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Introduction

ELENA YI-JIA ZENG
King's College, University of Cambridge

This special issue investigates David Hume’s contributions
to the studies of political epistemology. As a rising field of
research, it facilitates interdisciplinary collaborations in
the humanities and social sciences, including philosophy,
political theory, sociology, economics and psychology. It
has also been producing fruitful findings in political sci-
ence in response to the challenges to democracy nowadays
(Edenberg and Hannon 2021; Hannon and de Ridder 2021).
Nevertheless, it is by no means “the rubric of ‘democratic
theory’; rather, it has a normative aim to scrutinise “the re-
liability of our ideas about modern society” (Friedman 2014,
p. ix). Its overarching research aim, understood in this way,
points to the fact that epistemological issues have become
a shared problem for governments around the world. Its
causes can be approached from two perspectives: norma-
tive political epistemology looks into the relationship be-
tween political decision-makers’ expertise and their capac-
ity of making reasonable judgement and policies. Empirical
political epistemology investigates “the content and sources
of real-world political actors’ knowledge and interpretations
of knowledge” (Ibid., p. i). Overall, both approaches are in-
terested in the process of how the beliefs of political agents
(including politicians and ordinary citizens) are translated
into their political behaviour. As we shall see in this special
issue, the relationship between belief and action is the leit-
motiv running through Hume’s political theory.

While the discipline and its target are new, Hannon
and de Ridder indicate that political epistemology’s research
questions have old roots dating back to ancient Greece. They
take “the fraught relationship between politics and truth” as
one of the key questions in a particular tradition of the his-
tory of political philosophy that speaks to political episte-
mology’s present concerns (2021, pp. 1-3, 11). Given the his-
torical nature of the research question, it is surprising that
intellectual history’s contribution to the field has been rela-
tively few. Moreover, although Hume has written extensive-
ly about epistemology and politics, his presence in the field
remains unexpectedly rare. Studying his works can enhance
the historical depth of the field through the historical per-
spectives on his subject matters and his approach to them.
Many of Hume’s concerns were prompted by the dema-
gogical politicians and popular movements at the time. The
similarity between this context and our world makes his
thought more relevant to the interests of political epistemol-
ogists.

A comprehensive evaluation of Hume’s contribution
to the field is beyond the scope of this special issue, but the
articles here intend to illuminate two key aspects, name-
ly, public opinion and knowledge production. They are not
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only Hume’s main interests but also speak to the practical questions that motivate contemporary political
epistemologists’ research. As Edenberg and Hannon observe, populist rhetoric and disinformation, among
all other reasons, have made it “increasingly difficult to discern legitimate sources of evidence”; “disagree-
ment between citizens is not only about moral and political values but also about what information is true
and which experts we should trust” (2021, p. 1). This political culture consequently gives rise to a species
of scepticism which makes public distrust compromises the efficiency of democratic institutions. In other
words, democratic governments now face challenges from both authoritarian regimes abroad and polarised
civic societies at home. The more liberal democracies are afflicted by the trust issue, the more fragile pub-
lic opinion could be when facing the attack of their rivals’ political propaganda. Under the circumstances,
disagreements among the citizenry would increase ideological polarisation and uncertainties in political
decision-making (Peter 2021, p. 68). The uncertainties often hinge on a society’s prevailing systems of belief,
since undecided opinions on the “decision-relevant normative facts will typically translate to uncertainty
about what the right political decision is” (Ibid.). In this scenario, ignorance of political knowledge or jus-
tifiable political beliefs would result in more “conflicting judgments about what should be done” (Ibid.).
Norms of judgement for the empirical and normative facts in political decision-making are required to cur-
tail their impact.

From Hume’s perspective, the public’s ignorance and credulity can pose a more profound problem to
the legitimacy of the government, considering that its right to rule is established upon the people’s belief in
its legitimacy and authority. It is on this ground that epistemological issues occupy the centre of our politi-
cal life, which necessitates a philosophical approach to political studies. The inseparable relation between
theory and practice as such also makes Hume recognise that norms of judgement cannot be detached from
their societal and historical contexts. Empirical studies of how a society arrives at its present state can make
history a useful tool for our judgement. We can find patterns emerging from causal explanations of histori-
cal phenomena, which can further generate empirically justified moral and political norms (Bourke and
Skinner 2022, p. 3).

Indeed, Ryu Susato, Angela Coventry and Landon Echeverio elucidate this subject in their articles for
this special issue by surveying the role of custom and habit in Hume’s philosophy. According to their obser-
vations, the normativity of custom is reflected in historically justified opinions, which yields general princi-
ples’ enduring influence on morals and politics in a society. Competing ideas and human passions, however,
can destabilise those opinions. Susato argues that such changes do not necessarily lead to negative conse-
quences by juxtaposing Hume’s accounts of the rise of modern chivalry and the causes of enthusiasm. Both
cases show that irrationally-motivated beliefs can be contagious. Longevity and spontaneity thus cannot
justify some extraordinary customs and it is difficult to assess their justifiability impartially. Coventry and
Echeverio indicate that while Hume accepts epistemically-stable custom and habit as a useful guide to com-
mon life experience and philosophising, he also warns of their potential errors in probability judgements.
That said, Hume remains optimistic that custom and habit are capable of correcting themselves alongside
the progress of opinion, which makes them more reliable than the metaphysical politics detached from the
operation of human nature. The three authors thus agree that Hume acknowledges the need for diversity of
opinions, which can lead to moral pluralism when norms are distilled from such a wide range of data.

Hume’s explanation of the ways human passions affect belief formation and knowledge production
without doubt sheds light on a note-worthy aspect in the studies of political epistemology. That is to say, if
we are to understand the effectiveness of political beliefs and knowledge, we need to measure it from how
they are perceived and to what extent their supposedly rational effects are compromised by passion-driven
irrationality. The irrational effects can reflect on, for instance, voters” psychology or collective behaviour.
As Susato points out, passion-driven irrationality caused a serious problem of enthusiasm in Hume’s time.
The public zeal, if translated into the challenge faced by liberal democracy nowadays, would resonate with
the rise of populism. Populist politicians can succeed in gaining public support and fuel factional strife
by mobilising seditious rhetoric, making unjustifiable ideologies override the secure norms of judgement.
Elizabeth Radcliffe’s article discusses Hume’s account of the power of rhetoric, which explains the dire con-
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sequences of abusing eloquence. As she observes, Hume nevertheless—and perhaps paradoxically—regards
eloquence as a political virtue despite its potential to mislead and manipulate the public. Radcliffe addresses
the problem through investigating the epistemological and psychological foundations of Hume’s concep-
tion of effective oratory.

The function of custom and habit, the interaction between belief and action, and the psychology of
public persuasion all demonstrate how Hume situated epistemological questions at the heart of his political
enquiries. The very fact that he takes opinion as the ground of government manifests the potentiality of po-
litical epistemology. It is not merely a study of political agents’ beliefs and knowledge. Instead, it shows how
a particular mode of knowledge production or belief formation can shape the making of a philosophical
tradition or school. In the final two articles in this special issue, this is reflected in the ways twentieth-cen-
tury thinkers construed and utilised Hume’s approach to philosophy and politics. In other words, Hume’s
theory of belief and science of politics per se have hermeneutic merits for contemporary commentators to
envisage the disciplines of political philosophy and theory.

Eric Schliesser and Tim Stuart-Buttle present the cases of Hume being mobilised in two opposite—if
not entirely rivalry—philosophical traditions. According to the former, Foucault’s reading of Hume dem-
onstrates his intellectual progress from the 1960s to the 1970s. Schliesser argues that the implication of
Foucault’s idiosyncratic reading of Hume in The Order of Things (1966) is twofold: Foucault was react-
ing to Husserlian phenomenology where Hume triggered the debates over transcendental subjectivity;
Hume meanwhile was utilized to serve Foucault’s preliminary project for The Archaeology of Knowledge
(1969). Later in the Birth of Biopolitics (1979), Hume plays a foundational role in Foucault’s conceptual-
isation of Benthamite radicalism and homo economicus. Foucault deliberately interpreted Hume in an
anachronistic manner, which made him a forerunner of modern liberalism. However, Stuart-Buttle in-
dicates that Anglophone intellectuals who approached Hume via Hegel and German idealism, such as
Michael Oakeshott, tended to situate him in the conservative tradition. This raises the interpretive ques-
tion of whether Hume can really be affiliated with any schools of thought. Stuart-Buttle’s article shows
John Dewey’s reconstruction of a “Humean tradition” is not simply a question of where Hume stands on
the political spectrum. Rather, it has more to do with how political philosophy as a discipline is envisaged
by its students and practitioners. Hume’s scepticism, in this scenario, makes him both a producer of knowl-
edge and an examiner of knowledge production. For Dewey, Hume’s method is sceptical yet revolutionary
precisely because it can be a useful tool to challenge the contemporary imagination about the disciplin-
ary, philosophical and ideological boundaries artificially drawn by their commentators. Moreover, Humean
philosophy, in this regard, proffers robust support for us to recover from the intellectual revolution that
banishes counterproductive modes of enquiry.
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Opinion, Contagion, and
Enthusiasm in Hume's
"Historical Essay on
Chivalry and Modern
Honour” and The History
of England

RYU SUSATO

Keio University

Abstract: Recent research on David Hume has highlight-
ed the significance of opinion in his political philosophy.
In Essays, Moral, Political, and Literary and The History of
England, Hume emphasizes the significance of established
customs and opinion as guides for appropriate governance,
supported by an underlying claim that enthusiasm cannot
subsist for a long time. This study revisits these two views
with a focus on Hume’s unfinished manuscript “Historical
Essay on Chivalry and Modern Honour” and his descrip-
tions of puritan enthusiasm as contagion and various con-
spiracies in the History. The study demonstrates that Hume
fully appreciated three points. First, some extraordinary
customs have persisted longer than the dominant interpre-
tation of Hume may suggest. Second, such customs cannot
be justified by either their longevity or spontaneity. Third,
it is difficult, if not impossible, for those living in extraor-
dinary circumstances to evaluate them appropriately.
Examining these three points primarily through the lens of
political epistemology, Hume argues that both extraordi-
nary and salutary institutions can arise from the operations
and principles of the same human nature and persist for a
long time.

Keywords: chivalry, enthusiasm, conspiracy, political epis-
temology, psychology

INTRODUCTION

Recently, several studies have highlighted the significance of
opinion in Hume’s political philosophy (Susato 2015; Stuart-
Buttle 2019; Sager 2021). In Essays, Moral, Political, and
Literary and The History of England, he often repeats the sig-
nificance of established customs and opinion as guides for
appropriate governance. In the essay “Of the First Principles
of Government,” Hume claims that “on opinion only that
government is founded” (E 32; see also E 512).! In anoth-
er instance, he endorses that “in the general distribution of
power among the several members of a constitution, there
can seldom be admitted any other question, than What is
established?” (H 4: 355). Hume’s reasoning is founded on
another claim—that enthusiasm cannot subsist for a long
time. The essay “Of Superstition and Enthusiasm” reveals
the seemingly optimistic view that enthusiasm (or religious
frenzy) tends to wither over a short period of time. These
two perspectives not only support Hume’s image as a con-
servative but are also premised by another strand of Hume
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5



6

COSMOS+TAXIS

scholarship that evaluates him as a precursor of coordination theory (Sabl 2012). For example, Schabas and
Wennerlind (2020) state that “Hume’s discourse is replete with appeals to ‘the multitude’ that are equivalent
to mean-reverting tendencies, as in the case of throwing a weighted die to detect its bias” (p. 71).

This study revisits these two views with a focus on Hume’s unfinished manuscript “Historical Essay on
Chivalry and Modern Honour” and his descriptions of puritans’ enthusiasm in The History of England. In
doing so, it aims to demonstrate that Hume fully appreciated three points. First, some extraordinary cus-
toms have continued longer than the dominant interpretation of Hume may suggest. Second, these cus-
toms cannot be justified by either their longevity or spontaneity. Third, it is difficult, if not impossible,
for those living in extraordinary circumstances to evaluate them appropriately. By examining these three
points through the lens of political epistemology, this study argues that, for Hume, both extraordinary and
salutary institutions can arise from the operations and principles of the same human nature and persist for
a long time. The term “extraordinary” here implies the extent to which the situation was realized because of
accidental circumstances, considering the human faculties assumed by Hume.

These considerations lead to a more significant question regarding the compatibility of Hume’s alleged
defense of established opinions or institutions with his criticism of other long-established but less meritori-
ous counterparts. This study does not aim to provide an unequivocal answer to this question, as it can be
argued that no single answer is applicable here. Although public interest may point to a likely answer, Hume
refutes this: “though men be much governed by interest; yet even interest itself, and all human affairs, are
entirely governed by opinion” (E 51; italics original). This indicates that even if a people living in a particular
time judge a certain system to be in the public interest, posterity may differ in opinion because of changes in
the conditions that define the very notion of public interest. Antiquity or spontaneity may be another pos-
sible answer, but, as shown below, there are many spontaneous institutions and customs that Hume criti-
cizes despite, if not because of, their antiquity. The proper examination of these questions would require a
book-length investigation.

Our present aim is to focus on the fact that, despite his seeming optimism in “Of Superstition and
Enthusiasm,” Hume is keenly aware of the potential sustainability of customs or a mental state detracted
from nature (such as enthusiasm) over a prolonged period. The mere fact of this recognition by Hume can
serve to position him as one of the pioneers of political epistemology. Edenberg and Hannon (2021) de-
fine this new subject as a field of study that “includes work on propaganda and misinformation, political
disagreement, polarization, conspiracy theories, the epistemology of democracy, voter ignorance and irra-
tionality, skepticism wielded for political purposes, and the epistemic virtues (and vices) of citizens, politi-
cians, and political institutions” (p. 1). Some unexplored aspects of Hume’s political philosophy can be best
analyzed as a pioneering approach to political epistemology.

This study comprises three sections: the first section presents Hume’s argument on enthusiasm and
draws a comparison between enthusiasm and chivalry in terms of each psychological mechanism. The sec-
ond section explores his description in The History of England regarding the psychological state of people
in conspiracies, either fictitious or factual, which reveals how Hume’s favored antidote against enthusiasm,
such as conversation in ordinary life (e.g., T 1.4.7.9), loses its curative power. The third and final section dis-
cusses the difficulty of distinguishing between what Sabl (2008, pp. 44-46) terms “pseudo-conventions” and
the more salutary institutions whose sustenance Hume recommends.

COMPARISON BETWEEN ENTHUSIASM AND CHIVALRY

In the essay “Of Superstition and Enthusiasm,” Hume contrasts two psychological phenomena; superstition
inclines toward external ceremonies and has an affinity to the religious orders, whereas enthusiasm refers
to “the fancy in the invisible regions or world of spirits, where the soul is at liberty to indulge itself in every
imagination, which may best suit its present taste and disposition” (E 74). As early as this essay (published
in 1741), Hume points out how enthusiasm defangs human reason and morality, which constitutes the basis

VOLUME 12 [ ISSUE 1+ 2 2023



COSMOS +TAXIS

of his opposition to it: “When this frenzy once takes place, which is the summit of enthusiasm, every whim-
sy is consecrated: Human reason, and even morality are rejected as fallacious guides” (E 75).

However, the tone of his argument is not cynical, because he believes that such acqua alta is unsustain-
able: “religions, which partake of enthusiasm are, on their first rise, more furious and violent than those which
partake of superstition; but in a little time become more gentle and moderate” (E 76; italics original). He re-
peats the phrase “in a little time” in the same context on the next page: “its fury is like that of thunder and
tempest, which exhaust themselves in a little time” (E 77). Together with his relatively positive evaluation of
enthusiasm as “a friend to” or a catalyst for liberty (E 78), Hume’s serious concerns about enthusiasm do not
come to the fore here, although he continued to investigate its danger in the History.

Accordingly, this study focuses on the stamina of enthusiasm. Hume’s depiction of the Civil War in the
History does not illustrate such short-lived periods of enthusiasm. Rather, he often underlines or even criti-
cizes the long duration and wide influence of “unnatural” mental states or customs. Hume uses Christianity
as one example, but the same psychological mechanism may exist in chivalry as well. His view on chivalry
can be found in the History; however, this study focuses on his unpublished manuscript, “Historical Essay
upon Chivalry and Modern Honour,” which comprises only four leaves, written on both sides. Although
the final part (or sheet, probably) of this essay is lost, the general line of argument is clear from the surviv-
ing parts. This essay has recently been estimated to have been composed in the early 1730s, although Hume
scholars have disputed its precise dating.> As the title suggests, this manuscript surveys the collapse of the
Roman Empire and the rise of chivalry as an amalgamation of the former culture and that of the Germanic
people.

Hume explains the underlying psychological mechanism whereby the Germanic invaders were over-
whelmed by the accomplished arts of the conquered Romans. By generalizing this historical process into
the operations of human nature, he also illustrates how humans tend to deviate from reason and experience
and are easily tempted by wild imagination:

Tis observable of the Human Mind, that when it is smit with any Idea of Merit or Perfection, be-
yond what its Faculties can attain, & in the pursuit of which, it uses not Reason & Experience for
its Guide, it knows no Mean, but as it gives the Rein & even adds the Spur to every florid Conceit or
Fancy, runs in a moment quite wide of Nature (HC 3).

Notably, Hume explains the rise of chivalry through the same mental mechanism that he deploys in ac-
counting for enthusiasm, while acknowledging the long-term influence of chivalry upon modern manners.
A detailed analysis of Hume’s view of chivalry, therefore, facilitates the reconsideration of his alleged opti-
mism that religious enthusiasm is short-lived.

The quotation HC 3 from the “Historical Essay” sufficiently demonstrates that Hume explains the rise
of chivalry through a similar mechanism as that of enthusiasm. Interestingly, Hume compares the state
in which chivalry spreads and influences people’s minds to a “fairy-ground,” or “a perfect new World of
its own, inhabited by different Beings, & regulated by different Laws, from this of ours” (HC 3). Certainly,
Hume admits that people are always drawn back from this new imaginary world into the real one: “but as
Nature is apt still on every Occasion to recall it thither it must undermine it by Art, & retiring altogether
from the Commerce of Mankind” (HC 3). In the subordinate clause, Hume displays a mitigated skepti-
cism or naturalism, implying the impossibility of maintaining a Pyrrhonian position on a long-term basis.
However, he also describes in the main clause how forceful and dominant the power of artifices is. He men-
tions that “[t]he same thing is observable in Philosophy, which tho [sic] it cannot produce a different World
in which we may wander, makes us act in this as if we were different Beings from the Rest of Mankind” (HC
3).

Nevertheless, Hume also indicates the possibility that people would be able to sustain this imaginary
world for a long time by adapting their behavioral patterns to its new standards of value. Here, we find the
subversion of values—the more we depart from nature, the more it is esteemed.

OPINION, CONTAGION, AND ENTHUSIASM IN HUME...
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And in this case of an imagin’d Merit, the farther our Chimera’s hurry us from Nature, & the
Practice of the World, the better pleas’d we are, as valuing ourselves upon the Singularity of our
Notions, & thinking we depart from the rest of mankind only by flying above them (HC 3).

In the History, Hume details the process of spreading chivalric manners from a more historical angle.
According to him, chivalry was introduced in England around the time of the Norman Conquest and was
“cultivated and embellished by the poets and romance writers of the age” (H 1: 486). The chivalric mode at-
tained an extreme during the Crusades: “the most signal and most durable monument of human folly, that
has yet appeared in any age or nation” (H 1: 234). Hume condemns the Crusades, but not chivalry in gen-
eral, as it had both negative and positive effects on modern manners. One of the most important features
of chivalry is the combination of the ancient priority of martial valor with the modern value of gallantry:

These ideas of chivalry infected the writings, conversation, and behaviour of men, during some
ages; and even after they were, in a great measure, banished by the revival of learning, they left
modern gallantry and the point of honour, which still maintain their influence, and are the genuine
offspring of those ancient affectations (H 1: 487; italics original).

He wonders at the strange combination of “the most effeminate superstition” with “the most heroic courage,
and with the fiercest barbarity” by exclaiming, “So inconsistent is human nature with itself!” (H 1: 250. Cf.
H 2: 532, H 3: 318; Hanley 2007). Tracing its history, Hume investigates the continuous influence of chivalry
on the fashion of dueling (H 5: 133; Cf. H 5: 238n) and the sexual licentiousness of gallantry in the Stuart dy-
nasty (H 6: 539). Hume’s discussions on chivalry both in the “Historical Essay” and the History evince that it
spread widely and endured over a prolonged period, despite the odd amalgamation of ideas.

Two points should be heeded on the relationship between Hume’s views of chivalry and enthusiasm.
First, Hume’s utilization of the same psychological explanation for the rise and spread of both chivalry and
enthusiasm is exemplified by his use of the expression “infected” in the above quotation (H 1: 487) to ex-
plain the spread of chivalry. A similar phrase, “social contagion,” is used in describing enthusiasm in the
History (and the process of spreading habits and customs peculiar to each nation is also called “contagion”
in the essay “Of National Characters”(E 202)). Second, for Hume, both enthusiasm and chivalry are exam-
ples of unintended consequences—the rise of enthusiasm served to establish liberty in England, whereas
chivalric codes formed the basis of politeness in the modern world. Certainly, there are remarkable con-
trasts between chivalry and enthusiasm: the first had more affinity with monarchy and the court culture
(such as dueling and gallantry), whereas religious enthusiasm in its puritanical form was more averse to
monarchy. Nevertheless, in both cases, extraordinary manners and ways of thinking were widely accepted
and the deviation from common life was accelerated (Susato 2015, p. 129, n20).

Therefore, Hume’s views of chivalry and enthusiasm evince very “Humean” characteristics. This is
demonstrated in his repetition and development of the same mechanism not only in the essay on enthusi-
asm and the History, but also in the First and Second Enquiries. In the First Enquiry, he criticizes the theory
of occasionalism by claiming that “it has carried us quite beyond the reach of our faculties, when it leads to
conclusions so extraordinary, and so remote from common life and experience. We are got into fairy land”
(EHU 7.24). However, this could be a mere storm in a teacup. He maintains, “Generally speaking, the errors
in religion are dangerous; those in philosophy only ridiculous” (T 1.4.7.13). Therefore, the more serious con-
sequences would be anticipated from the unnatural and extravagant cultures and customs sustained over
longer periods. This situation is mentioned in Hume’s argument on “Artificial Lives” in “A Dialogue” of the
Second Enquiry, as detailed subsequently.
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CONSPIRACIES IN HUME'S HISTORY

Bearing the relationship between Hume’s views of chivalry and enthusiasm in mind, this section explores
his descriptions of various conspiracies at a time when religious enthusiasm heavily affected people’s men-
tality. Hume’s exposition of conspiracies clarifies the processes of people’s deviation from common life
through enthusiasm. At the beginning of Chapter 45, Hume describes the religious meetings called “proph-
esy” among the puritans as follows:

where alternately, as moved by the spirit, they displayed their zeal in prayers and exhortations, and
raised their own enthusiasm, as well as that of their audience, to the highest pitch, from that social
contagion, which has so mighty an influence on holy fervours, and from the mutual emulation,
which arose in those trials of religious eloquence (H 5: 12-13).

The use of not only “social contagion” but also “the mutual emulation” is noteworthy. This identifies the
mechanism through which religious enthusiasm accelerates people’s deviation from the normal state. In
Chapter 57, through the character description of the Independents, he delineates that, once enthusiasm was
widely accepted, it became “the immediate means of distinction and preferment.” “Every man, as prompted
by the warmth of his temper, excited by emulation, or supported by his habits of hypocrisy, endeavored to
distinguish himself beyond his fellows, and to arrive at a higher pitch of saintship and perfection” (H 5: 441;
italics added). This is a repetition of Hume’s description of the psychological mechanism on the rise of chiv-
alry in the “Historical Essay.” Once existing values were overturned, people began to reinforce it through
mutual competition.

Such a cascading effect, as it were, appears more prominently in conspiracies, which Hume mentions
in the Stuart volumes of the History. Although the word “conspiracy” frequently appears in the previous
volumes, the conspiracies dealt with in the Stuart volumes are those which involved wide sections of soci-
ety, not only the elite. The most conspicuous example is the Popish Plot, although it belongs to a later period
than the other conspiracies:

The terror of each man became the source of terror to another. And an [sic] universal panic being
diffused, reason and argument and common sense and common humanity lost all influence over
them. From this disposition of men’s minds, we are to account for the progress of the Popish Plot,
and the credit given to it; an event, which would otherwise appear prodigious and altogether inex-
plicable (H 6: 333).

Hume clearly maintains that the Popish Plot cannot be understood without presupposing a certain “dis-
position of men’s minds.” It is also noteworthy that once people fall into such a state, it negates the pow-
ers of human reason, common sense, and humanity (“humanism” in our parlance) that tend to keep them
grounded. He repeatedly makes the same observation throughout his narrative of the Popish Plot (H 6: 341;
see also H 6: 347).

Hume admits that there were certainly some who did not lose their senses even in this situation.
However, they pretended to follow others because they had neither courage nor interest to resist popular
opinion. Even worse, these pretenders behaved as others’” oppressors in the vanguard:

We may even conclude from such impatience of contradiction, that the prosecutors themselves re-
tained a secret suspicion, that the general belief was but ill-grounded. The politicians among them
were afraid to let in light, lest it might put an end to so useful a delusion: The weaker and less dis-
honest party took care, by turning their eyes aside, not to see a truth, so opposite to those furious
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passions, by which they were actuated, and in which they were determined obstinately to persevere
(H 6: 361-362).

Hume also observes the difficulty inherent in religious people being conscious of their own hypocrisy: “The
religious hypocrisy, it may be remarked, is of a peculiar nature; and being generally unknown to the person
himself, though more dangerous, it implies less falsehood than any other species of insincerity” (H 6: 142).
In this sense, the word “hypocrisy” has a more complex implication for Hume than we tend to imagine—
hypocrites could be blind to their own hypocrisy. Pretending oppressors who would have been conscious of
their own hypocrisy may have gradually become impervious to it. Elsewhere, Hume casts doubts on some
Parliamentarian leaders’ awareness of their pretentious enthusiasm (H 5: 527). Nevertheless, he keenly ac-
knowledges the difficulty in maintaining the naive dichotomy between hypocrisy and honesty or the con-
scious and unconscious under such circumstances.

In the History, Hume examines the “Gunpowder Plot” in Chapter 46 and the “Conspiracy in Ireland”
in Chapter 55 of Volume 5. He depicts the first as “one of the most memorable, that history has conveyed to
posterity, and containing at once a singular proof both of the strength and weakness of the human mind; its
widest departure from morals, and most steady attachment to religious prejudices” (H 5: 25; italics added).
In the chapter following the Gunpowder Plot (Chapter 47), Hume reiterates the psychological mechanism
of “a gloomy and sullen disposition established itself among the people” as expounded in “Of Superstition
and Enthusiasm™

The mind, straining for these extraordinary raptures, reaching them by short glances, sinking
again under its own weakness, rejecting all exterior aid of pomp and ceremony, was so occupied
in this inward life, that it fled from every intercourse of society, and from every chearful [sic] amuse-
ment, which could soften or humanize the character (H 5: 67; italics added).

Such circumstances were not limited among the puritans in England. In Chapter 55, Hume depicts the Irish
Catholics who rose in revolt against the English settlers: “Amidst all these enormities, the sacred name of
Religion resounded on every side; not to stop the hands of these murderers, but to enforce their blows, and
to steel their hearts against every movement of human or social sympathy” (H 5: 343; italics added). Here,
Hume depicts the atrocities of the Irish against the English planters who surrendered without further re-
sistance. Although Hume ascribes such inhumanity partially to the national character of the Irish, he also
claims that this was triggered and reinforced by the accelerated deviation from normality.

Although these conspiracies and the subsequent revolts were transient in themselves, Hume’s narra-
tives of these religious events evince the temperament of the time, which enabled people to behave as such.
For example, at the beginning of Chapter 59, in the section describing how the new model army was con-
fronted by the royal army, Hume depicts how “shame, obligation and the feeling of honor,” which would
have had significant authority in a normal situation, lost their power:

Among the generality of men, educated in regular, civilized societies, the sentiments of shame,
duty, honour, have considerable authority, and serve to counterbalance and direct the motives, de-
rived from private advantage: But, by the predominancy of enthusiasm among the parliamentary
forces, these salutary principles lost their credit, and were regarded as mere human inventions,
yea moral institutions, fitter for heathens than for christians [sic]. .