



































































































































































































































Fourth, Wraight’s analysis is top-heavy. Of its approximately one hundred-
thirty pages, only thirty are dedicated to Books 3 and 4. This is not an un-
common approach in the literature on The Social Contract, but it is a missed
opportunity to explore a fruitful terrain of Rousseau’s text. Whereas Books
1 and 2 are his most philosophic, Books 3 and 4 are his most political. Rous-
seau addresses many issues with surprising contemporary relevance, such as
a rejection of the one-size-fits-all approach to institution design, as well as an
exploration of the proper relationship between government and religion. To
the latter, Wraight dedicates a mere four descriptive pages, without explain-
ing how Rousseau meant to walk a line between the dogmatic atheism of the
philosophes and the doctrinal Christianity of the Church.

All this being said, Wraight often displays a gift for making some of Rous-
seau’s most difficult and perplexing passages less befuddling and intimidat-
ing. And in this regard, his primary audience will be well-served.

David Lay Williams
University of Wisconsin, Stevens Point

Timothy S. Yoder

Hume on God:

Irony, Deism and Genuine Theism.

New York: Continuum 2009.

Pp. 176.

US$130.00 (cloth ISBN-13: 978-1-8470-6146-1).

This book offers a combination of exegesis, contextual criticism, and analysis
of some standard Humean texts on God and religion. Drawing principally
on controversial passages from the Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion
and the Natural History of Religion, the author argues that Hume’s many
criticisms of ‘vulgar’ religion should not lead us to consider the Scottish phi-
losopher an atheist, agnostic, or even a deist. Hume’s many arguments on
religious topics, we learn, were posed in the interest of defining a ‘genuine
theism’.

Yoder writes with an unabashed apologetic intent, and some readers will
be surprised to discover a book on Hume that begins by thanking ‘God for
truth’ (x) and ends by claiming to have sent ‘a sobering message to a secular
age’ (146). But even the most intoxicated secularists will find much respon-
sible scholarship in its pages, and Yoder’s efforts advance a few aspects of
Hume studies.

In a brief opening chapter the author signals his intention to overturn the
‘conventional’ non-theistic pictures of Hume. Focusing criticism particularly
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on Hilary Gaskin and Anthony Flew, he claims that such scholars have had to
dismiss arbitrarily the many ‘affirmation texts’, or passages in which Hume
seems to assert theistic positions.

The second chapter, ‘Hume and Irony’, consists of a novel series of her-
meneutic reflections concerning authorial attribution and the dismissal of
texts as ironic or insincere. Yoder offers a set of informal rules for determin-
ing when a text can be read permissibly as ironic, and charges the standard
Hume scholarship with haphazard practices in this regard. Of especial im-
portance is the distinction he draws between private and stable irony, which
later guides his interpretation of numerous difficult passages. While the au-
thor is not the first to note in print that a problem of ironic dismissal has
been endemic to Hume scholarship, to my knowledge he is indeed the first to
propose a systematic solution.

After a contextual discussion of eighteenth-century deism (Chapter 3) that
interrupts the main argument, the fourth chapter defends the theistic inter-
pretation of Hume by discussing both the Dialogues and the Natural History.
He offers a ‘two story’ reading of the Natural History, according to which
Hume did not take his psychology of superstition to explain the origins of all
religious ideas. Hume accounted instead for two distinct sources of religious
belief and two resultant species of religion: the anthropomorphizing supersti-
tion of the vulgar is rooted fear and ignorance, but the ‘genuine theism’ of a
few reasonable philosophers derives from the observance of order in nature.
This reading saves Yoder the trouble of having to dismiss or qualify the many
affirmation texts in that work. It also explains well a few tricky passages,
such as the one in which Hume allows that superstition may ‘coincide, by
chance, with the principles of reason and true philosophy’ (NHR 6.5, Yoder
92). The treatment of the enigmatic final passages of the NHR, however, is
less successful.

Regarding the classic question of which character in the Dialogues ‘speaks
for Hume’, Yoder argues that Philo’s reversal is an expression of sincere au-
thorial intent. Here the previous analysis of irony becomes useful, and Yo-
der argues convincingly that if Philo is insincere, as some have alleged, then
Hume is engaging in a rhetorically poor form of ‘private irony’.

While those discussions vindicate Yoder’s methodical approach to the af-
firmation texts, a pair of subsequent dismissals (119) of passages from the
first Enquiry shows both that the author has pushed his agenda too far and
that any attempt to categorize Hume’s opinion on religion will meet with
obstinate passages. In one further case (113) Yoder explicitly violates his own
interpretive principle, attributing to Hume ‘private irony’ when the latter
(as Philo) asserts that skepticism is essential to Christianity. There is in fact
enough evidence to confirm Hume’s assent to that opinion, but it would rest
uneasily with the particular brand of theism under defense in this work.

I offer two further criticisms, the first of which concerns Hume’s rheto-
ric. One of Yoder’s frequent strategies is to show that in apparently icono-
clastic arguments Hume specifies very carefully the object of his criticism,
and so leaves room for alternative formulations of religious positions. In ‘Of
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Suicide’, for example, Hume admits that his rejection of particular provi-
dence does not apply to general providence, the latter doctrine remaining
unaffected by his efforts. Yoder wants to read this (134) as a commitment
by Hume to general providence. It is informative, however, to compare those
passages to an argument from Letter from a Gentleman in which Hume quali-
fies his critique of the cosmological argument by reminding that he has left
the ontological argument untouched. In this case it is clear that the mention
of positions not under discussion serves only to focus Hume’s criticisms and
prevent hyperbolic reaction by his opponents. As it stands there is little rea-
son to attribute to him any view at all on general providence. I suspect that
many of the alleged affirmations play a similar rhetorical role, and one could
analyze the texts in this fashion without any appeal to private irony.

My final criticism concerns the scope and aim of the book. Yoder concludes
that Hume’s theism has ‘meaningful implications regarding the viability of
religious belief’ (146), yet he gives little hint as to what those implications
are. Certainly Hume is less sweeping in his conclusions on religion than are
Nietzsche, Freud, and Russell (Yoder's contrasting examples). But even a
theistic Hume would do no more to prove theism than does an atheistic Ni-
etzsche prove atheism. Distance remains between his historical/contextual
work and his ambiguous apologetic goals. The latter strike me as unwelcome
intrusions into an otherwise fine piece of scholarship.

Yoder’s attempt to introduce a methodological hermeneutic into Hume
scholarship invaluably eliminates careless interpretive moves. In this regard
Yoder’s book has a place in the vast Hume literature, even if his attempt to
rigorously determine what Hume ‘truly’ believed is not entirely convincing.

Kevin J. Harrelson
Ball State University

James O. Young

Cultural Appropriation and the Arts.

Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing 2008.

Pp. 192.

US$74.95 (cloth ISBN-13: 978-1-4051-7656-9).

This is an informative and clearly written book on cultural appropriation
and the arts, an issue that has been much discussed in academe but has not
received sufficient philosophical attention. (Cultural appropriation: think of
white jazz musician Bix Beiderbeck’s appropriation of African-American mu-

308



sical styles.) Young specifically addresses the aesthetic and moral objections
to cultural appropriation. His general position is that cultural appropriation
is not necessarily a bad thing either aesthetically or morally, and that some-
times it is actually quite a good thing (as in the Beiderbeck case). Thus a large
part of his project is involved in distinguishing between good and bad sorts
of cultural appropriation. However, it could be argued that Young’s overall
perspective is typically Western, for example in assuming a Lockean view
of property and an individualistic conception of artistic creativity. More im-
portant, he fails to give opposing non-Western positions adequate voice: a
better book would have developed a stronger sense of dialectic. In the last
lines of the book Young approvingly quotes R. G. Collingwood’s plea to let
artists ‘steal with both hands whatever they can use, wherever they can find
it’ (158). Young believes this should be applied to cultural appropriation. In
short, he thinks that Western artists should appropriate whatever they wish
from indigenous and minority societies, as long as they show ‘respect and
politeness’ (158) and do so to further their self-realization as artists in the
spirit of disinterested inquiry (139). This may be reassuring for such artists
but less so for people who feel that appropriation of their art and culture is
theft.

At the beginning of the book Young focuses on defining such key terms
as art, culture, appropriation, and authenticity. Most of what he says here
seems adequate and useful given that the subject of the book is not actu-
ally the definition of these terms. He stipulates that, by ‘art’, he means the
‘modern Western conception of art’ (3), by which he understands artworks
to be ‘valuable as objects with aesthetic properties’. He admits that the na-
ture of these properties may depend on cultural context. Somewhat odd, by
contrast, is his definition of ‘appropriation’. He bases this on a quote from
the Oxford English Dictionary, which he renders as, ‘The making of a thing
private property . . .; taking as one’s own or to one’s own use’ (4). Yet, the sec-
ond phrase continues with ‘esp. without permission’. When you appropriate
something you take it without the owner’s permission. Young’s is essentially
are-definition, and it leads to the oddity of his saying that purchasing tourist
art is a form of appropriation (6). Perhaps he does this to open up the pos-
sibility of positive as well as negative appropriation. Later, however, he says
that he is skeptical ‘that significant harm is done to cultures as a whole’ and
that ‘much cultural appropriation is completely benign’ (25). The first claim
is not well supported by the second, given that he has significantly enlarged
the category to include all outsider purchases of insider artworks!

Young distinguishes three types of cultural appropriation: object appropri-
ation (both by theft and by purchase), content appropriation (both of entire
works and of styles and motifs), and subject appropriation (which is when an
artist uses another culture as his or her subject matter). He thinks that this
last is not really a form of appropriation, since the artist only represents his
or her own experience, and since insiders are left with theirs. However, he
does talk in later chapters about ways in which subject appropriation can be
morally wrong (as when stereotypes are perpetuated) (107). Subject appro-
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priation is a very tricky question faced every day by artists in multicultural
societies who almost inevitably portray figures and phenomena from other
cultures. As for the term ‘culture’, Young is very aware of many of the com-
plexities surrounding it, and yet he believes, rightly I think, that it is possible
to speak of different cultures and hence of outsiders vs. insiders.

A central issue is whether cultures can be said to own artworks, styles or
motifs. Young says that if there were a culture that legally specified that all
works of art produced by individual members are owned in common, such a
law would be unjust. He draws on ‘Locke’s belief that the creator of property
.. . obtains a claim on property that is lacked by people who have nothing
to do with its creation’ (77). Yet, the phrase ‘nothing to do with its creation’
begs the question, since the opposing position is precisely that the artist’s
culture has a lot to do with his or her creative work, and it ignores the fact
that (even if we grant that such a law would be unjust) there is a sense in
which cultural products do belong to the culture as a whole.

How seriously should we take the demands of representatives of indig-
enous or minority groups to put limits on the creative activity of outsider art-
ists with respect to their cultural phenomena? To answer this we must first
ask how seriously we should take the arguments they use to support these
demands. Many of these arguments depend on beliefs most Western academ-
ies would label as mythological. Young boldly asserts, without argument, that
‘claims to have been given something by the gods or ancestor beings are false’
and that ‘[t]o pretend that mythological beliefs are true, when one knows
them to be false, is not to show respect. Rather it is condescending and de-
meaning’ (78). Although I share Young’s skepticism, I am skeptical about his
certainty. I do not know that gods did not give artistic styles to indigenous
societies. How could one have sufficient evidence for that? Moreover, I do not
see what is ‘condescending and demeaning’ about pretending beliefs I consid-
er mythological to be true (which I do whenever I attend a church wedding).
Young also denies that a culture can own the artistic elements from which
artists make their works. But perhaps it is true that there is some other sense
of ‘own’ than the legal one, that there is a kind of moral ownership, and that
violation of this constitutes a kind of profound moral offense committed by
an appropriating artist that could justly be said, contra Young (Chapter 5), to
be a kind of harm. In sum, this is a debate that is really important now, and
Young’s work will help to clarify the issues. (I would like to thank my artist
wife, Karen Haas, who provided vigorous editorial comments.)

Thomas Leddy
San Jose State University
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