end at once of all action, as well as of the chief part of speculation», Enquiry 

concerning Human Understanding, 39.

15 Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, 37.

16 Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, 37.

17 Hume D., An Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals, in David 

Hume, The Philosophical Works

Verlag, 1964), 4:195.

18 «A man, who has contracted a custom of eating fruit by the use of 

probability, deriv’d from analogy, where we transfer our experience in past 

those concerning which we have had experience», Treatise, 100.
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Human beings use “experimental reasoning”19 and thus are 

able to use their own knowledge derived from experience, ela-

borating it and suiting their own tools for the satisfaction of their 

-

me a habit and custom in a brief period of time: the motivations 

that led to their creation are forgotten and we perpetuate the 

following of such new precepts.

-

ave space for variations and, unlike instincts, do not have their 

imagination, which elaborates tools with the goal of resolving our 

tendencies20, and this establishes them as norms hiding their 

imagination alone, if men develop the belief that nature repeats 

itself, and so allow them to extend their faculties over the simple 

perceptions; only through it do men believe in the necessity of 

not interrupting the present habits but of proposing them again, 

in this way, building a chain of analogous elements.

3. General rules: strengthening and correction

-

asoning21 bringing order to experience without a stable base, 

making a systematization of experience that is not grounded on 

the necessity of certain mechanisms but on the probability that 

nature will not change its repetitive tendency. Both in the moral 

of human beings, allowing the production of reasoning that at-

tempts to foresee the immediate future and the establishment of 

institutions that preserve the species.

In the absence of habit and repeated bonds among similar ob-

instances, of which we have no experience, resemble those, of 

which we have experience”;22 there would not be a principle on 

which the belief in necessity is created; therefore, without repe-

tition, reasoning would be impossible.23

through which mind goes over what is immediately present to 

19 Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, 88.

20

Empirisme et subjectivité 

21 Treatise, 192.

22 Treatise, 62.

23 It is to note that the elevation of passed experience to criterion for 

it is not in itself a reasoning, but it is the ground of every possible reasoning. 

See Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, 28f.
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the senses would be inconceivable. Particularly, causality (the 

only philosophical relationship to venture beyond the senses, in-

feel)24

it would not be possible for human beings to manage to satisfy 

their own passions, make inferences,25 or speculate or act in or-

der to achieve a consequence.

constitute that network of use and custom within which every 

human being already exists and that cannot be described as a 

system of prohibitions. It is rather a tool to facilitate, thanks to the 

ability of the imagination26 to arouse a passion lacking its own 

reason to be,27 the actualization of principles that lead to the vi-

gor28

scheme of prohibition and permission, in which the law preser-

ves human beings from their own wickedness or egoism. Hume 

proposes the idea that a rule is an entirety of habits intended to 

facilitate the attainment of goals (be they egoistic or prescribed 

by sympathy) of human beings that work together to generate 

an equilibrium between the repetitive nature of men and women 

and the conditions in which such habits are created.29

equilibrium, implicates the second peculiarity of general rules; 

they not only have the role of strengthening and facilitating thou-

ghts and action, but they also develop the mutually corrective 

role to create an order in human relationships and in rational 

individual idea,30 applying the peculiarities of a single experience 

does not consist so much in their falsehood (against the truth), 

but rather in the contrast and contradictions that they cause be-
31

to identical cases but also to similar elements, sometimes con-

32 in this 

24 Treatise, 53.

25 See note 14.

26 Treatise, 234.

27 Treatise, 234.

28 Treatise, 192.

29 Empiris-

me et subjectivité.

30

their number, ‘tis only by custom they can become general in their represen-

Treatise, 21

31 «An Irishman cannot have wit, and a Frenchman cannot have soli-

dity; for which reason, tho’ the conversation of the former in any instance be 

Trea-

tise, 100.

32 Treatise, 101.
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way, the faculty leads to general rules that confuse the terms in 

play:

the same custom goes beyond the instances, from which it 

-

-

bling, but fall not precisely under the same rule.33

-

tion of habit, but the very same reasoning is constituted by the 

but is always between probability and stronger beliefs and not 

our thoughts we ascertain an incongruity, as when two probabi-

consist in appealing to an absolute truth, but on the contrary in 

opting for a general rule that brings with itself a degree of greater 

probability and in relegating to a simple exception the weakest 

impression, the least vivid thought.34

-

sult of relationships produced by the imagination thanks to the 

grounded in belief, which must submit to a more or less founded 

probability, which increases or decreases through other formu-
35

and truth:

this gradual increase of assurance is nothing but the ad-

dition of new probabilities, and is deriv’d from the constant 

observation.36

-

soning or demonstration: we live using illusions provided by the 

imagination, without regarding the fact that “all knowledge resol-

ves itself into probability.”37

probability, which has to be composed, turning resemblance into 

modality in which ideas and impressions are conceived. What is 

given are only singular impressions, and the rest is construction.

-

rection and expansion does not lead us to exclude the exception 

from the rule itself, but rather to include it in a new series of repe-

33 Treatise, 101.

34 Treatise, 101.

35 Treatise, 121

36 Treatise, 121.

37 Treatise, 122.
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titions and analogies. In the case of rebellion against a govern-

ment, resistance overturns and interrupts the habit to obedience. 

38 as it is not the transgression of an 

established order is not a necessary behavior, as necessity is a 

characteristic that is always and only attributed by the observer, 

it is not present in nature39 and neither is it due to the presence of 

a real authority established by an original transfer of power and 

enacted by an unbreakable promise.40 -

If we are to explain constant obedience to a magistrate, we 

have to question and observe the opinions of men and women, 

who would never accept the idea that the origin of government 

consists in an original promise or contract.41 Loyalty to the magis-

trate does not consist in a promise or a necessary relationship. 

establish them42 and that induced us to get use to do something, 

to repeat ourselves in a regime of analogy, leading human bein-

gs to consider the magistrates or sovereigns as authoritative, not 

in respect of some legitimating promise, but rather because they 

have achieved their powerful position by inheritance or posses-

sed the throne for a long time.43 In other words, if it is possible 

to establish an analogy between the actual holders of authority 

and the predecessors, a similitude allows the imagination of the 

the breaking of some promise or the shattering of a rational regi-

me that, for its own logical strength, should stay unchanged wi-

it is an exception to the general rule of loyalty to authority, exactly 

because general rules are not laws inscribed in human nature. 

Such rules simply describe the general tendency to follow habits 

-

38 Treatise, 101–102.

39 Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, 77.

40 «the magistrates are so far from deriving their authority, and the obli-

original contract», Treatise, 350; «philosophers may, if they please, extend 

their reasoning to the suppos’d state of nature; provided they allow it to be a 

[…] But however philosophers may have been bewilder’d in those specula-

tions, poets have been guided more infallibly, by a certain taste or common 

instinct», Treatise, 316–317.

41 Treatise, 350.

42 Treatise, 353.

43 Treatise, 356f.
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which knowledge can be extended beyond the simply given.44

truths to which faith must be lent and that one must adopt:45

-

gs of true philosophy; which, shewing us the original qualities 

of human nature, teaches us to regard the controversies in 

politics as incapable of any decision in most cases.46

sometimes surges in a series of analogies that regulate the poli-

of general rules is corrective not because it excludes what esca-

pes from the planed repetition, decreeing a narrow invariability 

(even if only on the plan of analogy and not of identity); however, 

it is because in the actions of men and women, the exception 

becomes a rule. It does not rest on a binary plane of truth and 

-

cepts the inclusion of exceptions and admits equilibrium among 

-

all, human history has shown so many examples of rebellion47 

of resistance is inserted in a chain of usual obedience that, this 

way, is broken up, but its exceptional nature is darkened and 

integrated into another canon of behavior, not left to a chaos that 

could cast a shadow in repetitive order of humans’ and nature’s 

included in a habit that explains it, normalizing it (also predicting 

its frequent resurfacing),48 it is instantly integrated in an order 

-

necessity—grounded on that same repetition: this leaves room 

for possible subversions in what we take for certain;49 we un-

derstand ordinary human behavior but nothing prevents it from 

44 -

because men cannot distinctly explain the principles, on which it is founded», 

Treatise, 353–354.

45 «Whoever considers the history of the several nations of the world; 

their revolutions, conquests, increase, and diminution; the manner in whi-

ch their particular governments are establish’d, and the successive right 

transmitted from one person to another, will soon learn to treat very lightly all 

disputes concerning the rights of princes, and will be convinc’d, that a strict 

adherence to any general rules, and the rigid loyalty to particular persons and 

families, on which some people set so high value, are virtues that hold less of 

reason, than of bigotry and superstition», Treatise, 359.

46 Treatise, 359.

47

Journal of the History of Ideas 36 (1975): 

481–496.

48 Treatise, 353.

49 Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, 33
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contradicting our expectations.

4. General rules and freedom

-

ply for Hume that human beings are, unlike other creatures, free. 

for their own satisfaction through blind instinctive repetition, but 

rather through the elaboration of strategies which result from an 

equilibrium among new habits, does not put him outside a world 

ordered by blind necessity, in which he intervenes to start a new 

series of repetitions by grounding it in peculiarities that do not 

belong to the deterministic reality.

Human beings do not impose themselves on nature within a 

separate them completely from natural repetition. In other words, 

human beings are not free beings intervening in a reality under a 

narrow regime of necessity. What we consider human “liberty” or 

“freedom,” that is, the capacity to enter an established order to 

change its repetitive series, is nothing else than the result of dou-

ble ignorance: an error in our conception of the necessary and 

deterministic bond between events and the inability to recognize 

all the regular connections in which a human action is inserted 

(without interruptions or breaks). Human beings sometimes act 

in an apparently unpredictable way, practicing a real interruption 

of any regular and repetitive behavior, a fragmentation of any 

analogy with the past; in reality we simply ignore all connections, 

behavior that is consequence of a till now minor and less evident 

series, prevails on the principal general rule, when it alters the 

equilibrium through the more or less hidden breaking in of con-

trary causes,50

of the mutation and he motivates his incapacity to recognize a 

causal bond asserting that he has been spectator of an action 

rather free.

with liberty opposed to nature that obeys a regime of necessity is 

obey the same type of necessity: the chain of natural causes and 

the chain of voluntary causes are not separated by the presence 

as if it were itself bearer of such a determining element. It is ra-

-

sary connection comparable to that which he believes existing 

50 Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, 71.
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from the natural world, in possession of an exclusive characte-

ristic: liberty. Incapable of remembering that necessity is not a 

-

for human beings and the other for nature: the two kingdoms of 

implies the elimination of its opposite, which is necessity: these 

are the results of the beliefs of the human mind. What we seem 

to foresee, and not the necessity or its contrary, in both cases. 

Liberty (as the contrary of necessity)51 and its opposite do not 

-

man actions appear irregular and uncertain, opposed to natural 
52

bond between motives and actions has the same regularity as 

natural developments.53

-

ment does not make them free beings but only marks a facul-

ty of adaptation in a mutable equilibrium. If human beings sim-

ply followed their instincts, there would be no change and they 

would continue to act in the same identical way, independently 

from every condition: birds build their nests without adapting to 

a varied situation, without any assessment and forecast.54

intervention of mutation within a repetitive series is possible only 

if it does not deal with impulses but custom and general rules, 

or when human minds expand beyond the given through imagi-

nation and habit, which reconstruct resemblance, contiguity, and 

causation,55

-
56 Human bein-

instincts: this is what we would think we can conclude. However, 

a sort of instinct or mechanic power similarly to the blind impul-

se that induces animals to behave in a perpetual repetition.57 

What characterizes the human mind is the ability to go beyond 

the datum and simple perceptions, building series of resemblan-

51 We can talk about freedom only in the sense of the absence of cons-

trictions: Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, 79.

52 Treatise, 259.

53 «I do not ascribe to the will that unintelligible necessity, which is su-

ppos’d to lie in matter. But I ascribe to matter, that intelligible quality, call it 

necessity or not, which the most rigorous orthodoxy does or must allow to 

belong to the will», Treatise, 263.

54 «All birds of the same species, in every age and country, build their 

nests alike: In this we see the force of instinct», Enquiry concerning the Prin-

ciples of Morals, 195.

55 Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, 43

56 See note 14.

57 «the experimental reasoning itself […] is nothing but a species of ins-

tinct or mechanical power», Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, 88.
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ces and causalities between them, whose conception can be 

more or less vivacious, provoking changes or simple repetitions 

in behavior, according to a resultant emergence from the inter-

and produced resemblances. We are in a domain not subdued to 

reasoning and built by belief, imagination, and the general rules, 

or by the human propensity to produce repetitions and to belie-

ve in them, building series whose members are based on each 

are the praxis and the knowledge of human being, which do not 

originate from the imposition of pure reason external to nature, 

but they are rather the result of probability, of more or less cer-

tain reconstruction, and of already given conditions.

does not refer to some transcendent plan and it is not drawn by 

some liberty. It is rather a simple reaction to human passions and 

a tool that facilitates their satisfaction. We are then wrong, if we 

think that reason can command passions and impose on them 

a moral law or a truly and right order. When we think we are ac-

ting reasonably, our behavior in reality is due to a predominant 

passion, which in this case is calm, quiet, and not expressed 

violently.58 -

dictable variable in the development of habits and of general 

things from which it starts are impressions in their singleness 

its product: the harmonious order that we think we are recons-

tructing in science59 is not a revealed truth nor a discovery, but 

tendencies.

to those of identity and being because identity is nothing more 

than a construction of imagination.60

-

58 -

rests and designs. […] What we call strength of mind, implies the prevalence 

of the calm passions above the violent», Treatise, 268. About the possibility 

History of political Thought 

34 (2013): 89–113.

59 La Philosophie Empiriste de David Hume (Paris: 

Vrin, 2001), 49.

60

which we ascribe identity, without observing their invariableness and uninter-

Treatise, 

167.
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61 

and what we are used to calling “I” is nothing else than an enti-

rety of perceptions whose bond is something we have attributed 

ourselves62, building in this way a continuous chain of thought63 

the “I” and of its identity that is a demonstration of the fact that 

it is a construction. Philosophy must thus be empiricist: it has to 

be related to experience, obliging it to open and destruct identity 
64 Personal identity 

on thinking,65 thus perceiving a facility in the passage among the 

-

ce of the feeling of necessity taking into consideration causal 
66 It is at 

this point of the discussion that Hume introduces the comparison 

between the mind and a theater (deprived, however, of scene, 

stage, or any other structure) where the perceptions incessantly 

is properly no simplicity in it at one time, nor identity -

rent.”67

a marker that the same powers of the mind are not perpetually 

identical68 and therefore that imagination, memory, and reason 

are not faculties in the sense that they do not constitute a trans-

-

ther attitudes to pursue a purpose in a determined way, similar to 

-

re, as birds mechanically build identical nests – even though not 

only implying a tendency that is repetitively updated without va-

riation) – human beings stir inside nature through similarly ins-

tinctive procedures that may also be constant but which cannot 

61 Treatise, 169.

62 Treatise, 169.

63 «our notion of personal identity, proceed entirely from the smooth 

and uninterrupted progress of the thought along a train of connected ideas», 

Treatise, 169–170.

64 La Philosophie Empiriste de David Hume (Paris: 

Vrin, 2001), 193.

65 «Identity depends on the relations of ideas; and these relations pro-

duce identity, by means of that easy transition they occasion», Treatise, 171.

66 In this last passage, memory plays an central role, because it allows 

to extend the chain of causes to every moment we remember: «In this view, 

therefore, memory does not so much produce as discover personal identity, 

-

our personal identity, to give a reason why we can thus extend our identity 

beyond our memory», Treatise, 171.

67 Treatise, 165.

68

senses and faculties contribute to this change; nor is there any single power 

of the soul, which remains unalterably the same, perhaps for one moment», 

Treatise, 165.
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be hypostatized.

is able to distance him from nature and capable of imposing a 

-

duced by natural processes; all of this makes the formulation of 

-

tion, before it has been elaborated and has been transformed 

into an idea, is pure presentation69 without any distance between 

-

ble; both emerge in a second moment, as a consequence of the 

-

mum disconnected from any other perceptions that do not alrea-

dy carry within themselves the sign of possible relationships with 

necessary bond to other perceptions, even if they are represen-

connected by a segment are traced in a second moment, the re-

lationship between impressions follows, it is not necessary, and 

it is a consequence of the attribution of a regularity they do not 

have.70

also expressly denies other characteristics attributed to this con-

cept, which is reducible to a simple grammatical matter:71 taking 

into consideration the central peculiarities that characterize it, 

we are therefore able to distance Hume from the philosophical 

72

-

69 With this expression I intend the precedence of the impression in 

respect to every representation, which presupposes the distance between the 

70 Treatise, 137.

71 -

trine leads us to a conclusion, which is of great importance in the present 

can never possibly be decided, and are to be regarded rather as grammatical 

Treatise

“Hume on Identity”, Hume Studies 4 (1978): 18–28.

72 -

search of Alain de Libera; in particular: Alain de Libera, L’invention du sujet 

moderne. Cours du Collège de France 2013–2014

extensively: Alain de Libera, Archéologie du sujet I. Naissance du sujet (Pa-

ris: Vrin, 2007), Alain de Libera, Archéologie du sujet II. La Quête de l’identité 

(Paris: Vrin, 2008).
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termined by the negation of an identity to which it is possible to 

a center of inherence73 excludes the possibility to think of actions 

and human faculties as attributes of a crucial point (be it a subs-

becoming and that – following Alain de Libera –74 connects Aris-

accidents is an unavoidable consequence of 

this method of thinking with regard to substances and substan-

tial forms; nor can we forbear looking upon colours, sounds, 

of these sensible qualities, where, for the reasons above-

-mention’d, we did not likewise fancy a substance to exist; the 

same habit, which makes us infer a connexion betwixt cause 

on the unknown substance.75

Imagination, memory, and reason are not the faculties of a 

76: the 

a passion is not the man or woman who feels it, rather it is that 

the human being proud of itself, rather the cause of that feeling: 

his propriety, following an example of Hume.77

object of proud78 in case that it is related to the subject of that 

passion.79

-

subditus, a man or woman 

73 -

tance (in particular, see: Treatise

Topoi 19 (2000): 137–145.

74 See Alain de Libera, L’invention du sujet modern (Paris: Vrin, 2015), 

Hume Studies 2 (1976): 59–75.

75 Treatise, 146–147.

76

of a discussion”.

77 «it appears necessary we shou’d make a new distinction in the cau-

ses of the passion, betwixt that quality, which operates, and the subject, on 

which it is plac’d. A man, for instance, is vain of a beautiful house, which be-

Tre-

atise Treatise 201, 214–215.

78 See quote in note 6.

79

of the passion», Treatise 189.
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80 therefore Hume denies the tradition 
subjectum (the support of personal 

peculiarity); he only admits its meaning deriving from subjectus 
81

-

the possibility of thinking of human beings as a not already and 

and stable description to which everybody must adhere.82 Hume 

-
ted to their own consideration, in which there is no impression 

-
sifying him because of the consequent impossibility to describe 

-
man being that is only restricted to the description of his (or her) 

however does not entail that the man is always free apart from 
-

dom belonged to his private and apolitical space).
-

useless,83 and furthermore it is not the demonstration of liberty 
imposed by man on his or her life. Hume speaks in this case of 

with repetition furnished by custom: they are not manifestations 

concern the exasperation of some principles or inclinations that 
-

tions.84 Human beings cannot impose a norm on themselves or 
on others.

It is particularly clear in this sense what Hume intends to warn 
the skeptical philosopher (with whom we may identify Hume 
himself): skepticism must be limited to the philosophical matters. 

80 Treatise

allegiance to a king or queen”: Treatise, 221, 222, 262, 343, 345, 358, 364, 
375.
81 Vocabulaire européen des philosophie: dic-

tionnaire des intraduisibles

1233–1254.
82 About this, see Étienne Balibar, Citoyen sujet et autres essais d’an-

thropologie philosophique

(“Avant-propos – Après la querelle”).
83 David Hume, The Sceptic, in David Hume, The Philosophical Works, 

84 The Sceptic, 214.
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easily swept away not due to solid reasoning, but through life 

wake up the skeptic from his dream full of questions: the skepti-

cal principles “vanish like smoke, and leave the most determined 

skeptic in the same condition as other mortals.”85

-

tors, lead to a conception of politics as a continuous rebalancing 

between repetitions, series of analogies, and without reaching a 

is right and what is wrong.86

among human beings develop independently from any law sti-

pulated by the state or a rational or divine being, and they are 

not necessarily instituted by a constitution or by a philosophical 

norms without however implying that this obedience presuppo-

norm invested of a power that does not want to subdue man: the 

power still remains in his hands,87 and it cannot be ceded to a 

sovereign. Instead of a binary order constituted by the pairs true/

false and correct/wrong to which human beings should submit, 

Hume proposes probability, which totally replaces the possibility 

not an instrument to include or to exclude, legitimate or not, but it 

is the result of what may be more or less probable. Its purpose is 

to allow man to proceed over what is simply given, hence streng-

general rules include any element preventing the consideration 

of something as a transgression, a glitch among all analogies. 

-

not something that should (or not) be folded to the general rules.

Hume’s skeptic and empirical philosophy has dethroned the 

of the general rules themselves, of the imagination and of habits. 

freedom: general rules are not the product of reasoning and they 

85 Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, 130.

86

Hume 

Studies 21 (1995): 151–164.

87 «as  is always on the side of the governed, the governors have 

nothing to support them but opinion», David Hume, Of the First Principles 

of Government, in The Philosophical Works

(Aalen: Scientia Verlag, 1964), 3:110.
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do not lead to a complete and perfect systematization of socie-

ty and ethics. Whether it is a matter of liberty, truth, and moral 

or cognitive order, there is a continuous reconstruction and an 

equilibrium to be rebalanced; the human mind does not possess 

nothing else than a sort of a fold inside the immanence of the pro-

cesses that characterizes nature, that does not leave a space for 

certain truths but only an eternal rebalance among probabilities. 

the renouncing of any transcendent plan and the idea of human 

liberty previous to relationships, to the (violent) interaction of 

strength among men. Liberty is not an anthropological peculiari-

ty, but it is rather already held within order and equilibrium. It is 

in the pair subjectum–subjectus,88 he precedes it: identities and 

the elements that allow the emergence of that pair of concepts 

-

-

ties, showing their fallacy and their mutability; departing from the 

-

probability and balances, in which norms do not forbid but rather 

strengthen their faculties.

88 «We naturally suppose ourselves born to submission», Treatise, p. 

355.



ISSN 2359-5140 (Online)

Ipseitas, São Carlos,

vol.3, n.2, p. 177-196

jul-dez, 2017

195

BIBLIOGRAFIA

Citoyen sujet et autres essais d’anthropo-

logie philosophique.

Vocabulaire européen des philosophie: dic-

tionnaire des intraduisibles.

Empirisme et subjectivité.

A Treatise of Human Nature

-

The Philosophical Works -

-

The Philosophical Works -

The Philoso-

phical Works -

lag, 1964.

-

-sceptical Interpretation”. In: History of political Thought, nº 34, 

2013), pp. 89–113.  

Archéologie du sujet: Naissance du sujet, vol. 

I. Paris: Vrin, 2007. 

___________. Archéologie du sujet: La Quête de l’identité, 

vol. II. Paris: Vrin, 2008.

___________. L’invention du sujet moderne. Paris: Vrin, 2015. 

Hume 

Studies, nº 21, 1995, pp. 151–164.

La Philosophie Empiriste de David Hume. 

Paris: Vrin, 2001.

Hume Studies, nº 

4, 1978, pp. 18–28.



ISSN 2359-5140 (Online)

Ipseitas, São Carlos,

vol.3, n.2, p. 177-196

jul-dez, 2017

196

Hume Studies, nº 2, 1976, pp. 59–75.

Topoi, nº 19, 2000, pp. 137–145.

Journal of the History of Ideas, nº 36, 1975, pp. 481–496.


