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A Social Epistemology of David Hume

Thesis Summary

This dissertation reconsiders David Hume’s epistemology by foregrounding its intrinsically social
dimension. Although Hume has often been portrayed either as a thoroughgoing radical skeptic or as a
naturalistic philosopher, both interpretive options risk overlooking his repeated insistence on the
communal and interactive nature of human knowledge and cognitive activity. Drawing not only on A
Treatise of Human Nature but also on An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, the Essays, Moral,
Political, and Literary, and Hume’s letters, this dissertation demonstrates that his account of how we
come to know the world is inseparable from the social contexts in which inquiry takes place.

The dissertation is organized in two parts with seven chapters.Part |, “Hume’s
Epistemology,” reconstructs the core of Hume’s theory of knowledge, focusing on the interplay among
various cognitive faculties. Chapter 1 explores memory primarily as a representative capacity rather
than a direct source of knowledge, showing that Hume treats recollection as a precursor to—but not
itself a source of—belief; this is the “deflationary” account of memory. Chapter 2 analyzes imagination as
the faculty that actively reconfigures external data through the concept of “relations,” ultimately guiding
us toward a distinctly “philosophical” understanding of the world—an achievement available only to
human beings. Chapter 3 addresses causal inference, the mechanism by which we form beliefs about
unobserved entities, revealing how Hume identifies both the promise and the perils of this everyday yet
fallible cognitive process. Chapter 4 investigates testimony as a means of extending our experiential
knowledge. Contrary to certain traditional readings, Hume does not require direct observation for all
justified beliefs; instead, he recognizes that testimony transmits not only information about objects and
events but also the epistemic norms underlying those beliefs.

Part 1l, “The Social Dimension of Hume’s Epistemology,” illuminates how Hume’s broader
writings, such as Essays and Enquiries, emphasize the communal underpinnings of our cognitive
process, in daily life as well as in scientific inquiry. Chapter 5 explains why Hume momentarily succumbs
to “total skepticism” at the end of Treatise Book 1, attributing it to a sense of “forlorn solitude.” It then
shows how social interaction and mutual recognition enable him to overcome radical doubt—an account
that, | argue, applies to all human beings. Chapter 6 turns to Hume’s treatment of the love of truth and
curiosity, contending that the ongoing pursuit of knowledge depends on regarding truth as both
important and useful—an affective condition that sustains our cognitive efforts. Chapter 7 examines
Hume’s account of “the rules of good-breeding,” through which individuals regulate not only the
expression of pride but pride itself, thus maintaining constructive discourse and preserving the social

fabric critical to shared inquiry.
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By recasting Hume’s thought as a fundamentally social epistemology, this dissertation
demonstrates how the communal and emotional dimensions of human life are indispensable for

avoiding unchecked skepticism and guiding us toward the truths we can discover.
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