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1. INTRODUCTION
As Don Garrett rightly notes, Hume’s suggestion that our inductive beliefs are causally
determined by custom is “disconcerting.”1 Barry Stroud helps us to see just why this is so:
The belief in the unobserved arises completely naturally, like any other
phenomenon in nature. It arises by ‘custom’, as a result of repetitions in our
experience. We do not decide to believe what we do; we are not free not to
believe those things that are most fundamental for us.2
Hume’s suggestion is disconcerting because it seems naturally to give way to the claim that we
cannot be epistemically responsible for our inductive beliefs. Thus, given a modern, normative
conception of epistemic value, we seem naturally to be led to a thoroughgoing skepticism about
our inductive beliefs. And there are those who endorse this sort of traditional skeptical
interpretation of Hume.3
Garrett also notes, however, that “a number of features of Hume’s writings … seem
incompatible with the traditional skeptical interpretation.”4 For example, Hume wants in the
Treatise to introduce an experimental method that is itself inductive, and Hume himself often
relies on inductive inferences. Furthermore, and, I think, most significantly, Hume provides
positive epistemic evaluations of those who hold certain inductive beliefs. Considerations like
these push us toward a non-skeptical interpretation and away from the traditional skeptical one.
And several recent commentators have endorsed a non-skeptical interpretation according to
which Hume claims only that reason (narrowly construed, according to Garrett, as “rationalistic”
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or “deductivistic”5) fails to confer epistemic value on inductive beliefs.6 Such an interpretation
is non-skeptical because it leaves open the possibility, consistent with Hume’s positive epistemic
evaluation of some inductive beliefs, that something other than reason confers epistemic value
on inductive beliefs.
Garrett himself accepts neither the traditional skeptical interpretation nor the nonskeptical interpretation.7 Instead, he suggests that “[a]lthough Hume does more than simply
attack a narrow rationalistic conception of reason’s role in inductive inference, at the same time
he does less than pronounce all inductive inference to be completely lacking in evidentiary
value.”8 For Hume, then, what gives inductive inference, and the inductive beliefs it generates,
its evidentiary value? Garrett seems to think that, for Hume, the evidentiary value of inductive
inference derives from our “tendency to believe what is rendered ‘probable’ by a preponderance
of past experience.”9 And this tendency “depends not on the acceptance of an argument for
[believing what is rendered probable] but on a deep cognitive instinct.”10 We can, with Hume,
call this instinct custom.
Garrett’s suggestion will disappoint us, however, if we expected the tale of evidentiary
value to be told in normative terms. The suggestion will disappoint us if, for example, we think
that inductive inferences have evidentiary value only when they reveal that we should—or at
least that we may—hold those beliefs that are rendered probable by a preponderance of past
experience. For it is difficult to see how any obligation to hold a belief—or even any permission
to hold a belief—could depend on custom, that is, on our instinctive tendency to believe what is
rendered probable. We seem here again to be confronted with the problem that led us toward the
traditional skeptical interpretation in the first place: Since our inductive beliefs are causally
determined by custom, it seems that we cannot be epistemically responsible for those beliefs.
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This leads, given a normative conception of evidentiary value, to skepticism about our inductive
beliefs.
Yet we can resist this push toward a skeptical interpretation of Hume. In this paper, I
explain how Hume can both assign epistemic value to inductive beliefs, where we have a
normative conception of such value, and maintain that our inductive beliefs are causally
determined by custom. In doing so, I will in effect argue that Hume is a compatibilist about
inductive belief: He maintains both that we are causally determined by custom to hold such
beliefs, but that we can nevertheless be epistemically responsible for holding them.11 Hume is
therefore free to maintain that inductive inferences can reveal which beliefs we ought to hold,
and that we deserve positive epistemic evaluations when we do hold those beliefs. He is also
free to maintain that inductive inferences can reveal which beliefs we may not hold, and that we
are epistemically blameworthy when we hold those beliefs.

2. DOXASTIC DETERMINISM AND EPISTEMIC RESPONSIBILITY
Hume says that
having found, in many instances, that any two kinds of objects—flame and heat,
snow and cold—have always been conjoined together; if flame or snow be
presented anew to the senses, the mind is carried by custom to expect heat or
cold, and to believe that such a quality does exist, and will discover itself upon a
nearer approach. This belief is the necessary result of placing the mind in such
circumstances. It is an operation of the soul, when we are so situated, as
unavoidable as to feel the passion of love, when we receive benefits; or hatred,
when we meet with injuries. All these operations are a species of natural
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instincts, which no reasoning or process of the thought and understanding is able
either to produce or to prevent.12
Hume here expresses a view about inductive beliefs that I will call doxastic determinism.
According to this view, we must in certain circumstances hold certain inductive beliefs.13
Moreover, saying that we are subject to epistemic evaluation for holding certain inductive beliefs
seems, at least at the outset, incompatible with doxastic determinism, with saying that we must
hold those beliefs. For if we are to be subject to epistemic evaluation for holding certain
inductive beliefs, it seems that we must be free, at least to some extent, either to adopt or to
reject those beliefs. If doxastic determinism is correct, however, it seems that we have no such
freedom.
Perhaps we can claim, in a way that is more or less consistent with contemporary
externalist epistemological theories, that Hume’s causal explanation of our inductive beliefs
provides an adequate account of their epistemic value. I think, however, that this is not what
Hume has in mind. He wants instead to account for the epistemic value of inductive beliefs in
normative terms. He says, for example, that “[i]f the cause be known only by the effect, we
never ought to ascribe to it any qualities, beyond what are precisely requisite to produce the
effect.”14 This seems to indicate that we ought not believe of such causes that they have any
qualities beyond those necessary to produce their effects. For our purposes here, then, let’s
distinguish between providing a causal explanation of inductive beliefs and accounting for their
epistemic value. We can say first that causal explanation is descriptive: To causally explain a
belief is to describe how one comes to hold it. We can then characterize epistemic value in
normative terms: To say whether a belief is epistemically valuable is not—at least not only—to
describe how one comes to hold it, but also to say whether one ought to hold it.15 An account of
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the epistemic value of our inductive beliefs will therefore say something about whether we ought
to hold those beliefs.
In making the distinction between providing a causal explanation of inductive beliefs and
accounting for their epistemic value, we have made it harder for Hume to explain how our
inductive beliefs can be both causally determined and subject to epistemic evaluation. For, if he
is to maintain that some of our inductive beliefs are epistemically valuable, he must now explain
why we ought to hold those beliefs and not simply how they are caused. Yet Hume appears
quite willing to provide a normative account of the epistemic value of our inductive beliefs. In
fact, the later sections of An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding are replete with claims
that we ought to hold certain inductive beliefs on the basis of certain evidence. For example,
Hume says,
The maxim, by which we commonly conduct ourselves in our reasonings, is, that
the objects, of which we have no experience, resemble those, of which we have;
that what we have found to be most usual is always most probable; and that where
there is an opposition of arguments, we ought to give the preference to such as are
founded on the greatest number of past observations.16
This suggests that when one belief stands opposed to another (or when several beliefs stand
opposed to each other), we ought to hold the belief for which there is more (or for which there is
the most) evidence. Given this, Hume goes on to claim that the evidence against a miracle
“ought to destroy” any evidence for that miracle (EHU, p. 117), and thus that we ought never
believe that a miracle has occurred.17
Hume also claims, as we have seen, that “[i]f the cause be known only by the effect, we
never ought to ascribe to it any qualities, beyond what are precisely requisite to produce the
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effect” (EHU, p. 136).18 According to Hume, then, it is “allowable” to conclude, on the basis of
observable effects, that their cause possesses whatever qualities are sufficient for their
production (EHU, p. 139). We “ought to rest,” however, after drawing these conclusions (EHU,
p. 139). Thus, based on the evidence that we have, namely, “the visible phenomena of the
universe” (EHU, p. 139), we ought not conclude that the cause of the universe has any qualities
over and above those that are sufficient for its creation. Hume goes on to claim that we ought
not argue from this inferred cause to any conclusion that would extend the effects of that cause
beyond those that we can observe (see EHU, p. 139). He then employs this principle in an
argument for the claim that religious doctrines that are based on such conclusions “ought to have
no influence” on the lives of people (EHU, p. 147).
But perhaps none of these passages is meant to suggest a normative view of epistemic
value. One might claim that when Hume says that we ought not attribute to the creator of the
universe any qualities over and above those that are sufficient for its creation, he means only to
offer a practical recommendation about making such attributions. Perhaps Hume uses ‘ought’ as
we do when we say, for example, that you ought to drink water if you want to quench your thirst.
Here, ‘ought’ need have no normative force. We use it instead in order to recommend what we
take to be the best or the most efficient way of quenching your thirst. Perhaps, then, Hume
means only to recommend drawing conclusions on the basis of “the visible phenomena of the
universe” (EHU, p. 139) as the best or most efficient way to go about attributing certain qualities
to the cause of the universe. Yet just as our recommendation of water leaves open the possibility
that, for example, we would recommend another beverage in a different situation, this leaves
open the possibility that there are other, better ways to go about attributing certain qualities to
the cause of the universe—perhaps in certain circumstances it would be better to infer from
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something other than the observable phenomena, or to employ some method that involves no
inference at all. This won’t do, however—Hume means to leave open no such possibility. He
claims instead that we ought never to attribute to the creator of the universe any qualities over
and above those that are sufficient for its creation: “We can never be allowed to mount up from
the universe, the effect, to Jupiter, the cause” (EHU, p. 137). This certainly seems to be a
normative constraint and not simply a practical recommendation. We may therefore continue to
maintain that Hume paints a normative picture of epistemic value.
We have now seen both that Hume subscribes to doxastic determinism and that he prefers
a normative account of epistemic value. Yet these views seem incompatible. How is it, then,
that Hume can simultaneously subscribe to both? We tackle this question in the next section.

3. EPISTEMIC RESPONSIBILITY IS COMPATIBLE WITH DOXASTIC DETERMINISM
Hume can maintain both that some of our inductive beliefs have epistemic value, where
such value is conceived normatively, and that those beliefs are causally determined by custom
(that is, that doxastic determinism is true). For Hume, saying that we ought not hold some
inductive belief is not incompatible with our being doxastically determined to hold that belief.
Consider my inductive belief that the Lakers will lose their next game. I have evidence
concerning that belief, and Hume suggests that this evidence comes in the form of past
experiences. For Hume, whenever an impression is regularly followed either by another
impression or by an idea, a customary transition is established from the first impression to the
second impression or idea.19 After it has been established, this customary transition helps to
produce in us certain beliefs. Hume says,
Whenever any object is presented to the memory or senses, it immediately, by the
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force of custom, carries the imagination to conceive that object, which is usually
conjoined to it; and this conception is attended with a feeling or sentiment,
different from the loose reveries of the fancy. In this consists the whole nature of
belief. (EHU, p. 48)
In our example, though, my experiences have not been uniform. In most cases, my seeing the
Lakers play has been followed by my seeing them win. In other cases, however, my seeing them
play has been followed by my seeing them lose. Thus, the evidence provided by my past
experiences of the Lakers includes both evidence for and evidence against the belief that the
Lakers will lose their next game. Call this my total evidence.20
Now, in coming to hold a belief as to whether the Lakers will win their next game, I
might consider all of my total evidence. Yet I need not do so; I might instead consider only
some part of my total evidence, or perhaps none of it. Hume’s claim that we must not overlook
certain evidence (see EHU, p. 58) suggests that he agrees that I need not consider all of my total
evidence. For it makes sense to warn us against overlooking certain evidence only if we can
overlook it. Yet no matter whether I consider all of my total evidence or only part of it, Hume
suggests that my holding a particular belief will be “the necessary result” (EHU, p. 46) of my
considering whatever evidence I consider.21 For example, I must hold a particular belief if the
evidence that I consider includes more evidence for that belief than against it. So, when the
evidence that I consider includes more evidence for than against the belief that the Lakers will
lose, I must believe—that is, I am doxastically determined to believe—that the Lakers will lose.
Still, in that very circumstance, I may be blamed for believing that the Lakers will lose.
Suppose that my total evidence includes a great deal of evidence against the belief that the
Lakers will lose but only a small amount of evidence for that belief. Now, Hume claims that I
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ought to hold whatever belief is representative of my total evidence: “…where there is an
opposition of arguments, we ought to give the preference to such as are founded on the greatest
number of past observations” (EHU, p. 117).22 But suppose that instead of considering all of my
total evidence, I consider only part of it, say, only the small amount of evidence that I have for
the belief that the Lakers will lose. In this case, I believe—indeed I must believe—that the
Lakers will lose. Furthermore, since that belief is not representative of my total evidence, that is,
since most of my total evidence is evidence against that belief, it seems that I should be blamed
for holding it.
Contrary to what we might expect, Hume does have room to blame me for holding this
belief. Note that he claims that it is up to me whether I consider all or only part of my total
evidence. He says, for example, that a wise man “weighs the opposite experiments: He
considers which side is supported by the greater number of experiments” (EHU, p. 111). “In all
cases,” Hume continues, “we must balance the opposite experiments, where they are opposite,
and deduct the smaller number from the greater, in order to know the exact force of the superior
evidence” (EHU, p. 111).23 And since I can either weigh the opposite experiments or not, it is up
to me whether I consider all or only part of my total evidence. Thus, since whatever evidence I
consider determines what I believe, I control (at least to some degree) what belief I hold, and I
can therefore be blamed for holding it. In our example, it was up to me to consider all or only
part of my total evidence for the belief that the Lakers will lose, and I considered only my
evidence for that belief. Since it was up to me to consider only that evidence, and since that
evidence determines what I believe, I control (at least to some degree) my believing that the
Lakers will lose. But that belief is not representative of my total evidence. Hume can therefore
blame me for believing that the Lakers will lose; he can say that I ought not hold that belief.
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Moreover, since I have at least some measure of epistemic freedom—since I have the freedom to
consider either all, only a part, or none of my evidence—this claim of epistemic
blameworthiness is not out of place in Hume’s epistemology.24
We have now seen that even though Hume is a doxastic determinist, he may
nevertheless maintain that we can be blamed for holding certain beliefs, namely, those that we
hold on the basis of a consideration of an unrepresentative part of our evidence.25 In addition,
Hume may with no inconsistency provide positive epistemic evaluations of beliefs that result
from a consideration of all of our evidence. In this way, then, we have shown that Hume’s
doxastic determinism is compatible with the claim that we are epistemically responsible for
holding certain inductive beliefs.26, 27
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to establish moral blameworthiness and the other to establish epistemic blameworthiness. See
THN, II.iii.2, p. 411; THN, III.iii.1, p. 575; EHU, pp. 97-9 for Hume on the need for, and the role
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Hume can also find us epistemically blameworthy for holding any belief that results from our
considering only a part of our evidence, even if that belief is the one we would hold after
considering all of our evidence. He says, “But as ’tis frequently found, that one observation is
contrary to another, and that causes and effects follow not in the same order, of which we have
had experience, we are oblig’d to vary our reasoning on account of this uncertainty, and take
into consideration the contrariety of events” (THN, I.iii.12, p. 131; italics added). And since we
have this epistemic obligation, Hume can blame us for holding any belief that results from our
considering only a part of our evidence. Furthermore, since considering only a part of our
evidence can—and likely often does—lead us to hold a belief we shouldn’t, it makes sense to
say that we are obliged to consider all of our evidence.
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We must, at this point, make a concession. We have said that we have control over our beliefs
to the extent that we have control over which evidence we consider. Yet for some beliefs—those
that “are founded on an infallible experience”—we do not consider any evidence before coming
to hold those beliefs (see Hume’s example at THN, I.iii.8, pp. 103-4). In these cases, since we
consider no evidence, it seems that we have no control over what we believe. Thus, normative
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claims seem out of place in Hume’s discussion of those beliefs that “are founded on an infallible
experience.”
Yet even if this is the case, it does not pose problems for the argument of this paper. In
showing that, for Hume, there are cases in which we ought to hold certain inductive beliefs, we
have shown enough to establish the claim that, for Hume, it is not the case that we are not
subject to epistemic evaluation for holding inductive beliefs. Furthermore, Hume might be
concerned with the epistemic evaluation of inductive beliefs only in those cases in which we
have some measure of control over whether we hold them. If this is the case, then since we do
have control over whether we hold some inductive beliefs, normative claims are right at home in
Hume’s epistemology.
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