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INTRODUCTION



Hume is the greatest of British philosophers: the most profound, penetrating and comprehensive. His work is the high point of the predominant empiricist tradition in British philosophy that begins with William of Ockham in the fourteenth century and runs through Bacon and Hobbes, Locke and Berkeley, continues, after Hume, with Bentham and J.S. Mill and culminates in the analytic philosophy of the present century, which was inaugurated by Bertrand Russell and is still posthumously presided over by him.


He was neither as sensible nor, partly for that reason, as influential a philosopher as Locke. Where Locke recommended an attitude of caution or reserve in belief that was welcome to many after a century of horrible religious conflict, Hume seemed to deal in paradoxes, to end up in a total scepticism which could be relieved only by frivolity. Locke’s political doctrines contributed to some extent, particularly through Voltaire’s enthusiastic endorsement, to the thinking that inspired the French Revolution and played a much larger part in the design of the American Constitution. The utilitarians of the nineteenth century made a simplified version of Hume’s moral and political theory effective, as the basis of a radical variety of liberalism of which he would hardly have approved. Until the twentieth century, the main effect of his theoretical philosophy was negative, provoking a number of philosophers to address themselves to the business of refuting him. Kant said that Hume had ‘woken him from his dogmatic slumber’. Thomas Reid, the Scottish common-sense philosopher, saw Hume as having brilliantly demonstrated the implicit absurdity of the Lockian ‘theory of ideas’. T.H. Green wrote an enormous introduction to an edition of Hume’s works, pursuing his supposed mistakes with unwavering resolve. Only in the twentieth century has he been acknowledged as an important constructive philosopher.


Hume was profoundly Scottish, by birth, preferred residence, loyalty, accent and mannerisms. He was the most distinguished luminary of the Scottish Enlightenment of the eighteenth century, which also included Adam Smith, the great economist, Adam Ferguson, the founder of sociology, the historian William Robertson and many others. They made up a wonderfully lively and stimulating intellectual environment in which all the human sciences were pursued: philosophy, history, politics, economics, criticism and the non-dogmatic study of religion. The style of these eighteenth-century Scots compares very favourably, in its rigour and generality, with the more easy-going, literary mode of thought of their English contemporaries. (There is the exception of Samuel Johnson, but he might have benefited from a bit of system and from less watery people to dispute with.)


Hume shared with his associates, and, indeed, most philosophers of his epoch, two qualities that distinguish him and them from philosophers of the present day. In the first place, his scope of interests was extraordinarily wide. He did not just write about but made contributions of serious importance to theoretical and moral philosophy, political theory, economics and the study of religion, historical and doctrinal, writing memorably about miracles, the freedom of the will, the immortality of the soul and suicide, as well as devastating the kind of rational or natural religion, the deism, which was as far as most Enlightenment thinkers thought it practically or theoretically reasonable to go.


But he was far better known in his own time as a historian, and far better rewarded for it. His youthful philosophical masterpiece, the Treatise on Human Nature, if it did not, as he gloomily proclaimed, ‘fall dead-born from the press’, did not sell out its small first edition for several decades. His later six-volume History of England was a bestseller.


The other quality distinguishing Hume professionally from contemporary philosophers is the literary character of his ambitions. In his brief Autobiography he refers to ‘my ruling passion, my love of literary fame’. He was a conscious, elegant writer of an Augustan type, producing courtly, balanced sentences, coloured by concrete analogies and examples. Samuel Johnson said, ‘Why, Sir, his style is not English. The structure of his sentences is French.’ That is not self-evidently a fault. Hume wrote the Treatise during a long stay in France and it may be that work which Johnson had in mind. Philosophy in the eighteenth century was part of polite literature; in the universities it was only a timid adjunct of theology and classical studies. Hume was addressing generally educated readers, not academics, who on the whole have never liked him. He is, indeed, a careless writer, too easy-going to bother about loose ends. More to the point stylistically, he was a good deal inferior to the more or less perfect Berkeley, but that is hardly a weakness and it is hard to think of any British philosopher after him who wrote as well as he did, with the possible exception of F.H. Bradley.


There is one important limitation to Hume’s intellectual equipment. Marvellously knowledgeable about the humanities, he seems to have known next to nothing about, and to have had no interest in, mathematics and natural science. That did not do too much harm. He wrote perfectly good, more or less Leibnizian, sense about mathematics. If he wrongly supposed all natural science to be causal, at least its elementary parts are. Where his mathematical weakness let him down is in part 2 of the Treatise, in which some very weird things are said about space and time. He says, for example, that an extended whole must be composed of unextended parts, which are nevertheless finite in number and equipped with such perceptible qualities as colour. Commentators almost universally draw a veil over this part of Hume’s work.





LIFE



Hume was born in Edinburgh in 1711. His family came from, and mainly lived in, the Borders, at their Ninewells estate, which lay between Berwick to the east and Duns (where Duns Scotus may have been born, but was probably not) to the west. His father died when he was two, so his devoted, intensely Calvinistic mother was the main early influence. The family’s home and religion would have made them deeply unsympathetic to the Jacobite attempt in 1715 to install the legitimate, Catholic monarch, who should have been James III, on the throne.


Hume went to Edinburgh University at the early age of twelve, quite usual at the time, and left three years later. He then turned unwillingly to the study of law, but gave most of his attention to Cicero and other classical authors. After some sort of nervous breakdown and a brief spell in a Bristol merchant’s office, he retired for three years to rural France, living frugally and writing his Treatise. He published its first two parts in 1739, two years after his return, and the third part in 1740. Two volumes of essays, published in 1741 and 1742, did a little better. He applied unsuccessfully for a philosophical chair at Edinburgh and, in need of an income, became tutor for a year to the insane marquess of Annandale. In 1746 he accompanied General St Clair on an invasion of Brittany that was called off, and a little later went with St Clair to Vienna and Turin. His Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, a somewhat mutilating revision of book I of the Treatise, came out at this time, in 1749, and he returned to Scotland to finish its companion-piece, Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals, his own favourite amongst his works.


From 1751 to 1757 Hume served as Keeper of the Advocates’ Library in Edinburgh, the best library in the country, and ideally convenient for the major historical project that he now began, his six-volume History of England. The volumes on the Stuarts came out, to some controversy for trying to do justice to that family, in 1754 and 1756; those on the Tudors in 1759; those on the dynasties back to Julius Caesar in 1772. He visited London in 1758 and 1761, but his most satisfying foreign trip was his stay in Paris between 1763 and 1766 as secretary to the earl of Hertford. He was agreeably lionized by the philosophes, had a serious romance, of unknown intimacy, with the comtesse de Boufflers and saw a good deal of Rousseau, whom he brought back to refuge in England. Rousseau soon fled, spreading implausible paranoid fantasies about Hume.


His public career reached its high point with his appointment as under-secretary of state for the northern department between 1767 and 1769. This was the time of the last political gasp of the ageing, unhealthy and somewhat deranged William Pitt the elder. Hume seems to have given satisfaction. In 1769 he returned to Edinburgh and his circle of friends for eight happy final years. Before he died, of stomach cancer, in 1776 he had the pleasure of upsetting Boswell by his cheerful freedom from any fear of death.


Hume was a large man, gangling and bony in youth, but ever more corpulent and red in the face as the years went by. He was genial and kindly, good tempered and good company, an excellent friend and a placable enemy. He could see merit in an honest and serious opponent like Thomas Reid and mildly disposed of a fatuous one like James Beattie with the comment ‘a silly, bigoted fellow’.


I was born the 26th of April, old style, at Edinburgh. I was of a good family, both by father and mother: my father’s family is a branch of the Earl of Home’s, or Hume’s; and my ancestors had been proprietors of the estate, which my brother possesses, for several generations … I passed through the ordinary course of education with success, and was seized very early with a passion for literature, which has been the ruling passion of my life, and the great source of my enjoyments. My studious disposition, my sobriety, and my industry, gave my family the notion that the law was a proper profession for me; but I found an unsurmountable aversion to everything but the pursuits of philosophy and general learning; and while they fancied I was poring upon Voet and Vinnius, Cicero and Virgil were the authors which I was secretly devouring. (Ess 607–8)
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