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Hume’s Dispositional Conservatism

1. Introduction

In his article “On Hume’s Conservatism,” Donald Livingston distinguishes between two forms of conservatism, which we might call dispositional and doctrinal. He says that “conservatism is often characterized as a disposition rather than a doctrine: the disposition to accept the status quo and to look with suspicion on any attempt at fundamental change.”
 Livingston thinks that conservatism should not be defined in such dispositional terms. He says: “Any ideology in power is conservative in this sense.”
 He believes that conservatism should properly be “a term that picks out an ideology and a political tradition,” a tradition he describes as defined by “a humble act of deference to the world of inherited custom.”
 It is Livingston’s view that when, and only when, conservativism is defined in this sense, Hume should be considered “the first conservative philosopher.”

Livingston has identified a real and important difference among conservatives, one that has often been ignored or misunderstood. However, he errs in attributing doctrinal conservatism to Hume. I intend to argue that Hume must instead be considered a dispositional conservative. I propose two lines of argument to defend this assertion. First, I will show that there is an absence of textual evidence to support the doctrinal conservative reading of Hume, and strong textual evidence for his adherence to dispositional conservatism. Second, I will argue that only dispositional conservatism is compatible with Hume’s views of liberty and universal rights. Doctrinal conservatism explicitly disallows such views.

2. Doctrinal Conservatism


Livingston’s doctrinal conservatism possesses two defining characteristics. First of all, it is essentially concerned with the problem of justification. It asks: what standards can be used to legitimate social change? Second, it is essentially particularist, in the sense that I define more precisely below.

According to Livingston, a doctrinal conservative should reject as indefensible any attempt to reform the world according to certain sorts of ideals – specifically those that are, as he puts it, “foundationalist.” Foundationalists believe that “true political order is . . . an order of nature: a timeless object of autonomous reason existing independently of the historical process.”
 Livingston calls foundationalist liberals “Cartesians.”
 He argues that Hume should be considered the first doctrinal conservative because doctrinal conservatives are, like Hume, sceptical in a specific sense: they disallow any appeal to principles supposedly known by reason alone. “Hume never takes rights, original contract, or utilitarianism as foundational,” he says, “for the simple reason that his critique of philosophy entails that there are no philosophical foundations at all for judging the prejudices of common life independent of those very prejudices.”

Doctrinal conservatism does not hold that we must uncritically accept whatever conventions happen to be in place at a given time. The reflexive person realises that tradition is “in conflict with itself,” and that it requires philosophy to resolve this conflict.
 As Livingston puts it: “True philosophical theorizing is . . . an attempt to render the inherited and conflicting customs and prejudices of common life as coherent as possible.”
 But doctrinal conservatism insists that criticism of the status quo must be legitimated by certain sorts of arguments. “Any change in the present order,” says Livingston, “can only be made if it is justified. But justification requires standards.”
 And the only standards a doctrinal conservative will allow are those that Livingston calls “narrative,” meaning ones that are rooted in the traditions and customs of a particular culture. Thus, rather than insisting that we must favour the “stagnation” that Leslie Stephen says is “the natural ideal of the sceptic” and that is often attributed to conservatism, doctrinal conservatism instead places constraints on the sorts of justification that may be used to legitimize social change.
 As Livingston says: “custom and tradition . . . are the great guides to life in the radical sense that there is no standard of goodness independent of tradition that can either certify them or criticise them. Of course, one custom may be used as a standard to criticize another custom . . . .”
 Doctrinal conservativism entails that any attempt to reform society must find the basis for such reform in the customs already accepted by the people in a particular community. 


John B. Stewart has accused Livingston of defining conservatism in such a way that it is too inclusive.
 On this reading, its opponent, foundationalist liberalism, becomes a straw man. According to Stewart, if foundationalist liberals are those who advocate “reform projects devised by reason alone,” with the implication being that such projects are based on abstract ideals that cannot be falsified by the evidence of experience or history, we are forced to include “most liberals and some socialists” among the ranks of conservatives.
 Conservatism reduces to the trivial proposition that our political principles must not be completely immune to the evidence of experience and history.

Livingston invites this criticism through his presentation of doctrinal conservatism and foundational liberalism. He tends to cariacature his opponents as thinkers whose ideals have no relation to the data of history and society, and he avoids having to call many liberal thinkers “conservative” only by mis-characterising their position as “foundationalist,” when it is far from clear they would themselves admit to this description. John Rawls, for instance, who is one of Livingston’s favourite examples of a foundationalist liberal, is in fact at pains to point out that his theory of justice is intended to make sense of the conflicting and competing claims of liberty and equality already deeply imbedded in the western democratic tradition. His veil of ignorance is merely a conceptual tool to help us clarify our intuitions on the subject, a tool that ultimately yields to the technique of reflective equilibrium – a technique Rawls explicitly calls “nonfoundationalist.”


Despite these weaknesses in his presentation, however, I believe that Livingston has identified a real and important division in the history of political thought, and that his definitions can be clarified in a way that renders doctrinal conservatism decidedly non-trivial, while preserving the basic philosophical core that Livingston attributes to it. I propose to re-define the tradition Livingston is endorsing as a particularist one, and characterise its opponents as universalists rather than foundationalists. What I mean is this. A particularist holds that when we consider a project for the reform of a given society, we must ask ourselves whether it can be justified with reference to the customs and traditions of that particular society. We are not entitled to appeal to supposedly universal features of human nature or society. It is not necessary to mis-characterise universalists as “rationalists” to see that this marks a genuine difference between the two views. A universalist may well be a committed empiricist – which is to say, she may believe that our conclusions about politics must be based on the evidence available from history, psychology, and other legitimately scientific sources. However, she further believes that such evidence warrants universal generalizations about human nature and society as a whole, generalizations which can then allow us to import into a particular culture values and institutions that are not necessarily rooted in its own indigenous traditions.


While the belief in the common rights of human kind is an example of a universalist principle, it is by no means necessary to believe in such universal rights to be a universalist. The view that women are naturally inferior is equally a universalist principle – and so, the universalist advisor, were she instead committed to this principle, would have advised against the proposed reform. In this sense, the term universalism has the potential to mis-lead. Universalist propositions need not be ones about our single, common human nature. It is necessary only that they hold at all times and at all places.


How do these distinctions map onto Livingston’s separation of doctrinal and dispositional conservatism? Doctrinal conservativism is necessarily particularist in the above sense, though the inverse is not true. Some particularists may be dispositional rather than doctrinal conservatives. Dispositional conservatism, however, is equally compatible with universalism – though many, perhaps most, universalists are not dispositional conservatives. To clarify this (admittedly somewhat baffling) web of overlapping connections, let us step back and examine the essential difference between the two forms of conservatism. We should begin with the question of what exactly is dispositional conservatism.

3. Dispositional Conservatism

A dispositional conservative is someone who, in evaluating the prospect of social change, is guided by a strong cautionary principle. She begins by asking herself a simple question: When does the risk of disorder outweigh the likelihood that change will be beneficial, or the good that it may do? Her response is, almost always. Dispositional conservatism is thus pragmatic rather than philosophical. The doctrinal conservative’s central question, of whether reform can be legitimated by the customs and traditions of a people, holds no interest to the dispositional conservative. She is entirely pre-occupied with the consequences of reform, and is reliably pessimistic in predicting these consequences. 

In many cases, the dispositional conservative will prove more cautious about social change than will the doctrinal conservative. The difference between the two becomes apparent, and important, when we imagine ourselves faced with a successful revolutionary regime. A doctrinal conservative will insist that if, as in the case of the Bolshevisks or the Jacobins, the new regime departs radically from the traditions of the people, we should look to a restoration of the old regime by whatever means possible. As Livingston puts it: “rebellion appears reasonable in the face of a present and serious usurpation of established elements.”
 A dispositional conservative would insist that, on the contrary, once the new regime is itself established and has achieved a measure of stability, it should be accepted.

Livingston seemingly wants to deny that universalism is incompatible with any form of conservatism. He says that universalist (that is, “foundationalist”) political philosophy “logically contains at its center a justification for total revolution” – the implication being that, if such a revolution can be justified according to our philosophical principles, we are more or less compelled to pursue it.
 But, as I have said, for a dispositional conservative, our actions are determined by prudential concerns, not by the philosophical question of what is or is not justified. I demonstrate below that this is precisely how Hume conceives the matter.

4. Hume and Reform

The first hurdle faced by Livingston’s interpretation of Hume is a paucity of direct textual evidence. It is heavily based on what Livingston believes to be the implications of Hume’s philosophy as a whole. He argues that Hume’s doctrinal conservatism is rooted in his distinction between true and false philosophy. He says that “true philosophy’s”

main discovery is that reflection is parasitic upon an unreflective order variously described as habit, custom, convention, prejudice, and common life. Pyrrhonian arguments were used to show that any attempt to form principles independent of this domain, and which pretend to guide it, will be either empty (yielding total skepticism) or arbitrary. Philosophers who do not recognize this are false philosophers, that is, they are lost in an all-pervasive form of self-deception.

While Hume certainly does distinguish between true and false philosophy, however, he developed this distinction in order to criticise certain types of metaphysical and religious views. There is not a single passage where he explicitly extends it to the realm of politics. It is certainly true that in his essay “Of the Original Contract,” he criticizes the “philosophical or speculative system of principles” which each of the parties has “reared up . . . in order to protect and cover that scheme of actions, which it pursues.”
 But he criticizes these systems for being carelessly constructed, such that they are in some respects at odds with the facts.
 Hume says that Britain’s party ideologies reveal “evident marks of the violence and hurry” with which they were built.
 But this is an injunction to take more care. It implies no general scepticism about universal political ideas. Hume does no more in this essay than advocate for the empirical method that he repeatedly urges us to apply to political questions, as he does in the Dialogues on Natural Religion. “So long as we confine our speculations to trade, or morals, or politics, or criticism,” says Philo, “we make appeals, every moment, to common sense and experience, which strengthen our philosophical conclusions, and remove, at least in part, the suspicion which we so justly entertain with regard to every reasoning that is very subtile and refined.”
 Livingston cannot think that Hume’s great insight into politics amounts to this: that we cannot maintain our philosophical principles against all evidence. This is no more than a trivial injunction not to be mindless ideologues.

Livingston wants us to believe that Hume thinks the contract theory, as a form of false philosophy, is inherently flawed. “All contract theories of government from Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, Kant to Rawls,” he says, “are the work of false philosophy.”

But Hume actually says something very different. He says in “Of the Original Contract” that “both these systems of speculative principles [that is, those of the Whigs and Tories] are just; though not in the sense, intended by the parties . . .”
 He makes clear what he means later on in the essay, where he says that they are just when they are accommodated to one another, through an admission that neither provides the necessary or exclusive foundation for government. “My intention here,” he says, “is not to exclude the consent of the people from being one just foundation of government where it has place. It is surely the best and most sacred of any. I only pretend, that it has very seldom had place in any degree, and never almost in its full extent. And that therefore some other foundation of government must also be admitted.”
 If Livingston were correct in saying that speculative political principles are never more than false philosophy, it is not clear how any “system of speculative principles” could be just in any sense, let alone provide “the best and most sacred” (even if not the only) foundation for government.

The other foundation to which Hume refers is what he in the Treatise calls “present possession.” We are motivated, he says there, to accept “present possession” as grounds for public authority, where we do not accept it on its own as a grounds for private property, because of the interest we have in “the preservation of peace, and the avoiding of all changes, which, however they may be easily produced in private affairs, are unavoidably attended with bloodshed and confusion where the public is interested.”
 If Hume’s entire political theory was in fact based on his post-Pyrrhonian method, it would be strange for him not to say so in places such as this, where he takes up the issue of reform directly. Instead, he always invokes instead the sort of cautionary principle that I have submitted is at the foundation of dispositional conservatism.

There is a passage at the beginning of Hume’s essay “Idea of a Perfect Commonwealth” that might be taken to support Livingston’s reading. There, Hume warns us not to “try experiments merely upon the credit of supposed argument and philosophy.”
 But this should also be understood in its context. Hume is about to offer us, with his abstract Harringtonian model for an ideal republic, an experiment that seems quite obviously built merely from the credit of supposed argument and philosophy. It is therefore not surprising that he would devote his introductory paragraphs to warning us not to run off and try implementing such a scheme, except under specific circumstances – only if, that is, “in some future age, an opportunity might be afforded of reducing the theory to practice, either by a dissolution of some old government, or by the combination of men to form a new one, in some distant part of the world.”

Hume’s clearest statement of his attitude towards political reform provides further evidence of his adherence to dispositional rather than doctrinal conservatism. In “Of the Original Contract” he says:

Did one generation of men go off the stage at once, and another succeed, as is the case with silk-worms and butterflies, the new race, if they had sense enough to choose their government, which surely is never the case with men, might voluntarily, and by general consent, establish their own form of civil polity, without any regard to the laws or precedents, which prevailed among their ancestors. 

Though this statement is a counter-factual one, it is one a doctrinal conservative could not possibly, even counter-factually, bring herself to make. To say people in this impossible country might choose a government “without any regard to the laws or precedents of their ancestors” is hardly to make the “humble act of deference to the world of inherited custom” which is required of a doctrinal conservative. In line with the dispositional conservative interpretation, Hume goes on to say that his objection to such innovation is a pragmatic, not a philosophical one:

But as human society is in perpetual flux, one man every hour going out of the world, another coming into it, it is necessary, in order to preserve stability in government, that the new brood should conform themselves to the established constitution, and nearly follow the path which their fathers, treading in the footsteps of theirs, had marked out to them. Some innovations must necessarily have place in every human institution, and it is happy where the enlightened genius of the age give these a direction to the side of reason, liberty, and justice: but violent innovations no individual is entitled to make: they are even dangerous to be attempted by the legislature: more ill than good is ever to be expected from them.”

Again, it is odd that Hume makes no appeal here to his “Pyrrhonian revolution” in philosophy, when it could potentially provide strong support to his argument. There is, to my knowledge, not a single passage where Hume expresses the opinion Livingston ascribes to him – that his sceptical commitments make reform unjustifiable.

5. Hume’s Universalism

I suggested above that dispositional conservative is, unlike doctrinal conservatism, compatible with universalism. I now propose to argue that Hume is a universalist – which, if true, implies he must either be a dispositional conservative, or simply incoherent. On my reading, Hume believes there are standards for evaluating different societies that transcend the specific customs and traditions of that society (the key premiss of universalism). However, he also believes that such standards do not license us to attempt to reform existing societies radically in order to bring these societies into line with these standards (the key premiss of dispositional conservatism).

Hume is explicit that certain “schemes of social choice” are preferable to others. He says, for instance, that “one form of government must be allowed more perfect than another,” and comments in a letter to his nephew: “I cannot but agree with Mr Millar, that the Republican Form of [Government] is by far the best.”
 Hume is explicit what makes a government more perfect than another: it is liberty, he says, that is the “perfection of civil society.”
 For Hume, when we are evaluating competing “schemes of social choice,” we will endorse those with the greatest amount of liberty compatible with stable authority. He says that the English “have happily established the most perfect and most accurate system of liberty that was ever found compatible with government.”
Livingston readily acknowledges Hume’s commitment to liberty. “No whig panegyrist,” he says, “ever surpassed Hume (except in excess) in praise either of liberty or of the British constitution.”
 Livingston provides a subtle and detailed analysis of Hume’s use of the term liberty in various contexts. He points out that Hume uses the word in three main senses. He uses it to refer to the free exercise of the will, in his discussion of the philosophical problem of free will and determinism. He also uses it to refer to that form of government which divides power among its various branches. But what Livingston calls the primary and most important use of the term is to refer to a person’s freedom to “determine his own thought and decisions uncoerced by the arbitrary will of another.”
 Such freedom implies the existence of a government to protect people from one another, but equally the existence of constraints on the arbitrary will of the governors themselves. As Livingston observes, this amounts in practice to the traditional notion of “the rule of law,” where what Hume calls “general and equal laws” are applied impartially and according to established procedures. According to Livingston, Hume breaks with whig writers, who employ a similar definition of the rule of law, by “the historical, dialectical, and evolutionary context in which he places the concept.”
 To use the terms introduced above, Livingston thinks Hume provides a particularist definition of liberty, whereas whig writers provide universalist ones. As Livingston puts it (in an essay co-written with Stuart D. Warner):

For Hume, there is no timeless object called liberty that can be discovered by autonomous reason. Rather, liberty refers to a complex set of conventions or practices that have been hammered out over time . . . . He presents his understanding of liberty through a narrative of the evolution of the experience of liberty.

Livingston is right to identify the rule of law as central to Hume’s primary definition of liberty. And his analysis of Hume’s conception of liberty is an enormously valuable one. He demonstrates that Hume regards liberty in modern society as the product of a long, slow process of evolution in its institutions. He is right to point out that what Hume calls “true liberty” is achieved only in stages, and through a slow process of trial and error. Hume says that “any true or regular liberty . . . requires such improvement in knowledge and morals, as can only be the result of reflection and experience, and must grow to perfection during several ages of settled and established government.”

Livingston is mistaken, however, in his belief that Hume’s primary definition of liberty, as freedom from coercion under the protection of the rule of law, is a particularist one. Livingston argues that this evolutionary account of liberty puts Hume at odds with what he calls “speculative” theories of liberty. Such theories construct abstract principles of liberty which they then apply “as stern measuring rods to any actual society.”
 However, it is possible to read Hume’s texts very differently, as proposing a universalist and “speculative” definition of liberty of just the sort Livingston thinks his philosophy rules out. This definition can be made perfectly consistent with his comments about a society’s slow evolution towards “true liberty.” I believe that, for Hume, there are three degrees of liberty: what we might call total liberty (what he calls “natural liberty”), imperfect private liberty, and perfect private liberty (what he calls “true” or “regular liberty”). People in a state of nature possess total liberty – complete freedom without restraint of any kind. Private liberty is the liberty that comes from personal security and what Hume calls “the free enjoyment of property” – it is the negative liberty to pursue one’s ends without being subject to violence or coercion. Such liberty requires institutions to guarantee it. Hume says that authority is “requisite to the support of liberty itself, by maintaining the laws, which can alone regulate and protect it.”

As I read Hume, people on entering society give up their total liberty, but not their private liberty. In fact, they enter society precisely to preserve their private liberty through the rules of justice. Hume says that government justifies its existence by its ability to execute justice. 
 As I interpret this doctrine, this makes people’s allegiance to it conditional on its ability to “regulate and protect” their private liberty. And since (as Hume reminds us) it is absurd to have a right without a remedy, the right carries with it the right to resist any ruler who fails completely in his basic task, by causing people to lose their private liberty entirely.
 The right to private liberty is therefore natural, universal and inalienable – we are born with it, we all possess it, and we do not and cannot give it up.

Society may grant us private liberty perfectly or imperfectly because the institutions of justice may be more or less equitable, and the ruler himself may be more or less tyrannical. Hume says that people owe allegiance to an established government so long as this government delivers to them a “tolerable degree” of liberty – in other words, so long as they possess at least imperfect private liberty. As he puts it in the History, discussing Charles I, irregular acts of power may be exercised “casually, and at intervals . . . and yet liberty still subsist, in some tolerable degree.” 
 Most people will in fact possess only imperfect private liberty – they will be subject to such casual and intermittent encroachments on their freedom. Such imperfect liberty is sufficient to compel their allegiance to government. It is only when such irregular power is “exerted without interruption” and begins to “supply the place of laws” that it becomes “necessary to find some speedy remedy.”
 People living under a tolerable, but imperfect, regime will naturally hope for an evolution towards more perfect private liberty, which is achieved when the rulers institute equitable laws and themselves respect these laws – they will hope for it, that is, so long as such an evolution is possible without causing social upheaval. It is such perfect private liberty that Hume calls “true and regular liberty,” and which he says is the result of society’s gradual progress towards civilisation.

I believe Hume’s texts fit more closely with this universalist reading of his concept of liberty than does Livinston’s particularist interpretation. First of all, there is the passage in the history where he describes the adopting of Magna Carta. Hume says that the provisions of the charter, extending legal protection to everyone in the kingdom, 

involve all the chief outlines of a legal government, and provide for the equal distribution of justice, and free enjoyment of property; the great objects for which political society was at first founded by men, which the people have a perpetual and unalienable right to recal, and which no time, nor precedent, nor statute, nor positive institution, ought to deter them from keeping ever uppermost in their thoughts and attention.

Hume suggests that the charter, as an enshrinement of “the great objects for which political society was founded,” served as just the sort of “stern measuring rod” that Livingston insists his philosophy rules out. Hume says that Magna Carta was, from the time of Edward I, “the sure rule by which the authority of every custom was to be tried and canvassed.”
 Doctrinal conservative, based as it is on “a humble act of deference to the world of inherited custom,” is supposed to forbid the existence of any such “sure rules.”

Livingston concedes that the passage in the History where Hume discusses Magna Carta is the “one place where Hume, speaking in his own voice, affirms what appears to be a doctrine of natural rights.” But he insists this appearance is illusory. He says: “the ‘rights’ secured by Magna Carta are firmly restrained by the feudal social and political order, and they are ‘granted’ by the king.”
 This is certainly true de facto, but it is far from clear these facts have the significance he wants to attribute to them. It is accurate to say that the charter’s rights had to be granted by the king to have any effect, since he was in control of the legal system that would enact them. Any defender of natural rights would concede as much. But this does not entail that this grant lies at their foundation, or is the source of their legitimacy. Hume seems to say just the opposite – that people’s awareness of their rights is not to be deterred by the acts of positive institutions, be it the courts (“precedent”) or the legislative power (“statute”). And he elsewhere denies explicitly that our fundamental rights are “granted” by a ruler. He says that James II lost any claim to the allegiance of his subjects precisely because he acknowledged only those rights he had himself granted. “Though by a stretch of candour we should admit of his sincerity in [his] professions [that he did not intend to subvert the laws or re-instate Catholicism],” Hume says, “the people were equally justifiable in their resistance of him. So lofty was the idea, which he had entertained of his legal authority, that it left his subjects little or no right to liberty, but what was dependent on his sovereign will and pleasure.”


Contrary to Livingston’s assertion, this is not the only place Hume seems to refer to a doctrine of natural rights. He more than once refers to the right of resistance as inalienable and universal.
 Livingston insists that, for Hume, inalienable rights must, like all rights, be “internal” to civil society. “To speak of inalienable rights,” he says, “is, presumably, to say that the spirited participants of civil society are determined to maintain that way of life (a way of life that experience and reflection shows to be useful and agreeable) and that there are conventions capable of sustaining such a life.”
 The problem, however, is that this explanation, because it depends on the particular participants of particular civil societies, has trouble accounting for the universality of such rights.

Hume uses distinctly universalist language on numerous occasions, referring to “the common rights of mankind.”
 If we accept Livingston’s account, it becomes hard to make sense of such universalist rhetoric. On Livingston’s view, inalienable rights are contingent – they depend on the members of a particular society affirming and working to preserve them. But Hume makes clear that our inalienable rights, beginning with our basic right to the use of our property and the corresponding right to resistance to any government that cannot guarantee it, are common to all humans, regardless of the nature of their society. They are internal to society in the sense that if we find ourselves “without the tye of laws or civil jurisdiction,” such as in a ship-wreck, our obligations to one another are dissolved.
 But they are not therefore internal to some particular society or “way of life,” nor are they dependent on any set of conventions beyond the most basic ones that establish any society. They are, as it were, synthetic a priori truths – they state the conditions required for any form of society whatsoever.

Livingston defends his view by arguing that for Hume, those without the power to assert their own freedom from domination are not owed any rights. In defence of this interpretation, he cites Hume’s “Nietzschean-style passage” about “a species of creatures, intermingled with men, which, though rational, were possessed of such inferior strength, both of body and mind, that they were incapable of all resistance, and could never, upon the highest provocation, make us feel the effects of their resentment.”
 But Hume is talking about animals here. He says that this argument “tempted” Europeans to “throw off all restraints of justice” with regard to native Americans, but he does not himself endorse the Europeans’ treatment of the natives – in fact, he refers to it (along with the oppression of women) as “slavery.” And he says that “all men” are “nearly equal . . . in their bodily force . . .”
 It is therefore not surprising that, speaking of “mankind” in general, he insists that we posses rights that are not only universal but indefeasible. He says that “the sense of the common rights of mankind, the only rights that are entirely indefeasible, might have justified [the barons] in the deposition of their king . . . ”
 I can see no way in which Livingston’s Nietzschean rights, founded on power and needing to be “maintained” by their possessors’ “spirited participation” in civil society, could be indefeasible. Such rights seem inherently defeasible – they disappear when their possessors cease to fight for them. And this account of what Livingston “presumes” Hume to mean is given no further textual support. 
6. Hume on Prudence and Justification


As I said above, someone who wants to argue against the universalist interpretation of Hume might argue that universalism is incompatible with any form of conservatism because the former demands that we pursue “total revolution” according to its principles. Hume is certainly no believer in total revolution. But, as I have suggested, what makes dispositional conservatism both distinct and useful is its pragmatic nature, which allows for a conflict between what is justified and what is prudent. A dispositional conservative will often reject reform or rebellion on the grounds that it is imprudent, even when such rebellion can be justified by her own philosophical principles. Hume explicitly makes this distinction between philosophical legitimacy and prudence in the History, discussing the upheavals under James II:

And every friend to liberty must allow, that the nation, whose constitution was thus broken in the shock of faction, had a right, by every prudent expedient, to recover that security, of which it was so unhappily bereaved.

While so great a faction adhered to the crown, it is apparent, that resistance, however justifiable, could never be prudent; and all wise men saw no expedient but peaceably to submit to the present grievances.

Hume thus draws a sharp distinction between justification and prudence, with prudence being the salient variable that should determine our actions. This is precisely what he should do, if he is both a universalist and a dispositional conservative.

There is nothing incoherent about such a position. (It is, incidentally, quite a common one among modern liberals. They often express support for universal human rights, and wish that people living under repressive regimes could be liberated, yet ruefully admit that to encourage rebellion would be to risk causing chaos.) It is a distortion of universalism to say that it contains within it a demand that its dictates be enacted at all costs.

7. Conclusion

The essence of my interpretation of Hume’s political thought is not new.
 However, an explicit articulation of Hume’s theory in terms of what I have called dispositional conservatism allows us to understand certain crucial elements of this theory that we might otherwise overlook. First of all, it allows us to see that his conservatism about change does not automatically imply what I have called particularism. Second, it allows us to understand the pragmatic nature of his conservatism, by clarifying the distinction he draws between the justification of our actions and their prudence.
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