
The Subtle Skepticism of Hume’s Essays on Happiness 
 
Hume’s four essays on happiness are an invaluable look into his relationship with Ancient thought. In 
each essay, Hume is believed to take the perspective of a proponent of one of the four major schools 
of Ancient philosophy – Stoicism, Epicureanism, Platonism, Skepticism. Scholars have, at this point, 
come to the consensus that Hume’s outlook is represented in no particular essay but in the balance of 
the essays taken as a whole (Immerwahr 1989, Harris 2007, Heydt 2007, Watkins 2019). It is said that 
by reading the essays as a dialogue, Hume hopes to moderate the audience’s enthusiasm for any one 
of the schools. For a model, scholars point to Cicero’s De finibus (Jones 1979, Immerwahr 1989, Harris 
2007, Heydt 2007). While there is surely value to reading the essays as a dialogue, I argue this approach 
overlooks the inconsistencies that exist within the essays themselves; inconsistencies that proceed from 
the fact that Hume means for them to “not so much explain accurately the ancient sects of philosophy, 
as to deliver the sentiments of sects, that form themselves naturally in the world” (EPM 138n1). The 
primary aim of the essays is to exhibit how the doctrines of these Ancient sects are put into practice.  
 
I argue that, for Hume, the results are unsuccessful. I draw on “The Stoic,” and “The Epicurean,” to 
make my case. Both have a four-part structure: a statement of doctrine, a conflict, a proposed solution, 
and an uneasy ending. In “The Stoic,” the narrator transitions from the praise of industry to the 
concerns about “sullen Apathy” produced by detachment (Ibid. 151); from the sweetness of the social 
virtues to the allure of glory and joining with the creator. In “The Epicurean,” Hume’s narrator moves 
from the acceptance of pleasure as nature’s gift to confronting the often-cruel hand of fortune; from 
the promise of virtue and “joys of harmony and friendship” (Ibid. 143) to illusion and libertinism. In 
both cases, Hume’s narrator struggles with the acceptance and implications of the doctrines from both 
schools and ends up in a very non-Humean place: praising glory and the violent passions, respectively. 
It also is notable that the third step in both essays concerns the joys of friendship and the social virtues, 
central topics for Hume. In this way, he aims to demonstrate the limits of Epicurean and Stoic doctrine 
by showcasing their failures in practice – a tried and true strategy of Ancient skepticism.   
 
If I am correct, two consequences follow. First, there is a value to reading the four essays on happiness 
as separate meditations on the applicability of the Ancient schools to our moral lives. Second, there is 
credence to the older interpretation that Hume’s position is to be found in “The Skeptic” after all.  


