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DRAMA AND ARGUMENTS IN HUME'S 
DIALOGUES CONCERNING NATURAL RELIGION 

STANLEY TWEYMAN 

Although 1 have long suspected that the dramatic component in 
David Hume's Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion can (and is likely 
intended to) affect the reader's assessment of the various arguments and 
criticisms which we find in this work, my own thoughts on this matter 
were developed on the occasion of an invitation I received from Profes
sor ]ose R. Silva de Choudens, Chair of Philosophy, at the University of 
Puerto Rico, to present a number of talks to faculty and students at his 
university. One of my talks focused on Part 9 of the Dialogues: in my 
presentation, 1 argued that the impact of Cleanthes' criticisms against 
Demea's a priori argument for God's necessary existence can be inter
preted as counterbalancing arguments and, therefore, as not decisive if 
the dramatic role of scepticism is taken into account. On the other hand, 
I argued that at least one of Cleanthes' criticisms can be regarded as a 
definitive critique of Demea's a priori argument when the role of scepti
cism as a dramatic o r literary feature is abstracted from our assessment of 
the critica! arguments put forth by Cleanthes. 

After I presented my talk, a lively and animated discussion followed, 
with both faculty and students participating. My paper owes much to this 
discussion, and 1 am grateful for the insights which 1 gained from both 
students and faculty. 
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THE DRAMATIC READING OF PART 9 

One way to read Part 9 of Hume's Dialogues Concerning Natural Re
ligion is to see it as included for completeness. 1 Until this po int in the 
debate, the only argument which has been examined is the a posteriori 
Argument from Design. In light of Philo's criticisms (in Parts 2, 4-8), this 
argument appears to lose all plausibility. In Part 9, Demea, in proposing 
his a priori argument, is suggesting that of the two available approaches 
to God through argumentarían - the a posteriori and the a priori- the 
latte r approach is superio r to the former in two ways. First, whereas the 
Argument from Design proceeds by analogy and ca n, at most, offer a 
conclusion which is probable, Demea's a priori argument, if valid and 
devoid of any false premises, offers a conclusion which must be true. 
Second, in Part 5, Philo had shown that the Design Argument cannot es
tablish the infinity or the unity of the Designer. Demea maintains at the 
beginning of Part 9 that the a priori approach will not be subject to the 
difficulties encountered by the Argument from Design, and that, in fact, it 
w ill be found to be acceptable to all . After Demea presents his a priori 
argument, Cleanthes procee<;is to offer a number of criticisms of this ar
gument criticisms which Demea does not attempt to answer. Hence, 
one way to read Part 9 is to treat it as included in o rder to show why 
Hume believed that neither the a posteriori approach nor the a priori 
approach can establish claims about God. 

Now , while agreeing that Hume has little regard for Demea 's argu
ment in light of the criticisms put forth by Cleanthes, 1 submit that Part 9 
has an additional ro le to play -a role which is supported by the text of 
this Part, and which reveals that the inclus ion of Part 9 is re levant to our 
understanding of Cleanthes in the context of his dialogue with Philo on 
the topic of the Argument from Design. 

Demea offers the fo llowing version of the a priori argument: 

Whatever exists must have a cause or reason of its existence; it being 
absolutely impossible for any thing to produce itself, orbe the cause of 
its own existence. In mounting up, therefore, from effects to causes, we 
must either go on in tracing an infinite succession, without any ultimate 
cause at all , or must at last have recourse to sorne ultimare cause, that is 
necessarily existent: Now that the first supposition is absurd may be 
thus preved. In the infinite chain or succession of causes and effects, 

1 AJI references to the Dialogues Concerning Natural Religton are to the edition, 
edited and with an Imroduction by Stanley Tweyman (Routledge, 1991). 
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each single effect is determined to exist by the power and efficacy of 
that cause which immediately preceded; but the whole eternal chain or 
succession, taken together, is not determined or caused by anything: 
And yet it is evident that it requires a cause or reason, as much as any 
particular object, which begins to exist in time. The question is still rea
sonable, why this particular succession of causes existed from eternity, 
and no t any other succession, or no succession at all. If there be no 
necessarily existent Being, any supposítion, which can be formed, is 
equally possible; nor is there any more absurdity in nothing's having 
existed from eternity, than there is in that succession of causes, which 
constitutes the universe. What was it , then, which deterrnined some
thing to exist rather than nothing, and bestowed being on a particular 
possibility, exclusive of the rest? Externa/ causes there are supposed to 
be none. Chance is a word without a meaning. Was it nothing? But that 
can never produce any thing. We must, therefore , have recourse to a 
necessarily existent Being, who carries the REASON of his existence in 
himself; and who cannot be supposed not to exist without an express 
contradiction. There is consequently such a Being, that is, there is a De
ity. (D . 148-149) 

9 

The chief critic of this argument is Cleanthes, and he begins with the 
following (Humean) c riticism: 

1 shall begin with observing, that there is an evident absurdity in pre
tending to demonstrate a matter of fact, or to prove it by any arguments 
a priori. Nothing is demonstrable, unless the contrary implies a contra
diction. Nothing, that is distinctly conceivable, implies a contradiction. 
Whatever we conceive as existent, we can a lso conceive as non
existent. There in no Being, therefore, whose non-existence implies a 
contradiction. Consequently there is no Being, whose existence is de
monstrable. I propose this argumentas entirely decisive, and am willing 
to rest the whole controversy upon it. (D. 149) 

This is all well- known criticism which Hume presented in Sectio n XII 
o f the first Enquiry and in the firs t Book of the Treatise.z However, if 
looked a t in the context of Demea's a priori argument, it becomes 

somewhat less than compelling. Recall tha t Demea had said in the course 

2 David Hume, Bnquiries Concerning tbe Human Understanding and Concerntng 
tbe Principies oj Morals, edited by L.A. Selby-Bigge, third edition, with text revised and 
notes by P.H. Nidditch (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1975), 163-164; A· Treattse oj Hu
man Nature, edited by L.A. Selby-Bigge, second edition, with text revised and notes by 
P.H. Nidditch (Oxford : The Clarendon Press, 1978). 
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of presenting his a priori argument, that the deity "cannot be supposed 
not to exist without an express contradiction." In other words, if we ac
cept Demea's claim that (at least for him) the no n-existence of the deity 
is inconceivable, then he would have satisfied the condition in Cleanthes' 
argument that a proposition is demonstrable provided that its denial is 
inconceivable. One is also reminded of Descartes who writes in the fifth 
Meditation: 

But, nevertheless, when I think of it with more attention, 1 clearly see 
that existence can no more be separated from the essence of God than 
can its having its three angles equal to two right angles be separated 
from the essence of a (rectilinear) triangle, or the idea of a mountain 
from the idea of a valley; and so there is not any less repugnance to our 
conceiving a God (that is, a Being supremely perfect) to whom exis
tence is lacking (that is to say, to whom a certain perfection is lacking), 
than to conceive of a mountain which has no valley.3 

The upshot of this is the realization that the most Cleanthes has ac
complished with his a rgument is to show that, in the case o f those who 
find the non-existence of the deity conceivable, the argument offered by 
Demea should be rejected as a demonstration of God's necessary exis
tence. On the other hand, those who find the non-existence of the deity 
inconceivable can reject Cleanthes' initial criticism as being without fo rce 
against Demea 's argument. In fact, for these people, his first criticism 
actually countenances a proof like Demea's a priori proof. 

Cleanthes' second criticism achieves no greate r success than the first. 
He argues: 

It is pretended that the Deity is a necessarily existent Being; and this 
necessity of his existence is attempted to be explained by asserting, that, 
if we knew his whole essence or nature, we should perceive it to be as 
impossible for him not to exist as for twice two not to be four. But it is 
evident, that this can never happen, while our faculties remain the same 
as at present. It will still be possible for us, at any time, to conceive the 
non-existence of what we formerly conceived to exist; nor can the mind 
ever lie under a necessity of supposing any object to remain always in 
being; in the same manner as we lie under a necessity of always con
ceiving twice two to be four. The words, therefore, necessary extstence 

3 René Descartes, Meditations On First Pbtlosopby, in Focus, edited and with an ln
troduction by Stanley Tweyman, Routledge, London and New York, 1993. Page 82. 
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have no meaning; or which is the same thing, none that is consistent. 
(D. 149) 
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However, as in the case of his fi rst criticism, this criticism presup
poses that the no n-existence of the deity is conceivable. However, for 
those, like Demea, who find that the non-existence o f God is inconceiv
able, this criticism su pports the view that necessa ry existe nce is as 
meaningful when applied to the de ity as it is w hen applied to a mathe
matical equation . 

Cleanthes' third criticism a ppears to be no stronger than the previous 
ones we have examined: 

But farther, why may not the material universe be the necessarily exis
tent Being, according to this pretended expllcation of necessity? We 
dare not affirm that we know all the quali ties of matter; and for aught 
we can determine, it may contain sorne qualities, which, were they 
known, would make its non-existence appear as great a contradiction as 
that twice two is five. 1 find only one argument employed to prove, that 
the material world is not the necessarily existent Being; and this argu
ment is derived from the contingency both of the matter and the form 
of the world. "Any particle of matter," it is said, "may be conceiued to be 
annihilated, and any form may be conceiued to be altered. Such an an
nihilation o r alteration, therefore, is not impossible." But it seems a great 
partiality not to perceive, that the same argument extends equally to the 
Deity, so far as we have any conception of him; and that the mind can 
at least imagine him to be non-existent, or his attributes to be altered. It 
must be sorne unknown, inconceivable qualities, which can make his 
non-existence appear impossible, o r his attributes unalterable: And no 
reason can be assigned, why these qualities may not belong to matter. 
As they are altogether unknown and inconceivable, they can never be 
proved incompatible with ir. (D. 149-150) 

Cleanthes is arguing that, even if we accept Demea's conclusion that 
the contingent can exist o nly if a necessary being exists, this canno t es
tablish that the necessary being must be exte rna} to the to tality of contin
gent beings, and, the refo re, the material world may be the necessarily 
existe nt be ing. But, for those like De mea, who find the no n-existence of 
De ity inconceivable, Cleanthes' criticism loses all fo rce, s ince it is no t the 
case, to use Cleanthes' w o rds, "that the same argume nt extends equally 
to the De ity so far as we ha ve any conception of him." The hypo thesis of 
an external necessary being as the ultimate cause of the universe, on this 
view, has a decided advantage over the hypothesis of an interna} neces-
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sary being as the ultimate cause of the universe. On the othe r hand, for 
those who find Demea 's argument compelling insofar as it shows the 
need for an ultimate necessary cause of the world, but who, neverthe
less, find the no n-existence of an externa! ultimate necessary cause of 
the world inconceivable and the non-existence of an ultimate interna! 
necessary cause of the world equally inconceivable, Cleanthes' third 
criticism shows that there is no decision procedure by which to select 
one of these o ver the other. 

Cleanthes' fourth criticism makes the point that if the chain of causes 
and effects is eterna! (and Demea maintains that it is), then "it seems ab
surd" to require a First Cause for the chain: "How can any thing, that ex
ists from eternity, have a cause, since that relation implies a priority in 
time and a beginning of existence?" (D. 150) In this criticism, Cleanthes is 
utilizing elements of Hume's account of causation, namely, that causes 
must exist prior to their effects, and that an effect is a new existent. 
However, to bring this analysis to bear on the a priori proof, as Clean
thes has done, is question-begging. For, if Demea is correct, that the 
chain of causes and effects and the matter out of which this chain is 
formed are contingent, then the fact that the chain is eternal may not re
move the need to provide a causal account as to why it (and no other 
possible chain, or no chain at all) exists. If matter is contingent, then the 
chain may require a causal explanation, regardless of how far back in 
time it reaches. It is logically possible for there to exist two eterna} be
ings with one being necessary and the cause or ground of the other. It 
can be argued that it is a concern with modality, and not how long 
something has existed, which revea ls whether a cause is required. 
Cleanthes' (Humean-type) criticism would be acceptable only if we were 
assured that the eternity of matter precludes its having a cause , and 
Cleanthes offers no argument to support this. Cleanthes' hesitation in 
putting forth this criticism can be discerned by the words ' it seems ab
surd' which preface his remarks. 

In Cleanthes' last criticism, he argues: 

In such a chain too, or succession of objects, each pan is caused by that 
which preceded it, and causes that whjch succeeds it. Where then is the 
difficulty? But the WHOLE, you say, wants a cause. I answer, that the 
uniting of these parts into a whole, like the uniting of several distinct 
counties into one kjngdom, or several distinct members into o ne body, 
is perfo rmed merely by an arbitrary act of the mind, and has no influ
ence on the nature of things. Did 1 show you the particular causes of 



' 

(1998) DRAMA AND ARGUMENTS IN HUME'S DIALOGUES 

each individual in a collection of twenty particles of matter, 1 should 
think it very unreasonable, should you afterwards ask me, what was the 
cause of the whole twenty. This is sufficiently explained in explaining 
the cause of the parts. (D . 150) 
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Cleanthes is arguing that the 'w orld' o r 'whole' which is formed by 
the successio n of causes and e ffects is nota thing in the way that the in
dividual me mbers of the chain are things. The 'w orld' is a concept or 
'arbitra ry act o f the mind' and, as such, needs only so be explained 
through concept formation . Rather than providing a decisive criticism of 
Demea's argument, Cleanthes has shown Demea a compe ting interpreta
tion o f the succession of causes and effects, but he has not provided a 
means of deciding between his positio n and Demea's. That is, De mea 
has argued that the modality of the chain is identical to the modality of 
the me mbers o f the cha in , and, the refo re, a causal accou nt of each 
member of the chain through contingent predecessors in the chain can 
never account fo r why the chain exists. Causal accounts w ithin the cha in 
assume the existe nce o f the cha in, and provide causal expla nations for 
individual members. Cleanthes argues that the question of a cause for the 
ch ain is not w ell-fo rmed , given that all that exists a re ind ividual me mbers 
o f the chain, and these a re adequately explained through the contingent 
causes which precede the m. However, beyond asserting his position and 
providing an illustration ("Did 1 show you the particular causes of each 
individual in a collection of twenty particles of matte r, 1 w ould think it 
ve ry unreasonable should you afterwards ask me, what w as the cause of 
the who le twenty") which may or may not be accurate, Cleanthes offers 
no means of deciding whethe r Demea's positio n o r his position is the 
correct o ne. 

Having now gone through Cleanthes' five criticisms of De mea's ar
gument, we a re able to see a patte rn in his approach . In no instance has 
he been able to de mo nstrate or prove than a n e rro r is present in De
mea 's proof. Rather, in each instance, he has revealed to Demea - and 
to Philo who is also in attendance- that De mea has failed to exa mine 
alternative views to the o nes he is presenting and attempting to defend 
in his a priori argume nt. 

This approach o f Cleanthes' regarding Demea's a priori a rgument is 
a na logous to Philo's approach to Cleanthes' a posteriori Design Argu
ment which the latte r introduced in Part 2. When Cleanthes argued by 
analogy that the Designe r o f the world is an inte lligent being, he empha
sized the resemb la nce between the world and machines in te rms of 
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means to ends relations anda coherence of parts. Philo argued that these 
features are present, not only in those cases where intellige nce is the 
cause of design, but also when non-intelligent causes (e.g., generation, 
vegetation) are the source of design. Hence, to show that the design of 
the world has an intelligent cause, Cleanthes must establish that the de
sign of the world bears a sufficient resemblance to a particular type of 
machine, so that the world can be classified as a machine of a certain 
sort. Only in this way, Philo insists, can the principie like effects prove like 
causes be employed to prove that God resembles human intelligence. 
Within the discussion, Philo shows that the features of design present in 
the world are insufficient to classify the world as a (particular kind of) 
machine, and, fo r that matter, as any kind of object w hose cause of de
sign is known. Accordingly, Philo argues that all arguments by analogy 
fail to establish the nature of the cause of the design of the world. And, 
therefore, when he puts forth any arguments of this sort (Parts 6, 7, 8), it 
is not done to support a particular hypothesis about the design of the 
world, but to argue against Cleanthes' Design Argument. 

Cleanthes' efforts in Part 9 are similar to Philo's in the earlier sections 
of the book, namely, his aim is to show Demea that the causal chain, 
portions of which we are able to observe, can be accounted for in ways 
other than the way in which Demea has proceeded -by having recourse 
to matter if we adhere to the view that a necessary being is requ ired as 
the cause of the chain, and by eliminating a First Cause altogether, if the 
chain is held to be eternal, and if every member of the chain can be ac
counted for causally by sorne precedent member(s) in the chain. Clean
thes also argues that the demonstrability and intelligibility of a First 
Cause who is necessarily existent is not in any way convincing to those, 
like himself, who are able to conceive the non-existence of whatever can 
be conceived to be existent. 

As 1 argued fully in my book Scepticism and Belief in Hume's Dia
logues Conceming Natural Religion,4 Philo's aim in providing counter 
arguments against Cleanthes' Design Argument was to loosen Cleanthes 
from his philosophical dogmatism. When the Dialogues opens, Cleanthes 
is represented as a dogmatist, and, therefore, as one who is like ly to err 
in his reasoning because he lacks the necessary preparative to the study 
of philosophy -the inculcation of sceptical consideratio ns on the un
certainty and narrow limits of human reason. Cleanthes admits no ro le 

4 Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff, 1986. 
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for scepticism in enquiry, exhibits no doubt, caution, or modesty in de
fining his position, and lacks an impartiality in putting forth his argument 
-the latte r being exhibited through his claim that the Argument from 
Design tends to the confirmation of 'true re ligion' (D. 106). In short, 
Cleanthes fits the pattern Hume finds in all dogmatists: " ... while they see 
objects o nly on one side, and have no idea of any counterpo ising argu
ment, they throw themselves precipitately into the principies, to which 
they are inclined ; no r have they are indulgence for those who entertain 
opposite sentiments" (E. 161). Hume's suggested cure is that the dogma
tist be exposed to the arguments of the Pyrrhonian, which takes place in 
Parts 2 through 8. Philo urged that he was arguing with Cleanthes "in his 
own way" (D. 111), and showed the latter that the Argument fro m De
sign, insofar as it seeks to establish analogically the intelligence o f the 
Deity and his exte rna lity to what He has designed, is indefensible. The 
Argument fro m Design was shown to invo lve an infinite regress (Part 4), 
to be susceptible o f reduction to absurdity (Pa rt 5), and to utilize data 
which are equally supportive (and the refore not supportive at all) of an 
open-ended list o f alternative hypotheses to a Designe r of the world who 
is intelligent and exte rna! (Parts 6-8). Cleanthes has no answer to Philo's 
Pyrrhonian objections; at the end of this sceptical attack, Philo proclaims 
a complete victory for the Pyrrhonian: the only reasonable response, he 
urges at the end of Part 8, is a total suspense of judgement . Once this 
suspense of judgement is reached, and, therefore, Cleanthes' dogmatic 
approach has been removed, Hume is able, in Part 12, to assess Philo's 
Pyrrhonian objections and reach the positio n of mitigated scepticism -
the positio n which he himself endorses in the first Enquiry. 

If Cleanthes has been turned from his dogmatic stance, and is now 
able to appreciate · 'counterpoising' arguments, how would Hume pro
ceed to show this to us? Since all arguments leading to a suspense of 
judgement in regard to the Design Argument have already been pre
sented by Philo in Pa rts 2 through 8, Cleanthes cannot be expected to 
provide additional objections against this argument. An alternare means 
o f revea ling this change in Cleanthes is to have him respond to a differ
ent argument in a manner s imllar to Philo's response to the Design ar
gument. I submit that this is, at least part of, Hume's motivation in in
cluding the a priori argument in Part 9, and in having Cleanthes serve as 
its main critic. None of Cleanthes' criticisms in Part 9, as I showed earlier, 
can refute Demea's argument. At most, they reveal the one .. s idedness of 
Demea's argument, and the fact that he has not taken into account any 
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'counterpoising' arguments. The starting-point of Cleanthes' a posteriori 
Argument from Design calls attention to the design present throughout 
the world (means to ends relations anda coherence of parts), and Philo's 
efforts are directed to showing that this in itself will never be adequate to 
establish how the design carne about; the starting-point of Demea's a 
priori argument calls attention to the succession of causes and effects 

• 

throughout the world, and Cleanthes' efforts are directed to showing that 
this in itself will never be adequate to establish how this succession 
carne about. In other words, Cleanthes' criticisms in Part 9 serve to illus
trate to Philo, and to the reader, the success which Philo has achieved 
with Cleanthes through his sceptical objections in Part 2 through 8. 

In Part 2 of the Dialogues, Cleanthes argued that the cause of the de
sign of the world is an intelligent being. After hearing Philo's criticisms in 
Part 2, Cleanthes proceeds in Part 3 to address Philo's criticisms through 
two imaginary illustrative analogies - the Articulare Voice speaking from 
the clouds and the Vegetable Library. That Cleanthes utilizes imaginary 
examples is understandable in light of the fact that in his Design Argu
ment, he is concerned with the cause of the design of al/ there is in na
ture. Since the scope of the argument and of Philo's criticism is all there 
is, Cleanthes cannot, in attempting to illustrate his position, have re
course to (any part oO what there is. Hence, the propriety of imaginary 
examples. Similarly, since Philo's objections to Cleanthes' Design Argu
ment continue to the point where a suspense of judgement has been 
achieved (and, therefore, no further counterpoising arguments are avail
able), if Hume wanted to illustrate the impact which Philo's arguments 
have had on Cleanthes, he could not do so through the Design Argu
ment. A new argument is needed with which Cleanthes can proceed to 
deal in a manner similar to the way in which Philo has dealt with his De
sign Argument. 

To help confirm the interpretation offered here regarding the illustra
tive val u e of Part 9, 1 call attention to two additional passages - the first 
appears in the last paragraph of Part 1 (i.e., prior to Philo's criticisms of 
Cleanthes' Design Argument), and the second is found in the second 
paragraph of Part 9 (the first time that Cleanthes speaks in Part 9). In the 
last paragraph of Part 1, Cleanthes, who is about to offer his a posteriori 
argument, asserts: 

lt is very natural, said Cleanthes, for men to embrace those principies, 
by which they find they can best defend their d octrines;. And su re ly, 
nothing can afford a stronger presumption, that any set of principies are 
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true, and ought to be embraced, than to observe, that they tend to the 
confirmation of true religion, and serve to confound the cavils of athe
ists, libertines, and free thinkers of al! denominations. 

17 

In this early Part, Cleanthes urges that the argument he will offer ( in 
Part 2) should be accepted, because it tends to confirm (what he regards 
as) the true religion . Accordingly, Cleanthes begins the dialogue without 
the features which Hume holds uought fo r ever to accompany a just rea
sone r," namely, ((a degree of doubt and caution , and modesty" (E. 162). 
Furthe rmo re, he begins without the type of impartiality in judgement , 
and lack o f pre judice, which Hume holds is a necessary preparative to 
the study of Philosophy. Therefore, Cleanthes d oes not begin the Dia
logues with the philosophic dispositio n which Hume ho lds we require, if 
we are to achieve accuracy in our reasonings. 

On the othe r hand, once Demea has extolled the advantages of his a 

priori a rgument at the beginning of Part 9, Cleanthes interjects with the 
fo llowing: 

You seem to reason, Demea, interposed Cleanthes, as if these advan
tages and conveniences in the abstraer argument were full proofs if its 
solidity. But it is proper, in my opinion, to determine what argument of 
this nature you choose to insist on; and we shall afterwards, from itself, 
better than from its useful consequences, endeavour to determine what 
value we ought to pul on it. (D. 148) 

This response by Cleanthes o ffers a clear indicatio n to the reader 
(and to Philo) that the Cleanthes we encounter in Pa rt 9 (and beyond) 
has been affected by Philo's arguments in the previous Parts: Cleanthes is 
now prepared to examine a rguments on the ir own merits, regardless of 
the consequences they would have, if they were accepted. In short, he 
now exhibits the impartiality in judgement and lack of pre judice which 
I Iume holds is a necessary preparative to the study of Philosophy. 

THE NON-DRAMATIC READING OF PART 9 

1 turn now to a reading of Part 9 which ignores entire ly any dramatic 
o r literary e lements in the text. In order to deal with this interpretation in 
its entire ty, it will be necessary to repeat sorne portia n of Cleanthes' criti
cisms, a lready discussed, in the first section of this paper. 

In Part 9 of Hume's Dialogues Concerning Natural Reli[JiOn, Demea 
offers his a priori argument for God's existence, an argument, 1 suggest, 
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which appears to have a prima facie plausibility. Consider the structure 
of the proof. Any object which currently exists is re lated causally to a 
chain o r succession o f objects which extends back to infinity. Demea ar
gues that, although particula r members in the chain or succession can be 
accounted for by reference to earlier members in the chain, neve rtheless, 
two questions remain u nanswered. One questio n is, "Why is there 
something rather than nothing?", and the other questio n is, ''Wh y does 
this particular succession of causes exist rather that sorne other?" Demea 
contends that these are legitimate causal questio ns which can o nly be 
answered by making a modal leap. Since no contingent being can ac
count fo r an eterna} (backward) chain of causes and effects (any such 
contingent being would be a member of the succession and, the refore, 
part of the problem), and since we cannot explain the chain through ei
ther Chance (chance for Hume means no cause, and this is uninte lligible) 
or Nothing (ex nihilo nihil fuit), Demea concludes that we can explain 
the infinite or eterna! succession only by having recourse to "a necessar
ily existent Being, w ho carries the REASON of his existence in himself; 
and who cannot be supposed not to exis t without an express contradic
tion". (D. 149) According to Demea, the refore, the eternally contingent 
must be grounded in the eterna U y necessary. 

When Cleanthes u ndertakes his critique of Demea's argument, he be
gins w ith the well-known Humean criticism of his argument, and says of 
his criticism: "1 propase this argument as entire ly decisive, and am will
ing to rest the whole controversy upo n it. " (D. 149) The criticism at issue 
is the one which concerns the Humean point that nothing is demonstra
b le, unless the contrary implies a con tradiction . This criticism, in full , 
reads as follows: 

1 shall begin with observing, that there is an evident absurdity in pre
tending to demonstrate a matter of fact, or to prove it by an arguments 
a priori. Nothing is demonstrable, unless the contrary implies a contra
diction. Nothing, that is distinctly conceivable, implies a contradiction. 
Whatever we conceive as existent, we can also conceive as non
existent. There is no Being, therefore, whose existence is demonstrable. 

Cleanthes' point cente rs a ro und the Humean view that s ince the 
p remises in a sound deductive argument o ffer conclusive suppo rt fo r the 
conclusion , the only type of statement which can be demo nstrated is one 
which is necessarily true, that is , where the relata are inseparable from 
each other. Mathematics, of course, offers the paradigm for the type of 



(1998) DRAMA AND ARGUMENrS IN HUME'S DIALOGUES 19 

demonstrative proof which Hume has in mind. The example from Des
cartes' Regulae illustrates the point extremely well. 

l . Axiom of Equality 
2. 2 + 2 = 4 

3. 3 + 1 = 4 

Conclusion: 2 + 2 = 3 + 1 

Statements which a re contingently true, that is, where the relata are 
separable from each other, can never be proved a priori or deductively, 
and, at most, require an inductive argument for support. 

Hume has a test for determining whether the relata in a statement are 
connected necessarily or contingently: the first relatum is affirmed in 
thought, while the second is denied. If the first cannot be thought once 
the second has been denied (as is the case with, for example, 2 + 2 = 3 + 
1), then the relata are necessarily connected, and are inseparable from 
each other¡ on the other hand, if the first can be thought once the sec
ond has been denied (as is the case with, for example, 'strawberries' and 
'red'), then the relata are contingently connected, and are separable from 
each other. 

Now, Cleanthes' point is that since 'God exists' functions in the way 
'All strawberries a re red' functions, in that the test of inseparability does 
not succeed in e ither case (if I think of strawberries and deny they are 
red , I can still think of strawberries; similarly, if I think of God and deny 
that He exists, 1 can still think of God), a demonstrative proof of God's 
existence is (logically) impossible . But Demea will hardly find this a de
cisive criticism regarding a demonstrative proof of God's existence, since 
he claims to be unable to think of God's nature, if God's existence is de
nied. For Demea, as we have seen , God "carries the REASON of his ex
istence in himself; and ... cannot be supposed not to exist without an 
express contradiction" (D. 149). As 1 showed in my paper "Sorne Reflec
tions on Hume on Existence"5, for Cleanthes to make h is criticism 
'entirely decisive ', much of Hume's discussion of distinctions o f reason, 
belief, and the idea of existence would have to be introduced in arder to 
convince Demea that the sentence 'God exists' does not involve two re
lata, but only one - the thought of God- and that, therefore, the test of 

. 

S This paper appears in Hume Studies, XVIII , 2, (November 1992) 
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inconceivability can never be applied to an existential claim, including 
'God exists'. In any case, paragraph 5 of Part 9 of the Dialogues 
(Cleanthes' first criticism of Demea's a priori argument) cannot be re
garded as offering a decisive criticism of Demea's argument. Further
more, since the next two criticisms offered by Cleanthes (paragraph 6 
and 7) also depend upon the test of inconceivability, we can conclude . 
that they, too, as stated, cannot offer a decisive blow to Demea's argu-

ment. 
It does seem to me that the criticism of Cleanthes' which, as stated, is 

devastating to Demea's effo rt in his a priori argument is the criticism in 
paragraph 8. The criticism reads as follows: 

Add to this, that in tracing an eternal succession of objects, it seems ab
surd to enquire. for a general cause or first author. How can any thing, 
that exists from eternity have a cause; since that relation implies a prior
ity in time and a beginning of existence? 

Although Demea fails to use modal language other than the reference 
to God as a 'necessarily existent Being', the general thrust of his position 
is that the succession of causes and effects, despite its being eterna!, at 
least in the sense of not having had a beginning, is also contingent. And 
it is this contingency which leads Demea to ask, why anything at all ex
ists, and why this succession exists and not sorne o ther. The criticism in 
paragraph 9 makes it clear that if the causal succession exists from eter
nity, then following Hume's analysis of causality, wherein causes must be 
temporally prior to the ir effects, it follows that the succession itself does 
not, better cannot, have a general cause or first author. 

As everyone knows, Hume is adamant that we never understand the 
powers of objects through which they act as causes of certain effects. 
Hume is equally adamant that designating an object as cause and an
o ther as effect requires seeing objects of those types constantly con
joined. How does constant conjunction assist us in understanding causes 
and effects? In one respect, constant conjunction assists us by generating 
the habit o r determination of the mind, so that we naturally associate the 
cause with the effect (this is causality as a natural relation).6 In so far as 
causality is viewed as a philosophical relation , the importance of con
stant conjunction is this: even though we lack any insight into causal 
powe r, the constant conjunction between objects convinces us of the 

6 See Hume's Treatise, especially p. 170. 
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causal relevancy o f o ne object to another. The pow e rs o f the first object, 
al thou gh unknown , appear to be directed to the productio n of, or a 
change in, the second object. 

Applying this analysis of the importance of constant conjunctio n to 
ascriptions of causa lity to our discussio n, w e can understand the full 
weight of Cleanthes' criticism in the ninth paragraph of Part 9. If the suc
cession o f causes and effects is eterna! , then even if there is an eterna! 
necessary Being, there is no way to establish the causal relevancy of this 
necessary Be ing to the production of the causal ch a in . So Cleanthes' 
point must be that, even if there is a n ecessarily existent Being and an 

eterna! succession of causes and e ffects, it is impossible fo r us, using 
Demea's p re mises, to show that one is causally releva nt or responsible 
for the other. Each would exist in a manne r which appears to be incom
patible w ith its having been caused . What exists in what we call the 
world might someday cease to exist, and in this respect we might be 
tempted to say that w hat exists exists contingently. But even if this is 
true, Cleanthes' point is that the eternity of the world, a t least in terms of 
not having had a beginning, rules out its having been caused. Accord

ing ly, it may be the case that the causal chain of which De mea speaks is 
both uncaused and contingent. 

Cleanthes is, the refore, a rguing that the two q uestio ns which Demea 

ins isted required an answer w h ich o nly a necessarily existent Be ing can 
provide -'why is the re som e thing rather than nothing?' and 'why is 

the re what the re is ra ther than something e lse?'-- are, in fact, not ques
tions which can be answered. The fact that the world (according to De
mea 's argument) is e te rna! , rules out any causal explanation which can 
accurate ly and justifiably address either question. 

CONCLUSION 

In light o f the two interpretations of Part 9 of the Dialogues 1 have 
put fo rth, it is reasonable, it seems to me, to ask the author o f this paper 
which interpretatio n he thinks Hume accepts (assuming, of course, that 
Hume would be sympathetic to the author's e fforts in this paper). Does 
Hume want us to unde rstand the w o rk with its lite rary dramatic compo
n ents, o r is he o nly inte rested in the a rguments and criticisms, despite 
the fact that they are presented in a literary context? 

At the very beginning of the Dialogues Concerning Natu.ral Religion, 
Hume offe rs his reasons fo r presenting the Dialogues material in drama tic 
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form .7However, nowhere in this material does Hu me urge that that 
dramatic component should affect our understanding and appreciation of 
the arguments and crilicisms which are presented by the speakers. 

On the other hand, the re are at least three dramatic interventions, 
which are universally taken to have a bearing on the arguments pre
sented. The first occurs in Part. 3 after Cleanthes has presented his two 
illustrative analogies -the Articulate Voice and Living Vegetable Library. 
Rather than providing a response from Philo, we lea rn the following 
from Pamphilus: 

Here I could observe, HERMIPPUS, that PHILO was a little embarrassed 
and confounded: but while he hesitated in delivering an answer, Juckily 
fo r him, DEMEA bro ke in upon the discourse , and saved his co unte
nance . (D. 120) 

7 There are sorne subjects, however, to which dialogue-writing is peculiarly 
adapted , and where it is stilJ preferable ro the direct and simple method of composition. 

Any point of doctrine, which is so obvious, that ir scarcely admits of dispute, but at 
the same time so importan/, 1hat it cannot be too often inculcated, seems 10 require 
sorne such method of handling it; where the novelty of the rnanner may compensare 
the triteness of the subject, where the vivacity of conversation may enforce the pre
cepts, and where the variety of lights, presented by various personages and characte rs, 
may appear neither tedious nor redundant. 

Any question of philosophy, on the other hand, which is so obscure and zmcertain, 
1hat human reason can reach no fixed de termination with regard to il; if it should be 
treated at a ll ; seems to lead us naturally into the style of dialogue and conversatio n. 
Reasonable men may be allowed to differ, where no-one can reasonably be positive: 
Opposite sentiments, even without any decision, afford an agreeable amusemen1: And if 
the subject be curious and interesting, the book carries us, in a manner, into company, 
and unites the two greatest and purest pleasures of human life, study and socíety. 

Happily, these circumstances are all to be found in 1he subject of NATURAL 
RELIGION. What 1ruth so obvious, so certain, as the Being of a God , which the most 
ignorant ages have acknowledged ; for which the most refined geniuses have ambi
tiously striven lO produce new proofs and arguments? Whal tnuh so important as this, 
which is the ground of all our hopes, the surest foundation of morality, the firmest sup
port of society, and the o nly principie, which ought never to be a moment absem from 
our thoughts and meditalions? Dut in treating of this obvious and important truth; what 
obscure questions occur, concerning the natttre of that divine being; his aurihutes, his 
decrees, his plan of providence? These have been always subjected to the disputations 
of men: Concerning these, human reason has not reached any certa in dete rmination: 
Dut these are tapies so inte resting, that we cannot restrain our res1less enquiry with re
gard to them; though nothing but doubt, uncerta inty and contradictio n have, as yet, 
heen the result of our most accurate researches. (D . 95-96) 
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That Philo is presented as ~~a little embarrassed and confou nded", and 
~~ hesitated in delivering an answer" -these are a lways regarded by 
commentato rs as relevant to o ur understanding of the interpretatio n and 
impact o f Cleanthes' two illustrative analogies. 

The second dramatic inte rvention occurs at the end of Part 11 where 
we are to ld : 

Thus PHILO continued to the last his spirit of opposition, and his cen
sure of established opinions. But I could observe, that DEMEA did not 
at all relish the latter part of the discourse; and he took occasion soon 
after, on sorne pretense or other, to leave the company. (D. 171) 

The philosophic significance o f Demea's departure has fascinated all 
commentato rs who seek to understand the arguments in Part 12. 

Or again (the third d ramatic interventio n), at the end o f Part 12, it 
fa lls to Pamphilus - the auditor to the dialogue, and stude nt o f Clean
thes- to assess all three speake rs' arguments. However, before he does 
so, Philo offers advice to Pamphilus o n the impo rtance of scepticism in 
the fo llowing passage: 

To be a philosophical sceptic is, in a man of letters, the first and most 
essential step towards being a sound, believing Christian; a proposition, 
which I would willingly recommend to the attention of PAMPHILUS: 
And I hope CLEANTHES will forgive me for interposing so far in the 
education and instruction of his pupil. (D. 185) 

There are, therefo re, points in the discussio n in which Hume explic
itly counte nances a reading consistent with the lite ra ry and d ramatic 
e lements which he has included . But, as we have also seen, in a passage 
early in the Dialogues, the a rguments and criticisms a re spo ken of as 
primary, with the dramatic e leme nts accorded a merely stylistic ro le in 
light of the mate rial to be presented . 

lt seems to me that the lesson fro m this discussio n is tha t the literary 
and dramatic e lements sho uld influence o ur understanding of the book, 
the Dialogues, whe rever and whenever this presents itself as appropriate. 
The book is a philosophical discussion in a literary and dramatic setting, 
a nd o ur appreciatio n o f the book cannot be divo rced fro m these e le
ments. Accordingly, w he n in Part 9, Cleanthes' criticisms of Demea's a r
gument fa il to take into account all that Hume has written on the topic of 
"existence" and the question : 11 1S existen ce a predica te?", w e must as k 
abo ut this fro m a lite rary and dramatic pe rspective, and itS philosophic 
impo rtance. 
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On the other hand, when one of the arguments in Part 9 -as I 
showed- contains sufficient Humean elements to enable us to say that, 
without the dramatic components, this argument is a decisive refutation 
of Demea 's a priori argument, then we must regard this as a philosophic 
contribution of tremendous importance, given the attention Demea's a 
priori argument has received in the history of philosophy . 

. 
But I go one step further: my paper shows us something about argu

ments which, in my experience, is rarely, if ever, taken into account. As 
my paper analyzes Demea's and Cleanthes' arguments, it becomes clear 
that arguments can be regarded as being "presented in a context", and 
this makes our understanding of arguments relative to a possible host or 
multitude of non-argumentative factors. In fact, even when we elect to 
ignore these non-argumentative factors, there is, by defmition, the fact 
that arguments are regarded as being "presented in a context". If I am 
correct about this, then there are no pure arguments. I am reminded of 
the well-known "duck/rabbit" figure which , in the end, we realize is 
neither a duck nora rabbit, or maybe both a duck and a rabbit. I submit 
that in the Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Hume has painted his 
own 11duck/rabbit". 

G!endon Cotlege, York University (Ganada) 
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