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Abstract: In part 1 of Enquiry 12, Hume presents a skeptical argument against 
belief in external existence. The argument involves a perceptual relativity argu-
ment that seems to conclude straightaway the double existence of objects and 
perceptions, where objects cause and resemble perceptions. In Treatise 1.4.2, 
Hume claimed that the belief in double existence arises from imaginative 
invention, not reasoning about perceptual relativity. I dissolve this tension 
by distinguishing the effects of natural instinct and showing that some of 
these effects supplement the Enquiry’s perceptual relativity argument. The 
Enquiry’s skeptical argument thus reveals the fundamental involvement of 
natural instinct in any belief in external existence.

In both Treatise 1.4.2, “Of scepticism with regard to the senses,” and the first part 
of Enquiry 12, “Of the Academical or Sceptical Philosophy,” Hume addresses the 
vulgar belief that we directly sense external objects. He describes philosophical 
arguments, drawing upon the phenomenon of perceptual relativity, that purport 
to show the falsity of the vulgar belief. Because of this conclusion, non-skeptical 
philosophers are moved to distinguish between perceiver-dependent perceptions 
and perceiver-independent objects, attributing external existence to entities of 
the latter category only. But there is a puzzling difference in the two accounts of 
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this dialectic. In the Treatise, Hume argues that the perceptual relativity argument 
suffices only to reject the vulgar belief; it is by itself insufficient to introduce the 
double existence of objects and perceptions, where perceptions resemble their 
ancestral objects. Instead, that hypothesis depends upon the persistent effects of 
natural imaginative propensities. In contrast, in the Enquiry, the double existence 
of objects and perceptions seems to be drawn straightaway from the phenomenon 
of perceptual relativity.

One might think that Hume simply changes his mind in the later work. 
However, in the Enquiry, following the presentation of the philosophical system, 
Hume points out that the philosophical system is “without any foundation in 
reasoning” (EHU 12.12; SBN 153),1 which is exactly the criticism that he makes in 
the Treatise (T 1.4.2.47; SBN 212).2 So it seems inappropriate to conclude that he 
has changed his mind.

Thus, it seems that Hume purports to argue from the phenomenon of percep-
tual relativity to the double existence of perceptions and objects in the Enquiry.3 
In general, commentators find this argument to be unsatisfactory, either because 
it is unsound4 or because it fails to establish the double existence of objects and 
perceptions.5 I contend that the argument does not exclusively employ reasoning 
about perceptual relativity. Additional premises are to be found in some of the ef-
fects of natural instinct described prior to the discussion of perceptual relativity. I 
distinguish the effects of natural instinct that Hume describes. The perceptual rela-
tivity argument contradicts only some of these effects and philosophers (perhaps 
unwittingly) draw upon other effects to ground their philosophical system. This 
interpretation accords well with Hume’s claims in the Treatise: the philosophical 
system is the combined product of reason and the imagination.

My overall claim in this paper is that, according to Hume as scientist of hu-
man nature, natural instinct plays an indispensable role in any belief in external 
existence. In particular, I argue that the effects of instinct serve as premises in the 
Enquiry’s perceptual relativity argument, which I shall call the “Diminishing Table 
Argument.”6 To that end, first I show that the content of the vulgar belief in the 
existence of body is the same in the Treatise and the Enquiry. Thus, both perceptual 
relativity arguments include among their aims showing the falsity of the same 
vulgar belief. Then I examine the Treatise’s perceptual relativity argument, which 
I shall call the “Double Vision Argument,” and Hume’s discussion of its limited 
scope. To wit, the argument shows the falsity of the vulgar belief that what is di-
rectly and immediately perceived exists externally. But from the phenomenon of 
perceptual relativity, one cannot conclude straightaway that perceptions resemble 
their ancestral objects; most of that philosophical belief arises from imaginative 
invention. Next, I turn to the Enquiry. Following Hume, I distinguish “trite top-
ics” from “more profound arguments” against the evidence of sense. The relevant 
perceptual relativity argument occurs as part of an argument in the latter group. 
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I argue that the Diminishing Table Argument has two conclusions: (1) what we 
perceive directly and immediately does not have independent existence; and (2) 
both perceiver-dependent perceptions and perceiver-independent objects ex-
ist, where the latter cause and resemble the former. The first conclusion is also 
drawn from the Double Vision Argument in the Treatise, but the second is not. I 
consider two interpretations of the Diminishing Table Argument. I find that each 
interpretation fails to secure much of the second conclusion. I argue that they 
can be fixed, by paying close attention to the two paragraphs that Hume devotes 
to describing the effects of natural instinct. In my examination, I find that only 
the second stage of natural instinct is contradicted by reasoning about perceptual 
relativity; the first stage remains intact. Upon closer analysis, I find that the ef-
fects of the first stage of instinct are described in a manner similar to the effects 
that “the fancy” produces in the Treatise’s description of the philosophical belief. 
Thus, the Diminishing Table Argument, when supplemented with the effects of 
the first stage of instinct, preserves the Treatise’s insight that reasoning about the 
phenomenon of perceptual relativity by itself does not entail the double existence 
of objects and impressions. Then I turn to the broader context of the Diminishing 
Table Argument: the first “more profound” skeptical objection to the senses. I argue 
that the skeptical objection proceeds on the assumption (implicitly attributed to 
philosophers) that instinct and reason are mutually exclusive. But the scientist of 
human nature may distinguish the effects of instinct. Upon doing so, the scientist 
sees the fundamental contribution of instinct to any belief, vulgar or philosophi-
cal, in external existence.

the Vulgar Belief in Body

What I shall call the “vulgar belief” in the existence of body is the belief that 
Hume attributes to people who are not engaged in philosophical reflection: this 
includes non-philosophers at all times, and philosophers when they desist from 
philosophical reflection. In this section, I compare the accounts of the vulgar 
belief from the Treatise and Enquiry with regard to (1) origin, (2) psychological 
strength, (3) content, and (4) the objective situation of the mind (as a scientist of 
human nature would describe it) in which one entertains this belief. While the 
Enquiry’s discussion of belief in the external world is significantly shorter than the 
corresponding discussions in the Treatise, I contend that the content and strength 
of the vulgar belief do not differ between the two texts. It is not clear whether the 
origin of the vulgar belief differs, but the objective situation remains the same.

First, in the Treatise, Hume claims that the interesting philosophical question 
is not whether body exists, but what causes our belief in the existence of body. 
His reason is that the former “is a point, which we must take for granted in all our 
reasonings” (T 1.4.2.1; SBN 187). Accordingly, in the Treatise Hume engages in a 
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lengthy discussion of the causes of the vulgar belief in body. He argues that the 
belief is not produced by the senses alone (T 1.4.2.3–13; SBN 188–93) or by any argu-
ment about the raw data of sense (T 1.4.2.14; SBN 193). So, he concludes, the belief 
must be due largely to the contributions of the imagination.7 He then engages in 
what one might call a phenomenological study of the raw data of visual sensation 
to determine how it might give rise to a belief in continued existence. He finds 
that those perceptions that are regarded as external existents exhibit constancy 
or coherence, and he speculates about the imaginative propensities that give rise 
to the belief in body. These imaginative propensities operate on the data of sense 
so as to produce belief in one and the same thing’s continuing to exist even when 
the perceiver does not perceive it.8 The belief in continued existence “produces” 
the belief in distinct existence (T 1.4.2.23; SBN 199; cp. T 1.4.2.44; SBN 210), and 
the belief in external existence comprises both.

The Enquiry’s account of the origin of the vulgar belief is significantly shorter 
than, but not prima facie incompatible with, the Treatise’s account. In the Enquiry, 
Hume describes the vulgar belief as generated by a “blind and powerful instinct 
of nature” (EHU 12.8; SBN 151), ultimately issuing from men’s “natural instinct 
or prepossession, to repose faith in their senses” (EHU 12.7; SBN 151). There is no 
further discussion of how the belief is generated, and a fortiori, no complicated 
discussion of constancy, coherence, or imaginative propensities. But their absence 
need not amount to a rejection of the account. It does not seem inappropriate to 
describe fundamental imaginative propensities as “natural instinct or preposses-
sion.” Indeed in the Treatise, Hume describes the vulgar belief as the product of 
“a kind of instinct or natural impulse” (T 1.4.2.51; SBN 214). So Hume may or may 
not have modified his account of the origin of the vulgar belief.

Secondly, there seems to be a parallel view about the psychological strength 
of the vulgar belief in both texts. As stated, these imaginative propensities, natural 
instincts or prepossessions affect all human minds. Psychologically, humans are 
disposed to adopt the vulgar belief in body. As stated above, “in general all the 
unthinking and unphilosophical part of mankind, (that is, all of us, at one time 
or other)” hold the vulgar belief (T 1.4.2.36; SBN 205; cp. T 1.4.2.38; SBN 206). 
Hume observes:

So strong is the prejudice for the distinct continu’d existence of the for-
mer qualities, that when the contrary opinion is advanc’d by modern 
philosophers, people imagine they can almost refute it from their feeling 
and experience, and that their very senses contradict this philosophy. (T 
1.4.2.13; SBN 192)

Furthermore,
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immediately upon leaving their closets, [philosophers] mingle with the 
rest of mankind in those exploded opinions, that our perceptions are our 
only objects, and continue identically and uninterruptedly the same in 
all their interrupted appearances. (T 1.4.2.53; SBN 216)

In the Enquiry, Hume calls the vulgar belief the “universal and primary opinion of 
all men” (EHU 12.9; SBN 152). As we have already noted, this belief is established 
by natural instinct: “It seems also evident, that, when men follow this blind and 
powerful instinct of nature, they always suppose the very images, presented by the 
senses, to be the external objects, and never entertain any suspicion, that the one are 
nothing but representations of the other” (EHU 12.8; SBN 151; my emphasis). Thus, 
in both the Treatise and the Enquiry, the vulgar belief, by whatever process it comes 
to take root, is very compelling and acquires great psychological strength.

This leads to the important third and fourth points of comparison—the 
content of the vulgar belief and the objective situation (as a scientist of human 
nature would describe it) in which it is held. In the Treatise, prior to the discussions 
of constancy and coherence, Hume explicitly analyzes the concept of external 
existence.9 To say that something exists external to a mind or perceiver is to say 
that that thing meets two conditions. The first is that it continues to exist even 
when the perceiver does not perceive it; and the second is that it exists distinct 
from the mind of the perceiver. Distinct existence resolves into two further con-
ditions: first, independent existence, which includes independence of operation 
from the perceiver; and second, “outness” or being situated outside of the mind of 
the perceiver (T 1.4.2.2; SBN 188).10 Hume holds that continued existence implies 
distinct existence and vice versa (ibid.).

Hume isolates constancy and coherence of our perceptions as the qualities 
that lead us to believe in the continued existence of objects. His next task is to 
figure out how exactly the belief in continued existence of objects arises. In what 
follows, I want to pay particular attention to his description of the content of the 
vulgar belief. Hume writes:

Now we have already observ’d, that however philosophers may distin-
guish betwixt the objects and perceptions of the senses; which they 
suppose co-existent and resembling; yet this is a distinction, which is 
not comprehended by the generality of mankind, who as they perceive 
only one being, can never assent to the opinion of a double existence and 
representation. Those very sensations, which enter by the eye or ear, are 
with them the true objects, nor can they readily conceive that this pen 
or paper, which is immediately perceiv’d, represents another, which is 
different from, but resembling it. In order, therefore, to accommodate 
myself to their notions, I shall at first suppose, that there is only a single 
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existence, which I shall call indifferently object or perception, according 
as it shall seem best to suit my purpose, understanding by both of them 
what any common man means by a hat, or shoe, or stone, or any other 
impression, convey’d to him by his senses. (T 1.4.2.31; SBN 202)

Ordinarily, when sensing, people believe that they are in immediate perceptual 
contact with objects themselves. I see the hat, I smell the shoe, and I feel the stone. 
It is clear from what Hume writes that he does not attribute the belief in the double 
existence of objects and perceptions to the vulgar.

Nevertheless, Hume’s comment that the “very sensations . . . are with them 
the true objects” is initially troublesome. His presentation is a bit infelicitous, in 
that it potentially misleads the reader to confound the description of the content of 
the vulgar belief with the objective situation of the vulgar mind.11 That is, the descrip-
tion seems to involve two problematic claims: (1) the vulgar affirm that (certain) 
perceptions just are objects; and thereby (2) the vulgar adopt a distinction between 
perceptions and objects. This calls for clarification. The mistake of the first claim 
is exposed once we distinguish the content of the vulgar belief from its objective 
situation. As far as content is concerned, the vulgar believe that in sensation they 
are directly and immediately in contact with hats, shoes, and stones; it is not an 
image of the stone that I see, but the stone itself. But, observes a scientist of human 
nature, the objective situation in which people have this belief is one where they 
are directly acquainted with a perception, not an externally existing object, and in 
this objective situation, the vulgar believe that what they are directly acquainted 
with continues to exist independently of them (i.e., it has external existence) (see 
T 1.4.2.38; SBN 206–7). Hume’s point is that the vulgar are not aware that what 
they regard as hats, shoes, or stones (i.e., objects) are really perceptions. Instead 
the vulgar think that they perceive hats, shoes, and stones.

But there remains a further problem. There seems to be further confusion 
about whether and to what extent the vulgar distinguish between objects and 
perceptions, or external and internal existence. Hume claims that the vulgar do 
not adopt the philosophical distinction between perceptions and objects. He 
clearly states, “this is a distinction, which is not comprehended by the general-
ity of mankind” (T 1.4.2.31; SBN 202). But I think it is a mistake to conclude that 
Hume thinks the vulgar do not draw any distinctions that bear on this subject. 
The vulgar do not regard all that they perceive as having continued and distinct 
existence. Consider the following quotation:

[W]e may observe, that there are three different kinds of impressions 
convey’d by the senses. The first are those of the figure, bulk, motion and 
solidity of bodies. The second those of colours, tastes, smells, sounds, 
heat and cold. The third are the pains and pleasures, that arise from the 
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application of objects to our bodies, as by the cutting of our flesh with 
steel, and such like. Both philosophers and the vulgar suppose the first of 
these to have a distinct continu’d existence. The vulgar only regard the 
second as on the same footing. Both philosophers and the vulgar, again, 
esteem the third to be merely perceptions; and consequently interrupted 
and dependent beings. (T 1.4.2.12; SBN 192; cp. T 1.4.2.16; SBN 194)

Again, Hume’s description may be problematic, because he is speaking as a scientist 
of human nature; the vulgar do not describe pleasures and pains as “perceptions” 
(in the philosophical sense of the term). But it seems clear that Hume thinks that 
the vulgar (at least implicitly) draw a distinction among things that they are di-
rectly acquainted with in perception. In particular, they believe of pleasures and 
pains that they do not have distinct, continued existence. The pain I sense upon 
being cut by steel is not a feature of the steel (i.e., it is not the steel’s pain), but the 
cold and figure of the steel are (according to the vulgar) features of the steel itself 
(cp. T 1.4.2.16; SBN 194). That is, the steel is cold and straight; I feel the steel’s 
coldness. This is tantamount to drawing a rough distinction between “internal” 
and “external” existence.12

Notice, then, that the vulgar belief attributes to hats, shoes, and stones the two 
conditions for external existence. First, the vulgar believe that stones have contin-
ued existence. That is, “[w]hen we are absent from it, we say it still exists, but that 
we do not feel, we do not see it” (T 1.4.2.38; SBN 207). Second, the vulgar believe 
that stones have distinct existence. In particular, the stone exists independently 
of perceivers: it is “neither to be annihilated by our absence, nor to be brought 
into existence by our presence” (ibid.).

In the Enquiry, Hume again describes the vulgar belief. He writes:

It seems also evident, that, when men follow this blind and powerful 
instinct of nature, they always suppose the very images, presented by 
the senses, to be the external objects, and never entertain any suspicion, 
that the one are nothing but representations of the other. This very table, 
which we see white, and which we feel hard, is believed to exist, indepen-
dent of our perception, and to be something external to our mind, which 
perceives it. Our presence bestows not being on it: Our absence does not 
annihilate it. It preserves its existence uniform and entire, independent 
of the situation of intelligent beings, who perceive or contemplate it. 
(EHU 12.8; SBN 151–2)

Unlike in the Treatise, Hume does not provide an analysis of the concept of external 
existence. But he makes clear how the content of the vulgar belief includes the vari-
ous components of external existence. The vulgar believe that objects have distinct 
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existence. That is, the table exists “independent of our perception” and is believed 
“to be something external to our mind, which perceives it.” These are descriptions 
of independent existence and “outness,” components of distinct existence. The 
next sentence is nearly verbatim from the Treatise: the perception or object is sup-
posed “neither to be annihilated by our absence, nor to be brought into existence by 
our presence” (T 1.4.2.38; SBN 207). This implies that the objects continue to exist 
even when not perceived—their existence is “uniform and entire, independent of 
the situation of intelligent beings, who perceive or contemplate it.”

Furthermore, from Hume’s illustration, it is clear that, just as in the Treatise (T 
1.4.2.12; SBN 192), the vulgar belief treats the so-called “primary” and “secondary” 
qualities both as externally existing qualities. The white we see and the hardness 
we feel are both features of the externally existing table.

Hume retains the infelicitous description of the vulgar belief, inviting confla-
tion of the content with the objective situation. In the quoted passage, he again 
describes the vulgar as believing “the very images, presented by the senses, to be the 
external objects, and never entertain any suspicion, that the one are nothing but 
representations of the other.” (Compare to EHU 12.14 (SBN 154): when following 
the blind, natural instinct, people ordinarily “believe, that the very perception or 
sensible image is the external object.”) Just as with the Treatise, Hume’s point is not 
that the vulgar adopt a distinction between images and objects or that the content 
of their belief is that images or perceptions have external existence. Instead, the 
content of the belief is that I see the table itself (i.e., the table exists external to me); 
and the objective situation is that what is immediately seen is a perception.

Thus, there is not a difference between the Treatise and the Enquiry with respect 
to the content or strength of the vulgar belief. The vulgar belief is psychologically 
very compelling, and humans are naturally initially drawn to it. In each text, 
Hume claims that people ordinarily believe that they sense hats, shoes, stones, 
and tables directly and immediately. People ordinarily believe that the very thing 
they sense has continued and distinct existence. Furthermore, people ordinarily 
consider both so-called primary and secondary qualities as belonging to the exter-
nal body. If there is a difference in the two accounts, it is with regard to emphasis. 
In the Treatise, there is greater emphasis on continued existence; whereas in the 
Enquiry, there is greater emphasis on distinct existence. This difference may be due 
in part to the longer discussion in the Treatise of the origin of the vulgar belief, 
with its particular focus on identity. In the Treatise Hume describes imaginative 
propensities that lead us to mistake successive numerically distinct but resembling 
perceptions for identical perceptions. Hume claims that these propensities give 
rise to our belief in the continued existence of what we immediately perceive. 
He then describes an argument that philosophers use to expose the falsity of the 
vulgar belief. As we shall see, the argument fundamentally turns on distinct ex-
istence. Since Hume omits the complicated psychological account in the Enquiry 
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but retains the argument against the vulgar belief, we can thus account for the 
greater emphasis on distinct existence.

Furthermore, there is not a significant difference in the broad strokes of Hume’s 
descriptions of the objective situation that corresponds to the vulgar belief. In each 
account from the Treatise and the Enquiry, in sensation the vulgar are directly in 
contact with perceptions. And, according to Hume as scientist of human nature, 
it is an impression or image to which external existence is attributed. Of course, 
in the Treatise, Hume goes to great lengths to describe the features of the percep-
tions in virtue of which we attribute external existence; but the overall similarity 
between the Treatise and the Enquiry remains: in reality it is a perception that the 
vulgar believe to exist externally.

the Treatise’s Account of the  
Philosophical rejection of the Vulgar Belief

In the Treatise, Hume claims that “a very little reflection and philosophy is sufficient 
to make us perceive the fallacy of that (viz. vulgar) opinion” (T 1.4.2.44; SBN 210; 
cp. EHU 12.9; SBN 152). In each text, Hume describes the vulgar belief as “false,” 
“erroneous,” or “contrary to reason” (see T 1.4.2.43, 48; SBN 209, 213; and EHU 
12.10, 16; SBN 152, 155).13 In each, Hume describes an argument that draws upon 
the phenomenon of perceptual relativity. But a difference occurs in the two ac-
counts. In the Treatise, Hume claims that the perceptual relativity argument shows 
only that what we perceive (i.e., impressions or ideas) does not have continued 
existence; philosophical invention is required to get to the double existence of 
enduring objects and perceptions. In contrast, in the Enquiry, the conclusion of 
the perceptual relativity argument is both (1) the falsity of the vulgar belief in the 
external existence of what we perceive; and (2) the double existence of perceptions 
and objects. In this section, I examine the Treatise’s argument against the vulgar 
belief; in the next section, I turn to the Enquiry’s argument.

In the Treatise, Hume traces how our natural imaginative propensities lead 
us to believe in the continued existence of certain perceptions. Once continued 
existence is established, the mind unreflectively adds distinct existence (T 1.4.2.44; 
SBN 210). Hume seeks to describe “experiments” which would show that “the 
doctrine of the independent existence of our sensible perceptions is contrary to 
the plainest experience” (ibid.). This experiment and its conclusion are the Double 
Vision Argument (hereafter “DVA”):

’Twill first be proper to observe a few of those experiments, which 
convince us, that our perceptions are not possest of any independent 
existence. When we press one eye with a finger, we immediately perceive 
all the objects to become double, and one half of them to be remov’d 
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from their common and natural position. But as we do not attribute a 
continu’d existence to both these perceptions, and as they are both of the 
same nature, we clearly perceive, that all our perceptions are dependent 
on our organs, and the disposition of our nerves and animal spirits. This 
opinion is confirm’d by the seeming encrease and diminution of objects, 
according to their distance; by the apparent alterations in their figure; 
by the changes in their colour and other qualities from our sickness and 
distempers; and by an infinite number of other experiments of the same 
kind; from all which we learn, that our sensible perceptions are not pos-
sest of any distinct or independent existence. (T 1.4.2.45; SBN 210–1)

This argument is designed to show that perceptions of sense are partially caus-
ally dependent on percipients’ bodily states and therefore do not have distinct 
existence. When my eyes are crossed, I see (for example) two tables instead of just 
one. In such a circumstance, the vulgar do not hold that both tables will continue 
to exist when not perceived; instead, they believe that one table will cease to exist 
when my eyes are uncrossed. That is, the vulgar belief does not attribute continued 
existence to both tables. But both tables are “of the same nature.”14 That is, both 
tables are to be regarded as like effects. Because like effects imply like causes, the 
other table also lacks continued existence. Since distinct existence implies contin-
ued existence, neither table operates independently of percipients.15 Moreover, the 
perceptions of double vision are of the same nature as all other visual perceptions. 
So all visual perceptions lack independent existence. There is nothing special about 
double vision; other visually relative phenomena would suffice to establish this 
point. Further, similar arguments can be offered for other sensory modalities. Thus 
all sense perceptions are causally dependent upon the bodily states of percipients, 
and therefore none of them has distinct existence.16

James Somerville argues that DVA targets a philosophical view about the sta-
tus of our perceptions, not the vulgar belief that what they feel and see are hats, 
shoes, stones, and tables.17 Earlier, I distinguished the content of the vulgar belief 
from the objective situation. The content is that the vulgar believe that they see 
and feel tables, and the objective situation in which they hold this belief is one 
where they attribute external existence to perceptions. Somerville’s point, then, 
is that DVA attacks only the objective situation, not the content of the belief. 
Notice, however, that the argument is also conducted at the level of the content 
of the belief. The crucial premises are “we do not attribute a continu’d existence 
to both these perceptions” and “they are both of the same nature.” The former 
is a claim about the vulgar response to the phenomenon of double vision and 
the latter is a phenomenological claim. The upshot is that the argument brings 
the content in line with the objective situation; the falsity of the vulgar belief 
is exposed.
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Hume comments,

The natural consequence of this reasoning shou’d be, that our perceptions 
have no more a continu’d than an independent existence; and indeed 
philosophers have so far run into this opinion, that they change their 
system, and distinguish, (as we shall do for the future) betwixt percep-
tions and objects, of which the former are suppos’d to be interrupted, 
and perishing, and different at every different return; the latter to be 
uninterrupted, and to preserve a continu’d existence and identity. (T 
1.4.2.46; SBN 211)

Upon examining the philosophical belief more closely, Hume finds that it depends 
upon part of the vulgar belief, viz. the conviction that something has external 
existence. Since DVA shows that it is wrong to attribute continued and distinct 
existence to perceptions, philosophers invent the category of objects. Perceptions 
are perceiver-dependent; objects are perceiver-independent. Hume calls this philo-
sophical view “the opinion of a double existence” (T 1.4.2.31, 52; SBN 202, 216; 
cp. T 1.4.2.46; SBN 211), because it posits the dual existence and correspondence 
of objects and perceptions. (Throughout this paper I shall refer to this view as the 
“double existence theory” or “double existence view.”) In various places Hume 
states the double existence theory. In his minimal descriptions of it, he claims 
that it involves a Derivation Thesis: perceptions are caused by objects. (See, e.g., T 
1.4.2.46, 52, 14; SBN 211, 215, 193.) But frequently he adds some additional relation-
ship between perceptions and objects, such as resemblance or representation. (See, 
e.g., T 1.4.2.48, 54–5, 4; SBN 213, 216–7, 189; see also EHU 12.9, SBN 152, reprinted 
above, where Hume describes perceptions as “fleeting copies or representations of 
other existences,” allowing for either resemblance or mere representation.)18

But, Hume remarks, the philosophical view “has no primary recommendation 
either to reason or the imagination, but acquires all its influence on the imagination from 
the [vulgar belief]” (T 1.4.2.46; SBN 211). We cannot reason straightaway from the 
existence of our perceptions to the existence of objects. This is because objects are 
in principle unobservable, and therefore we can never observe “a conjunction or 
a relation of cause and effect” between perceptions and objects (T 1.4.2.47; SBN 
212). Secondly, our natural imaginative propensities initially lead us to adopt the 
vulgar belief, not the double existence view (T 1.4.2.48; SBN 212–3). Thus the 
philosophical belief in double existence fundamentally depends upon the vulgar 
belief for its development.

How does the philosophical belief depend upon the vulgar belief? After show-
ing, from perceptual relativity, that the vulgar belief in the continued and distinct 
existence of what we immediately perceive is false,
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’twou’d naturally be expected, that we must altogether reject the opinion, 
that there is such a thing in nature as a continu’d existence, which is 
preserv’d even when it no longer appears to the senses. The case, how-
ever, is otherwise. Philosophers are so far from rejecting the opinion of 
a continu’d existence upon rejecting that of the independence and con-
tinuance of our sensible perceptions, that tho’ all sects agree in the latter 
sentiment, the former, which is, in a manner, its necessary consequence, 
has been peculiar to a few extravagant sceptics; who after all maintain’d 
that opinion in words only, and were never able to bring themselves 
sincerely to believe it. (T 1.4.2.50; SBN 214)

The fundamental imaginative conviction that something has continued existence 
proves too strong to be overturned by philosophical reflection.

Thus tho’ we clearly perceive the dependence and interruption of our per-
ceptions, we stop short in our career, and never upon that account reject 
the notion of an independent and continu’d existence. That opinion has 
taken such deep root in the imagination, that ’tis impossible ever to eradi-
cate it, nor will any strain’d metaphysical conviction of the dependence 
of our perceptions be sufficient for that purpose. (T 1.4.2.51; SBN 214)

The important point for the present purpose is that the double existence theory is 
not a straightforward implication of DVA. Instead, it is a philosophical “fiction” (T 
1.4.2.52; SBN 215) that philosophers “invent” (T 1.4.2.56; SBN 218).19 Briefly, the 
mind is pulled in two directions by the imagination and by reason. The imagination 
is convinced, by the very propensities that initially produce the vulgar belief, that 
something has continued and distinct existence. But reason (i.e., causal reasoning 
about perceptual relativity) points out that perceptions are not fit candidates for 
distinct or continued existence. So the philosophical hypothesis is an attempt to 
satisfy both demands. With the invention of the new category of objects, philoso-
phers aim to satisfy the imagination by positing something that has continued 
existence, and simultaneously aim to satisfy reason by not attributing continued 
existence to perceptions (T 1.4.2.50, SBN 213–4; cp. T 1.4.2.52; SBN 215–6).

Furthermore, the belief that perceptions resemble their ancestral objects is due 
to further effects of the imagination. Hume writes,

I have already shown, that the relation of cause and effect can never afford 
us any just conclusion from the existence or qualities of our perceptions 
to the existence of external continu’d objects; And I shall farther add, that 
even tho’ they cou’d afford such a conclusion, we shou’d never have any 
reason to infer, that our objects resemble our perceptions. That opinion, 
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therefore, is deriv’d from nothing but the quality of the fancy above-
explain’d, that it borrows all its ideas from some precedent perceptions. We 
never can conceive any thing but perceptions, and therefore must make 
every thing resemble them. (T 1.4.2.54; SBN 216)

Philosophers do not simply believe that objects in general resemble perceptions. 
Rather, philosophers hold that each perception resembles the object that caused it. 
This, Hume claims, is due to the psychological propensity to “compleat the union”: 
once the ideas of perception and object are related “in the fancy” by causation, we 
are disposed to add the relation of resemblance (T 1.4.2.55; SBN 217). The point 
is that philosophers’ beliefs about resemblance between objects and perceptions 
are due to the effects of imaginative propensities.

the Enquiry’s Account of the  
Philosophical rejection of the Vulgar Belief

In the Enquiry, Hume takes up the topic of skepticism with regard to the senses in 
the first part of the final section, “Of the Academical or Sceptical Philosophy.” In 
the second part, he examines popular and philosophical challenges to reason, and 
in the third part he recommends mitigated skepticism over the extreme Pyrrhonism 
that he considers in the preceding parts. My focus here is on the first part.

Hume divides skepticisms into two kinds: those that are “antecedent to all study 
and philosophy” (EHU 12.3; SBN 149) and those that are “consequent to science 
and enquiry” (EHU 12.5; SBN 150). The sort of arguments that we are considering 
here fall into the latter category, since the skeptical doubt arises only after some 
observations or argument. In this category, Hume distinguishes “trite topics” 
which are easily dismissed, and “more profound arguments against the senses, 
which admit not of so easy a solution” (EHU 12.6; SBN 151).

Somerville points out that the phenomena of diminishing apparent mag-
nitude and double vision are included among the “trite topics” that Hume 
dismisses.20 Hume writes:

I need not insist upon the more trite topics, employed by the sceptics in 
all ages, against the evidence of sense; such as those which are derived 
from the imperfection and fallaciousness of our organs, on numberless 
occasions; the crooked appearance of an oar in water; the various aspects 
of objects, according to their different distances; the double images which 
arise from the pressing one eye; with many other appearances of a like 
nature. These sceptical topics, indeed, are only sufficient to prove, that 
the senses alone are not implicitly to be depended on; but that we must 
correct their evidence by reason, and by considerations, derived from the 
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nature of the medium, the distance of the object, and the disposition of 
the organ, in order to render them, within their sphere, the proper criteria 
of truth and falsehood. There are other more profound arguments against 
the senses, which admit not of so easy a solution. (EHU 12.6; SBN 151)

In this passage, Hume has the following kind of example in mind. When I am 
shopping for socks at the store under fluorescent lights, I may wonder whether 
the particular pair that I hold is navy blue or black.21 But from my failing to know 
which color the socks are on the basis of sense perception alone, it does not follow 
that my senses are not to be trusted at all. Instead, I am able to recognize that the 
apparent color of the socks is in part a function of the effect of the store’s fluores-
cent lights. With that in mind, I can take measures to adjust my judgment about 
the color of the socks (e.g., compare them to a known black object or buy them 
and look at them in other lighting).

So while Hume mentions double vision in particular, the kind of worry 
raised by the “trite topics” is not the same problem generated by DVA. Instead, 
DVA raises a problem concerning the vulgar belief in the continued and distinct 
existence of what I immediately perceive.  If I take into consideration “the nature 
of the medium, the distance of the object, and the disposition of the organ,” this 
does not affect DVA’s conclusion that sense perceptions do not have distinct or 
continued existence. For whether I am healthy or not, whether I look through 
water or air, or whether I approach or remove from an object, what I am directly 
and immediately acquainted with is causally dependent on my sensory organs. 
Moreover, as Hume argues in the Treatise, the senses do not provide any evidence 
in favor of or against continued existence (T 1.4.2.3; SBN 188–9). So they cannot 
deceive us with regard to continued existence. Thus it would not be possible to 
“correct their (viz. the senses’) evidence by reason” (EHU 12.6; SBN 151) precisely 
because they offer no such evidence.22

The philosophical rejection of the vulgar belief in body is part of the “more 
profound arguments against the senses, which admit not of so easy a solution” 
(ibid.). The skeptical dilemma that Hume ultimately describes is that belief in 
external existence “if rested on natural instinct, is contrary to reason, and if re-
ferred to reason, is contrary to natural instinct, and at the same time carries no 
rational evidence with it, to convince an impartial enquirer” (EHU 12.16; SBN 
155). To this end, Hume describes the Diminishing Table Argument (hereafter 
“DTA”), that aims to show the falsity of the belief “rested on natural instinct.” 
He writes:

But this universal and primary opinion of all men is soon destroyed by the 
slightest philosophy, which teaches us, that nothing can ever be present 
to the mind but an image or perception, and that the senses are only the 
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inlets, through which these images are conveyed, without being able to 
produce any immediate intercourse between the mind and the object. 
The table, which we see, seems to diminish, as we remove farther from it: 
But the real table, which exists independent of us, suffers no alteration: 
It was, therefore, nothing but its image, which was present to the mind. 
These are the obvious dictates of reason; and no man, who reflects, ever 
doubted, that the existences, which we consider, when we say, this house 
and that tree, are nothing but perceptions in the mind, and fleeting cop-
ies or representations of other existences, which remain uniform and 
independent. (EHU 12.9; 152)

There are similarities and differences between DVA and DTA. The phenomena 
that they describe are visual, and among their conclusions, both arguments 
include that what we directly and immediately perceive does not have external 
existence (i.e., that the vulgar belief is false). However, there are differences. For 
one, DTA uses only the phenomenon of diminishing visual magnitude as we 
move farther away from the table, whereas DVA uses the phenomenon of double 
vision, although “the seeming encrease and diminution of objects, according to 
their distance” is mentioned as another example (T 1.4.2.45; SBN 211). Further, 
only DTA purports to establish straightaway the double existence of the real table 
and its image that we see.

It is this last point that is puzzling. Hume insists in the Treatise that the double 
existence theory is not a logical consequence of DVA; instead, it is a philosophical 
invention, aimed at satisfying the psychological compulsion to attribute continued 
(and distinct) existence to something related to perception. And the belief in resem-
blance between object and perception is due to further imaginative propensities. 
How can a different instance of perceptual relativity yield the double existence 
theory as its conclusion?

To begin, my claim that DTA draws two conclusions straightaway from 
the phenomenon of perceptual relativity requires defense. The first conclu-
sion, which I shall call the “Dependence Conclusion,” states that, contrary 
to the vulgar belief, what I perceive directly and immediately does not have 
independent or external existence. In the passage quoted above, Hume writes 
that philosophy “teaches us, that nothing can ever be present to the mind but 
an image or perception.” In the same passage Hume also writes, “no man, who 
reflects, ever doubted, that the existences, which we consider, when we say, this 
house and that tree, are nothing but perceptions in the mind, and fleeting copies 
or representations of other existences.” These statements directly oppose the 
vulgar belief that that which I directly and immediately perceive “would exist, 
though we and every sensible creature were absent or annihilated” (EHU 12.7; 
SBN 151). Moreover, the second statement also comments on the duration of the 
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perception: it is fleeting.23 Again, the vulgar belief holds that what I directly and 
immediately perceive “preserves its existence uniform and entire, independent 
of the situation of intelligent beings, who perceive or contemplate it” (EHU 12.8; 
SBN 152). But this argument concludes that what I perceive is a perception, and 
as a perception it is fleeting.

How does DTA purport to establish the Dependence Conclusion? At one 
vantage point, what I directly and immediately perceive is one size; at another 
vantage point, it is another size. In this scenario, only I have changed; the ex-
ternally existing table is supposed not to have suffered any alteration. So the 
externally existing table could not have each size at different times. Therefore, 
what I directly and immediately perceive is not an externally existing table. As 
external existence involves continued and distinct existence, the Dependence 
Conclusion states that what I directly and immediately perceive has neither con-
tinued nor distinct existence.

The second conclusion is what I shall call the “Double Existence Conclusion,” 
according to which there exist objects over and above perceptions, and perceptions 
resemble their ancestral objects. In the passage quoted above, Hume observes that 
the “table” we directly and immediately perceive

was, therefore, nothing but its image, which was present to the mind. 
These are the obvious dictates of reason; and no man, who reflects, ever 
doubted, that the existences, which we consider, when we say, this house 
and that tree, are nothing but perceptions in the mind, and fleeting copies 
or representations of other existences, which remain uniform and independent. 
(EHU 12.9; SBN 152; my emphasis)

DTA concludes from perceptual relativity that the visual perception of the table is 
caused by and resembles an externally existing table. One might try to hold that 
the representational thesis is tacked on at the end, as one of the “obvious dictates 
of reason.”24 But it seems clear that the possessive pronoun “its” in the descrip-
tion of the perception (“its image”) is intended to refer to the externally existing 
table. So the phenomenon of perceptual relativity is somehow supposed to lead 
to the conclusion that there exist perceiver-independent objects over and above 
perceiver-dependent perceptions, where the latter are caused by and resemble 
the former.

The question, then, is how does DTA purport to establish the Double Existence 
Conclusion? There are certain constraints on a suitable interpretation. Hume holds 
in the Treatise that reasoning about perceptually relative phenomena does not 
suffice to establish the double existence theory. So either an additional premise 
will have to be found, or some account of why Hume changes his mind from the 
Treatise to the Enquiry will have to be offered.
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the rationally realist interpretation

A natural interpretation is that DTA purports to establish the existence of perceptions 
over and above objects simply from reasoning about perception. I shall designate it 
the “Rationally Realist Interpretation” because it treats the realist commitment to 
both perceptions and objects as entirely (or primarily) a logical consequence of the 
phenomenon of perceptual relativity; that is, the Double Existence Conclusion is 
reached by reasoning alone from observations about perception (i.e., without the 
intervention of imagination). This interpretation has been adopted by both John 
P. Wright and Georges Dicker.25 Let’s consider Dicker’s formulation:

(1) When we look at an object from different distances and angles, what we 
see changes.

(2) When we look at an object from different distances and angles, the object 
itself does not change.

 _______________________________________________

∴ (3) When we look at an object from different distances and angles, 
what we see is something other than the object itself—an impression, 
image, or sense-datum.26

The Rationally Realist Interpretation of DTA begins with the premise that there ex-
ists an external table. As an external table, it continues to exist when not perceived 
and exists distinct from minds that perceive it. Thus a change that takes place only 
in the perceiver will not alter the table at all. When a perceiver removes from the 
table, the external table does not shrink. Nevertheless, what the perceiver sees ap-
pears smaller. Therefore it is contradictory to identify the external table with what 
the perceiver sees. So there exist two tables: the external table and the table that 
changes size when the perceiver moves. In the terminology that I have introduced, 
the Rationally Realist Interpretation establishes the Dependence Conclusion by 
concluding that what is seen changes when there are changes to the percipient; 
and this interpretation establishes part of the Double Existence Conclusion, by 
affirming that there exist two tables: the external table and the table that is seen. 
It is not clear how this interpretation yields the rest of the Double Existence Con-
clusion (that perceptions are (partially) caused by and resemble their ancestral 
objects). Perhaps on Dicker’s formulation, to say that I “look at an (external) object” 
guarantees that what I see is related to the external object, even when it is shown 
that what I see is not the external object but a perception. Alternatively, an argu-
ment to the best explanation might be offered to establish that the perception is 
(partially) caused by and resembles the external table.

Although he grants that the argument is valid, Dicker objects to its sound-
ness, arguing that the first premise is false. It commits the Sense-Datum Fallacy, by 
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reifying that which we see. Dicker claims that all the observation about perception 
warrants is a weaker premise:

(1a) When we look at an object from different distances and angles, the ob-
ject’s size and shape seem to change.27

Indeed, Hume’s language is suggestive of premise (1a) rather than (1): “The table, 
which we see, seems to diminish, as we remove farther from it” (EHU 12.9; SBN 
152; my emphasis). As Thomas Reid argues, once one makes a distinction between 
apparent and real magnitude, the sophism in the argument becomes clear: one 
and the same external table may have changing apparent magnitudes and an 
unchanging real magnitude.28

Dicker and Reid think that the argument, interpreted with unmodified premise 
(1) above, is unsound. Wright tries to defend the argument against this criticism.29 
Wright distinguishes between changes in the intrinsic properties and changes 
in the extrinsic properties of an object. He argues that the observed change is 
in intrinsic properties (change in size) whereas the external table changes in ex-
trinsic properties (change in apparent magnitude relative to the observer). So the 
external table cannot be what is seen, because it does not undergo the appropriate 
kind of change. This defense would not be compelling to Dicker or Reid, because 
it presupposes exactly what they want to deny: that there exists something that 
undergoes change in exactly the manner we perceive.

The most distinctive feature of the Rationally Realist Interpretation in general 
is that it begins with the premise that an external table exists. On this interpreta-
tion, DTA does not proceed as a reductio of the vulgar belief—assuming that we are 
directly acquainted with an external table, only to show that it is not an external 
table, but a perception. Instead, on this interpretation of DTA, the existence of an 
external table is not challenged. Several commentators see this as a problematic 
premise.30 Their point is that once it is shown that we are directly and immediately 
acquainted only with perceptions, the premise that there is an external table 
becomes questionable. Furthermore, once our knowledge of the existence of an 
external table is doubted, it is difficult to see how to conclude that objects cause 
and resemble perceptions.

Clearly there are many complicated philosophical issues that DTA, so inter-
preted, raises. What matters for our purposes is the appropriateness of this as an 
interpretation of DTA. That is, we might still wonder whether this interpretation 
can preserve the parallel structure between the Treatise and the Enquiry. So how does 
this interpretation require us to understand DVA?31 Again, the premise that there 
exists an external object would not be an assumption for the sake of a reductio; it 
would be a given premise. What is shown, through the example of double vision, 
is that what is directly and immediately seen is not an external object. But, just 
as with DTA, that would leave untouched the premise that there is an external 
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object. This would make it possible to draw the Double Existence Conclusion 
straightaway from DVA as well.

The trouble with this line of interpretation is that it sits poorly with Hume’s 
comment about the scope of DVA: the phenomenon of perceptual relativity suffices 
to show only that what we directly and immediately perceive (viz., perceptions) do 
not have external existence. Instead, the philosophical double existence hypoth-
esis arises from imaginative invention. So the Rationally Realist Interpretation of 
DTA requires us to interpret Hume as having changed his mind about the logical 
consequences of perceptual relativity.  Furthermore, the Rationally Realist Inter-
pretation (of DTA or DVA) leaves unexplained why we should grant that there is 
an external object.

the Reductio of the Vulgar Belief interpretation

Given the problems with the Rationally Realist Interpretation, perhaps it would be 
better to treat the premise that there exists an external object not as a given, but as 
an assumption for the sake of a reductio ad absurdum of the vulgar belief.32 Let’s call 
this interpretation the “Reductio of the Vulgar Belief Interpretation.” Thus, let’s 
assume (for the sake of a reductio) that the vulgar belief is true: what I am directly 
and immediately acquainted with in perception are themselves external objects. 
For example, when looking at a table, the vulgar belief holds that what I directly 
and immediately see is an external table. As an external table, it continues to ex-
ist when I do not perceive it and operates independently of my observation. But 
when I remove from the table, what I directly and immediately see shrinks. If what 
I directly and immediately see were an external table, it would not diminish in 
size. The contradiction is thus elicited: the immediately and directly sensed table 
both shrinks (as I observe) and does not shrink (as must happen if it is an external 
table). Therefore the assumption was false; what I directly and immediately see is 
not an external table.

Thus the Reductio Interpretation establishes the Dependence Conclusion, 
by showing that the vulgar belief is false; that is, it is not the case that what I 
directly and immediately see has external existence. There is nothing in this 
conclusion that helps to establish any part of the Double Existence Conclusion; 
on this interpretation, there is no independent commitment to the existence of 
something external. In this regard, this interpretation of DTA does not conclude 
from the phenomenon of perceptual relativity any more than the Treatise’s DVA. 
Hence as an interpretation of the diminishing table passage, this interpretation 
fails to account for the Double Existence Conclusion that is stated. So unless we 
bolster the argument with additional premises, it is not a complete interpreta-
tion of DTA.
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natural instinct’s Supplemental Premises

So far, we have considered two interpretations that regard the diminishing table 
passage as an argument. In the Rationally Realist Interpretation, the argument 
moves from the existence of external objects to the conclusion that percep-
tions also exist. This interpretation was found wanting in that the argument, 
if successful, seems to render questionable the premise that external objects 
exist, and does not explicitly indicate why we should conclude that objects 
cause or resemble perceptions. This interpretation also seems to hold that the 
double existence of objects and perceptions may be deduced directly from the 
phenomenon of perceptual relativity, contrary to Hume’s explicit discussion 
following DVA. In contrast, the Reductio Interpretation shows only the falsity of 
the vulgar belief that what we directly and immediately perceive has continued 
and distinct existence. In this limited conclusion it is similar to DVA. But its 
problem is that it fails to reach the conclusions that objects exist and, a fortiori, 
that they resemble the perceptions they cause. To reach those conclusions, other 
premises need to be added. But there are no more premises in the passage about 
the diminishing table.

In this section, I describe a supplement to either of these interpretations. As I 
argue, natural instinct provides the basis for thinking that external objects exist. 
Thus it modifies the Rationally Realist Interpretation, by introducing independent 
instinctive grounds for thinking that external objects exist;33 and it fills the lacuna 
in the Reductio Interpretation, introducing the category of external objects. Fur-
ther, I argue that natural instinct also moves philosophers to think that objects 
cause and resemble perceptions. In support, I examine the Treatise’s discussion of 
the formation of the philosophical system from the vulgar belief. I argue that the 
Enquiry’s description of the effects of natural instinct retains the essential elements 
of the Treatise’s account.

If we search the paragraphs preceding DTA, we find that Hume uses two para-
graphs to describe instinct’s contribution to the development of the vulgar belief. 
He breaks the story down into two stages.34 First:

It seems evident, that men are carried, by a natural instinct or prepos-
session, to repose faith in their senses; and that, without any reasoning, 
or even almost before the use of reason, we always suppose an external 
universe, which depends not on our perception, but would exist, though 
we and every sensible creature were absent or annihilated. (EHU 12.7; 
SBN 151)

Hume continues:
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It seems also evident, that, when men follow this blind and powerful 
instinct of nature, they always suppose the very images, presented by 
the senses, to be the external objects, and never entertain any suspicion, 
that the one are nothing but representations of the other. (EHU 12.8; 
SBN 151)

The first stage establishes the instinctive belief that something has external exis-
tence. The second stage goes beyond the first stage, and attributes external existence 
to certain perceptions. This second stage is the objective situation of the vulgar 
belief, and it is contradicted by the Dependence Conclusion.

But what about the first stage? At a minimum, it contributes the conviction 
that something has external (i.e., distinct and continued) existence: “we always 
suppose an external universe, which depends not on our perception, but would 
exist, though we and every sensible creature were absent or annihilated” (EHU 12.7; 
SBN 151). If we add this premise to the Reductio Interpretation, we get part of the 
Double Existence Conclusion: since perceptions do not have external existence, 
there must exist something else that does—let’s call these external things objects.35 
In this respect, this is not significantly different from the Treatise’s account of how 
the philosophical hypothesis is developed. Recall, in the Treatise, Hume claims that 
the conclusion of DVA should be that perceptions do not have external existence. 
But the vulgar conviction that something has external existence persists; and 
philosophers yield to both demands, attributing uninterruptedness, identity, and 
externality to objects, and interruptedness, difference, and perceiver-dependence 
to perceptions (T 1.4.2.51–2; SBN 214–6).

But this is not all of DTA’s Double Existence Conclusion. There are the 
further claims that objects cause and resemble perceptions. To see how instinct 
contributes these, let’s examine more closely the first stage of instinct. Recall that  
Hume writes:

It seems evident, that men are carried, by a natural instinct or prepos-
session, to repose faith in their senses; and that, without any reasoning, 
or even almost before the use of reason, we always suppose an external 
universe, which depends not on our perception, but would exist, though 
we and every sensible creature were absent or annihilated. (EHU 12.7; 
SBN 151)

In this sentence, Hume describes the effects of instinct in two clauses: the first 
states that men “repose faith in their senses”; the second states that we “suppose 
an external universe.” What is the relation between these?

We might try to interpret “faith in [our] senses” as acceptance of the raw 
data of our senses. But the senses alone contribute little to our belief in external  
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existence. As Hume argues in the Treatise, our senses alone do not represent any-
thing as external:

Thus to resume what I have said concerning the senses; they give us no 
notion of continu’d existence, because they cannot operate beyond the 
extent, in which they really operate. They as little produce the opinion 
of a distinct existence, because they neither can offer it to the mind as 
represented, nor as original. To offer it as represented, they must present 
both an object and an image. To make it appear as original, they must 
convey a falshood; and this falshood must lie in the relations and situ-
ation: In order to which they must be able to compare the object with 
ourselves; and even in that case they do not, nor is it possible they shou’d, 
deceive us. We may, therefore, conclude with certainty, that the opinion 
of a continu’d and of a distinct existence never arises from the senses. (T 
1.4.2.11; SBN 191–2)

Our senses do not present anything as continued or distinct; thus they do not 
present anything as existing externally. In the next two paragraphs in the Treatise, 
Hume “confirm[s]” this point, by comparing the (modern) philosophical and vul-
gar views about the various sensory impressions: the so-called primary qualities, 
the so-called secondary qualities, and hedonic sensations. Philosophers distinguish 
primary from secondary qualities, where the former are external qualities but the 
latter are merely perceptions. The vulgar, however, think that both solidity and 
cold are features of the (externally existing) steel, and think that their experience 
refutes the philosophical distinction.36 But they also think that pain is not a feature 
of the steel. Philosophers, on the other hand, point out that both the cold and the 
pain are “nothing but perceptions arising from the particular configurations and 
motions of the parts of the body” (T 1.4.2.13; SBN 192–3). From these conflicting 
opinions about the various impressions of sense, Hume concludes, “that as far as 
the senses are judges, all perceptions are the same in the manner of their existence” 
(T 1.4.2.13; SBN 193).

Since the senses alone do not produce the belief in external existence, “faith 
in [our] senses” should not be understood as concerning only the raw data of the 
senses. Instead, I contend, it includes (unreflective) acceptance of the effects of the 
fundamental imaginative propensities or instincts that operate on the raw data 
of the senses. One notable effect of instinct is the belief that something external 
exists. (So “faith in [our] senses” includes, but is not equivalent to, the belief that 
something external exists.) To show this, I examine the corresponding passages in 
the Treatise where Hume explains how the philosophical system depends upon the 
vulgar belief. I contend that the Enquiry’s account does not differ from the Treatise’s 
account of the development of the philosophical system out of the “struggle” 
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between reason and the imagination. Thus the instinctive “faith in [our] senses” 
generates the causal and resemblance components of the philosophical belief in 
the double existence of objects and perceptions.

In the Treatise, Hume contrasts the philosophical opinion, which “we form 
after a calm and profound reflection,” and the vulgar belief, which “we embrace 
by a kind of instinct or natural impulse” (T 1.4.2.51; SBN 214). (Notice that Hume 
describes the vulgar belief as deriving from a kind of instinct.) Hume observes,

If these opinions become contrary, ’tis not difficult to foresee which of 
them will have the advantage. As long as our attention is bent upon the 
subject, the philosophical and study’d principle may prevail; but the 
moment we relax our thoughts, nature will display herself, and draw us 
back to our former opinion. Nay she has sometimes such an influence, 
that she can stop our progress, even in the midst of our most profound 
reflections, and keep us from running on with all the consequences of 
any philosophical opinion. Thus tho’ we clearly perceive the dependence 
and interruption of our perceptions, we stop short in our career, and never 
upon that account reject the notion of an independent and continu’d 
existence. That opinion has taken such deep root in the imagination, 
that ’tis impossible ever to eradicate it, nor will any strain’d metaphysical 
conviction of the dependence of our perceptions be sufficient for that 
purpose. (T 1.4.2.51; SBN 214)

When reason and the imagination are opposed, reason can never secure a complete, 
lasting victory. Even if reason were to contradict the imagination entirely, reason’s 
victory would be temporary, because reason’s conclusion could not be sustained 
completely without considerable effort and this effort could not be exerted for 
long. (This is why Hume says that the vulgar belief is held by non-philosophers 
at all times, and philosophers when they desist from philosophical reflection. See 
T 1.4.2.36, 38, 53; SBN 205, 206, 216.) However, it is possible for reason to carry 
out its inferences to a limited degree, while the imagination pulls in the opposite 
direction. Hume describes this as involving “some struggle and opposition” whose 
reconciliation is reached by the double existence theory:

This philosophical system, therefore, is the monstrous offspring of two 
principles, which are contrary to each other, which are both at once 
embrac’d by the mind, and which are unable mutually to destroy each 
other. The imagination tells us, that our resembling perceptions have a 
continu’d and uninterrupted existence, and are not annihilated by their 
absence. Reflection tells us, that even our resembling perceptions are inter-
rupted in their existence, and different from each other. The contradiction 
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betwixt these opinions we elude by a new fiction, which is conformable to 
the hypotheses both of reflection and fancy, by ascribing these contrary 
qualities to different existences; the interruption to perceptions, and the 
continuance to objects. Nature is obstinate, and will not quit the field, 
however strongly attack’d by reason; and at the same time reason is so 
clear in the point, that there is no possibility of disguising her. Not being 
able to reconcile these two enemies, we endeavour to set ourselves at ease 
as much as possible, by successively granting to each whatever it demands, 
and by feigning a double existence, where each may find something, that 
has all the conditions it desires. (T 1.4.2.52; SBN 215)

On Hume’s account, reason convinces us to deny that perceptions are identical, 
uninterrupted, and continuous. But the imagination persists in holding that 
something related to perception continues to exist. As we have seen, reason cannot 
successfully overthrow the imaginative conviction; so it is not possible to claim 
simply that nothing related to perception has continued existence (cp. T 1.4.2.50; 
SBN 214). Thus, philosophers introduce a distinction in order to satisfy both of 
these convictions: perceptions are dependent, interrupted, and different, whereas 
objects are independent, continued, and identical.

Hume is not entirely clear about how the imagination leads philosophers to 
conclude that objects cause perceptions. (Again, we should recall the earlier dis-
cussion that neither the senses alone nor reason alone is the source of the belief 
in continued or distinct existence (T 1.4.2.3–14; SBN 188–93).) It may be the case 
that because the philosophical imagination is led to posit the existence of objects 
upon thinking about perceptions, an association is developed between the ideas 
of objects and perceptions, which the imagination confounds with causation. In 
any case, Hume is clear that reason does not directly support this conclusion:

The only existences, of which we are certain, are perceptions, which be-
ing immediately present to us by consciousness, command our strongest 
assent, and are the first foundation of all our conclusions. The only con-
clusion we can draw from the existence of one thing to that of another, is 
by means of the relation of cause and effect, which shows, that there is a 
connexion betwixt them, and that the existence of one is dependent on 
that of the other. The idea of this relation is deriv’d from past experience, 
by which we find, that two beings are constantly conjoin’d together, and 
are always present at once to the mind. But as no beings are ever present to 
the mind but perceptions; it follows that we may observe a conjunction or 
a relation of cause and effect betwixt different perceptions, but can never 
observe it betwixt perceptions and objects. ’Tis impossible, therefore, that 
from the existence or any of the qualities of the former, we can ever form 
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any conclusion concerning the existence of the latter, or ever satisfy our 
reason in this particular. (T 1.4.2.47; SBN 212)

We cannot establish by direct causal reasoning that there is a causal relationship 
between objects and perceptions, because we can never observe the conjunction 
of perceptions and objects—because objects are in principle unobservable. Fred 
Wilson points out that Hume’s criticism excludes only direct causal reasoning. How-
ever, perhaps the philosopher could pursue some kind of indirect causal argument, 
by appeal to causal principles, such as every event has a cause and same effects have 
the same causes.37 In such an argument, we would conclude that our perceptually 
relative perceptions have causes, but other perceptions are inadequate for the task, 
because they lack continued or distinct existence. Therefore something else that 
has these qualities causes our perceptions. On such an interpretation, reason co-
operates with the imagination, by directing the conviction in continued existence 
to invent the cause of our dependent and interrupted perceptions.

The belief in resemblance receives more explicit treatment, as being a “very 
conspicuous” effect of “the fancy”:

First, We suppose external objects to resemble internal perceptions. I have 
already shown, that the relation of cause and effect can never afford us 
any just conclusion from the existence or qualities of our perceptions to 
the existence of external continu’d objects; And I shall farther add, that 
even tho’ they cou’d afford such a conclusion, we shou’d never have any 
reason to infer, that our objects resemble our perceptions. That opinion, 
therefore, is deriv’d from nothing but the quality of the fancy above-
explain’d, that it borrows all its ideas from some precedent perceptions. We 
never can conceive any thing but perceptions, and therefore must make 
every thing resemble them. (T 1.4.2.54; SBN 216)

Hume continues:

Secondly, As we suppose our objects in general to resemble our percep-
tions, so we take it for granted, that every particular object resembles that 
perception, which it causes. The relation of cause and effect determines us 
to join the other of resemblance; and the ideas of these existences being 
already united together in the fancy by the former relation, we naturally 
add the latter to compleat the union. We have a strong propensity to 
compleat every union by joining new relations to those which we have 
before observ’d betwixt any ideas, as we shall have occasion to observe 
presently. (T 1.4.2.55; SBN 217)
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The second quotation makes clear the order of the development of the Double 
Existence Conclusion: first, philosophers believe that objects cause perceptions, 
and second, philosophers believe that objects resemble perceptions. Just as with 
causation, the belief in resemblance arises not because philosophers observe 
objects directly and compare them to their perceptions; objects are in principle 
unobservable. Instead, the belief in resemblance arises because of the limits of 
conceivability: the fancy “borrows all its ideas from some precedent percep-
tions.” We cannot conceive of something different in kind from perceptions.38 
So the qualities that are attributed to objects are qualities that perceptions have. 
Furthermore, as Hume observes in the second paragraph, philosophers are in-
clined to make objects resemble the particular perceptions they cause. (Again, 
reason can “cooperate” with imagination, in excluding certain qualities from 
objects when it is shown that objects cannot have such qualities. For example, 
such reasoning might form the basis for the primary-secondary quality distinc-
tion. Hume’s point here is that reasoning by itself would never lead us to think 
that objects resemble our perceptions.) He explains that this belief that objects 
resemble the perceptions they cause is due to the imaginative propensity to 
“compleat the union.”

Thus, in the Treatise, the philosophical belief that objects cause and resemble 
perceptions is due largely to the effects of the imagination. While reason may play 
an auxiliary role, Hume’s point is that the philosophical belief is not the product 
of reason alone.

In the Enquiry, Hume raises similar concerns about the inability of reasoning 
by itself to establish the Double Existence Conclusion. He observes that there are 
any number of putative causes of our perceptions besides objects: our own minds, 
other minds, or something else unknown (EHU 12.11; SBN 153). He continues:

It is a question of fact, whether the perceptions of the senses be produced 
by external objects, resembling them: How shall this question be deter-
mined? By experience surely; as all other questions of a like nature. But 
here experience is, and must be entirely silent. The mind has never any 
thing present to it but the perceptions, and cannot possibly reach any 
experience of their connexion with objects. The supposition of such 
a connexion is, therefore, without any foundation in reasoning. (EHU 
12.12; SBN 153)

Neither the supposed causal relation nor resemblance can be established directly 
by reasoning, because we are never directly acquainted with objects. This is es-
sentially the same criticism that we saw in the Treatise (T 1.4.2.47; SBN 212). In the 
Enquiry, Hume alters the presentation somewhat, simultaneously criticizing the 
beliefs in causation and resemblance. But, as we saw in the Treatise, Hume raises 
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the same objection to each: objects are in principle unobservable, so there is no 
direct way to establish either relation.

So the basis for the Double Existence Conclusion is either the senses or the 
imagination. Objects are in principle unobservable, so there is no way to sense 
them: “the senses are only the inlets, through which these images are conveyed, 
without being able to produce any immediate intercourse between the mind and 
the object” (EHU 12.9; SBN 152). So the senses cannot be the “foundation” for 
belief in the Double Existence Conclusion either (EHU 12.12; SBN 153). Therefore, 
the belief must arise fundamentally from the imagination. To put it in terms that 
I have been employing in this paper, the premises that are drawn upon in DTA 
to reach the Double Existence Conclusion must be premises contributed by the 
imagination. But Hume does not mention the imagination in the passages from 
Section 12 of the Enquiry. Instead, the imaginative propensities are described as 
the instinctive “faith in [the] senses.”

It might be thought that equating the Enquiry’s instinctive “faith in [the] 
senses” with unreflective acceptance of the Treatise’s imaginative propensities is 
too great an interpretative leap. But even in the Treatise, Hume equates acceptance 
of the effects of the imagination with “faith in our senses.” In the skeptical climax 
of “Of scepticism with regard to the senses,” Hume writes:

I begun this subject with premising, that we ought to have an implicit 
faith in our senses, and that this wou’d be the conclusion, I shou’d draw 
from the whole of my reasoning. But to be ingenuous, I feel myself at 
present of a quite contrary sentiment, and am more inclin’d to repose no 
faith at all in my senses, or rather imagination, than to place in it such 
an implicit confidence. (T 1.4.2.56; SBN 217)

Setting aside the evaluation that Hume makes in this passage, we can see that, as 
scientist of human nature, he corrects the misleading claim that our beliefs about 
external objects require “faith in our senses”; rather as he has argued at length, 
beliefs about external objects arise fundamentally from imaginative invention. So 
“faith in our senses” really is acceptance of the effects of the imagination.

the Skeptical Opposition of reason and instinct

So far I have argued that if the diminishing table passage alone is interpreted as 
an entire argument, it does not succeed at establishing the Double Existence 
Conclusion. That is, reasoning about the phenomenon of perceptual relativity by 
itself does not prove the Double Existence Conclusion. Upon examining Hume’s 
discussion of the effects of natural instinct, I argued that we can distinguish two 
different stages. The second stage is contradicted by the Dependence Conclusion. 
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The first stage is fundamentally operative in the Double Existence Conclusion, 
contributing the belief that something external exists and that the external exis-
tent causes and resembles our perceptions. On my interpretation, in the Enquiry, 
Hume is not committed to believing that the Double Existence Conclusion is 
completely a logical consequence of reasoning about perceptual relativity. Instead, 
just as in the Treatise, instinct plays a fundamental role in the invention of the 
philosophical system.

A proper interpretation of DTA requires recognizing its situation in the context 
of a skeptical argument. In this section, I carefully examine the Enquiry’s skeptical 
argument that opposes reason and instinct and purports to show that neither by 
itself offers a philosophically satisfactory belief in external existence. I argue that 
the skeptical dilemma presupposes that instinct and reason are mutually exclusive. 
On this assumption, when philosophers appeal to reasoning about perceptual rela-
tivity, they reject instinct and embrace reason. But double existence is not a logical 
implication of perceptual relativity and therefore is not justifiable by reason alone. 
So philosophers who see reason and instinct as mutually exclusive are unable to 
escape the skeptic’s dilemma. However, a scientist of human nature, who reflects 
on the philosophical rejection of instinct, comes to see that there are distinctions 
to be drawn. First, the Dependence Conclusion is to be distinguished from the 
Double Existence Conclusion, and second, the different effects of instinct are to 
be distinguished. Philosophers reject only some of instinct’s effects and (perhaps 
unwittingly) incorporate others into their own philosophical system. Thus the 
skeptical argument allows a scientist of human nature to discover the fundamental 
role that instinct plays in the philosophical belief in double existence.

Let’s begin with Hume’s summary of the skeptic’s argument. He writes:

Thus the first philosophical objection to the evidence of sense or to the 
opinion of external existence consists in this, that such an opinion, if 
rested on natural instinct, is contrary to reason, and if referred to reason, 
is contrary to natural instinct, and at the same time carries no rational evi-
dence with it, to convince an impartial enquirer. (EHU 12.16; SBN 155)

If one relies solely upon instinct, one adopts the vulgar belief. After reflection on 
perceptual relativity, philosophers find that the vulgar belief is contrary to reason. 
So instinct alone produces a false belief. In light of this conclusion, philosophers 
correct the false belief, introducing the distinction between perceptions and objects. 
This new belief is “contrary to natural instinct,” insofar as it is contrary to the vulgar 
belief. Is the philosophical belief satisfactory to reason? No, the skeptic says, because 
no argument (causal or demonstrative) can be offered that, relying upon reason 
alone, entails the double existence of objects and perceptions. So when the choices 
are either instinct alone or reason alone, no satisfactory belief is available.
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In order for this skeptical argument to get started—that is, in order for reason to 
oppose instinct—reason has to succeed at displacing the instinctive vulgar belief.39 
At a minimum, the skeptical argument is committed to the soundness of inferring 
the Dependence Conclusion from perceptual relativity. I contend that the skeptical 
objection requires us to regard philosophers as thinking that the Double Existence 
Conclusion is similarly inferred by reason. To support this, consider how Hume 
continues immediately following the diminishing table passage:

So far, then, are we necessitated by reasoning to contradict or depart from 
the primary instincts of nature, and to embrace a new system with regard 
to the evidence of our senses. But here philosophy finds herself extremely 
embarrassed, when she would justify this new system, and obviate the 
cavils and objections of the sceptics. She can no longer plead the infal-
lible and irresistible instinct of nature: For that led us to a quite different 
system, which is acknowledged fallible and even erroneous. And to justify 
this pretended philosophical system, by a chain of clear and convincing 
argument, or even any appearance of argument, exceeds the power of all 
human capacity. (EHU 12.10; SBN 152)

Reasoning about perceptual relativity “necessitate[s]” two effects. First, phi-
losophers reject the belief generated by the “primary instincts of nature.” This 
is the Dependence Conclusion, which contradicts the vulgar belief. Secondly, 
philosophers “embrace a new system with regard to the evidence of our senses.” 
This is the Double Existence Conclusion, which introduces the new category 
of objects and affirms that perceptions are caused by and resemble objects. The 
“embarrass[ment]” to philosophy concerns the justification of the philosophical 
system. Thus the central problem concerns the Double Existence Conclusion, not 
the Dependence Conclusion.

This may be confirmed by looking at the three paragraphs that develop the 
skeptical assault on the justification of the philosophical system. In the first, 
Hume asks, “By what argument can it be proved, that the perceptions of the 
mind must be caused by external objects, entirely different from them, though 
resembling them (if that be possible) . . . ?” (EHU 12.11; SBN 152–3). Alternative 
causes include one’s own mind, the mind of some other being, or something 
else unknown. Perceptions do sometimes arise from one’s mind, as in the case of 
dreams or hallucinations.40 To decide this “question of fact,” we have to consult 
experience (EHU 12.12; SBN 153). (Substantive causal claims are matters of fact; 
because these alternative causes are conceivable and therefore possible (and 
even actual in the case of dreams), the claim that our perceptions are caused by 
objects is not a relation of ideas.) But the double existence theory holds that ob-
jects are in principle unobservable, so we cannot experience the conjunction of 
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objects and ideas or compare them. Hume observes, “The supposition of such a 
connexion is, therefore, without any foundation in reasoning” (EHU 12.12; SBN 
153). Hume adds that the Cartesian move of appealing to a divine guarantee of 
the reliability of our senses does not help: “if the external world be once called 
in question, we shall be at a loss to find arguments, by which we may prove the 
existence of that Being or any of his attributes” (EHU 12.13; SBN 153). All of this 
shows that it is the Double Existence Conclusion that lacks “rational evidence” 
(EHU 12.16; SBN 155).

Hume summarizes the skeptical conclusion:

Do you follow the instincts and propensities of nature, may they say, in 
assenting to the veracity of sense? But these lead you to believe, that the 
very perception or sensible image is the external object. Do you disclaim 
this principle, in order to embrace a more rational opinion, that the per-
ceptions are only representations of something external? You here depart 
from your natural propensities and more obvious sentiments; and yet 
are not able to satisfy your reason, which can never find any convincing 
argument from experience to prove, that the perceptions are connected 
with any external objects. (EHU 12.14; SBN 153–4)

Again, the skeptical argument requires us to see instinct and reason as wholly 
opposed. When people follow instinct entirely, they adopt the vulgar belief. This 
is the opinion, “rested on natural instinct” (EHU 12.16; SBN 155). Philosophers 
who reflect on perceptual relativity acknowledge that the vulgar belief is “fallible 
and even erroneous” (EHU 12.10; SBN 152), and therefore they “disclaim” instinct 
entirely. So the skeptic turns to the other horn. The philosophical belief is described 
as “more rational” because it consults reason. In particular, the philosophical 
belief incorporates the Dependence Conclusion (which is arrived at through 
reasoning) into its belief. The Dependence Conclusion is directly opposed to the 
effect of the second stage of instinct (and therefore “contrary to natural instinct” 
(EHU 12.16; SBN 155)), and in this respect, philosophers “depart from” their 
natural propensities. However, there is no “convincing argument from experience 
to prove” that objects cause or resemble perceptions; this conclusion cannot be 
reached by reason alone. Thus, the philosophical system “carries no rational evidence 
with it, to convince an impartial enquirer” (EHU 12.16; SBN 155). An “impartial 
enquirer” will be one who submits the philosophical opinion to the examination 
of reason alone; such an enquirer will not be persuaded. If one were to suspend 
all human instincts (per impossibile), one would never arrive at the philosophical 
system. Thus on the supposition that reason and instinct are mutually exclusive, 
philosophers are unable to adopt any belief in external existence. Philosophers 
are thereby forced into skepticism.
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Later in the third part of Enquiry 12, Hume criticizes such excessive skepticism. 
Instead, he proposes a kind of “mitigated” skepticism, “which may be the natural 
result of the Pyrrhonian doubts and scruples.” This skepticism involves “the limita-
tion of our enquiries to such subjects as are best adapted to the narrow capacity of 
human understanding.” Hume writes:

A correct Judgment observes a contrary method, and avoiding all distant 
and high enquiries, confines itself to common life, and to such subjects 
as fall under daily practice and experience; leaving the more sublime 
topics to the embellishment of poets and orators, or to the arts of priests 
and politicians. To bring us to so salutary a determination, nothing can 
be more serviceable, than to be once thoroughly convinced of the force 
of the Pyrrhonian doubt, and of the impossibility, that any thing, but the 
strong power of natural instinct, could free us from it. Those who have 
a propensity to philosophy, will still continue their researches; because 
they reflect, that, besides the immediate pleasure, attending such an 
occupation, philosophical decisions are nothing but the reflections of 
common life, methodized and corrected. But they will never be tempted 
to go beyond common life, so long as they consider the imperfection of 
those faculties which they employ, their narrow reach, and their inac-
curate operations. (EHU 12.25; SBN 162)

It may be thought that Hume hereby excludes any inquiry concerning the belief 
in external existence from the bounds of philosophical consideration. On my in-
terpretation this is not right. Instead, the philosopher finds his Pyrrhonian doubts 
overturned by the strength of natural instinct. Rather than cease philosophizing 
altogether, he returns to examine the skeptical argument and the effects of instinct 
more closely. This philosopher, who works through the Pyrrhonian opposition 
of reason and instinct, comes to discover his own deep and abiding instinctive 
commitments to repose faith in his senses and believe that something external 
exists—commitments that are more fundamental than the vulgar belief. The 
philosopher becomes a scientist of human nature and discovers the fundamental 
role of instinct in any belief in external existence.

More precisely, the scientist of human nature can make two distinctions, 
one regarding reason and one regarding instinct. First, the philosophical system 
involves two conclusions, the Dependence Conclusion and the Double Exis-
tence Conclusion. The Dependence Conclusion, which is reached by reasoning 
about perceptual relativity, is “contrary to” the vulgar belief. Philosophers also 
endorse the Double Existence Conclusion, but this is not proven from reason-
ing about perceptual relativity. No argument that draws upon reason alone can 
establish the Double Existence Conclusion. Because philosophers accept both  



Hume Studies

146 Annemarie Butler

conclusions, they find themselves simultaneously embracing reason (the opinion 
that is “referred to reason”) and holding a view with “no rational evidence” (EHU 
12.16; SBN 155).

Secondly, as I have argued throughout this paper, we can distinguish the 
effects of natural instinct: reposing faith in our senses, believing that something 
external exists, and believing that the very thing we sense is the external object. 
We see that the Dependence Conclusion contradicts only the last of these effects, 
the vulgar belief. So philosophers are unable to endorse the vulgar belief. This need 
not amount to a wholesale rejection of instinct. Further, once he distinguishes 
the effects of instinct, the scientist of human nature discovers that instinct plays 
a fundamental role in the philosophical double existence theory. The scientist 
of human nature thus comes to realize the unavoidability of natural instinct in 
beliefs about external existence.

Thus it is in two different senses that reason “necessitate[s]” that philosophers 
adopt the double existence of objects and perceptions (EHU 12.10; SBN 152). The 
Dependence Conclusion is a logical consequence of reasoning about perceptual 
relativity. The Dependence Conclusion contradicts the vulgar belief. But the first 
stage of instinct requires that philosophers qua human animals believe that some-
thing exists externally. So philosophers, upon rejecting the vulgar belief, are moved 
to distinguish objects from perceptions. Thus reason necessitates the Dependence 
Conclusion as a logical consequence; but the Double Existence Conclusion is not 
entirely a logical consequence of reasoning about perceptual relativity. Instead, 
reason cooperates with instinct in the philosophical invention.

the non-Argument interpretation

The puzzle with which this paper began was that DTA, particularly the Double 
Existence Conclusion, seems to be at odds with the Treatise’s DVA and subsequent 
discussion of how philosophers come to adopt the double existence theory. In the 
development of the skeptical tension between reason and instinct, Hume argues 
that no argument can be offered for the Double Existence Conclusion. So the 
diminishing table passage cannot be interpreted as an argument that on its own 
establishes the Double Existence Conclusion. Thus the Enquiry is not at odds with 
the Treatise. In my interpretative reconstruction, I have shown that the Enquiry 
retains the insight (developed more fully in the Treatise) that natural instinct is 
fundamentally operative in the development of the philosophical double exis-
tence hypothesis.

One might claim that there is no tension (apparent or real) between the 
Treatise and the Enquiry, because no argument is offered in the diminishing table 
passage. Instead, Hume merely describes the received view of his philosophical 
predecessors.41 Michael G.F. Martin considers this interpretation:
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Although we have the appearance here of argument, an indicated premiss 
concerning a case of illusion, and a conclusion drawn as such, in fact 
we lack the argument proper itself. No additional reasons are offered to 
support the conclusions drawn, apart from the supposition that how the 
table looks is not how it is.42

Martin does not pursue this interpretation in depth, but it is possible to develop 
it somewhat more fully here.

First, we have already noted that in the Enquiry, unlike in the Treatise, Hume 
does not provide an extended discussion of the psychological propensities that 
produce the vulgar belief. We should not be surprised if he similarly fails to provide 
an extensive discussion of how those very same psychological principles help to 
shape the philosophical double existence theory. Since his non-skeptical philo-
sophical predecessors typically adopted the double existence theory, he states its 
tenets as the “obvious dictates of reason” without further explanation.43

Furthermore, it is reasonable to assume that the intended contemporary 
audience of Hume’s Enquiry would be familiar with the philosophical positions 
of Descartes, Locke, among others. So it plausibly could be seen as unnecessary to 
rehearse their arguments for their respective double existence theories. On this 
interpretation, the “non-argument” involving the table is merely an illustration 
of the consequences of the philosophical hypothesis: what is perceived directly 
and immediately is a perception and varies with bodily changes, whereas what 
exists externally is the object, whose changes occur independently of bodily 
changes.44

I do not find this interpretation attractive. Within the diminishing table pas-
sage itself, there appears to be an argument:

The table, which we see, seems to diminish, as we remove farther from it: 
But the real table, which exists independent of us, suffers no alteration: 
It was, therefore, nothing but its image, which was present to the mind. 
(EHU 12.9; SBN 152)

It is natural to interpret “therefore” as signalling logical implication. On both the 
Rationally Realist and Reductio Interpretations, these apparent premises establish 
the Dependence Conclusion. In that respect it seems appropriate to treat the pas-
sage as presenting an argument—at a minimum, an argument for the Dependence 
Conclusion.

While I cannot argue conclusively against the “non-argument” interpreta-
tion, nevertheless I think any interpretation has to adopt my distinctions to 
understand Hume’s discussion of the first “more profound” skeptical argument 
against the evidence of sense. First, one has to distinguish the effects of the first and 
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second stages of instinct. Let’s suppose, for the sake of argument, that there is no 
distinction to be drawn regarding instinct; instinct is simple and undifferentiated 
and always yields the vulgar belief. Philosophers who reason about perceptual 
relativity show the falsity of the vulgar belief and reject instinct entirely. By their 
own conclusion, philosophers would be unable to draw upon anything other 
than reason to establish their philosophical system; yet reason is insufficient to 
do so. As we have seen, philosophers (unwittingly) draw upon instinct. But if we 
did not distinguish the different stages of instinct, the instinct that philosophers 
(unwittingly) draw upon would be one and the same instinct that produces the 
vulgar belief. Philosophers thus would be engaged in a flat contradiction.45 But 
the flatly contradictory system is not what philosophical endorse; philosophers 
do not say that what I directly and immediately perceive both has and does not 
have external existence. Rather they distinguish what I directly and immediately 
perceive from something else. The belief that there is something else that has 
external existence cannot be understood as being produced by an instinct that 
always leads to the vulgar belief, but must be understood as being produced by an 
instinct that, if unrestricted, will produce the vulgar belief. Thus there are different 
stages and effects of instinct.

Secondly, I think one has to recognize the distinction between the Dependence 
Conclusion and the Double Existence Conclusion. First, Hume states them in two 
different clauses: “So far, then, are we necessitated by reasoning to contradict or 
depart from the primary instincts of nature, and to embrace a new system with 
regard to the evidence of our senses” (EHU 12.10; SBN 152). Secondly, these two 
conclusions are contrasted in the skeptical argument. One is taken to be established 
successfully by reasoning about perceptual relativity. If reason did not succeed in 
this much, the skeptical argument would not be able to oppose reason to instinct. 
The other conclusion is taken to be insufficiently supported by reason alone—it 
lacks “rational evidence.”

If one makes these distinctions, however, why not interpret the diminish-
ing table passage as an argument? The premises needed to draw the Dependence 
Conclusion are stated in the diminishing table passage, and the effects of instinct 
required to combine with reason to produce the Double Existence Conclusion are 
stated earlier in the first paragraph concerning the effects of instinct.

Criticism of my interpretative Strategy

Throughout this paper, I have insisted that Hume treats the development of the 
philosophical belief in a parallel manner in the Treatise and Enquiry. Recall that I 
initially criticized the Rationally Realist Interpretation for departing from Hume’s 
comments about the scope of conclusions from perceptual relativity in the Trea-
tise, by holding that DTA logically entails the double existence of perceptions and 
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objects. (The supplemental premises from natural instinct mitigate this criticism.) 
It may be objected that my interpretative strategy assumes too much—perhaps 
Hume changes his mind in the later work.

It is possible that Hume presents different arguments in the Treatise and the 
Enquiry. Nevertheless, as I have argued, the skeptical objection requires that reason 
successfully displaces the vulgar belief and that reason alone fails to establish the 
double existence theory. These points were made more straightforwardly in the 
Treatise as observations about the logical consequences of DVA. Furthermore, as 
I have argued, the philosophical belief does not simultaneously reject and accept 
the content of the vulgar belief; rather it rejects the vulgar belief and accepts the 
vulgar faith in our senses, including the vulgar conviction that something has 
external existence. So if we pursue interpreting the diminishing table passage as 
an argument, it must be supplemented with additional premises. The first stage of 
natural instinct is all that is available. And its effects are sufficient to connect the 
Dependence Conclusion to the Double Existence Conclusion. Hume makes clear 
that the first stage of instinct supplies us with the belief that something external 
exists. Since the Dependence Conclusion shows the falsity of the vulgar belief, 
philosophers invent objects. And we saw that “faith in [our] senses” can produce 
the belief in causation and resemblance between objects and perceptions. Thus 
upon closer examination of natural instinct’s contribution, the parallel between 
the accounts of the development of the philosophical belief from the vulgar belief 
in the Enquiry and the Treatise becomes undeniable.

Concluding remarks

In the beginning of this paper, I argued that the vulgar beliefs that Hume describes 
in the Treatise and the Enquiry are fundamentally the same with regard to content, 
strength, and objective situation. In the Treatise, Hume claims that DVA (or any 
other similar argument from perceptual relativity) shows only that the vulgar be-
lief that I perceive a stone, for example, is false. (That is, the argument shows that 
what we directly and immediately perceive does not have distinct existence and 
therefore does not have external existence.) The argument does not support the 
philosophical belief in the external existence of objects that cause and resemble 
our perceptions. Instead, such a belief depends fundamentally on the persistent 
effects of imaginative propensities. In the Enquiry, after describing the vulgar belief, 
Hume presents the conclusions of the “slightest philosophy.” In it, he describes 
another case of perceptual relativity, from which it is concluded that the vulgar 
belief is false and that objects cause and resemble perceptions. I have argued that 
Hume has not changed his mind in the later work; DTA, like DVA, shows the falsity 
of one and the same vulgar belief. Moreover, on my interpretation, in the Enquiry 
Hume still holds that no reasoning about the raw data of sense alone can lead us 
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to the Double Existence Conclusion; such a belief depends upon the influence of 
lasting effects of instinct.

Furthermore, I have argued that the effects of instinct that Hume briefly 
describes in the Enquiry capture the effects of the fundamental imaginative pro-
pensities that Hume describes more fully in the Treatise. My account makes sense of 
why Hume separates the description of the effects of instinct into two paragraphs in 
the Enquiry. My account also reveals Hume to be a scientist of human nature who 
reflects on the Pyrrhonian argument and comes to discover the unavoidable con-
tribution of instinct to any belief, vulgar or philosophical, in external existence.

One might wonder whether Hume should be interpreted as endorsing a double 
existence theory.46 I have not argued one way or the other here. However, what I 
have said bears on the matter in the following way. If one wishes to interpret Hume 
as endorsing the double existence theory, one cannot simply point to the diminish-
ing table passage.47 While that passage states the Double Existence Conclusion, it 
does not support the conclusion by itself. In order to reach the Double Existence 
Conclusion, the argument has to be supplemented with premises drawn from 
natural instinct. It lies outside the scope of this paper to evaluate the prospects of 
the double existence theory any further, but complications will immediately arise 
concerning the second “more profound” skeptical objection to the philosophical 
primary-secondary quality distinction (EHU 12.15; SBN 154–5).

nOteS

A very early draft of this paper appeared as the first appendix in my dissertation. I am 
grateful to Phillip D. Cummins and Richard Fumerton for extensive discussions about 
philosophical and interpretative matters. Other versions of this paper were presented 
to the Department of Philosophy and Religious Studies at Iowa State University and 
at the 2005 meeting of the Iowa Philosophical Society. Thanks to those audiences for 
their helpful comments and recommendations. The present version has developed from 
the especially careful attention it received from the Hume Studies editors, Peter Loptson 
and Peter Millican, and anonymous referees. I wish to thank them very deeply, as their 
objections and suggestions helped me to improve and clarify my position. Finally, I am 
especially grateful to Travis Butler for his valuable recommendations and encourage-
ment throughout this project.

1 All references to Hume’s An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding shall be as fol-
lows. The reference following “EHU” indicates the section and “universal paragraph 
number” as appears in David Hume, An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, ed. 
Tom L. Beauchamp (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). “SBN” followed by Arabic 
numerals indicates a page reference to David Hume, Enquiries concerning Human Under-
standing and Concerning the Principles of Morals, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge, 3rd ed., rev. P. H. 
Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975).
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2 All references to Hume’s A Treatise of Human Nature shall be as follows. The reference 
following “T” indicates the Book, part, section, and “universal paragraph number” as 
appears in the first volume of David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. David Fate 
Norton and Mary J. Norton, 2 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). “SBN” 
followed by Arabic numerals indicates a page reference to David Hume, A Treatise of 
Human Nature, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge, 2nd ed., rev. P. H. Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1978).

3 Towards the end of this paper, I consider an interpretation that does not treat the 
comments about perceptual relativity as an argument, but simply a description of the 
conclusions of Hume’s philosophical predecessors. See “The Non-Argument Interpreta-
tion” below.

4 This position will be discussed in connection with the “Rationally Realist Interpreta-
tion” below.

5 This position will be discussed in connection with the “Reductio of the Vulgar Belief 
Interpretation” below.

6 Louis E. Loeb uses this name in his April 5, 2007 Romanell Lecture, “The Natural-
isms of Hume and Reid,” presented at the Pacific Division meeting of the American 
Philosophical Association, and reprinted in Proceedings and Addresses of the American 
Philosophical Association 81.2 (Newark, Delaware: American Philosophical Association, 
2007): 65–92, 78.

7 The “imagination” here is not the “productive imagination,” by which I create ideas 
of centaurs and other fictional beasts from other ideas that I have acquired. Instead it 
refers to non-rational psychological propensities of which we are generally unaware.

8 There are disputes in the secondary literature about whether constancy and coher-
ence are at bottom two different features, and, among those who distinguish them, 
whether Hume abandons coherence. The locus classicus is H. H. Price, Hume’s Theory 
of the External World (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940). For a discussion of the contem-
porary secondary literature, see Tim Black, “The Distinction between Coherence and 
Constancy in Hume’s Treatise I.iv.2,” British Journal for the History of Philosophy 15.1 
(2007): 1–25.

9 The passage is not perfectly clear: “We ought to examine apart those two questions, 
which are commonly confounded together, viz. why we attribute a continu’d existence 
to objects, even when they are not present to the senses; and why we suppose them to 
have an existence distinct from the mind and perception?” (T 1.4.2.2; SBN 188; my 
emphasis). It seems to me, at least, that this is conceptual analysis. (See also Maurice 
Mandelbaum, Philosophy, Science, and Sense Perception (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
Press, 1964), 149–51, who regards it as a definition of “body”; compare Georges Dicker, 
“Three Questions about Treatise 1.4.2,” Hume Studies 33.1 (2007): 115–53, 116 and 
Michael J. Costa, “Hume and Belief in the Existence of an External World,” Philosophi-
cal Studies 32 (1988–1990): 99–112, 100, who take Hume to be analyzing the ordinary 
belief in external existence. One might think, however, that it is merely a supposition 
that external existence involves continued and distinct existence. But I do not think 
that this interpretation holds up. Later in the Treatise, where Hume again describes 
the belief in continued existence as involving a “supposition” (T 1.4.2.24, 52, 56; SBN 
199, 216, 217; cp. T 1.4.2.43; SBN 209) or a “propensity to feign” (T 1.4.2.42; SBN 209) 
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or “fiction” (T 1.4.2.43; SBN 209), the content of the supposition is that something 
has the property of continued existence, not that external existence involves distinct 
and continued existence. Hume later states that the “intimate connexion betwixt 
those two principles” causes us to infer distinct existence from continued existence (T 
1.4.2.44; SBN 210; cp. T 1.4.2.23; SBN 199). So the attribution of distinct existence is a 
consequence of attributing continued existence, and belief in both just is the belief in 
external existence.

10 The expression “distance or outness (so to speak)” occurs at T 1.4.2.9 (SBN 191). 
Compare to Berkeley, A Treatise concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge 43 in The 
Works of George Berkeley, Bishop of Cloyne, ed. A. A. Luce and T. E. Jessop, 9 vols. (London: 
Nelson, 1967), 2: 58, where the expression “distance or outness” also occurs. Berkeley 
uses the term “outness” also in An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision 46, 126, and 
154; The Works of George Berkeley, Bishop of Cloyne, 1: 188, 222, and 233.

11 To put the point differently, the vulgar do have the de re belief about (certain) sense 
perceptions that they are objects, but they do not have the de dicto belief that (certain) 
sense perceptions are objects. Hume, as a scientist of human nature, calls our atten-
tion to the objective situation of the mind when holding the vulgar belief: “Whoever 
wou’d explain the origin of the common opinion concerning the continu’d and distinct 
existence of body, must take the mind in its common situation, and must proceed upon 
the supposition, that our perceptions are our only objects, and continue to exist even 
when they are not perceiv’d” (T 1.4.2.48; SBN 213; emphasis in original).

12 One might worry that attributing such a distinction to the vulgar turns them into 
(false) philosophers, who adopt the double existence view. But the double existence 
view does not simply distinguish between internal and external existence. In addition, 
the double existence view holds (at least in principle) that some entities in one realm 
correspond to entities in the other (hence “double”). (For confirmation of this usage, 
consider the description: “a double existence internal and external, representing and 
represented” (T 1.4.2.36; SBN 205; cp. T 1.4.2.4, 31; SBN 189, 202).) On such a view, my 
(internal) perception is a copy, image, or representative of the (external) object. The 
vulgar do not believe that there is something else in the steel that pain corresponds to, 
copies or represents. So while they (implicitly) distinguish between internal and external 
existence, they do not regard the internal as representing the external. In short, the 
vulgar distinction between internal and external existence does not commit them to 
the double existence view.

Another worry is raised by Georges Dicker: “if Hume thought that the vulgar made a 
distinction between perceptions and objects, then he could not suppose that they ever 
experience the uneasiness that leads them to ‘feign’ the existence of unowned percep-
tions, since they could hold ab initio that objects have a continuous existence and only 
perceptions are gappy” (“Three Questions,” 135; cp. Paul Stanistreet, Hume’s Scepticism 
and the Science of Human Nature (Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2002), 
169). Addressing this objection in full would take me far into Hume’s discussion of 
the vulgar belief in continued existence. (To appreciate the complexities, see Stefanie 
Rocknak, “The Vulgar Conception of Objects in ‘Of Skepticism with Regard to the 
Senses,’” Hume Studies 33.1 (2007): 67–90.) In brief, on my view, the vulgar version of 
the distinction between internal and external existence tracks the vulgar distinction 
between discontinuous and continuous existence. The discovery of interruption in 
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what they perceive (“gappy” perceptions) exposes the incoherence of their initial 
belief about the sameness of bodies. So they refine their account, by inventing the 
fiction of continued existence, and eo ipso, revise their distinction between internal 
and external existence.

Even so, it may be objected that this still makes the vulgar belief too philosophically 
loaded. (Such objections are raised by various commentators, e.g., Barry Stroud, Hume 
(London: Routledge, 1977), 105–9; John W. Cook, “Hume’s Scepticism with Regard to 
the Senses,” American Philosophical Quarterly 5.1 (1968): 1–17, passim.) My purpose here 
is to capture Hume’s account of the vulgar belief. So such criticisms do not address the 
correctness of my account as an interpretation of Hume’s presentation.

13 Add to these the negative connotation of the following: “the vulgar confound 
perceptions and objects, and attribute a distinct continu’d existence to the very things 
they feel or see” (T 1.4.2.14; SBN 193; my emphasis).

14 Whenever Hume makes the claim that both perceptions are “of the same na-
ture” he is making a phenomenological claim about qualitative similarity. (Compare 
T 1.3.12.15, 1.3.1.7; SBN 136, 72–3. See also John Bricke, Hume’s Philosophy of Mind 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980), 14; Dicker, “Three Questions,” 126.) 
Sense perceptions of the same sensory modality have all the same kinds of qualities. 
That is, there is no special quality, as it were, to distinguish the non-veridical percep-
tion from the veridical one. (A. D. Smith calls this the “shared sensory character” 
of the veridical and its matching illusory experience. See The Problem of Perception 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002), 40.) As the perceptions of double vision 
are found to be coordinate with changes in the bodily state, all visual perceptions are 
partially causally dependent upon the percipient’s bodily states. More generally, the 
claim holds mutatis mutandis for perceptions of all other sensory modalities and their 
respective bodily organs.

It may be objected that the veridical perception can be distinguished from the non-
veridical perception in double vision because one image is slightly fainter than the 
other image. (See, e.g., Aleksandar PavkoviĆ, “Hume’s Arguments from the Relativity 
of Sense-Perception,” International Philosophical Quarterly 25.3 (1985): 261–70, 269.) 
But the faintness exhibited by the duplicate vision may also be produced, for example, 
when the lights are dimmed. The objection fails to recognize that it is not anything 
intrinsic to the images themselves that makes us pronounce, if we are so inclined, that 
the one is veridical and the other is not; it is considerations extraneous to the data of 
sensation alone. So far as they appear to the senses, perceptions are all of the same 
nature. (Compare Michael G.  F. Martin, “Beyond Dispute: Sense-Data, Intentionality 
and the Mind-Body Problem,” in History of the Mind-Body Problem, ed. Tim Crane and 
Sarah Patterson (New York: Routledge, 2000), 195–231, 220.)

15 Notice, then, that Hume does rely on the dubious principle that “distinct existence 
implies continued existence,” pace Georges Dicker, Hume’s Epistemology and Metaphys-
ics: An Introduction (New York: Routledge, 1998), 163. (Cook, “Hume’s Scepticism,” 13 
also misinterprets DVA as trying to establish simultaneously that perceptions lack both 
continued and distinct existence.) That said, although this formulation employs the 
principle, it could have been formulated so as not to use it. Hume could have pointed out 
that the conjunction of crossing eyes and duplication of perceptions shows that there 
is a causal connection between the bodily state of the percipient and the duplication of 



Hume Studies

154 Annemarie Butler

perceptions. This would be to show that the perceptions do not operate independently 
of perceivers and therefore lack distinct existence.

16 It may be objected that this argument does not establish that perceptions lack con-
tinued existence. Referees pointed to T 1.4.2.39–40 (SBN 207–8), where Hume explains 
that the vulgar position (that perceptions have continued and distinct existence) is 
logically possible. The referees added that there are philosophical positions that hold 
that perceptions have continued existence, such as those adopted by Malebranche or 
perhaps Berkeley. Simply by abandoning the vulgar belief, philosophers are not thereby 
forced to deny that perceptions have continued existence.

I agree that in the later paragraphs, Hume regards the vulgar position (that percep-
tions have continued and distinct existence) as logically possible. As others have noted, 
the argument that he describes to show the logical possibility is not one that would 
ever occur to the vulgar, given that it involves appreciating that the mind is a bundle 
of perceptions. (See, e.g., Stroud, Hume, 107; Norman Kemp Smith, The Philosophy of 
David Hume (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1966), 480; and Stanistreet, Hume’s Scepticism, 
169.) As I see it, the point that Hume is making in those paragraphs is that the vulgar 
belief is not self-contradictory.

DVA aims to show the inconsistency of the vulgar belief with the phenomenon of 
perceptual relativity. The vulgar hold that the table I see continues to exist when I do 
not perceive it; but the second table that I see when my eyes are crossed does not. The 
two tables are phenomenologically alike, so there is no property that the one has or 
lacks to distinguish it from the other. In the face of this inconsistency, philosophers 
can either deny that perceptions have continued and distinct existence or accept that 
they have continued and distinct existence. Either way, philosophers cannot sustain 
the vulgar belief in continued and distinct existence of what they immediately perceive. 
So it is only from working through the inconsistency of the vulgar belief with the phe-
nomenon of perceptual relativity that a philosophical position is born. Notice that a 
philosophical position that holds that perceptions have continued existence would 
have to modify at least the vulgar habits, if not the vulgar conception of continued 
existence, in order to evade the inconsistency.

Hereafter in the paper, when I claim that DVA or DTA shows that perceptions do not 
have continued existence (or distinct or external existence), I mean that they do not 
have continued existence as the vulgar would attribute it. The vulgar conception of 
continued existence is retained in the philosophical double existence system; however 
instead of attributing continued existence to what is directly and immediately perceived, 
philosophers attribute it to objects.

What should Hume say about a philosophical position that holds that perceptions have 
continued existence? Clearly such a view is logically possible. DVA as Hume presents it 
(relying on the vulgar response to double vision) would not contradict it. In its favor, 
Hume (as scientist of human nature) describes the double existence view as the arbitrary 
invention of “a new set of perceptions” (T 1.4.2.56; SBN 218; cp. T 1.4.2.54; SBN 216); 
and such perceptions would not be “specifically different” from perceptions but would 
have “different relations, connexions and durations” (T 1.2.6.9; SBN 68). However, such 
a philosopher would have to reject or modify Hume’s claim that “all impressions are 
internal and perishing existences, and appear as such” (T 1.4.2.15; SBN 194).
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17 James Somerville, “‘The Table, Which We See’: An Irresolvable Ambiguity,” Philoso-
phy 81.1 (2006): 33–63, 42. Cook, “Hume’s Scepticism,” 12 raises objections in a similar 
vein. Like Somerville’s point here, PavkoviĆ, “Hume’s Arguments,” 261, also claims that 
the Treatise and Enquiry’s perceptual relativity arguments have different aims.

18 From what I have said here, it is clear that there are a variety of double existence 
theories. It lies outside of the scope of this paper to distinguish them any further. See 
Annemarie Butler, “On Hume’s Supposed Rejection of Resemblance between Impres-
sions and Objects,” British Journal for the History of Philosophy (forthcoming), where 
I examine the scope of Hume’s criticisms of the resemblance between objects and 
perceptions.

19 There is a difficult interpretative question concerning “fictions” in Hume’s evalu-
ation of the belief in external existence. See, e.g., Saul Traiger, “Impressions, Ideas, and 
Fictions,” Hume Studies 13.2 (1987): 381–99; and Dorothy Coleman, “Hume’s Alleged 
Pyrrhonism,” The Southern Journal of Philosophy 26.4 (1988): 461–8.

20 Somerville, “‘The Table, Which We See’,” 37–40.

21 The example, which I have embellished to make Hume’s point, is drawn from A. 
D. Smith, The Problem of Perception, 24.

22 To make the point perfectly clear, double vision would be a trite topic were it used 
to show that I cannot know, for example, how many tables exist. When my eyes are 
crossed, there are two; but when my eyes are not crossed, there is just one. This “evi-
dence” can be corrected with a satisfactory theory of optics.

23 As I read it, “fleeting” is a comment about the status of the perception: it does not have 
continued existence. This claim is part of the Dependence Conclusion, which denies that 
perceptions have continued or distinct existence. However, referees objected to my read-
ing, arguing that Hume has not shown that perceptions do not have continued existence. 
(In this connection, see footnote 16.) “Fleeting” may be a comment about my awareness 
of the perception, rather than the perception’s duration. Happily, it is not crucial to my 
interpretation that “fleeting” signals discontinuous existence, because perceptions are 
described as having dependent existence, which implies discontinuous existence.

24 It appears that PavkoviĆ, “Hume’s Arguments,” 267n8, adopts this interpreta-
tion.

25 John P. Wright, The Sceptical Realism of David Hume (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1983), chap. 2, and Dicker, Hume’s Epistemology and Metaphysics, chap. 
6. Wright’s interpretation has gained considerable endorsement from epistemologists. 
See, e.g., A. D. Smith, The Problem of Perception, 286n57; Bill Brewer, Perception and Reason 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1999), 11–5. A similar interpretation has been developed by 
David Kelly, The Evidence of the Senses (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 
1986), 130.

26 Dicker, Hume’s Epistemology and Metaphysics, 179.

27 Ibid. See also PavkoviĆ, “Hume’s Arguments,” 269.

28 Thomas Reid, Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man, ed. Derek R. Brookes (Uni-
versity Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2002), Essay II, chap. 14, 182. 
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Paul Stanistreet reproduces and approves of Reid’s criticism in Hume’s Scepticism, 171. 
See also Michael Huemer, Skepticism and the Veil of Perception (Lanham, MD: Rowman 
& Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2001), 120ff.

29 Wright, Sceptical Realism, 81n20.

30 See, e.g., Alan Hausman and David Hausman, “Hume’s Use of Illicit Substances,” 
Hume Studies 15.1 (1989): 1–38, 13; PavkoviĆ, “Hume’s Arguments,” 267–8; and Costa, 
“Hume and Belief,” 107 (and see 111n10). Compare to Antony Flew, David Hume: Phi-
losopher of Moral Science (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), 33.

31 It seems to me that Dicker, Hume’s Epistemology and Metaphysics, 181–2, treats DVA 
in a similar manner. In his reconstruction of DVA, Dicker stops at the Dependence 
Conclusion and does not draw out the Double Existence Conclusion. But his first ob-
jection is the same Sense Datum Fallacy objection that he raises against the Enquiry’s 
Diminishing Table Argument (182). So it seems clear that Dicker thinks that DVA has 
roughly the same problematic structure as this interpretation of DTA, and could be 
used to formulate a similar (and also, according to Dicker, unsound) argument for the 
Double Existence Conclusion.

32 Michael G. F. Martin prefers this interpretation: Rather than seeing the argument 
from illusion as a positive argument intended to show the existence of certain strange 
entities, impressions or sense-data, we should see the considerations about illusion or 
hallucination as intended to show the falsity of the view commended by introspection. 
“Beyond Dispute,” 223; cp. 219. In the terminology that I have adopted, he interprets 
the diminishing table passage as having just one conclusion, the Dependence Conclu-
sion, not the Double Existence Conclusion.

33 By doing so, it modifies a central commitment of the Rationally Realist Interpretation: 
that reasoning about the phenomenon of perceptual relativity alone secures the Depen-
dence and Double Existence Conclusions. On the reconstruction that I describe, part of 
the justification for the philosophical view is reason but another part is instinct.

34 Somerville thinks that there is rhetorical evidence that there are two different 
suppositions. “People without exception always suppose an external world—hence 
the use of ‘we’. But not all always follow the instinct of nature to repose faith in their 
senses: sceptics do not always do so and thus do not always suppose that ‘the very 
images, presented by the senses’ are ‘external objects,’ a supposition that the switch 
from ‘we’ to ‘they’ signals is to be ‘acknowledged fallible and even erroneous’ (tenth 
paragraph).” “‘The Table, Which We See’.” 36.

35 Plinio Junqueira Smith, “‘More in the Manner, but also in the Matter’: Hume e o 
Ceticismo no Tratado e na Investigação,” Revista Latinoamericana de Filosofía 15.1 (1989): 
19–43, 32, recognizes that what I have called the “first stage” contributes a premise 
in the philosophical argument against the vulgar belief, but does not explain how to 
interpret the argument.

36 See the section entitled “The Vulgar Belief in Body” above for a discussion of the 
vulgar belief.

37 See Fred Wilson, “Was Hume a Subjectivist?” Philosophy Research Archives 14 
(1988–1989): 247–82, 259 for such an argument.
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38 I take no stand here on whether Hume could allow for a relative idea of object. 
Of course, if he were to have such an idea, it would be supposed, but not conceived: 
“we may suppose, but never can conceive a specific difference betwixt an object and 
impression” (T 1.4.5.20; SBN 241). For such a defense, see, e.g., John P. Wright, “Hume’s 
Academic Scepticism: A Reappraisal of His Philosophy of Human Understanding,” Ca-
nadian Journal of Philosophy 16.3 (1986): 407–36; Galen Strawson, The Secret Connexion: 
Causation, Realism, and David Hume (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), 122ff.; or Fred 
Wilson, “Was Hume a Subjectivist?.”

39 Wilson, “Was Hume a Subjectivist?” 258 observes this with regard to DVA and the 
skeptical conflict at the end of Treatise 1.4.2.

40 Compare to the following passage from the Treatise: “As to those impressions, which 
arise from the senses, their ultimate cause is, in my opinion, perfectly inexplicable by 
human reason, and ’twill always be impossible to decide with certainty, whether they 
arise immediately from the object, or are produc’d by the creative power of the mind, 
or are deriv’d from the author of our being” (T 1.3.5.2; SBN 84; my emphasis). On my 
interpretation, this passage makes a point similar to Enquiry 12.1 and Treatise 1.4.2: 
reason alone does not and cannot decide whether external bodies exist.

41 If one pursues this line of thought, interpretation of Hume’s writings quickly 
becomes complicated: the interpreter has to pay close attention to the maneuvers of 
the dialectic, and cannot identify every stage in the dialectic with Hume’s considered 
view. It lies beyond the scope of this paper to pursue this topic further, but instructive 
discussions can be found in the following: Daniel E. Flage, David Hume’s Theory of Mind 
(London: Routledge, 1990), 102ff.; William Edward Morris, “Hume’s Conclusion,” Philo-
sophical Studies 99.1 (2000): 89–110; Michael Ayers, “Berkeley and Hume: A Question of 
Influence,” in Philosophy in History: Essays on the Historiography of Philosophy, ed. Richard 
Rorty, J.B. Schneewind, and Quentin Skinner (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1984): 303–27, 319; Donald W. Livingston, Hume’s Philosophy of Common Life (Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1984), chap. 1; Anne Jaap Jacobson, “Reconceptual-
izing Reasoning and Writing the Philosophical Canon: The Case of David Hume,” in 
Feminist Interpretations of David Hume, ed. Anne Jaap Jacobson (University Park, PA: The 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1992): 60–84, 71–5; Don Garrett, “Hume as Man of 
Reason and Woman’s Philosopher,” in Feminist Reflections on the History of Philosophy, 
ed. Lilli Alanen and Charlotte Witt (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 2004): 171–92.

42 Martin, “Beyond Dispute,” 205. Martin goes on to adopt the Reductio Interpreta-
tion, 219, 223.

43 Compare this to the Treatise: “For as the philosophical system is found by experi-
ence to take hold of many minds, and in particular of all those, who reflect ever so little 
on this subject, it must derive all its authority from the vulgar system; since it has no 
original authority of its own” (T 1.4.2.49; SBN 213; my emphasis).

44 Thanks to an anonymous referee for suggesting this line of interpretation to me.

45 It might be thought that this is exactly the tension that the skeptic locates in 
the philosophical system. Consider the following quotation from the Treatise: “And 
as to our philosophical [system], ’tis liable to the same difficulties [as the vulgar 
belief]; and is over-and-above loaded with this absurdity, that it at once denies and 
establishes the vulgar supposition. Philosophers deny our resembling perceptions 
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to be identically the same, and uninterrupted; and yet have so great a propensity to 
believe them such, that they arbitrarily invent a new set of perceptions, to which 
they attribute these qualities” (T 1.4.2.56; SBN 217–8). The skeptical objection takes 
philosophers to think that the vulgar belief is produced by instinct alone and the 
philosophical belief to be produced by reason alone. But on the assumption that there 
are no distinctions to be drawn with regard to different stages or effects of instinct, 
instinct always produces exactly the vulgar belief: what we directly and immediately 
perceive has external existence. Philosophers deny that what we directly and imme-
diately perceive has external existence. If they were to draw upon this (ex hypothesi) 
undifferentiated instinct to develop their own system, instinct would contribute the 
belief that what we directly and immediately perceive has external existence. This is 
not the philosophical belief. Instead, philosophers reject the vulgar belief, but retain 
the vulgar conviction that something has external existence. This something can be 
a lot like our perceptions, but it is not our perceptions themselves. Thus the different 
effects of instinct can be distinguished.

46 P. J. Smith, “‘More in the Manner’,” 33 holds that in the Enquiry Hume exhibits 
a “more favorable attitude” (“uma atitude mais favorável”) towards the philosophical 
system than in the Treatise. For the alleged evidence, see section 7, 32–4. To be sure, a 
complete assessment of Hume’s view would require careful examination of the criti-
cisms that Hume makes about the ideas of identity and continued existence in Treatise 
1.4.2.

47 See, e.g., Wright, Sceptical Realism; A. D. Smith, The Problem of Perception, passim; 
Huemer, Skepticism and the Veil of Perception, 119–20; Shelagh Crooks, “Hume, Images, 
and the Mental Object Problem,” Dialogue 39.1 (2000): 3–24, 9–10; Brewer, Perception 
and Reason, 11; Kelly, The Evidence of the Senses, 130. There are many other scholars who 
interpret Hume as endorsing the philosophical distinction between perceptions and 
objects, but do not use the Enquiry’s Diminishing Table Argument to support their 
interpretations.


