


nvia Humo's Pl
Economy

Re=



File Attachment
20013354coverv05b.jpg


David Hume’s Political Economy

Hume’s Political Discourses (1752) won immediate acclaim and positioned
him as an authoritative figure on the subject of political economy. This volume
of thirteen new essays definitively establishes the central place of political
economy in Hume’s life and work, as well as the profound and far-reaching
influence of his theories on Enlightenment discourse and practice. A major
strength of this collection is that the contributors come from a diverse set of
fields — philosophy, economics, political science, history and literature. This
promotes a comprehensive reading of Hume’s political economy, taking into
account his entire set of writings and correspondence, in a way that captures
his polymathic genius. Hume’s analyses of trade and commerce not only
delve into the institutions of money and markets, but also human agency,
the role of reason and the passions, manners and social mores. Hume
sought general principles but also concrete applications, whether he grap-
pled with the problem of economic development (Scotland and Ireland),
with the debates on luxury consumption (France), or with the mounting
public debt (England).

This book is an important resource for students and researchers in the
areas of economic and political philosophy, history of economic and political
theory, and the history of ideas.

Carl Wennerlind is Assistant Professor of History at Barnard College.

Margaret Schabas is Professor of Philosophy at the University of British
Columbia.
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Introduction

Carl Wennerlind and Margaret Schabas

It is now approximately 250 years since David Hume published his cele-
brated essays on political economy as part of his Political Discourses (1752).
His work won immediate acclaim and was absorbed directly into the work
of several prominent economic thinkers of the period, most notably Adam
Smith and A.R.J. Turgot. For several decades thereafter, numerous editions
and translations of his essays were issued, leaving a definite imprint on eco-
nomic discourse on both sides of the Atlantic. For much of the twentieth
century, however, Hume was treated as a relatively minor figure in the history
of economics, occupying the nebulous territory between mercantilism, phy-
siocracy, and classical political economy. Joseph Schumpeter’s History of
Economic Analysis (1954), for example, addressed Hume’s contributions en
passant, and positioned Richard Cantillon and Turgot as the superior con-
temporaneous economic analysts. Another leading overview, Mark Blaug’s
Economic Theory in Retrospect (1978 [1962]), contains about a dozen references
to Hume in his opening chapter on “Pre-Adamite Economics,” but because
Hume does not fit within a distinct school he is treated incidentally.!

The modern philosophical literature has also paid scant attention to
Hume’s writings on political economy. While the Political Discourses is
often acknowledged as an important text, few philosophers, including poli-
tical philosophers, engage seriously with Hume’s economic thought.
Duncan Forbes’s Hume’s Philosophical Politics (1975) remains the most
authoritative account of Hume’s political thought, yet it neglects almost
entirely the subject of Hume’s economics. To his credit, Forbes acknowl-
edges that Hume’s economics was central to his “science of politics” and
warrants a “full-scale serious study,” but then offers the disclaimer that this
subject is better “left to economists” (Forbes 1975, vii). A similar apology is
offered on the first page of Barry Stroud’s watershed study, Hume, noting
that he will not “consider any of his [Hume’s] philosophical writings about
economics” (Stroud 1977, ix). Amongst philosophers who do comment on
Hume’s economic thought, the coverage is always subordinate to political
and philosophical considerations. For example, while political philosopher
John B. Stewart (1992) makes promising forays into Hume’s economic
thought, his concern with economic ideas is overshadowed by issues
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pertaining to political stability. Annette Baier’s Progress of Sentiments
(1991) is one of the few leading general monographs on Hume that
addresses economic concepts such as consumption, utility, and money.
Nevertheless, it would be a serious overstatement to say that one can extract
a reading of Hume the political economist from her book.

The marginalization of Hume’s economic thought in the modern litera-
ture on economics and philosophy is a curious fact in light of the significant
role that Hume’s political economy played both during his own lifetime and
well into the early nineteenth century in the works of the American Feder-
alists (see Pocock 1985¢ and Fleischacker 2003). Moreover, it is well known
that Hume’s initial attempt at philosophical prominence, A Treatise of
Human Nature, “fell dead-born from the Press,” and that his subsequent
efforts to repackage and revise these ideas as the Enquiry Concerning Human
Understanding (1748) and the Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals
(1751) did not encounter the success he had hoped for (Mossner 1980, 612).
Hume’s rise to intellectual eminence only commenced with his decision to
start publishing in the more popular genre of polite essays. While he wrote on
a wide array of topics, as diverse as polygamy, prose style, suicide and tra-
gedy, the majority of his essays have a distinct bearing on the discipline of
political economy.? This is true, we believe, not only for the dozen or so
essays that are explicitly about economic topics, such as Of Money or Of
Interest, but for many of the essays on human nature, such as Of National
Character and Of the Standard of Tuste, as well as those essays on topics per-
taining to politics, such as Of the Original Contract. This overriding attention
to political economy also framed his next endeavor, the hugely popular His-
tory of England (1894 [1754-62]). Hence, the body of work that transformed
Hume into an intellectual avatar of the Enlightenment was either explicitly
about political economy or was deeply informed by his political economy.
Scholars of Enlightenment thought, it seems, would be wise to avail them-
selves of this facet of Hume.

Our admonition is in an important sense outdated, since the case was
already made over thirty years ago by JG.A. Pocock’s Machiavellian
Moment (1975), and further endorsed by his essays in Virtue, Commerce, and
History (1985a). These works explicitly recognized Hume’s pivotal role in the
history of political economy, by appreciating Hume’s profound understanding
of how economic institutions and phenomena fit within the larger political
and cultural context. Pocock situated Hume in the larger conversation about
commerce and politics such that an understanding of the Political Discourses
became central to accounts of eighteenth-century British intellectual history.
Two additional works inspired by Pocock’s contribution also sustained the
importance of Hume qua political economist, namely Albert O. Hirschman’s
The Passions and the Interests (1977) and Istvan Hont and Michael Ignatieff’s
edited collection, Wealth and Virtue (1983).

Studies of Hume’s political economy have also benefited from a con-
current growth of scholarship on Adam Smith. Hume and Smith were close
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friends and, the dearth of correspondence between them notwithstanding,
there is considerable evidence that Smith drew heavily on the work of Hume
and possibly vice versa.> More importantly, Smith scholarship, from Donald
Winch’s Adam Smith’s Politics (1978) to Emma Rothschild’s Economic Senti-
ments (2001), has highlighted the common ground between Smith’s political
economy and moral philosophy. This has inspired scholars to pursue similar
couplings in the works of Hume (see Young 1990; and Levy and Peart
2004). While Smith scholars have moved from the economic toward the
moral, Hume scholars, conversely, have moved from the moral toward
the economic. Hence, students of Hume’s economics are now much more
likely to read his Political Discourses in conjunction with his Treatise of
Human Nature than was hitherto the case (see Wennerlind 2001b; Sturn 2004).

Despite the resurgence of interest in Hume’s political economy over the
last thirty years, we still await the first monograph in English dedicated
exclusively to this topic.* The most substantial and influential general
treatment in English is Eugene Rotwein’s Introduction (1955) to his edition
of Hume’s nine economic essays.” It is remarkable for its breadth of coverage,
assimilating Hume’s “psychology” with his “economic philosophy.” More
recently, Andrew Skinner’s essay in the Cambridge Companion to Hume
(Norton 1993a), provides the most comprehensive portrait and is particularly
strong on the historical and cosmopolitan dimensions of Hume’s work.°
Knud Haakonssen (1994) weaves economic threads into his “Introduction” to
a new edition of Hume’s Political Essays but subordinates them to the poli-
tical material. All of these are valuable contributions, but there is still no full-
length study of the subject in English.

The majority of scholarly articles on Hume’s political economy focus on a
specific topic, such as money, commerce, or foreign trade. Apart from the
overviews by Rotwein and Skinner, there are virtually no general inter-
pretations of Hume’s political economy.” By far the most attention has been
devoted to Hume’s analysis of money, in part because it is widely asserted
that Hume laid the groundwork for modern monetary thinking.® Both
Keynesians and Monetarists claim Hume as their intellectual progenitor,
arguing that Hume’s discussion of money corroborates their respective
views on whether an increase in the money supply has real or nominal
effects.” This debate goes far beyond technical details insofar as it confronts
the deeper political question of the role of the government in managing the
money supply and the issue of fiduciary money. Since Hume’s discussion of
this topic is notoriously subtle, scholarly attention has been directed pri-
marily at unearthing Hume’s underlying theoretical assumptions as a means
of sorting out his policy prescriptions.'?

Partisanship has also come to pass over Hume’s analysis of the specie-flow
mechanism, a term that Jacob Viner rendered synonymous with Hume
(see Viner 1937). Two giants of twentieth-century economics, Paul Samuelson
(1971) and Milton Friedman (1975), both entered the debate, one to con-
demn, the other to praise Hume. Indeed, while Friedman suggests that
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twentieth-century monetary theory is a technical footnote to Hume,
Samuelson reproves Hume for not distinguishing between the nominal and
real balance of payments, or grasping the law of one price.!! Many others
have also taken on the task of judging Hume’s analysis with reference to
contemporary economic theory.!?

Hume also sketched a philosophical account of money, delving into the
nature of convention, the role of property and markets and, most funda-
mentally, the role of trust in a monetized society.!* This strand of Hume’s
analysis provides important links to other topics in his political philosophy,
such as the nature of property, justice, and political authority.'* In addition
to linking up with his broader philosophical objectives, Hume’s political
economy also meshed closely with his historical writings, both his History of
England and his essays that adopt a historical framework, such as “Of the
Populousness of Ancient Nations.”'> Not only does Hume extend his eco-
nomic analysis by providing historical evidence on a continuous basis, but
he emphasizes the extent to which political history is itself moved by mate-
rial forces, the “interplay between economic growth and liberty” (Skinner
1993, 230).

Hume sought to illuminate the behavioral dynamics of commercial
societies and, conversely, to understand human behavior in terms of com-
mercial development.!® This historical bootstrapping is also manifest in his
profound account of the passions in Book Two of his Treatise. Whether
examining the questions of esteem, compassion, jealousy or benevolence,
economic material enters into the account, both as cause and effect (see
Davis 2003 and Mankin 2005). One of the primary passions, to be indus-
trious, has been shown to satisfy an array of intrinsic and extrinsic ends (see
Hundert 1974 and Marshall 2000). Likewise, the desire for luxuries, fueled by
envy, incites merchants to promote commerce and thus to set in motion a
process of ever-expanding wealth. Hume’s emphasis on the role of manu-
facturing as the key to economic growth was in sharp contrast to the physiocrats
or even Adam Smith, who still arguably privileged the agrarian sector.'”

Hume was no friend of the lower orders, but his picture of the underlying
dynamic of the modern era implied improved economic standards for laborers
and merchants alike. Moreover, as has been widely observed, modern com-
mercial society was thought to bring about greater sociability, enhanced
politeness, and softer manners (see Berry 1994). Commercial eras are also
characterized by greater philosophical excellence, which in turn enters the
social fabric in ways that not only improve polite conversation, but also the
standards of literary discourse and hence learning writ large. Additionally, the
growth of commerce and industry transforms the distribution of wealth and
this in turn tends to promote greater political liberty and stability. The lower
orders are not as rebellious as they were in rude and barbarous ages, because
they are now disciplined by regular labor and by overriding desires for mate-
rial affluence. The barons and lords who had previously exercised arbitrary
control over their subjects, have now lost power in proportion to their relative
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decline in wealth, while the up-and-coming merchants—the greatest advo-
cates of justice for Hume—were able to translate their economic prosperity
into political clout.

Refinement and emulation also play central roles in the dynamic of global
economic and political change (see Berdell 1996; Waterman 1998). As
nations look to each other for novel fashions in consumption and new
methods of production, an overall expansion in both commerce and indus-
try ensues. Beyond the resulting expansion in material wealth, the increased
flow of goods and ideas between countries brought people of different
nationalities, religions, and political persuasions together, thus fostering
greater mutual understanding and respect. Following Montesquieu, it was
Hume’s great hope that this increased familiarity and trust would reduce the
friction between neighboring countries that had previously instigated so
many conflicts and wars (see Hirschman 1977).

Another question relating to Hume’s discussion of international com-
merce is whether free trade tends to generate a convergence between rich
and poor nations (see Elmslie 1995 and Hont, this volume). More specifi-
cally, this question hinges on whether the higher wages in richer nations
provide poorer nations with the opportunity to catch up. Istvan Hont
(2005e [1983]) argued persuasively that there is no such inherent tendency
for convergence to occur. He has shown that the richer nations will main-
tain their competitive advantage in the capital- and skill-intensive manu-
facturing sectors, while the poorer nations will enjoy an advantage in the
more labor-intensive industries, where their lower wages give them an
advantage. The question of whether these separate growth paths will even-
tually merge is treated by Hume in much the same way as the inequality
between people. Just as Hume did not entertain the possibility or desir-
ability of individual equality, nor did he think that there was an inbuilt
tendency toward the equality of nations. Hence, the benefits of commerce
for individuals and nations alike, is not that it tends toward equality, but
rather that it enriches everyone in an absolute sense.

Hume’s analyses of money, luxury, growth, trade and commerce engross
most of the scholarly literature on his economics. Hume, however, wrote on
several other economic subjects that have received significantly less scho-
larly attention. Among these are such subjects as the interest rate, popula-
tion growth and reproduction, consumption, taxation, public finance, and
distributive justice. It would take us too far afield to do more than highlight
a few leading contributions to these other dimensions of Hume’s economic
thought. On the question of the public debt one can do no better than read
Pocock (1979) and Hont (2005f [1993]). On the broader political context of
Hume’s political economy, preliminary ground was broken by Phillipson
(1988) and Venning (1991). More recently, Caffentzis (2005) has shown the
links between Hume’s political economy and the managed or, in some
readings, forced civilization of the Highlanders after the rebellion of 1745.
Many of the essays contained in this volume will also advance the view that



6 Introduction

Hume’s political economy provided an accurate and apposite prism to the
social, economic and political currents of his day.

Readers of edited volumes have come to expect an introduction to pro-
vide a brief synopsis of the contents, and we are loath to disappoint. But we
will be brief here, since it is our firm belief that the papers read well together
and that the whole is greater than the sum of the parts. Our intent is to
pique the curiosity of the reader rather than provide a proper summary.

Our volume commences with two essays on Hume’s life and times, with
an emphasis on economic themes. Roger Emerson’s essay addresses the
relevance of Hume’s Scottish heritage and argues that it made a significant
difference to his political economy. The Darien Scheme of 1699, the Union
of 1707, the monetary policies of John Law and Lord Ilay and, most
importantly, the economic underdevelopment of the Scottish Highlands, all
figured implicitly or explicitly in Hume’s political economy. lan Simpson
Ross’s biographical sketch identifies a number of episodes in Hume’s life,
the South Sea bubble, his many travels on the Continent, and his friendship
with Isaac de Pinto, to name but a few, that may also have shaped his
economic thought. Both essays point to Hume’s strong empiricism and
bolster the view that his theoretical claims, in his mind at least, were con-
gruent with the empirical record. As Hume observes in the opening chapter
of his Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, “let your science be
human, and such as may have a direct reference to action and society”
(Hume 2000b [1748], 7-8).

The next group of three essays, by Christopher Berry, Richard Boyd, and
co-authors Till Griine-Yanoff and Edward F. McClennen, enlarge our
understanding of Hume on the broader dimensions of human motivations.
Christopher Berry’s paper establishes the extent to which Hume cast luxury
goods in a positive light, as contingent and morally neutral, in contrast to
ancient and medieval thought. Even in the case where the pursuit of luxu-
ries might promote vicious behavior, we would benefit from more industry
and thus a reduction in poverty. Berry sees this new approach as an added
endorsement of the modern commercial world where sumptuary laws were
no longer in vogue. Richard Boyd unpacks the means by which commerce
had come to foster civility, and a civility that was not feigned but deeply
democratic, particularly a respect for different ranks, ethnicities, and reli-
gious beliefs. This fits with Hume’s overarching cosmopolitanism and skepti-
cism regarding religious sects. Finally, Till Griine-Yanoff and Edward
McClennen argue that Hume’s natural history of the passions serves as a
fundamental component of his political economy. Moreover, new passions
can emerge or transmute as commerce takes hold. This in turn challenges the
concept of interest put forth by Hirschman (1977) and sheds light on the role
of reason as the mechanism that constrains our passions. Taken broadly,
these three papers suggest that Hume’s political economy is far-reaching, that
he envisioned commercial development as part and parcel of a broader
human narrative of the evolution of manners and morals, and that the



Introduction 7

predilection in modern times for luxuries are not antithetical to these ends
(see also Cunningham 2005).

The next cluster of four essays, by Carl Wennerlind, Margaret Schabas,
George Caffentzis, and Robert Dimand, explore the topic of Hume’s political
economy for which he is best known, namely money. The common themes
help to serve the emergent consensus that may now exist about Hume’s
monetary theory and practice. Carl Wennerlind provides a synthetic reading
of Hume’s monetary theory by drawing on both his philosophical and eco-
nomic writings. He also compares Hume’s analysis to that of his immediate
predecessors and thereby ferrets out Hume’s unique contributions to eight-
eenth-century monetary thought. Margaret Schabas challenges the received
view that Hume had the short run/long run distinction in mind when assert-
ing his two central tenets about growth and specie-flow; the temporal dimen-
sions to Hume’s political economy are not precise, and the framework if
anything is one of centuries not years. She also argues that Hume’s equivo-
cation toward the treatment of money as a veil can be viewed as a strength,
not a weakness. George Caffentzis offers a novel reading by showing the
congruence between the fiction/counterfeit distinction that Hume posits in his
epistemology and moral philosophy, and his predilection for metallic currency
over paper issue. He suggests that deep beneath the textual and semantic
similarities lic profound unities to Hume’s philosophy. Finally, Robert
Dimand provides us with an account of Hume the practical economist, for his
work in reforming the Canadian monetary system while serving as Secretary
for the British Embassy in Paris from 1765 to 1766. Lower Canada (now
Quebec) was notorious for using playing cards in place of hard currency, but
what was not known until now (apart from a brief reference in Mossner’s
biography), was the central role Hume played in that reform.

The next group of three essays, by Loic Charles, John Shovlin, and Paul
Cheney, address different but consonant aspects related to the reception and
dissemination of Hume’s political economy in France. What unites all three
accounts are the strong political applications made of Hume’s analyses, even
though, ironically, the term les économistes without the adjective ‘political’
was first coined in France at this very time. Hume’s Political Discourses was
immensely popular and over a dozen translations were made into French
before 1760. Loic Charles argues that the translations varied quite a lot and
that almost none were politically neutral or entirely faithful. A close reading
of one of the most influential translations and accompanying commentary
by abbé Jean-Bernard Le Blanc (1755) points to a distinctive bias toward
the political views of Jacques-Claude-Marie Vincent de Gournay and his
circle. As a result, certain segments of Hume’s analysis, notably his views on
trade and luxury, were absorbed into French policy, while others, notably
Hume’s monetary theory, were not, despite Vincent de Gournay’s own pre-
dilection for fiduciary notes.

John Shovlin argues, like Christopher Berry, that Hume’s analysis of
luxury rendered it morally neutral, but Shovlin embeds his argument in a
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different context, first by opposing it to Bernard Mandeville’s position and,
then, by studying the reception of Hume in France. Luxury was especially
pejorative in France, given the shadow cast by Versailles and the rigidities
of the ancien régime. But the French also appropriated only parts of
Hume’s analysis and, for that reason alone, Shovlin speculates, Hume may
have been prompted to revise his position on the subject with the 1760 edi-
tion of his essays, whereby the term luxury was dropped from the title of his
essay. Finally, Paul Cheney positions Hume within a broader movement
that took the system of modern commerce as privileging the modern
republican constitution. Cheney argues that Hume went one step further by
demonstrating that “civilized monarchies” were coming to resemble repub-
lics, at least for the central legal and social norms that matter most. This
appreciation for the overarching convergence of European nations adds to
the portrait of Hume as a true cosmopolitan. All three essays pave the way
toward reaping more gains from trade between Hume’s political theory and
Hume’s political economy, in France and beyond.

The final essay, by Istvan Hont, ties together the themes of most of the
preceding essays. He embeds Hume in the intellectual context of his time,
addresses the importance of the luxury debates, shows the uneasy place of
money in Hume’s economics, and has much to say about Hume’s standing
among his contemporaries. Hont is all the more persuaded that the rich
country—poor country debate was of seminal importance to Hume, both in
the genesis and reception of his political economy. In addressing Scotland’s
commercial development, Hume drew important insights from the earlier
debates about the economic future of Ireland. Hont also investigates how
Hume’s ideas were situated in the French debates, initially between Melon
and Montesquieu and later between the Gournay-group and Mirabeau.
This in turn sheds light on the distinctions between Hume and Smith on the
subjects of trade, money, and economic growth.

The essays in this volume were, with one exception, first presented at a
workshop we organized at Barnard College in May of 2003. We would like
to express our sincerest gratitude to the Columbia University Seminars,
under the direction of Amanda Roberts and Robert Belknap, for their gen-
erous financial and administrative support. We also wish to thank the Pro-
vost of Barnard College, Elizabeth Boylan, for providing additional funds
and, something rare among university leaders, for her visible enthusiastic
support. We owe the Special Events staff at Barnard College a heartfelt
thanks for putting together such a successful gathering. It is a truism that
books of collected essays are much improved if the authors can interact in
person, ideally by preliminary gatherings, and this volume is no exception.
Many scholars met for the first time, but even those well indentured to
Hume studies were pleased to break bread together once more.

Lastly, there are a number of Hume scholars whom we would like to
thank for their extensive comments and contributions, notably Sheila Dow,
Christopher Finlay, Antoin Murphy, Nicholas Phillipson, David Raynor,
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Paul Russell, Tatsuya Sakamoto, Eric Schliesser, and Andrew Skinner. Most
of the essays benefited from the superb copyediting of James Kelleher and
Jennifer Barager. We also wish to thank Robert Langham, Terry Clague,
and Tom Sutton at Routledge for their unwavering support for this project
from its very inception. Our deepest thanks are to our respective families, to
Joel Schabas, Monica Miller and Langston Wennerlind for providing
laughter and enthusiasm.

Notes

1 Blaug, to his credit, is the only scholar who has compiled a collection of pre-
viously published articles on Hume’s economics, so his textbook is not repre-
sentative of his own high esteem for Hume. See Blaug (1991).

2 Hume’s essays (1777 edition) are conveniently available in Essays Moral, Poli-
tical, and Literary, edited by Eugene Miller (1985).

3 See, for example, Haakonssen (1981), Raynor (1984), Wennerlind (2000), and
Schliesser (2003).

4 Tatsuya Sakamoto (1995), Marialuisa Baldi (1983), and Didier Deleule (1979)
have published books on David Hume’s political economy in Japanese, Italian,
and French respectively. There is also a very dated account by Albert Schatz
(1902).

S The essays he includes are ‘Of Commerce,” ‘Of Refinement in the Arts, ‘Of
Money, ‘Of Interest,” ‘Of the Balance of Trade,” ‘Of the Jealousy of Trade,” ‘Of
Taxes,” ‘Of Public Credit,” and ‘Of the Populousness of Ancient Nations.’

6 Both Rotwein (1987) and Skinner (2003) offer a revised version of their initial
essays.

7 The best approximations can be found in Arkin (1956), Hutchison (1988),
McGee (1989), Dow (2002), and Wennerlind (2006).

8 See Mayer (1980), Blaug (1995), and Wood (1995). Rashid (1984) downplays
Hume’s originality.

9 See Samuelson (1980), Friedman (1987), and Lucas (1996).

10 See Humphrey (1974), Duke (1979), Velk and Riggs (1985), Cesarano (1998),
and Wennerlind (2005).

11 Friedman (1975), in his address “25 Years After the Rediscovery of Money: What
Have We Learned?” asserts that, apart from adding a second derivative to the
velocity of money, we have learned very little since Hume. Much the same senti-
ment is echoed in his Palgrave entry (1987).

12 See Staley (1976), Fausten (1979), Berdell (1995), and Cesarano (1998).

13 See Schabas (1994), Gatch (1996), Bruni and Sugden (2000), and Caffentzis
(2001).

14 See Haakonssen (1981) and Moss (1991).

15 See Stockton (1976), Phillipson (1989), Wootton (1993), Berry (1997), Brewer
(1998), Pocock (1999), Wennerlind (2002), and Schmidt (2003).

16 For a recent debate on the presence or absence of a nascent rational choice
theory in Hume, see Diaye and Lapidus (2005) and Sugden (2005).

17 See McNally (1988), Brewer (1997), and Schabas (2005).



1 The Scottish Contexts for David
Hume’s Political-Economic Thinking

Roger L. Emerson

1. Introduction

Scholarship on David Hume’s political economy generally positions him in
the broader context of his European and English predecessors. Hume’s
essays themselves give little indication that he wrote as a Scot with Scotland
in mind. His political-economic essays, excluding the essay on population,
contain explicit references to 30 ancient authors, at least a dozen English writers,
and nearly as many from the continent. Hume cited only two Scots—John
Law and Dr. John Arbuthnot.! Hume preferred to make general statements
unrelated to specific social contexts and often cited an ancient example in
preference to a modern one. He seldom mentioned a contemporary case if
he could find an older one. This approach facilitated understanding of his
works abroad, but also made them look far less rooted in Scottish discus-
sion than I believe they were. There is a very Scottish orientation to much of
the practical and theoretical material he wrote, but it was masked by the
generality with which Hume thought and the discretion with which he
wrote.? The evidence for this claim is largely circumstantial but nevertheless
abundant. There was of course much in the essays that did not pertain to
Scotland, but there is enough material to support the view that Hume
had Scots in mind for significant portions of his theoretical analyses and
policy recommendations.

Before turning to those recommendations, we should take notice of
another fact about Hume. Throughout his career, Hume sought to influence
public, particularly Scottish, affairs. This was perfectly natural for the son
of a laird who believed that opinion ruled the world and that it might be
shaped by a literary man. The “Advertisement” and “Introduction” to Hume’s
Treatise of Human Nature (2000a [1739-40]) convey the impression that
Hume harbored hopes of making men more skeptical of the claims of
organized religion. In the late 1730s, he, Henry Home (later Lord Kames),
and others planned to publish a periodical that was to resemble Lord
Bolingbroke’s The Craftsman, one of the most successful political journals
of the time and one that had been highly critical of the government. In the
early 1740s, Hume’s two-volume Essays, Moral and Political (1741, 1742)
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sought to change opinion about government, freedom of the press, and
religious beliefs and practices, a cause he continued in the History of England
(1754-62). His anonymous pamphlet for Lord Provost Archibald Stewart
(1748) was another effort to affect the course of political events (Hume 2004
[1748], 223-66). So too was his squib, the Bellman’s Petition (1751), which
argued against raising the salaries of clergymen and teachers. The Political
Discourses (1752) were, 1 believe, another instance of this.> Hume was partly
bent on affecting public policy with regard to the Highlands. The work was
published at the end of a long debate in Parliament and Britain generally
about the Highlands. Policies had been established but men named to
implement them had not yet been chosen. Thus Hume could hope to affect
the way in which policies were applied and to warn of the likely failure of
various measures.

2. Scottish Conditions

One can profitably consider what Hume has to say about political economy
by looking at his family’s estate in Berwickshire. His brother John’s
improvements at Ninewells, the family estate, and the changes in the regio-
nal economy had been stimulated in part by the expansion of Edinburgh
and neighboring towns. What Hume has to say in the Political Discourses
and in the History of England about the interdependence of towns and
countryside, of industry and agriculture, about the need for transportation
and market facilities, and for the improvement of many facets of economic
life all at once, was fully borne out by the experience of Border farmers. It is
not altogether surprising that Hume should have left money in his will for
the repair of Chirnside bridge.

Some of those ideas had been discussed in 1743 in a much read collection
of essays edited by Robert Maxwell (1743), secretary to the Honourable the
Society of Improvers in the Knowledge of Agriculture (1723-46). Maxwell’s
introduction was largely devoted to practical improving proposals about
farming, but he did state a few ideas that were probably common in the club
from its inception. Maxwell saw an important place for science in agriculture
and called for the creation by the government of a public professor of agri-
culture who would be “a General inspector of improvements, who should be
obliged to report annually the Husbandry of each County, that Errors might be
known and rectified.”* Education and the application of new knowledge
would improve productivity. Such ideas, in the short run, made clubs like the
Edinburgh Philosophical Society (1737-83) more attentive to improving
schemes than they might otherwise have been.> Hume himself was interested
in new plows and acted almost as an agent for one maker.® Maxwell found all
surpluses to arise only from the land and from labor expended on it and its
products. Hume similarly expressed that “Every thing useful to the life of
man arises from the ground; but few things arise in that condition which is
requisite to render them useful” (1985v [1752d], 299).
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Hume accepted another idea of Maxwell’s, which had been stated earlier
by John Law:

The Success of the Fisheries and Manufactures depends upon the
Cheapness of Provisions and Materials; this also depends upon the
progress made in Agriculture: And the encouragement of the Hus-
bandman relies upon the ready Consumpt, and the Value of the several
Products of his Farm bear in the Market, which must rise in proportion
as our People shall be encouraged to stay at home, and Foreigners to
come and reside among us.

(Maxwell 1743, iii-iv)

Notions of this sort had long circulated in Scotland and had become the
common stock of improvers and those interested in their schemes. While
Hume was less attentive to agriculture in his economic essays, he none-
theless recognized, like Law and Maxwell, that there was an unbroken chain
between agriculture, industry, trade, and population.

Hume also would have remembered the hard years of 1739 and 1740.
Near-famine conditions in many towns and in the countryside of Scotland
had been relieved by the importation of meal, which was then sold at a
subsidized rate.” No one had starved in Scotland during those years and
there were no major riots. Market conditions had not been allowed to
operate freely, but they had not quite been ignored either. Hume never
advocated free trade if it meant widespread starvation. Order and the safety
of the people were more important than a free market (Hume 1998 [1751],
3.8.15f).8 The Scots’ long-term solution to food shortages was to improve
agricultural practices and introduce new crops, as Hume’s brother was
doing. Scottish economic conditions were also changing outside the agrar-
ian sphere. There had been a continual breakdown of the regulations
affecting economic life in Edinburgh since before Hume was born, as
R. A. Houston has noted (1994).° The freedom of the city had become
easier to obtain, thus freeing trade from one restraint that tended to restrict
the movement of labor and the capital that accompanied people who could
afford to buy the freedom of the city. More economic freedom came in the
burgh as quality controls on some items effectively lapsed and the regula-
tion of industry beyond the walls lessened and even ceased in some trades.
Luxury goods and ordinary utensils were produced in greater volume and
sold to a larger market. Greater output was accompanied by generally
higher wages paid to some artisans in the expanding population, which had
increased its demand for many items. Hume’s arguments about the value of
luxury and greater economic freedom reflected the world in which he lived.
The consumption of goods increased among some of the working classes,
but they may have worked harder to attain it.!°

By the time he wrote Political Discourses, Hume also knew many mer-
chants and bankers. Archibald Stewart of Allanbank was his Berwickshire
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neighbor. John Coutts, whose family a bit later was to give its name to one
of the largest of the London private banks, headed the bank that Hume
himself later used. William and Robert Alexander not only ran a large and
innovative business dealing in tobacco and other commodities shipped
through Glasgow, but they also carried on banking operations, as did
Hume’s friend Adam Fairholm (Price 1973). Fairholm’s was a commodity
and banking firm, which by 1760 could issue letters of credit that were
honored from Riga to Naples. It was to his friend, James Oswald, a member
of Parliament from a merchant family, that Hume showed a draft of the
essay “Of the Balance of Trade” (1985x [1752¢]) and from whom he received
comments and criticisms (1969, 2:142).!' Hume knew others involved with
commercial and banking operations in Scotland. Besides Henry Home, who
after 1743 was a lawyer for the British Linen Company, there was Kames’s
patron Archibald Campbell, third duke of Argyll and founder of the Board
of Trustees for Fisheries and Manufactures; the Royal Bank; and the British
Linen Company. His protégés Andrew Fletcher (Lord Milton) and Charles
Erskine (Lord Tinwald) were governors of the Royal Bank. Many of
Hume’s friends owned stock in the latter institutions or in the Bank of
Scotland. Lord Elibank’s wealth was largely in stocks, including some in
banks and merchant houses abroad. These men knew quite well that capital
moves to the areas of highest profit, since they lived partially on such
returns. Landowners like Argyll tried to sell their grains where prices were
highest and speculated in stocks and currency in at least three markets—
London, Paris, and Amsterdam.

Such men tended not to be free-traders. They believed in tariffs on
imported goods to protect their own markets while they sought unprotected
markets for the produce and manufactured items from their own state and
estates. The British Navigation Laws insured that their goods were sheltered
and protected. Scottish producers of linen, sugar, and rum, like importers of
tobacco, benefited from that system.!'? It was clear to such men that Scots
had gained much from their union with England, which had created the
largest free-trade area in Europe. Anyone who thought about this problem
would have found contradictions here, as Hume did, but he was not
immune to the contradictory impulses himself. He was willing to allow tar-
iffs to encourage Scottish industries, and thus employment, which he
always—and correctly—tended to assume was less than full:

All taxes, however, upon foreign commodities, are not to be regarded as
prejudicial or useless. ... A tax on GERMAN linen encourages home
manufactures, and thereby multiplies our people and industry. A tax on
brandy encreases the sale of rum, and supports our southern colonies.
And as it is necessary, that imposts should be levied, for the support of
the government, it may be thought more convenient to lay them on
foreign commodities, which can be easily intercepted at the port, and
subjected to the impost. We ought, however, always to remember the
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maxim of DR. SWIFT, that in the arithmetic of customs, two and two
make not four, but often make only one.
(Hume 1985x [1752¢], 324)

These remarks appear to be a direct comment on the policies of the third
duke of Argyll, who had helped to secure protection and subsidies for Scottish
linen. Trade, both domestic and international, was a topic of discussion as
the debate lists of the Select Society of Edinburgh show.!3 In Hume’s day
those issues were complicated by the fact that the principal European
powers were at war.

Hume and his friends knew that war benefited those who supplied armies
and navies but that it often injured some farmers, manufacturers, mer-
chants, and their workers. It upset the normal circulation of money in the
economy. It made moneyed men richer because they were the ones who
issued, handled, and bought the government’s debts and generally were well
placed to benefit from the financial opportunities that conflicts produced.
Their gains came at the expense of the ordinary taxpayers, however, since
every penny of war profit translated into someone being taxed or suffering
from inflation or economic dislocation. The ordinary small merchant trad-
ing overseas found that his risks and costs went up while his profits were as
likely to go down as to improve. All that had been much canvassed by
Opposition and Country Party writers.'* Hume would have been familiar
with their arguments from 25 years of reading essays republished from the
Craftsman, the London Journal, and their numerous successors. Hume’s
advocacy of peace was also rooted in economic realities, which he had had
ample time to study. Britain had been at war most of the time from 1739 to
1752 and would again be engaged in conflicts after 1753. To make clear the
economic consequences of war for Scotland and other nations was one
objective of Hume’s essays; another was to show that, with a balance of
political and diplomatic power in Europe now fairly securely established,
one needed a trading regime that was not based on beggar-your-neighbor
policies. They might work in the short run or in wartime, but in peacetime
they made for inefficient uses of resources, lowered general employment
rates, and created difficulties in finding markets for all of one’s goods. His
work resonated among the men with whom he associated because they too
had reflected on the subject of war, which had affected many of them.

3. Scottish Political Economy Before Hume

Scottish economic pamphleteering effectively began at the end of the
seventeenth century when the pressures to reunite with England began to build,
and intensified in the 1690s when famine made Scots consider various schemes
to improve their economic well-being.!> The improvers wrote on fisheries,
agriculture, mining, welfare schemes, banking, and much else. Their discus-
sions persisted through the debates over the Treaty of Union (1707), indeed,
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well past that time, because the benefits of the union were not quickly felt.
While Hume never specifically mentioned this literature, it is hard to believe
that he was ignorant of it, if only because his works seemed to respond
directly to the mercantilist arguments advanced by the pamphlet literature.

The crises of the period 1690-1715 left deep impressions on most Scots
who lived through them or who thought deeply about them afterward. Was
Scotland to have some closer union with England or was it to be more
independent? If the latter, how? Some of those who wanted Scots to pursue
an independent path were concerned in the Darien scheme, which involved
the planting of a colony on the Isthmus of Panama. This scheme addressed
the problems faced by small weak countries trying to trade in a world
increasingly divided by large imperial powers. Darien was envisioned as an
entrepOt open to all, a free port that would permit small nations to benefit
from trades from which they had been barred (Armitage 1995, 97-120).
John Robertson has found echoes of the Darien scheme in Hume’s views of
“a more general system of free trade”(Robertson 1997, 678).1°

What many of the Darien projectors thought and wanted can be seen in
William Paterson’s Proposals and Reasons for Constituting a Council of
Trade (1701), a pamphlet that excited many of his contemporaries and
remained of interest for a long time. This founder of the Bank of England
wished to improve Scotland, rationalize its government and fiscal regime,
and make it a trading nation able to sustain its independence. His reforms
aimed to solve social problems, such as poverty and under-employment, and
to improve the administration of justice, which was to become less brutal.
In those respects Paterson’s pamphlet was typical of others written around
the same time (1968 [1859], 1:16).

Paterson’s national improvements scheme required a virtuous national
effort on the part of the talented and patriotic (1968 [1859], 1:28). He viewed
it as a religious obligation and a moral necessity, dictated by prudence. It was
also a task to be undertaken in good humor. Paterson was a man of irenical
temper who tried to convince his compatriots “that those who are violent in
everything will be constant in nothing, and [we] have had reason to know
that angry men are never fit for business, but least of all in angry times”
(1968 [1859], 1:102). His peroration resembled the views of later men,
including Hume. Paterson held that trade civilizes and increases polite beha-
vior,'” and allows the accumulation of riches for use in wars should they
come. He further argued that trade will make us free, and that it is at the root
of all we can do and hope for in this world. It can and will transform the
world as it has already done. We are called to promote trade; we should not
ignore this calling but we should ignore those who fear that it will produce
luxury and nonmartial men.'® Rich and luxurious states need not be effete.
Hume agreed with most of these views, but he could never share such opti-
mism about a visionary scheme that required such disinterestedness among
men and that assumed their ability to calculate the results of their actions.
Experience had shown the opposite.
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Paterson also advocated the creation of a number of institutions as a means
to transform a backward, impoverished kingdom into a prosperous one.
Despite all the jobbery involved in the creation of such institutions—the
Board of Police (1714); the Board of Trustees for Fisheries and Manufacturers
(1727); the Edinburgh Linen Co-Partnery (1727); the Commissions for For-
feited and Annexed Estates (1715, 1747); and even the Royal Bank (1727) and
the British Linen Company (1746)—some idealism remained. Those institu-
tions, designed to increase output, enhance trade, and provide employment,
were also expected to increase tax revenues and provide larger incomes to the
propertied. Their promoters shared some of Paterson’s spirit as well as his
belief in the efficacy of state interference in the economic sphere. In those
respects they were not unlike John Law, whom Hume cited in his “Early
Memoranda” (1948 [1729-40], 507).

Law is usually remembered as the man who caused the speculative “bub-
bles” that burst in 1720, first in France and then in Holland and England, but
Law also published pamphlets such as Money and Trade (1720), which sum-
marized his thinking from approximately 1703 forward (Murphy 1997).
Hume read Law sometime before 1752. Law, like Hume, tended to see money
as a medium of exchange lubricating the economic machine. How it was
denominated and backed mattered. Land would do better than gold, Law
argued, because land values were more stable than gold. A currency based on
land would be subject to less inflation than a system based on precious
metals. Hume seemed to agree. In the History of England, he showed how
gold had fluctuated against silver, wheat, and land.'"” Law thought land-
backed money could increase the circulating funds of a state like Scotland
without the risk of over-issuance.”’® Land-backed paper money would be
guaranteed by the stability of the value of land against which it had been
issued. The notes measured the value of the land and thus all that might be
exchanged for it. Law imagined the institution that would manage all this
might be a body chartered by parliament or a joint-stock company open to
any who had land worth £1,000. In exchange for a pledge of this sum, sup-
porters would receive stock or notes (Murphy 1997, 40). The state would
make these notes legal tender and they would serve in commerce just as well
as gold, at least within the realm. The value of the money would fluctuate as
the demand for land and as the quality of it varied. In the short run it would
fluctuate very little, and in the long run certainly not as much as commodities
like gold and silver. It would not shrink in value as had the Scottish pound,
which in 1707 was worth only one-twelfth of the English pound. Whereas
other forms of money, such as stocks and bills of exchange, constantly changed
in value as the markets decided their worth, the land-backed currency would
provide the Scots with a more stable currency.?!

In 1705, Law may have gone beyond his earlier proposals for paper money
based on land.?? In one document attributed to him, which contained imagi-
native variations of older visions of a land bank, he proposed to increase the
Scottish money supply through the issuance of interest-bearing unbacked
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paper currency forced on the country and controlled by the government.
The government was also to create the Commission of Trade—a body
of merchants, nobles, and gentlemen that would “employ these notes so
struck in erecting a fisherie, and in improving our manufactories” (Paterson
1968, 2:xlii-v). The commission was to become the sole foreign trader for
the country, which would benefit from the gold it accumulated for the state
in its transactions. The portion of the national debt held in the kingdom
was to be paid off in the notes issued by the commission. Law even pro-
posed to pay the arrears of the Scottish troops in the same paper bearing
three-percent interest and circulating as would other government-backed
notes (Paterson 1968, 2:xlvif). That money would not stay long in
the pockets of its recipients but would be spent and thus set to work the
artisans and laborers of Scotland to the benefit of all (Paterson 1968,
2:xlvii).

Law believed it was within the means of the government, at least partially,
to control the money supply. States would not issue too much money
because the supply of money would only equal the demand for it. The price
level, determined by the issue of money, should not be inflationary,
although prices might be modestly raised to stimulate the economy and
bring about recovery and progress in the short run (Murphy 1997, 26-42).
Law saw domestic prices, all things being equal, varying directly with the
amount of money of all sorts in circulation. Law in 1705 envisioned Scots
spending their way out of the deep recession to which bad luck and the
English had condemned them.

Hume appears to have agreed with Law that, in the short run, an increase
in the money supply would act as an economic stimulus. He believed, how-
ever, that banks ought not to have the power to provide an increase in the
money supply (Hont 2005¢ [1983], 273-6). Hume thought that neither
political leaders nor bankers would ever be able to discipline themselves; the
political expediency of increasing paper money would always be too tempt-
ing (1985u [1752c], 284; 1985aa [1752h], 352). Unlike Law and Paterson,
Hume distrusted giving so much power to any set of men and he was
skeptical about fiat money. Also, contrary to Law, he believed that not
having a currency backed by gold or another precious metal would hamper
foreign trade. But, Hume in 1752 was still arguing in an old Scottish debate
that went back to the 1690s.

While Hume never cited Law in his published works, there is ample evi-
dence of Law’s influence in Italy, France, and Britain and on writers and
politicians Hume knew.?> The Scottish Parliament as a whole did not sup-
port Law’s scheme in 1705 for a land bank, but two sets of politicians did.
Some of the Squadrone men supported it as did John Campbell, second
duke of Argyll, and his brother, Archibald, first earl of Ilay (Wood 1791, 5).
Those men would control Scottish politics from 1714 to 1761. The most
influential of them was Ilay, who became the third duke of Argyll in 1743.
He possessed all of Law’s works, including a manuscript copy of the “Essay
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on a Land Bank.”?* Tlay dealt with Law in financial transactions and he
and his brother protected Law after 1720, perhaps because Ilay had made
money on the French bubble. The earl of Ilay was said to have written the
preface to the London edition of the republication of Law’s book in 1720
(Bannister 1968, 1:xciii). From about 1725 until his death in 1761, Ilay was
the premier improver in Scotland and the government’s chief political
manager of the country for most of that time. He was also active in the
economy as a banker, an investor, and a manager of a huge estate, which he
worked to transform. Ilay’s career in a sense embodied Law’s beliefs. Thus,
it is no wonder that Hume felt he should give the third duke a copy of his
essays (Hume 1969, 1:113).25 In the early 1750s, if a philosopher such as
Hume hoped to affect Scottish affairs, he would have to secure the duke’s
agreement.

In 1727, Lord Ilay and his friends had a chance to expand the money
supply in order to promote industry and trade in ways Law would have
approved. Their opportunity took two forms. The government, advised by
Ilay, formed the Board of Trustees for Fisheries, and Manufactures to dis-
burse in Scotland an annual sum of £6,000. This was a means of giving
back to Scots some of the losses they had incurred when, at the beginning
of the century, the Darien Company had failed. It also compensated them
for the interest they now paid on the portion of the English national debt
that had been incurred before the Union of 1707. The £6,000 was used to
provide direct grants to some establishments and individuals and to fund
annual premiums for which producers were to compete. In that way it was
hoped that the impact of small sums might be multiplied in the economy.
The other thing Ilay and his friends did was to create the Royal Bank of
Scotland.?® This initiative, in 1727, provided an important adjunct to their
political machine, but it also fulfilled Ilay’s dream, dating back to 1705, of
increasing the money supply, circulating money in the country at a faster
rate, and thus stimulating the economy. Hume was unlikely to have recom-
mended either measure but he clearly understood them and the attraction
they had for Scots.

The Board of Trustees, reminiscent of the Council of Trade of a generation
earlier, functioned principally as a device to improve the country by promot-
ing the linen trade through grants to bleachers and premiums awarded to
spinners and weavers. It helped to establish spinning schools and bought
spinning wheels to employ idle hands. It inspected, stamped, and thus controlled
the quality of cloth to be sold (Durie 1996, 3). Ilay was much involved with
these developments, which allowed the Scottish linen industry to flourish
behind the protective walls of tariffs, which he had helped to erect. What
was needed, he and his friends thought, was a corporation to organize the
trade, market its product, and finance it with small sums distributed over
larger areas of the country than the two chartered national banks reached.
He supported schemes to create one, which led first in 1727 to the forma-
tion of a linen copartnery and then to the British Linen Company (1746),
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which became the British Linen Bank in 1839. Their functions—funding and
organizing the production and marketing of linen—remedied problems,
which Law had presciently described in Money and Trade:

If the Country People about Perth and Sterling, have to the value of
20000 L. of Linen, Serges, and other Manufacture more than is bought
up; tho these Goods exported will yield 20 or 30 percent. Profit, yet the
Owners can’t export them, the Goods being in so many different
Hands, and not having Correspondents Abroad to whom they could
trust the Sale of them. A. B. and C. are satisfied for that Profit to take
the Trouble and Hazard of exporting them, but Money being scarce
they cannot get any to borrow, tho their Security be good; Nor cannot
well have Credit for the Goods from so many different People they are
Strangers to. If they could have Credit for them, yet these Country
People must be idle till A. B. and C. pay them out of their Returns from
Abroad. So for the want of Money to Exchange by, Goods fall in value,
and manufacture decays.

(Law 1705, 116)

The British Linen Company cured those problems. The effort to realize
those ends was largely a product of the decade before Hume published his
economic essays. It involved many of Hume’s friends—Charles Erskine,
Henry Home, and Hume’s merchant-banker friends in Edinburgh; others well
known to him were among the Linen Company’s stockholders. The improvers
of the linen trade imported flaxseed, lint, and yarn; they subsidized spinning
and weaving, built bleach-fields, employed chemists—such as William Cullen
and Francis Home—to find better bleaches, funded the trade, and helped
market the stamped and quality-controlled cloth. All this was normal mer-
cantilist practice and it worked brilliantly without interfering with any
important English trade. By the end of the eighteenth century, about a third
of the Scottish labor force was employed for at least part of the year in the
linen trade. Of course, it operated at the expense of the linen producers in
Ireland, Holland, and the Baltic. It was just the sort of venture a free-trader
would object to, but the eminence of the industry’s backers tended to stifle
open criticism. Ilay remained the principal dispenser of patronage in Scotland
from 1723 to 1761, partly because so many benefited from his schemes. On the
few occasions Hume praised the introduction or protection of new industries,
he perhaps had such schemes as this in mind.?’” When he thought about freer
trade, he considered the cost of this to consumers.

4. Hume and the Highland Problem

Ilay all his life had been involved in another pressing debate—what to do
with the Highlands and Highlanders. How could he civilize his tenants and
his Highland neighbors, and at the same time improve the value of his
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estates? This was hardly a new topic for Scots, but the uprising of 1745
made it an urgent question. There seemed to be a need for the government
to intervene decisively in the political and economic affairs of the Highlands
to prevent similar rebellions in the future. This meant restructuring High-
land society or “civilizing” the Highlanders, whom Hume in the 1740s, like
many Lowlanders, regarded as still “barbarous” and living “chiefly by Pas-
turage” (Box et al. 2003, 236).? The usual prescriptions for civilizing the
Highlanders were again intensely discussed in Scotland from the mid-1740s
until the mid-1750s. There was little novel in the discussions of those
measures but now they could be forced on Highlanders by a stronger Brit-
ish state. The government’s response to the uprising of 1745 had been repres-
sive, including the passage of the Disarming Act (1746), which prohibited
not only the possession of guns and swords by all Highlanders but also dirks
and shields. Another act of the same year, the Tenures Abolition Act,
abolished military tenures, turning them into ordinary feus or into blench
holdings, for which the holder paid a nominal quit-rent to the Crown. In
1747, the Highland jurisdictions, to which Hume referred in a letter to
Montesquieu (Hume 1969, 1:134), were abolished save for the courts baron,
which lost some powers.?’ Those loyal Highlanders who surrendered jur-
isdictions, a form of property, were compensated for their losses of revenue;
few thought they received enough in the way of compensation. Because
many believed those acts were not sufficient to settle the Highlands so as to
prevent future rebellions, discussions of further actions continued well into
the 1760s. Nearly every important collection of Scottish papers from this
period has material relating to this set of topics. Hume would have read
arguments about the Highlands in the papers and in numerous pamphlets
or heard them at his clubs and while dining out. We must assume Hume
participated in those debates and stated opinions that he need not have
recently formulated since the issues were all long-standing. Further, many of
the topics Hume addresses in the Political Discourses pertain to this Scottish
social context, as well as to European and English economic trends and
theories, which are the usual focus of discussions of Hume’s political econ-
omy.

Most Lowlanders assumed that government intervention in the Highland
society and economy was the only way to remedy the situation and to bring
the Highlanders into the modern world.>® They held that more money
should be spent for roads and forts, towns and schools, and on coercive
measures to force the region into conformity to new ways. All this, as the
lord chancellor told the House of Lords in February 1748, would result in
“Civilizing the Highlands.”

Two of Hume’s colleagues in the Philosophical and Select Societies dis-
cussed the chancellor’s speech. The earl of Seafield and Findlatter sum-
marized the plans for the earl of Hopetoun, in a letter dated 20 February
1748: Clan chieftainships were to be abolished and no further subsidies
paid to any of the clans. The tacksmen and tenant farmers on the estates
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confiscated or bought would be changed. New tenants, such as disbanded
soldiers, were to be imposed and settled on the farms vacated by the
unreliable clansmen loyal to the dispossessed owners. The new men were
to be given restrictive leases and forced to farm in particular ways but
with subsidized supplies of lime and marl. This would insure that men loyal
to King George would hold and work the lands and oversee ordinary
clansmen. English was to be the language of instruction for the Gaelic-
speaking children in Highland schools. No kirks served by Episcopalian
nonjurors were to be allowed, but more Presbyterian churches and schools
were to be built. It was urged that the linen trade should be introduced and
other manufactures set up and mines found and opened. To safeguard
those changes, forts and garrisons would be established and the High-
lands drained of possible rebels by raising regiments in that area. To oversee
all this, a special commission and more sheriffships (county courts) would
have to be created (Linlithgow Manuscripts, box 122, bundle 1520). Hope-
toun replied, in a letter dated 10 March 1748, that the farms would have to
be stocked at government expense and that nothing could really be done
until roads and forts were built to give security in the area to the new
tenants:

It is no easy Matter to lay down a right Plan for civilizing the High-
lands, but it will be infinitely more difficult to carry into Execution.
That will require a closer Attention from the Administration than any
other publick Affairs will often permit of, and a greater Degree of
Application, Disinterestedness, Resolution, Moderation in those to
whom the immediate Execution shall be committed than we meet with
on every occasion & few that are qualified will 'm afraid be public
spirited enough to undertake the Task.

(Linlithgow Manuscripts, box 122, bundle 1520)

Hopetoun was a respected intellectual, an active improver, and a mine
owner who employed men like James Stirling and Joseph Black. His opi-
nions were but variations on those of most of his and Hume’s friends. They
all called for the government to confiscate land, to forfeit disloyal clan
chiefs, and then manage their partially restructured estates through state
agencies. Significant amounts of capital were to be invested in the High-
lands; new managers and new techniques were to be introduced to further
the productive activities of the people. More artisans were to be introduced.
This would aid the development of agriculture and also mining and fishing.
Increased employment in public works projects, such as roads, bridges, and
ports, would keep idle Highlanders from thinking about rebellion. Military
expenditures would enable the government to overawe the Highlanders.
Their newfound wages would bring them into a consumer society where
they would hesitate to jeopardize their prosperity and future consumption.
Such views were all reminiscent of discussions about the Highlands that had
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taken place for 200 years. Hume, who always advocated slow change, with-
out shock to people, did not think such proposals were likely to succeed.>!

Most of the chancellor’s scheme was enacted. The Crown annexed 13 of
the confiscated estates—about a quarter of those forfeited—in 1752. Others
were sold to pay their debts. A third of the land of the Highlands, an area the
size of Connecticut, was affected in these ways. The annexation act, passed in
March 1752, set up the Commission of Annexed Estates whose members
were to serve without pay and under the supervision of the Scottish Court of
Exchequer and the Treasury. Those bodies were to handle the finances of the
estates. The commissioners, however, were not appointed until 1755, when
they included the earls of Hopetoun, Findlatter, Morton, and Marchmont, as
well as Charles Erskine, Gilbert Elliot of Minto, James Oswald, Andrew
Mitchell, and Robert Alexander—all men Hume knew well.3> Collectively,
this body was dominated by the duke of Argyll’s men, whose policies, like his,
were mercantilist and interfering. The commissioners had only about £4,500
annually to distribute for the support of industry, agriculture, and the fish-
eries, for schools and roads, and for all the other things it seemed desirable to
fund. It was not enough. This Highland Development Agency was but the
first that proved to be inadequate.

Hume wrote and published Political Discourses (1752) before the Com-
mission of Annexed Estates had been struck and while the policies it would
actually carry out were still under discussion. He could hope that what he
had to say might have some effect on the commissioners’ activities and thus
on the course of future developments in the Highlands. Almost all that the
commissioners were supposed to do Hume implicitly criticized in his essays
dedicated to promoting the freer movement of goods, money, and people,
and to laissez-faire policies generally.

Hume’s advice begins with the opening essay “Of Commerce” (1985s
[1752a]), which can be read as an indictment of the Highland policy that the
government and even his own friends were pursuing (and would continue to
pursue throughout his lifetime). They were treating as modern a people who
were not yet in the same stage of civility as most of those in Britain. They
were going to use public monies to try to force development where condi-
tions were unripe. Confiscations were unwise. Sending in outsiders to run
the forfeited estates would not work well. Should the state employ its
superfluous people in the public sector? This was then equivalent to asking
if the new schemes to raise Highland regiments were well founded.?* He
may have regarded those schemes as “merely chimerical” (1985s [1752a],
257), since they would allow the recruited soldiers to contribute nothing to
the national wealth created by husbandmen, manufacturers, and traders.
Perhaps it would be better to adopt other courses and not interfere in the
area and with its people:

Sovereigns must take mankind as they find them, and cannot pretend to
introduce violent change in their principles and ways of thinking. ... It



The Scottish contexts for David Hume’s political-economic thinking 23

is the best policy to comply with the common bent of mankind, and to
give it all the improvements of which it is susceptible. Now, according
to the most natural course of things, industry and the arts and trade
encrease the power of the sovereign as well as the happiness of the
subjects; and that policy is violent, which aggrandizes the public by the
poverty of individuals.

(Hume 1985s [1752a], 260)

Read in the Scottish social-political context in which it was written, this
passage suggests that Hume was unwilling to see Highland life disrupted by
confiscations and evictions, or even by the gross interference in the economy
of the region that recruitment caused. To confiscate land and impose new
tenants and overseers from outside would not be to “comply with the
common bent of mankind.” If one wanted to civilize Highlanders, making
them more productive was a better way of doing so than sending them off
to fight in North America and elsewhere. Let time teach the Highlanders
the skills and arts that would give them surpluses to spend on new con-
sumer items. Their growing needs and delight in luxuries, which would soon
become necessities, would drive Highlanders from the “habit of indolence
[that] naturally prevails” (Hume 1985s [1752a], 260). That view was con-
sonant with what he expressed elsewhere about “plans of government,
which suppose great reformation in the manners of mankind,” plans he
regarded as “plainly imaginary” (Hume 1985cc [1752j], 514).

In other passages, Hume seems to defend some modest interferences. For
example, he suggests that introducing into the region more wealth in the
form of subsidies to those living there might produce higher incomes for
laborers.

Furnish him with the manufactures and commodities, and he will do it
[labor and improve] himself. Afterwards you will find it easy to seize
some part of his superfluous labour,** and employ it in the public ser-
vice, without giving him his wonted return. Being accustomed to
industry, he will think this less grievous, than if at once, you oblige him
to an augmentation of labour without reward.

(Hume 1985s [1752a], 262)

Here Hume seems to favor the subsidies his friends would direct to the
Highland areas to encourage and improve agriculture and the cattle trade
with the south—the Highland equivalent of foreign trade. We should
remember that the British army in repressing the Highlanders had slaugh-
tered much of the livestock in the region. Trade in cattle outside the area,
“foreign trade,” gave larger profits and brought in the pleasures of lux-
urious spending, which then fueled the desires for more of the same.
“Industry, knowledge and humanity” would certainly follow (Hume 1985s
[1752a], 271).
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If one sees the Highlands as a poor nation, and the Lowlands as a rich
one, Hume’s arguments concerning rich nations and poor nations apply
here too (1985u [1752¢], 283-84; 1985s [1752a], 265). Highlanders need
the arts and sciences, luxuries, and refinements—with which will come
liberty, commerce, and a complex social world. The pace of these develop-
ments, however, cannot be greatly forced. For the moment, one should
not expect Highlanders to participate in modern industry but to work at
labor-intensive activities that will allow them to trade with areas that are
more advanced. In the essay “Of Refinement in the Arts,” originally
entitled “Of Luxury,” Hume restates the value of luxuries as incentives to
work and obtain knowledge, which bring in their wake freedom without
the loss of “martial spirit” (1985t [1752b], 274). In a following passage
(277f) he describes the ordinary Highlanders, but without naming them, as
“rude” and subject to “petty tyrants,” who in the early editions of the Poli-
tical Discourses are described as “Gothick barons” (1994 [1752], 631).
Highland society is poor, confused, unfree, and ignorant. What it really
needs is trade and “equal laws, which may secure their property, and pre-
serve them from monarchial, as well as aristocratical tyranny”(1985t
[1752b], 278).

Hume could never have written explicitly about the Highlanders without
giving offense to many of his Jacobite friends and to others made during his
army service. Stated more generally, his remarks were acceptable and show
that he would have favored the ending of chieftainships, Highland tenures
and, most likely, anything which would civilize people who had missed out
on the course of development that had been normal for the Lowlands, for
England, and much of Europe. His History of England took the same line
when it traced the progress of barbarous Saxons into the polished men of
his own time; unbridled license evolved into ordered liberty.

In “Of Interest” (Hume 1985v [1752d]) he also addressed what looks like
a Highland problem. In this essay he explains why interest rates are high in
underdeveloped regions of the world. The principal reason (298) seems to
be that different “habits and manners” exist in rude societies, in which there
is great demand for money but little industry and much idleness. Prices are
generally higher; everything is in short supply. Interest rates will fall if
wealth increases and industry produces more lenders (302). The Highlands
were in an infantile state of society, one that lacked merchants, the arts, and
law. Only with time will such socicties improve and become civilized,
refined, and peaceful. Disrupting interferences generally will not be helpful
but, as he noted in “Of Money,” a constant infusion of money has good
effects in the short run (Hume 1985u [1752¢], 286, 288). That was also part
of the government’s plan.

The essays in Political Discourses do not exclusively concern problems of
the Highlanders, but there are many places where one can discern Hume
addressing then-current Scottish issues. This makes sense given his other
attempts to shape public opinion. We can infer what he might have said in
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the debates over the Highlands and we see his warnings about the likelihood
and reasons for failure as government policy was set. As usual, his argu-
ments are general and his examples non-Scottish. Unlike many Scots, he
was unwilling to openly slight the now-defeated Highlanders.

5. Scottish Elements in Other Political-Economy Essays

Two other essays by Hume, “Of the Populousness of Ancient Nations”
(1985bb [17521]) and “Idea of a Perfect Commonwealth” (1985cc [1752)]),
also have Scottish contexts. Population questions were multifaceted ones
and had been discussed for over a hundred years when Hume came to them.
In Scotland they had first arisen in a variety of religious concerns discussed
after about 1660 and then in literary and political-economic arguments
discussed from the early 1700s to the 1740s.3> Population was also an
improving topic, related to actuarial problems, such as those encountered
by the Reverend Robert Wallace when in 1742 and 1743 he acted as an
actuary for the Widows and Orphans Fund, a life-insurance scheme for
ministers and university professors.3® Hume responded to Wallace’s manu-
script essay on the topic of ancient populations (1744?) showing his own
great command of ancient literary sources. In the essay Hume asks for a
more realistic look at the ancient world in which men were like us but
societies and the values they sheltered were not. After Hume, demography
would be included more prominently in social theories and the learned
would be less tempted to think that the ancients were more numerous and
better governed than people in their own world. Beginning in 1767, with
Hume’s friend Sir James Steuart, demography would be included in most
systematic discussions of political economy.

Hume’s “Idea of a Perfect Commonwealth” (1985cc [1752j]) picks up
themes that had appeared in James Harrington’s The Commonwealth of
Oceana (1656) but also in the pre-Union works of Andrew Fletcher of Salt-
oun.” It is not usually included among Hume’s economic essays but it should be.
Here a somewhat whimsical Hume appears as a constructive thinker and
not just as a skeptical critic of ideas. The essay contains some of Hume’s
strongest objections to political projects and revolutionary changes in states,
yet it also provides long-term guidance on radical political-economic trans-
formations. He thought such changes would be desirable in Great Britain, if
implemented slowly. In the long run, Hume’s imagination was that of a quiet
revolutionary, not so unlike the imaginations of some of his Parisian friends.
Hume’s essay envisions an incorporating union of the kingdoms of England,
Scotland, and Ireland, and the elimination of all the liberties and franchises
of whatever sort. All would be assimilated into a federal system and into one
large free market. Laws would no longer favor the trade of the English and
the Scottish. Equality would come to the Celtic fringe.

Hume in this essay is at his most republican and his strictures on repub-
lican government elsewhere should be read against this description of an
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ideal, but not permanent, government and state. Hume imagined a world
in which the franchise, while still severely restricted, would be extended to £20
freeholders and “householders worth 500 pounds” (1985cc [1752j], 516). The
first Reform Bills in 1832 and 1833 offered little more than this. Hume’s
republic was to be a virtuous place in which the freecholders of the country
would gradually gain more and more power and the 100 regional govern-
ments would have many functions. Places in “Humeland” would be filled
by those whom John Adams called “the rich, the well born, and the able.” In
Hume’s world, as in America, no one would have an inherited title. Impor-
tant statuses would be earned. The goodness of this republic would be “a
sufficient incitement to human endeavours” (529). Hume was even prepared
to grant a Leveller demand—annual elections—which in reality would have
produced chaos, and which even he felt he had to supplement with a pro-
vision for a six-month dictatorship in the case of emergencies. He institutio-
nalized a political opposition but one that would not have power to obstruct
the government’s business or to support a faction, only to appeal to the
people to decide against a policy. Republicans needed and got representa-
tion in their civil establishments, but also in their churches. Humeland would
be a somewhat turbulent society in which “the natural equality of property”
would promote liberty and prosperity as would the representative elements in
his imagined polity, which were made possible by them. Hume’s politics,
when it came to wishes and desires, were radical and Whiggish, but his
practical politics were those of a cautious Tory. That was often the case with
enlightened Scots. This society was expected to flourish as had the Dutch
Republic, on which it was modeled, and for the same reasons—its lack of
territorial ambitions, its pacifism, its decentralized powers, and the wisdom of
the six councils, which would advise its government. The Council of Trade,
however, was subject in all matters to the Senate. Economic issues even in this
ideal world would still be shaped and partly determined by magistrates and
politicians and not just by market forces.

6. Conclusion

Hume’s political-economic essays rejected many of the shibboleths of his age.
In the Political Discourses Hume attempted to test by experience then-popu-
lar economic and political beliefs and to correct them. His references to his-
tory and his eagerness to place problems—Ilike population levels, the
changing value of money, and interest rates—in historical contexts partly
demonstrate that. The essays as a whole reflect his already intense interest in
history just as the later History of England reflected his continuing interest in
topics such as prices and the value of money. Political Discourses alludes to,
even embodies, a sophisticated conjectural history in which he traces the
progress of mankind from the necessitous state of barbarous hunter-gath-
erers, through stages involving pastoral and subsistence agriculture, to com-
plex but primitive societies that were made possible by the first agricultural
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surpluses.>® Those societies had evolved through the development of the arts,
industry, and commerce to the present. Every topic is in one way or another
holistically related to this scheme and to the social institutions the various
stages possess. His essays about social change and its causes suggest that his
essays addressed Scottish conditions and were relevant to what was going on
in Scottish thought and practicee. Hume’s discussions contained pertinent
comments on the nature of political economy in a developing but uncertain
world—such as the one in which Scots lived.

Hume also seems to have written Political Discourses with an eye to the
improving activities and theoretical views expressed by earlier Scottish wri-
ters and in reaction to contemporary improvers such as his friends. Most of
those men were in favor of government interventions of various sorts to
promote improvements. Those seemed to work. Greater freedom of trade
within Britain came with a judicious protectionism that had benefited
Scotland. Improving and protectionist policies had been pushed by politi-
cians such as the third duke of Argyll. All that serves as an immediate
background to the Political Discourses; all that would have been in the
minds of his local audience, although it has largely vanished from the minds
of his modern readers and commentators. Market forces could do much but
not all could be left to markets. Hume wanted freer trade and markets
operating without interference, but suspected that such policies would not
work in the linen trade. Further, he believed that during famines food must
be provided for those with no money, or else intolerable violence would
result. The rebellion of 1745 also made apparent the need for some gov-
ernment interventions in the economy to realize political ends.

Throughout his career, Hume, like Paterson and Law, thought that gov-
ernment was essential to well-run economies. To protect the nation, pay the
public debts, and realize whatever social goods they need to pursue, gov-
ernments will and must intervene in their state’s economy if only through
taxation, without which they could not exist:

Though a resolution should be formed by the legislature never to
impose any tax which hurts commerce and discourages industry, it will
be impossible for men, in subjects of such extreme delicacy, to reason so
justly as never to be mistaken, or amidst difficulties so urgent, never to
be seduced from their resolution. The continual fluctuations in com-
merce require continual alterations in the nature of the taxes; which
exposes the legislature every moment to the danger of both wilful and
involuntary error. And by any great blow given to trade, whether by
injudicious taxes or other accidents, throws the whole system of gov-
ernment into confusion.

(Hume 1985aa [1752h], 358)

Hume’s economics is always political, and always related to legal and con-
stitutional regimes, manners, customs, laws, religions, and the physical setting
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in which a given economy is located. His laissez faire was one with qualifi-
cations. The theory he deploys is ultimately for the statesman who should
be skeptical, guided by experience and always proceeds with caution when
making changes. He must be wary of unintended consequences. For those
reasons Hume is still readable and his ideas applicable to modern discus-
sions of political economy.
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2 The Emergence of David Hume as a
Political Economist: A Biographical
Sketch

lan Simpson Ross

There is a word, which is here in the mouth of every body, and which,
I find, has also got abroad, and is much employed by foreign writers, in
imitation of the ENGLISH; and this is, CIRCULATION. This word
serves as an account of everything; and though I confess I have sought
for its meaning in the present subject, ever since I was a school-boy,
I have never yet been able to discover it.

(David Hume 1985aa [1752h], 636)!

This intriguing admission by David Hume appeared from 1752 until 1768 in
the essay, “Of Public Credit,” in Political Discourses. Biographical interest
in Hume as an economic theorist and analyst prompts inquiry into the
chronology attached to this statement, and the unfolding of its conceptual
implications. This paper aims to establish what early impressions of this
kind and from later stages of his career probably influenced Hume’s
thinking about economics, especially as these are revealed in his corre-
spondence.?

He was a student at Edinburgh from 1721 to 1725, so let us say his puz-
zlement over the widespread use of the term circulation—which we under-
stand in the broad, commercial sense of transmission of products and
values, and in the narrower sense of issuance of negotiable paper: stocks,
bonds, notes, bills, and receipts (Littré 1889, “circulation”)—began in the
early 1720s. He was 12 years old or so then, and no doubt precocious,’
therefore likely to have been inquisitive about a farming and business world
in which his elders transferred objects for cash, and negotiated over pieces
of paper that somehow represented values and cash, while meantime a dis-
tant government collected taxes and incurred debt by borrowing money on
promises to make timely repayments. This world of commerce, and to some
extent its problems, was delineated in the Spectator papers that were
popular reading of the period, such as issue 174 by Steele, presenting
Sir Andrew Freeport’s defense of commerce (Addison and Steele 1982
[1711-12], 447-54).

Seen in the long-term, Britain was undergoing a financial revolution
during Hume’s youth, with economic growth funded through private and
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government stock circulation, and the fiscal-military state functioning
and expanding on the basis of public debt (Dickson 1967; Brewer 1990;
Roseveare 1991; Brewer and Hellmuth 1999; Winch 1996). In the short-
term, however, this was the era following the bursting of the South Sea
Bubble in September 1720 caused by stock swindling and speculation
mania. This was also the era in which Robert Walpole assumed political
leadership in Britain, and achieved relative success in managing the fall-out
from the Bubble crisis. Walpole’s restructuring of the national debt had two
outcomes. First, a significant part of the British national debt caused by the
French wars was converted to redeemable government stock and, second,
responsible management of the debt was an issue for every government
thereafter (Roseveare 1969, 111).4

Reactions to Walpole’s policies in Britain were mixed from the start, as
witnessed by the highly critical publication, Cato’s Letters (Trenchard and
Gordon 1995 [1720-23]). Hume came to share this critical perspective on
Walpole’s administration, commenting as follows: “During his Time, Trade
has flourish’d, Liberty declin’d, and Learning has gone to Ruin. As I am a
man, I love him; as I am a scholar, I hate him; as I am a Briton, I calmly
wish his fall.” This passage was part of “A Character of Sir Robert Wal-
pole,” an essay in the second volume of Essays, Moral and Political (1742),
published on the eve of Walpole’s resignation as prime minister; from 1748
to 1768 this comment appeared as a footnote to the essay, “That Politics
May Be Reduced to a Science” (originally published in 1741), and was
dropped from the 1770 edition of the Essays (Hume 1985c [1741c], 27 n. 20;
19850 [1742¢], 574-76). After Walpole faded from the public eye and the
Essays, Hume modified his stance on the growth and management of Brit-
ain’s public debt. This occurred when his understanding of circulation was
sharply challenged by the financier Isaac de Pinto, discussed below as an
acquaintance of Hume in the 1760s. He is presented in the guise of an
advocate of government stock circulation and prudent continuance, also
management, of the national debt, who criticized Hume’s views and claimed
to have changed Hume’s mind.

In the aftermath of the South Sea Bubble, there was a belief that circula-
tion, as defined above, had stopped because of a collapse of public and pri-
vate credit, which for a hundred years in England rested on these paper
instruments. People also felt an urgent need to get the financial system
moving again, through increases in the interest on Exchequer Bills and
minting more coins, since paper currency was for a time non-negotiable
(Carswell 1993, 159-61). The schoolboy Hume must have heard his elders
express alarm about the rash of bankruptcies caused by the bursting of the
Bubble,® perhaps coupled with discussion of technical details about the need
for circulation in the economy. We can surmise this would be one stimulus
for his later inquiries into financial systems.

As he grew older, Hume seems to have been impressed by Country Whig
criticism of the dishonesty of the financial wheeling and dealing in London
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that helped to maintain the Court Whigs in government under Walpole. The
system of managing public debt which Walpole bequeathed would have an
aura of corruption, coloring Hume’s subsequent opinions. His adult view
that the prime minister was disingenuous in arguing that increasing the
national debt through stock issues was beneficial is expressed in another
paragraph appearing in “Of Public Credit,” from 1752 to 1768:

And these puzzling arguments, (for they deserve not the name of spe-
cious) though they could not be the foundation of [Walpole’s] conduct,
for he had more sense; served at least to keep his partisans in counte-
nance, and perplex the understanding of the nation.

(Hume 1985aa [1752h], 636, n. c)

Hume’s admission of puzzlement (which remained in his text until 1768)
over the meaning of circulation leads into an outburst against the London
traders in stocks:

But what production we owe to CHANGE-ALLEY, or even what con-
sumption, except that of coffee, and pen, ink, and paper, I have not yet
learned; nor can one foresee the loss or decay of any one beneficial
commerce or commodity, though that place and all its inhabitants were
forever buried in the ocean.

(Hume 1985aa [1752h], 637)

Hume’s sharp reflection on a modern economy of producers and consumers,
and the usefulness or not of the stock market, echoes the rage vented in
London by pamphleteers and satirists around 1720, against the gambling
stock-jobbers to be found in “Change Alley.” This was a labyrinth of lanes in
the acute angle formed by Lombard Street and Cornhill, where the jobbers
had taken refuge when formally excluded from the Royal Exchange on the
other side of Lombard Street. A satirical account of the drowning of spec-
ulators succumbing to circulation is found in a frequently reprinted poem—
“The Bubble” or “Upon the South Sea Project” (1720)—by Jonathan Swift,
one of Hume’s favorite authors:

There is a gulf where thousands fell,
Here all the bold adventurers came,

A narrow sound though deep as hell,
‘Change Alley’ is the dreadful name.

Subscribers here by thousands float,

And jostle one another down

Each paddling in his leaky boat,

And here they fish for gold and drown.
(Swift 1983, 212)°
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To be sure, in his essay, “Of Public Credit,” Hume admitted (at least
from 1752 to 1768) that some economic good arises from stock “circula-
tion,” just as some good arises from that other evil, the “incumbrance”
arising from governments mortgaging the future of their people to fund
domestic and foreign policies in the present. Still, the conclusion he pre-
sented in 1752 and retained is dire: “either the nation must destroy public
credit, or public credit will destroy the nation” (Hume 1985aa [1752h], 352,
360-61).7

Focusing now on Hume’s career, it is notable that a nervous breakdown
in 1729, then recovery at home, and consciousness of his slender means as a
laird’s younger brother, forced Hume to turn from the reflective life of a
philosopher he preferred to an active life abroad (Mossner 1980, 611-15).
This meant he suspended a far-reaching inquiry into “human Nature, upon
which every moral Conclusion must depend,” that had involved by 1732
the planning of the Treatise of Human Nature, finally published in 1739-40
(Hume 1969 [1932], 1:158; Hume 2000a). He comments on his situation in a
letter provisionally dated March or April 1734, addressed to an unknown
physician.® Hume recounts that he had emigrated from Scotland, and was
hastening from London to Bristol, to become a merchant. He envisioned a
career of “toss[ing] about the world from pole to pole,” presumably as a
supercargo, that is, an agent sent on a voyage to manage commercial
transactions. Did Hume know that the merchant voyages he anticipated
might take him across the Atlantic, where Bristol ships were in the
forefront of sugar and tobacco trading with Britain’s colonies in North
America and the Caribbean? These ships were also heavily involved in the
infamous traffic in West African slaves seized to work the plantations.
Bristol was the premier organizing port in Britain for the slave trade from
1728 to 1732, and then was overtaken by Liverpool and London (Morgan
1993, 132-33).

In the event, Hume became a clerk in the counting-house of a sugar-
importer, Michael Miller, an agent trading on commission with Jamaica
plantations from 15 Queen Square, Bristol. Owners or managers of plantations
or traders in that commodity would consign sugar for sale by Miller, and
order goods in return from him. Miller would receive something like a 2.5
percent commission for his sales, for performing services such as buying sup-
plies and provisions for the trading ships, and for acting as a quasi-banker by
providing credit and accepting bills of exchange. His clerks would be involved
in paying customs duties and freight charges on the ships, arranging for
cargoes to be placed in warehouses, and perhaps passing on market information
to the planters’ lawyers, as well as in arranging for insurance on cargoes and
ships, with a half-percent extra commission for their employer (Morgan
1993, 128-40, 193-96,). Miller apparently made £20,000 from his business—
at least this is reported in an anecdote about his unwillingness to have his
English corrected by Hume, since it was apparently good enough to enable
him to realize a fortune of this size (Mossner 1980, 88-91).



The emergence of David Hume as a political economist 35

One indication, perhaps, of Hume’s interest in his work is that he owned
a copy of John Ashley’s pamphlet, “Some Observations on a Direct
Exportation of Sugar from the British Islands, London,” 1735 (Norton and
Norton 1996, 146 n. 72). In the 1730s, Ashley, a former Barbados planter
and colonial administrator, was a leading spokesman in England for West
Indies’ interests, strongly advocating direct trade between the British islands
and Europe. Sugar is believed to have been the “most valuable of all British
imports” from 1670 to 1820, after it passed from being a luxury item to a
regular household one, and Bristol had a major share of this trade (Morgan
1993, 1-2, 184). Hume probably derived economic information and insights
from the business of Miller’s counting-house and its connection with
Atlantic seaboard trade. For example, he cites with assurance the interest
rate in Jamaica (“Of Interest,” Hume 1985v [1752d], 296). In addition, he
must have been conscious of the racist attitudes of Bristolians involved in,
or benefiting from, the slave trade. Did this contribute to his position on the
“natural” inferiority of black people, so offensive to modern readers (“Of
National Characters,” note as amended in 1776, 1985q [1748a], 629-30)?
Despite his thesis on racial superiority, however, Hume condemns the
imposition of slavery as a moral wrong to the victims that also brutalizes
the masters. Further, going into the economics of modern slavery, he con-
cludes that it was not a profitable enterprise. The verdict from the West
Indies, where Bristol merchants principally traded, was that the stock of
slaves decreased 5 percent each year unless new ones were brought in, and
that the fear of punishment did not bring out as much work from a slave as
the dread of dismissal from a hired servant (“Of the Populousness of
Ancient Nations,” Hume 1985bb [1752i], 383-84, 389-90, n. 23; Immerwahr
1992, 481-86; Palter 1995, 3-4, 6-10).

On the point of socioeconomic organization, a quick-witted young man
like Hume would find much to interest him in Bristol. It was the second-
largest city of England, a crowded, dirty port with a population in 1700 of
20,000, small compared to London’s 687,000, which was a tenth of Eng-
land’s population at that date. Nevertheless, Bristol possessed a thriving,
affluent merchant community, often led by younger sons of the landed and
clerical classes, with intellectual and charitable interests, represented, for
example, by the founding of the Free Library in 1613, and the Merchants’
Almshouses beginning in 1699 (Wilson 1971, 179; Mathias 1979, 98, 118;
Marcy 1972, 14).

A tradition of economic analysis in Bristol is suggested by the work of John
Cary (d. 1720 ?), a vicar’s son who became a West Indies sugar merchant in
Bristol, and published successful pamphlets on industry as the main engine of
wealth, for example, “An Essay on the State of England in Relation to its
Trade, its Poor, and its Taxes” (1695, with several reprints up to 1745).° Cary
also wrote “Essay Towards the Settlement of a National Credit in the King-
dom of England” (1696) and literature on the balance of trade and currency
issues, advancing doctrines of the mercantilist cast that Hume would
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challenge in Political Discourses (Schumpeter 1986, 197, 365-367; Appleby
1978, 155, 170, 226). Likely to have influenced Hume’s viewpoint in a positive
way was Jacob Vanderlint’s pamphlet, Money Answers All Things (1914
[1734]), an explanation of the mechanisms and benefits of a money econ-
omy and free trade, extensively quoted in the leading monthly periodical,
the Gentleman's Magazine, in March 1734, about the time Hume reached
Bristol.

In that city, to be sure, the young man had an opportunity to observe or
even deal directly with interest rates, credit arrangements, and tax problems.
Bristol’s banking, credit, and capital-accumulation systems were well devel-
oped, involving remittances by metal and paper instruments. Traders and
bankers, also commission agents like Miller, were involved in discounting
bills of exchange and handling foreign currency, requiring awareness of
specie movement and the balance of trade (Wilson 1971, 51, 330-31). It is
possible, of course, that Hume encountered ill will as a Scot in Bristol, since
its merchants were so incensed about Scottish success in the tobacco trade
that they petitioned Parliament to strangle Glasgow’s enterprise in that
sector (Hamilton 1963, 255-61; Morgan 1993, 153-57). Nevertheless, Hume
went on record in the Political Discourses with a positive view of merchants:
“one of the most useful races of men, who serve as agents between those
parts of the state, that are wholly unacquainted, and are ignorant of each
other’s necessities” (Hume 1985v [1752d], 300).1° It is worth remembering
that his four months’ employment with Miller represented Hume’s only
concentrated exposure to merchants and commercial activity, in a city
where the inhabitants were fond of saying that the “very parson thinks of
nothing but turning a penny” (Lamoine 1990, 113).

However, the memory of the “knavery and extravagance” of the stock-
jobbing projectors of the South Sea Company!! and their like was still
obnoxious in Britain, and as Hume was leaving his country in 1734, the
government put through Parliament an act against the “wicked, pernicious,
and destructive Practice of Stock-jobbing” (7 Geo. II, c.8). Though no
doubt glad to proceed to France and follow his true vocation as a philosopher,
Hume took with him his memories of transatlantic commerce conducted
from Bristol. His aim was to continue with his Treatise of Human Nature,
within which there was to be a place for “Politics” (as indicated on the
advertisement for the first volume in 1739 [2000a]), comprised by history
and political economy. But this project was now advanced against the
backdrop of a metropolitan economy in Paris and two regional economies,
first, that of Champagne, where his base was Reims (1734-35), and then
Anjou, where his base was La Fléche (1735-37). These settings varied greatly
from what he had experienced in Britain, and therefore offered useful com-
parative material. As for the scene in the realm of finance, however, there
were some similarities, since the French were still feeling keenly the effects
of the bursting of their Mississippi Company bubble in the spring of 1720
(Kindleberger 2000, 208). The revolutionary Mississippi scheme had been
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launched in August 1717, in the time of the Regent Orléans, by another
Scot with a highly original mind, the economic theorist and gambler John
Law (Murphy 1997; Gleeson 2000), who was greatly concerned with the two
themes that seem to have interested Hume from his early student years:
circulation of money as a stimulus to the economy, and establishment of
sound public credit.

Law had two major aims in mind for the Mississippi scheme: first, solving
the shortage of money in France, by replacing specie with paper-note cir-
culation underwritten by a central bank; and second, managing French
finances, ruined as the result of Louis XIV’s wars, by substituting for the
national debt the circulation of shares in the Mississippi Company, which
had been granted the authority to trade in and colonize the vastly expanded
territory of Louisiana. Facing the opposition of those with vested interests,
Law had to push his scheme too hard and too fast, and it collapsed after a
mania of speculation, which created a financial disaster even more appalling
than the bursting of the South Sea Bubble that soon followed.

When Hume expressed his skepticism about there being any fixed mean-
ing for the word circulation, he stated that foreign writers employed it, imi-
tating the English, and he cited in a note: “Melon, Du Tot, Law, in the
pamphlets published in France” (1985aa [1752h], 636, n. 1). Hume expres-
sed a negative view of Law in his essay “Of Public Credit,” and did not do
justice to him as a seminal monetary theorist:

when the nation becomes heartily sick of their debts, and is cruelly
oppressed by them, some daring projector may arise with visionary
schemes for their discharge. And as public credit will begin, by that time,
to be a little frail, the least touch will destroy it as happened in FRANCE
during the regency; and in this manner it will die of the doctor.
(1985aa [1752h], 361; italics in the original)!?

In three other essays included in Political Discourses: “Of Commerce,” “Of
Money,” and “Of the Balance of Trade,” as well as in “Of Public Credit,”
Hume reveals awareness of economic theories expressed in Law’s book,
Money and Trade Consider’d with a Proposal for Supplying the Nation with
Money (1720), which he retained in his library in an English edition pub-
lished at Glasgow in 1760 (Norton and Norton 1996, 107 n. 751). In general,
it seems that some knowledge of French financial history reinforced features
of Hume’s thinking about money, such as his concern over inflation, and his
preference for an open economy, as recent scholars have explained (Wenner-
lind 2000, 2001b, 2002, 2005; Caffentzis 2001; Sakamoto 2003).

As well, Hume reflects awareness of three other writers who began debating
Law’s ideas in print within 20 years of the collapse of the Mississippi
scheme. Two were connected with Law himself. Jean-Francgois Melon was
the great man’s private secretary from 1718 to 1720, and Charles de Ferrare
Du Tot was manager of the cash account in the French Royal Bank under
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Law. Melon (1734) argued that money is the life-blood of the economy, and
should be kept in plentiful supply (circulation), and held that contracting a
national debt was a transfer from the right hand to the left. As far as Hume
was concerned, this was a doctrine based on “loose reasonings and specious
comparisons” (1985x [1752¢], 356; Larrere 1992, 107-15). It has been sug-
gested by John Robertson that Melon’s stress on agriculture as the chief
productive sector of an economy prompted Hume to argue in the Political
Discourses that commerce best promoted economic growth, and that this
was frustrated for the most part by jealousy of trade and the mishandling of
the instruments of commerce—money and credit (Robertson 2000, 51). Du
Tot (1738) debated Melon’s views on the effects of changes in the domestic
currency rates, and provided the favorable assessment of an insider on the
rise and fall of Law’s system of paper currency and state finance, funded
through investment in colonial trade (Murphy 1998, 57-77). Hume refers to
Du Tot’s criticisms of Law approvingly in “Of the Balance of Trade” (1985x
[1752¢], 315 n. 11), and wrote out 11 extracts from his Réflexions politiques
sur les finances et le commerce (1738) in the “Early Memoranda” (Mossner
1948, discussed below).

The third writer mentioned by Hume was Joseph Paris-Duverney, sig-
nificant for countering Du Tot’s positive view of Law by stating bluntly that,
after December 1720, Law’s policies had left France “more drained than it
had been by twenty-five years of war and the almost total losses at the end
of the reign of Louis XIV” (1740, 2:132). In “Of the Balance of Trade,”
Hume seems to echo Paris-Duverney’s negative view of Law’s innovations,
commenting that an increase in “paper-credit” may have a good effect on
the economy in the interval between an increase in money in this form and
the subsequent rise in price, “but it is dangerous to precipitate matters, at
the risk of losing all by the failing of that credit, as must happen upon any
violent shock in public affairs” (1985x [1752¢], 317 n. 13).!3 To be sure,
Paris-Duverney was far from objective in his criticism of Law, since his
livelihood was threatened by Law’s drive to rid the French taxation system
of tax-farmers like himself (Murphy 1997, 4).

The English writings imitated by the French in their discussions of circu-
lation may well have included, in addition to Law’s “Essay on Money and
Trade” (1720), Sir Josiah Child’s Discourse about Trade (1690), Joshua Gee’s
Trade and Navigation of Great-Britain Considered (1730), and Bishop Berke-
ley’s Querist (1901 [1735]). Thus Dugald Stewart, intellectual heir of Hume
and Adam Smith, cited these sources as inspiring French analysis of com-
merce (1982 [1811], 348 n. 1). Hume’s library included an edition of the Ber-
keley title dated 1751 (Norton and Norton 1996, 75 n. 134).

In addition to following up ideas about monetary policy in France and
Britain when he crossed the Channel, Hume took an interest in economic
data. This topic comes up in his correspondence with a young English
friend involved in commerce, James Birch, employed or lodging in Bristol’s
Old Market in September 1734 (Hume 1969 [1932], 1:23), and the next May
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residing at “Mr Emory’s Grocer in Taunton,” Somerset (Mossner 1958, 31).
Birch wished to come over to France for “Study & Diversion,” and Hume
provided some economic information about Reims, where he had settled
first. Writing from Reims on 12 September 1734, Hume estimated the
population at 40,000, and claimed that thirty families kept coaches, though
none had an income of more than £500 a year. Reims’s population actually
did not reach 40,000 for many years after that—it was recorded as only
30,602 in 1787-89—but Hume may have judged it to be about the size of
Edinburgh, where he had been educated. As for Paris, at this time it had
possibly 524,186 inhabitants, between a fiftieth and sixtieth part of the total
population of France, and was a very expensive place to live compared to
the provinces (Hume 1985aa [1752h], 354-55; Hamilton 1963, 22; Braudel
1990, 248). It is likely that Reims’s economic strength was observed by
Hume, since it was an important centre of the wine industry, principally
champagne, named after the region, no doubt a factor in what Hume said
the French did best, cultivating “/’Art de Vivre, the art of society and con-
versation” (Hume 19851 [17411], 91).

But Reims also had a woolen industry, fostered by Colbert, a native son
elevated to become the controller general of France under Louis XIV. He is
depicted by Smith, Hume’s more zealous follower in advocating free-market
economics, as an arch-interventionist, who was prepared to restrain some
branches of industry drastically, and privilege others to an extraordinary
degree. Colbert was also ready to depress the industry of the country to
support that of the town, rather than allow “every man to pursue his own
interest in his own way, upon the liberal plan of equality, liberty, and jus-
tice” (Smith 1976 [1776], 4.9.3).

Hume’s reflections on the link between public policy and economic
advantage for France took a more conservative form. In the last section of
Essays, Moral and Political (1741), namely, “Of Liberty and Despotism”
(later “Of Civil Liberty” from 1758), written not too long after Hume left
France, he dealt with the theme of amelioration of government in modern
times, both of the free and the autocratic kind, and announced: “It has
become an established opinion, that commerce can never flourish but in a
free government” (19851 [1741i], 92). Hume departed from this “vulgar
Whig” position in suggesting that the monarchy of France, if it sank under
an oppressive tax system, could rise through tax reform undertaken by a
wise prince or minister, “endowed with sufficient discernment to know his
own and the public interest.” This kind of reform could certainly extend to
economic initiatives a /la Colbert, while free governments in a flourishing
state sank under the burden of taxes raised to pay down national debt
(ibid., 95-96). In this passage, to be sure, Hume is addressing a central issue
in his Political Discourses: under what conditions do nations flourish and
decline? Here, indeed, is the opening for his enquiries into commerce as the
engine of economic growth, with money, interest, taxes, and public credit as
its instruments.
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However, the immediate attraction of Reims for Hume was that he had
an introduction to its chief man of letters: the abbé Noél-Antoine Pluche
(1688-1761), noted for his poetry, tragedies, and histories, and also for
publishing a popular textbook on life and creation, the eight-volume Le
Spectacle de la nature (1732-51), which paid some attention to commerce.
Pluche opened his fine library to Hume, who reported on 29 September
1734 to a Scottish friend, Michael Ramsay, that he was reading Berkeley’s
Principles of Human Knowledge there in English and French, and re-reading
Locke. Hume mentioned that new works of “Learning & Philosophy”
arrived from London and Paris each month, so he did not feel the want of
the latest books (Morrisroe 1973, 314-15). Melon’s “Essai politique sur le
commerce” (1734) fits this category, and Berkeley’s Alciphron, published in a
second edition in London in 1734, then in French at The Hague the same
year. The “Second Dialogue” of the Alciphron contains a discussion of cir-
culation, satirizing the enthusiasm of Mandeville (1988, 1:86-147) for this
principle as explaining economic growth through luxury demand. Hume, of
course, tended to endorse Mandeville’s views on this subject (Hume 1985t
[1752b], 280; Berry 1994, 101-25, 126-76).

In Reims, Hume settled down to the philosophical reading, or re-reading,
that contributed to the composition of the Treatise, but he stayed only one
year, acquiring some proficiency in French, then moved for two years to La
Fléche—in Anjou, also noted for its wines—a small, quiet town of 5,000
souls or so. It had the advantage of offering access to the library of a Jesuit
college, reputed to have had 40,000 volumes when Louis XV dissolved the
college in 1762. Hume is known to have debated the issue of proof of
miracles with the church fathers (Hume 1969 [1932], 1:360-61). One won-
ders, however, did he reason with them on economic topics such as the just
price constituted by the naturally exchange-established price, and the quan-
tity theory of money? Before Jean Bodin, Jesuit thinkers such as Luis
Molina, Juan de Lugo, and Leonard de Leys (Lessius) had developed these
concepts to explain the inflation resulting from the influx of precious metals
from Latin America, and in an attempt to balance the conflicting claims of
acceptable commercial practice and the public good. F. A. von Hayek
(1968), who found inspiration in Hume’s writings, took this neoscholastic
material seriously, inclining to the belief that Max Weber was wrong, and
that the Jesuits rather than the Calvinists laid down the basis for capitalism
(see Grice-Hutchinson 1952; 1993).

From his correspondence, we learn of Hume in August 1737, en route to
London to publish the Treatise, advising Michael Ramsay what to read to
understand the metaphysical part, that is, book 1, “Of the Understanding”
(Kozanecki 1963, 133). Hume believed that the more original part of his
work dealt with “Morals,” his analysis of motives and actions underscoring
his views on human behavior as recorded in history in its social stages, and
finding expression in politics and economics. In January 1739, he published
as part of his “science of man,” the first two Books of the Treatise, “Of the
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Understanding” and “Of the Passions,” and the advertisement for them
stated that if he was fortunate enough to be successful, he would “proceed
to the examination of Morals, Politics, and Criticism; which will compleat
this Treatise of Human Nature” (2000a). The third book, “Of Morals,” duly
appeared on 5 November 1740, with its novel teaching about the “conven-
tions of property, exchange, and money” as a theory of the “emergence of
modern commercial society” (Wennerlind 2002), in essence a basis for an
innovative exploration of political economy. Sad to relate, the enterprise on
the whole met with indifference or contempt. Further elucidation of the new
explanatory principles of thought, and analysis of the relevant emotions,
motivations, and values, with a view to applying them systematically to the
field of political economy, seemed indefinitely postponed.

Hume’s strategy, however, was to change his approach to writing, and
launch what became a profitable career as a man of letters, with an
expanding market for his books. At this period, he continued with his plan
for the “science of man,” through writing on “moral and political” topics,
but in the form of essays (1741-42) rather than philosophical treatises. To
deal with the problem of style, he adopted the approach of Addison and
Steele in their highly successful periodicals, Tatler and Spectator. As Hume
points out in “Of Essay Writing” (1985p [1742f]), he viewed himself as a
sort of ambassador, representing the “Dominions of Learning” separated
for too long from “those of Conversation.” What was needed, he wrote,
using an economic metaphor, was the establishment of a healthy balance of
trade between the two realms, to ensure that sound reasoning would draw
its materials from the experience available only in the “conversible world”
(Hume 1985aa [1742a], 535). This explains that Hume never wrote a
treatise on economics, unlike his successors Sir James Steuart and Adam
Smith, but gave his readers Political Discourses in the form of a series of
essays.

But we have further evidence for thinking that Hume was also collecting
materials for, and developing his ideas on, the subject of “politics,” includ-
ing economics, intended for inclusion in the “science of man.” This is to be
found in his “Early Memoranda” (Mossner 1948), which M. A. Stewart
(2000, 276-88) and Tatsuya Sakamoto (2004), going back to the conclusion
of John Hill Burton (1846, 1:125), suggest have a later date than Mossner
accepted, because a link can be made between certain extracts and the pre-
cisely datable first volume of Essays of 1741. Of great methodological
interest is number 257 of Section III: “The Moderns have not treated
Morals so well as the Ancients merely from their Reasoning turn, which
carry’d them away from Sentiment.” This is surely a guide for Hume in
coming to terms with the sentiment (passion) whose constant pressure
drives economic activity: “Avarice, or the desire of gain, is the universal
passion, which operates at all times, in all places, and upon all persons”
(Hume 1985k [1742a], 113). Sakamoto notes that the Memoranda entries
prior to number 145, Section III, for the most part concern
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economic subjects, which Hume had already classified into topics concern-
ing “taxation, foreign trade, interest rates, and public finance.” Also, Hume
recorded items about money, interest, and population from his inquiries
into the history of ancient Greece and Rome. As well, his comparative
approach to economics is further in evidence from assembling facts and
identifying issues from a broad range of contemporary British, French, and
Dutch sources. A basis for the subject matter of separate essays in Political
Discourses is thus clearly established in these Memoranda.

Reflections on his reading and composition, however, were not the sole
activities that contributed to the making of the Political Discourses. We also
have to think of Hume’s career experience in the period 1746-48: “almost
the only Interruption which my Studies have received in the Course of my
Life” (Mossner 1980, 612). Unexpectedly, in the spring of 1746, he was
whirled off by a distant relation, Lt.-General James St. Clair, to be his
secretary and act as the judge advocate for a military expedition, designed
first as a descent on Canada, and then diverted to be a blow at France’s
economic empire, namely, an ill-fated attack on the French East India
Company’s home port at Lorient in Brittany. Hume recorded these adven-
tures in his notebooks for the years 1746-47 (National Library of Scotland,
Hume Papers, MSS 25689-91). As an analyst of politics and economics,
also the future historian of England, Hume gained invaluable lessons from
this episode, and saw firsthand how the public debt contracted for Britain’s
foreign wars was actually spent or misspent.

General St. Clair also invited Hume to travel across Europe in 174849 as
his secretary and aide-de-camp on a secret military-diplomatic mission to
the court of the Empress Maria Theresa at Vienna and that of the king of
Sardinia at Turin. Hume wrote a journal of his travels in the form of a
running letter, dated from 3 March 1748 at The Hague to 16 June at Turin
(Hume 1969 [1932], 1:114-33), maintained for the “Amusement” of his
brother, the stay-at-home but avid reader John. In the main, it offers shrewd
commentary on the different societies through which he passed. In a sense,
it is also an important subtext to the essay, “Of National Characters,”
separately published in November 1748 as one of Three Essays, Moral and
Political, and simultaneously as part of the third edition of Essays, Moral
and Political (Todd 1974, 193; Chamley 1975, 287-91). Further, it has a
relationship to Political Discourses, since it offers case studies of societies
and human types under different constitutions and economic dispensa-
tions.

In Holland, Hume found an insurrection in progress against war taxes
and the patriciate that levied them, or farmed them out. This uprising was a
violent challenge to the orthodoxy established by Hugo Grotius that “True
Liberty” consisted in entrusting sovereignty to an oligarchy (Schama 1988,
601). Hume’s summing up of the situation was succinct: “Holland was
undoubtedly ruin’d by its Liberty; & now has a Chance of being sav’d by its
Prince [William IV of Orange]: let Republic make the best of this example
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that they can.” He was also satisfied this was not the result of mob rule: “It
was not the Mob, properly speaking, that made the Revolution but the
middling & substantial Tradesmen.” Hume’s interpretation of this episode,
which he personally observed, corresponds with the views he had expressed
on free governments and autocratic ones in the essay “Of Liberty and Des-
potism” (1741), mentioned above. It corresponds as well with his views
about the importance of political stability for the economic health of a
country.

Hume was not impressed with Vienna, and thought the Empress Maria
Theresa prudish, though a woman of spirit. It is possible he met at this time
Count L. F. J. von Zinzendorf, an expert on finance and commerce in the
imperial administration, who provided him with an account of money (specie)
imported into Spain. Hume passed this account on to Adam Smith in 1772
while he was composing the Wealth of Nations (Smith 1987a, 415-16). The
journal ended in Turin, in an Italy that according to Hume was excessively
taxed, and where news of the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle reached St. Clair’s
embassy group. It is likely that Hume’s international perspective on politics
and economics was given focus by his travels, resulting in his condemnation of
the “narrow and malignant politics” of his country, and the declaration that
ends “Of the Jealousy of Trade”:

as a British subject, I pray for the flourishing commerce of Germany,
Spain, Italy, and even France itself. I am at least certain, that Great
Britain, and all these nations, would flourish more, did their sovereigns
and ministers adopt such enlarged and benevolent sentiments towards
each other.

(1985ee [1758], 331)

Though he had little time for authorship during this active interlude in his
life, Hume kept up his interest in books, and secured a copy of Mon-
tesquieu’s masterwork, De ['Esprit des lois (1748), before he left Italy.
Reading and annotating it, and then corresponding with Montesquieu
(Hume 1969 [1932], 1:33-38), was part of the enterprise of pulling together
in the years 1749-51, in retirement at Ninewells, the elements that comprise
the Political Discourses of 1752.

Identifying the capstone to this period in “My Own Life,” Hume
observed that, “In 1752, were published at Edinburgh, where I then lived,
my Political Discourses, the only work of mine that was successful on the
first publication.” Writing from the point of view of a historian of the book
as an artifact and commodity, Richard B. Sher has recently argued that
Hume’s account of his success at this time in his brief autobiography is
“misleading,” and claims that by 1752 Hume had little to show for his literary
efforts in terms of financial reward and professional standing (Sher 2000,
44-47). Sher thinks that Hume’s works were successful commercially through
adoption of “brilliant marketing strategy,” when they were “repackaged” in



44  Ian Simpson Ross

a first collected edition, namely, the Essays and Treatises of 1753, in which
the Political Discourses were presented in the fourth volume. In this way,
according to Sher, Hume “repackaged” himself as an author with a
“coherent identity as a philosophical writer,” and truly began to achieve
fame and success in the literary marketplace. However, a simpler explana-
tion is that Political Discourses appears in the fourth and last volume of the
Essays and Treatises, ostensibly in 1753, because it was the most recent of
Hume’s books to be published.!

In the years after the publication of his book, Hume corresponded on
monetary theory with the witty and, at times, highly irascible, pro-Jacobite
peer, Lord Elibank, author of Thoughts on Money, Circulation, and Paper
Currency, published in May 1758. Writing to Elibank the month before, on 6
April 1758, Hume clarified his opinion, that “Multiplication of Money” was
advantageous neither to an industrious country nor to an idle one, because
“it seems to prevent the Importation of as much Bullion (which has a real
intrinsic Value) as the paper amounts to” (Mossner 1962, 441-42). He also
pointed out that while an increase in the money supply increases demand,
prices will remain the same if the increase of the demand goes along with an
increase in “Industry” (production). Hume also recollected to Elibank that
provisions in La Fléche, where he resided after moving from Reims, accord-
ing to a Catholic English woman he knew there, cost a “third of the price,
which they bore in Suffolk, where she usually liv’d.” Hume believed this was
the case because of the “greater Encrease of Money in England” (Mossner
1962, 446). This anecdote reveals Hume interpreting comparative French/
English experience in the light of the quantity theory of money.!’

The letters to Elibank date from the same time as his correspondence
with James Oswald (10 October 1749, 1 November 1750), Lord Kames
(4 March 1758), and Morellet (10 July 1769) (Hume 1955, 190-99, 199-202,
214-16), thus constituting a rich quarry for this concern of Hume’s with
monetary theory (Wennerlind 2005, 6, 10, 11). Hume was not entirely con-
sistent, however, in developing his views on money in his essays and corre-
spondence. Though genial in acknowledging errors (Hume 1955, 190-98),
perhaps he did not rise above the standards of his age in identifying con-
temporary sources (Rashid 1984, 158-59). These possibly included Vander-
lint’s pamphlet on money of 1734, already discussed, and Cantillon’s Essai
sur la nature du commerce (n.d. [1755]), which circulated in manuscript
before it was published in the version found in Hume’s library (Norton and
Norton 1996, 83 n. 289).

Following the years given over to writing his History of England (1754-62),
in which economic theory and economic history play a considerable
role, Hume returned to diplomatic service, becoming British embassy
secretary and finally chargé d’affaires in Paris (1763-66), where he received
acclaim suggesting he was regarded as the foremost man of letters in
Europe. While in Paris at this time, Hume encountered the Jewish financier
Isaac de Pinto, scion of one of the wealthiest Portuguese Sephardic families
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in the Netherlands. Pinto had been an adviser to the Stadtholder, William
IV, whom Hume regarded as the hero of a bourgeois revolution. Pinto had
also been deeply involved in the affairs of the Dutch West India Company,
and was active in the London money market on the eve of the Seven Years
War in 1759, raising for the British government a loan of £6,600,000
(Popkin 1970; 1974). When his financial situation in the Netherlands altered
for the worse, he settled at Paris from 1761 until 1764, acting as a tax con-
sultant, and passing around to various readers including Hume his manu-
script Traité de la circulation et de crédit. With Hume’s encouragement, he
revised it for publication (Pinto 2000 [1771], 122), and it proved to be the
most knowledgeable response to Hume’s views on and concerns about cir-
culation (Fieser 2001).

Pinto’s stay in Paris overlapped with the period of Hume’s involvement in
negotiations for the conclusion of the Seven Years War. Soon after the
signing of the Treaty of Paris in March 1763, Pinto learned that concessions
given to the French East Company were very costly for its British counter-
part, and he found a way for pressure to be put on the French to change the
treaty in favor of the British East India Company. Hume helped him secure
a reward in the form of a British pension in 1767-68. This success was duly
celebrated, “chez Mr David Hume” in London, and at this time the two
men discussed their divergent views on economics.

In due course, Pinto’s Traité de la circulation et de crédit (1771) was
translated into English, ostensibly by the Reverend Stephen Baggs, but in
fact by his cousin, Sir Philip Francis, reputed author of the Letters of Junius
(1768-73). The resulting Essay on Circulation and Credit, in Four Parts; and
a Letter on the Jealousy of Commerce was published in London in 1774
(Popkin 1974, 117). Francis hid his involvement in the translation, as he did
not want to damage his chances of a patronage appointment from Prime
Minister North, by praising too enthusiastically the advantages of public
debt (Cardoso and Nogueira 2005, 19).

Pinto himself had highly positive views on the national debt and spec-
ulating in government securities in the stock market. He asserted that the
debt supported credit and promoted increases in the circulation of money
and goods. According to Pinto, “M. Hume, quand il écrivit cet Essai,
n’avoit pas fait encore un analyse exacte & commercante de la circulation,
de la Nature des fonds & des rentes” (2000 [1771], 124).'¢ Pinto alleged,
however, that his explanation of proper management of the national debt
through refinancing and conversion into annuities satisfied Hume that it
was not the menace he considered it to be. Pinto’s chief argument was that
each new loan to the government created “un Capital artificial & nouveau,
qui n’existoit pas auparavant, qui devient permanent, fixe & solide, & qui,
au moyen du credit, circule a I’avantage du public, comme si c’étoit un
trésor effectif en argent dont le Royaume se fut enrichi.”!” This process of
“circulation” had real outcomes that made the nation richer, making the
burden of interest that much easier to bear (ibid., 44, 48).
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Pinto was deeply perturbed by Hume’s “voluntary bankruptcy” answer to
the debt problem (2000 [1771], 122-23), since he reckoned that the fate of
the 17,000 creditors Hume was prepared to sacrifice in a public bankruptcy
would in turn affect through consequent deflation the millions in the
population that Hume wished to safeguard (Hume 1985aa [1752h], 361-65;
Winch 1996). Pinto wrote that his account of circulation and public debt
had satisfied Hume: “Je crois I’avoir tranqilleté¢ la-dessous” (2000 [1771],
122).'% In the event, however, Hume never gave up on this stand on the
alarming expansion of national debt (Murphy 2000, 76-77). Nevertheless,
he did withdraw from the 1768 edition of his essay “Of Public Credit”
his admission of skepticism about the claims for the benefits of circulation
in bringing to debtor governments the means for carrying out their business,
and to creditors the returns for supporting and possibly enriching their
lives.

Donald Winch (1996, 14 n. 31) suggests that Pinto’s arguments about
“circulation” caused Hume to curtail his essay in this fashion. At the least,
it is possible that Pinto with his informed viewpoint about the role of paper
money and futures transaction on the stock market, as essential element of
the modern world’s financial system (Nijenhuis 1992, 75-78, 199), made an
impression on Hume, and reinforced the effort of Melon and Du Tot to
clarify the nature of circulation in the economic domain. Approaching the
end of his life, however, Hume the philosophical economist was more con-
cerned about the politics of public debt as he assessed the problems of his
time, with a Country Whig bias (Pocock 1985c, ch. 7; Winch 1996, 2), than
about the theories of the financier Pinto. It remained for Dugald Stewart,
when he was professor of moral philosophy at Edinburgh (1785-1810), to
pronounce in his lectures on political economy that Pinto was the “most
ingenious and best informed writer who has hitherto appeared as an advo-
cate for the policy of our national debt” (Stewart 1994 [1855-56], 9:218).

In summary, this paper argues that Hume’s ideas on political economy
can be associated with distinct episodes in his life. His early problem over
the meaning of circulation, in the aftermath of the bursting of the South Sea
Bubble, seems to have awakened an interest in problems of economic ana-
lysis and their political implications. This interest may have been deepened
through actual experience of international commerce in Bristol. Hume’s
ambitious scheme for a “science of man,” which included economics, was
advanced in the novel setting of France, then recovering from financial col-
lapse caused by a frenzy over circulation. His awareness of contemporary
economic debate in Europe is recorded both in his “Early Memoranda” and
early essays. Subsequently, he investigated the resource base, human poten-
tial, allocation strategies, rivalry, wars, and diplomacy of the major Eur-
opean powers of his time, all of which informed his Political Discourses of
1752. Thereafter, an encounter with a new man on the economic scene,
Isaac de Pinto, seems to have made Hume revise his thinking about public
debt and circulation. These experiences and challenges are mirrored to a
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remarkable extent in his correspondence. When this story is put together, we
can chart the emergence of the persuasive and cosmopolitan economic the-
orist, David Hume.

Notes

I am very grateful to Herr Michael Tochtermann, former director of Verlag
Wirtschaft und Finanzen (Diisseldorf), for providing books by and about Isaac
de Pinto; also to Professors José Luis Cardoso (Lisbon) and Anténio Vasconce-
los Nogueira (Aveiro), and Professor Tatsuya Sakamoto (Tokyo), for sending,
respectively, copies of their papers on Pinto and Hume’s “Early Memoranda.”

1 Citations are taken from the 1985 edition of Hume’s Essays: Moral, Political, and
Literary, edited by Eugene F. Miller, but I have also made use of Hume’s Political
Essays, edited by Knud Haakonssen (1994), which contains valuable notes and
commentary, as does Gilles Robel’s translation of the Essays (2001).

2 Since Raymond Klibansky and Ernest Campbell Mossner published New Letters
of David Hume in 1954, much more of Hume’s correspondence has been discovered,
and this paper draws on letters to Jeremy Birch, Michael Ramsay, Lord Elibank,
and Isaac de Pinto, which shed new light on Hume’s economic concerns.

3 In Hume’s time, boys were sent to Scottish universities in their early teens (Hume
1969 [1932], 1:13; Barfoot 1990, 151 n. 2).

4 The directors of the South Sea Company devised plans in 1722 to manage pub-
licly the effects of the “scandalous transfers” of their predecessors, and accede to
the preeminence of the Bank of England in taking over the national debt. They
recorded their schemes in the “Minutes of the General Court” for the years
1721-33 (British Library, South Sea Company Papers: MS. 25544).

5 In Hume’s boyhood, there was an alarming cycle of English bankruptcies—220
in 1720, 288 in 1721, 240 in 1722—due to the collapse of the South Sea Bubble
(Ashton 1959, 172). As well, many Scottish peers, for example, the Duke of
Montrose, also Lords Rothes, Dunmore, Hyndford, Irvine, and Belhaven (a
notorious plunger in stock schemes in Paris and London), suffered in the crash,
which was said to have diminished their political power thereafter (Carswell
1993, 162-63).

6 In Edinburgh, Allan Ramsay satirized the bubble with a “South Sea Sang,”
printed in 1720, and followed this up with other topical pieces in the Collected
Poems of 1721, whose large subscription list included virtually all the Scottish
nobility. Ramsay sold his poetry from a bookshop close to Hume’s Edinburgh
home. See Ramsay (1954, 1:153-82; 2000, vol. 3).

7 Hont (2005f [1993]) discusses six paragraphs added to “Of Public Credit” in 1764
(Hume 1985aa [1752h], 358-60) as being responsible for the essay’s notoriety as a
“jeremiad which can be read as the worst of eighteenth-century Country tracts,”
directed against immoderate contraction of public debt, and consequent delivery
of power in Britain to moneyed interests at the expense of the landed gentry.
Curiously, Hont overlooks Hume’s decision in 1768 to omit the passage about
circulation featured in this paper.

8 Perhaps this was Swift’s friend, Dr. Arbuthnot, or perhaps another Scottish
physician practicing in England, Dr. George Cheyne: Hume ([1932], 2:18);
Mossner (1944, 135-52; 1980, 84-88); Wright (2003).

9 Locke admired this book, according to Schumpeter (1986, 197 n. 5).

10 In some ways this echoes Addison’s Spectator no. 69(1982, 438).
11 Adam Smith’s phrase in the Wealth of Nations (1976 [1776], 5.1.e.22).



48 Ian Simpson Ross

12 Antoin Murphy (1997, 5, 335 n. 10) thinks that Hume refers in this passage to
Law operating during the regency of Orléans. Eugene Miller seems to be wrong
in citing the period of the ascendancy of Mazarin, 1643-61 (Hume 1985aa
[1752h], 361 n. 15).

13 But Hume on occasion was prepared to argue that England’s financial reserves
could hold up against shocks, explaining in his History of England, with reference
to Charles II's ability to borrow money even after the Stop of the Exchequer in
1672, that “public credit, instead of being so delicate a nature, as we are apt to
imagine, is, in reality, so hardy and robust, that it is very difficult to destroy it”
(1792, 8:326).

14 See Todd (1974, 194-96): the first collected edition of Hume’s works (1753)
involved the resetting of “all the separate volumes previously issued, the reissue
of the earlier volumes with cancel titles and, where the cancels were not prepared
in sufficient numbers, the further reissue of certain volumes with original volumes
still intact.” The two-volume, quarto edition of Hume’s Essays and Treatises of
1772, the last he saw through to press, established the canon of his writings, other
than his History of England and posthumously published writings. The various works
are grouped thus: Vol. 1, Essays, Moral, Political, and Literary; Part 1, the Essays
except for Political Discourses; Part 2, Political Discourses; Vol. 2, the first Enquiry,
Dissertation on the Passions, the second Enquiry, and Natural History of Religion.
The order here is in part generic and in part chronological, perhaps acknowl-
edging that Hume’s writings on religion excited most contemporary interest.

15 Hume presents the kernel of the quantity theory of money, namely, that the price
level is related to the nation’s money stock, in “Of Interest” (Hume 1985v
[1752d], 295-97). He was probably responding to Locke’s version of the theory in
Some considerations of the consequences of the lowering of interest, and raising the
value of money (1692), which suggested, incorrectly, that money’s value was
inversely related to the quantity of money in circulation (Locke 1991, vol. 1).
Hume argued that flows of gold could not get out of line with flows of trade,
since if too little gold flowed into Britain, relative to flows elsewhere, then British
goods would become cheaper than those abroad, and more gold would come to
Britain to buy them for export.

16 “Hume, when he wrote this essay [“Of Public Credit”], had not yet made an
exact and commercial analysis of the circulation, of the Nature of funds and
annuities.” (This and the next two notes translated by the author.)

17 “An artificial and new Capital, which did not exist before, which becomes per-
manent, fixed, and solid, and which, in the medium of credit, circulates to the
advantage of the public, as if this were an effective treasure in silver, from which
the Kingdom grew rich.”

18 “I believe him to have peace of mind on that subject.”



3 Hume and Superfluous Value (or the
Problem with Epictetus’ Slippers)

Christopher J. Berry

1.

Hume opens “Of Refinement in the Arts” by stating that “luxury” is a word
of “uncertain signification” (Hume 1985t [1752b], 268). He knows full well
the position of, on the one hand, those “severe moralists” (Sallust is named
as an example) who berate “luxury” as a vice and, on the other, those men
of “libertine principles” (Mandeville is his unnamed exemplar) who treat
luxury as advantageous even when “vicious.” As he is wont, Hume states
that this essay is designed to correct these opposed extremes. It is clear,
however, if only from the relative attention paid to it, that it is the former
position that is principally in his sights. That focus is unsurprising because
it is central to a particular animus within his political economy. It is this
animus—his engagement with a distinctive but well-established and still
well-entrenched moral stance—that is the concern of this paper. While to
look on Hume from this perspective is not novel, its ramifications are more
extensive than might be supposed. I here give an indication of this extent
and limit the discussion to a key central argument. This argument I seek to
capture in the notion (or conceit) of “superfluous value.”!

The late Stoic philosopher Epictetus is recorded as saying that the mea-
sure for a slipper or sandal is the foot. “Measure” (metron) here means not
merely that size-eight slippers fit size-eight feet, but, more significantly, that
a slipper’s purpose is to protect the foot. Once that appropriate measure is
forsaken then there are no limits; there is nothing inappropriate about,
successively, a gilded, a purple, and an embroidered slipper (Epictetus 1928,
par. 39). The clear message is that these are superfluous refinements that
should be eschewed. It follows, moreover, that there is no poverty in pos-
sessing “merely” an unadorned sandal; indeed, the converse is true.

The meaning of poverty here needs unfolding. There is a long-standing
discourse within which poverty has a positive moral connotation. Within
this discourse two emphases can be identified. The first of these is exempli-
fied by Epictetus’ Stoicism but is equally manifest in the ascetic tradition in
Christianity, with its notion of apostolic or voluntary poverty. Here, like its
contextual close relations, simplicity and austerity, as well as severity, poverty
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refers to the estimable practice of temperance and continence. To be severe
in this sense is to be in control of oneself and thus of one’s actions; it is to
know the true and proper value of things and to be in a position of for-
swearing temptations, that is, things of illusory value or luxurious super-
fluities like embroidered slippers. The second emphasis is more civic and is
embodied in Sparta and “ancient Rome.” Of the latter Hume explicitly says
that (according to the severe moralists) it combined its “poverty and rusti-
city” with “virtue and public liberty” (Hume 1985t [1752b], 275). This virtue
is undermined once luxury goods for private consumption (like embroidered
slippers) are available; in the words of the seventeenth-century civic moral-
ist, Algernon Sidney, poverty is “the mother and nurse of ... virtue” (1990,
254).2 Hume reflects this duality of emphasis when he states he will consider
the “effects of refinement both on private and on public life” (269). One
consequence, common to both emphases, of situating poverty in this lexicon
is that it is a product of choice or will or reason. Thus understood it is
possible to draw a conceptual distinction between poverty and being impo-
verished (or necessitous, that is, having no choice). As we will see, this dis-
tinction is a significant ingredient in Hume’s political economy.

There is an accompanying philosophical anthropology to this moralized
use of poverty. This can be expressed variously but, at its core, is the hier-
archical division between reason and desire. In its paradigmatic Aristotelian
form, the enkratic man acts from choice, not from “desire” (epithumia)
(Aristotle 1976, 1111b15). All humans properly aim at (hairetos) eudaimonia,
which is a “perfect and self-sufficient end” (Aristotle 1097b15-20). Those
who attain eudaimonia are living life as it should be led; it is a complete life and,
as such, one without “desire.” (Epictetus has no “craving” for a slipper beyond
what is necessary to protect his feet.) There are, it is true, “natural desires”
(phusikais epithumiais) but these are naturally (kata phusin) limited (Aris-
totle 1118b15-18) and it is a hallmark of the akratic that they pursue bodily
pleasures excessively and para ... orthon logon (Aristotle 1151a10-12).3

In line with this anthropology, the virtue of poverty is expressed by the
individual who, in the light of a rational apprehension of the natural order,
self-disciplines desires so that indulgence is forsworn. Just as Epictetus
appreciates the appropriate measure of slippers, so the Stoic sage will drink
but not get drunk; likewise, one informed with Patristic teaching will forgo
sex with—or as—a pregnant woman. Similarly, in the civic emphasis, the
virtuous citizens of Rome’s early years were portrayed as forgoing indulging
themselves with the spoils of victory, such as by banqueting sumptuously
and building magnificent villas, and, instead, as dedicating the resources to
public monuments.* These examples underwrite the fact that this anthro-
pology has a particular focus on the body. Of course, the body has needs
that must be satisfied, but there is also a natural or rational limit to this
satisfaction—hence drink only when thirsty and have sex only for the sake
of conception and wear on one’s feet only what is functionally needed for
protection.
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Here in the meeting of functional needs we have classically the place of
economics—it deals literally with the order or rule of the household. Once
again Aristotle lays down the basic model. The household is geared to the
meeting of “everyday needs” (Aristotle 1977 1252b) and what makes them
quotidian is their reference to the recurring somatic satisfactions—food,
clothing, and shelter for warmth, protection, and nurture. The activity of
meeting these needs is for Aristotle a finite task, that is, though they cease-
lessly recur there is an inherent, natural (kata phusin) limit that identifies
proper satiation (Aristotle 1977, 1256b). In this context exchange can take
place, but this too is properly finite. Hence a shoe may be exchanged for
food but only so long as the recipients use them for their proper ends—
meeting the need for foot protection and hunger. What is not permissible is
to produce the shoe for the sake of exchange (rather than need) (Aristotle
1257a). Aristotle is particularly exercised that those (hoi kapeloi) who spend
their time exchanging will come to regard money-making (chrématistike) as
an end in itself rather than an instrumental activity. This inversion of
means/end is a perversion, or corruption, for Aristotle, and one marker of
this is that once the natural/rational limit of need-satisfaction is overstepped
then the unnatural/subrational limitlessness of desire can take over.

Those who are taken over—who become “slaves” to desire, to bodily plea-
sures (see Epictetus 1928, par. 1; Sidney 1990, 254)—no longer live the
simple, natural life of virtuous poverty; instead they are prone to a life of
luxury. Epictetus’ embroidered slippers would qualify as an item of luxury. It
would be consistent for the “corrupted” owner of gilded purple slippers to
feel poor when she (the gender is not incidental) sees an embroidered pair.
This is an emotional issue (a “feeling”); it is certainly not a matter of rational
judgment. Once the rationally determined natural limit is transgressed there
is no resting place and, viewed from that perspective, life will always appear
too short. Those who see matters in this light will become “soft through a life
of luxury” and, accordingly, afraid of death (Seneca 1932, no. 78). Such fear
is unmanly and it is here that we can discern the long-running association
between luxury and softness and effeminacy. On an individual level, men who
live a life of luxury become effeminate. That is to say they become “soft,”
unable to endure hardship and act courageously in the etymologically defini-
tive masculine fashion.’ To live luxuriously is thus to the detriment of both
the resolve of individuals and the strength of their patria.

It follows that such a life is to be morally censured. Within this discourse,
poverty and luxury exist as categorical opposites—as virtue and vice. How-
ever, it will follow that if the former term is displaced then the latter too is
uprooted. If, that is, poverty is understood not as virtuous austerity but as
necessitousness, then luxury can lose its moralized (categorical) meaning.
This reconfiguration is Hume’s radical agenda, his animus.

Implicit in this reconfiguration is a double shift. First, Hume associates
poverty with a pre-existing sense of destitution,® linked traditionally to
the plight of orphans, widows, the aged, and so on, who were the proper
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recipients of alms. This is a compassionate, not a severe, morality.” Sec-
ondly, he associates the necessity of labor (the traditional, specific lot of the
poor) with the universal virtue of industry. In Hume this virtue is one of
those qualities the purpose of which is to make mankind cheerful and
happy and which are, as such, opposed to the severe or austere demands
exacted by reason in order to control appetites, as enjoined by “the perpe-
tual cant of the Stoics and Cynics” (Hume 1998, 6:21).8 Luxury/commerce,
as we will see, increases industry and thus both reduces destitution and
augments the resources available for amelioration.

The reason why this can be an “agenda” for Hume is (sweepingly) because
“luxury” had come again to the fore of debate in the later seventeenth and
throughout the eighteenth century. The short-hand explanation for luxury’s
recrudescence is that its longevity gave to it a ready-made quality that
enabled it to encapsulate the range of disquiet that had been generated by the
pace of social change—by the emergence of a commercial society of private
market relations as well as of public credit and national debt.” To debate
“luxury” was to debate this emergence. The worries about commerce intensi-
fied—as is evident from the scale of the literature. The popularity of John
Brown’s Estimate, which went through six editions in its year of publication
(1757), and which sums up the “character of the times” as manifesting “a
vain, luxurious and selfish effeminacy,” is merely an indicative case (Brown 1758,
1:29, 67, 129). A similar avalanche of literature is evident in France.!° It is
not that the articulation of these worries was particularly profound—there was
a predictable sameness about them, with the moralized fate of Rome being a
favorite fopos. Though this might comprise a “tired litany” (Hont 2005¢
[1983]), it nonetheless had sufficient energy to warrant Hume taking issue.!!

In an attempt to bring out an aspect of Hume’s agenda in his “economic”
essays, I employ as a term of art the idea of superfluous value. What Epictetus
(and those severe and civic moralists who share his perspective on poverty)
would consider to be an oxymoron is rather for Hume an expression of his
repudiation of that outlook. He rejects the philosophical anthropology that
privileges reason and he displaces the ethic of poverty. For Hume, to be poor
is to be necessitous—it is to lack the basics. What commerce holds out is the
way to improve that condition, and integral to that improvement is giving
value to the production of luxury goods such as exquisitely embroidered slip-
pers. There are two aspects to giving a positive evaluation of that footwear.
First, they represent a source of pleasure or enjoyment that is intrinsically
valuable in its own right—consumption is a good. Second, as consumption
goods, their production and participation in a system of commerce has
instrumental benefits that redound generally. I examine these in turn.

2.

This examination commences with a return to the beginning. In “Of
Refinement in the Arts,” having declared “luxury” to have an uncertain
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signification, Hume gives his own definition: luxury is “great refinement in
the gratification of senses” (1985t [1752b], 268). This is not to be read cen-
soriously as an endorsement of the moralists, because he goes on to declare,
as a generalization, that “ages of refinement” are “both the happiest and
most virtuous” (269). In a clear break, therefore, from the moralist tradi-
tion, Hume is coupling luxury/refinement with happiness/virtue, not oppos-
ing them.

Hume can now put forward arguments that would be anathema to the
severe moralists. For current purposes we can focus on how Hume is able to
give a positive gloss to the “superfluous”—why there is no inherent vice in
those embroidered slippers. Such slippers would qualify as one of those
“commodities which serve to the ornament and pleasure of life”; they
represent an “innocent gratification” (272). Hume, indeed, scarcely bothers
to argue for this innocence. He affirms that it would not occur to anyone
that “indulging of any delicacy in meat, drink or apparel” is of itself a vice;
unless, that is, they were “disordered by the frenzies of enthusiasm” (268). A
little later, Hume reasserts the point by remarking that “refinement on the
pleasures and conveniencies of life has no natural tendency to beget venality
and corruption” (276). The fact that Hume is so disdainful reflects his
animus, that his chief target is the moralized poverty/luxury pairing.

Underpinning this disdain is his rejection of the philosophical anthro-
pology that underlies that moralism. The “modern” view, to which Hume
subscribes, rejects the idea that desires can be limited to some fixed end. As
Hobbes pointed out, the only way to be “free” of desire is to be dead.
Desire, or “uneasiness of the mind” (Locke 1854, 2.21.31), is the spring or
spur of action as humans move toward what they imagine will please and
away from what they imagine will occasion pain. For Aristotle such mut-
ability was characteristic of normative imperfection. It was this judgment
that established the basic classical/Christian distinction between, on the one
hand, the tranquil/ascetic life, devoted to the contemplation of the immu-
table First Cause or the eternal perfection of God, and, on the other, the
mundane life, which is unceasingly at the beck and call of the demands of
bodily desires.

According to Hume, the “arts of luxury” add to the “happiness of the
state since they afford to many the opportunity of receiving enjoyments with
which they would otherwise have been unacquainted” (1985s [1752a], 256;
my emphasis). Humans, he continues, are roused to activity or industry by
the presence of “objects of luxury” and by, consequently, a “desire of a
more splendid way of life than what their ancestors enjoyed” (264). Hume
does not specify the content of this splendor but we know from his defini-
tion that it encompasses sensual gratification and thus it is reasonable to
suppose it refers to those same sorts of goods that were deprecated by the
moralists—fine homes, fine food, and fine apparel like embroidered slip-
pers. In addition, there is a dynamism to this desire—my ancestors
may have thought gilded slippers the very acme of luxury; I know that
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hand-embroidered ones are far more desirable. Hume reinforces the
anthropological fact that desire moves humans, and signals further his dis-
missal of the moralized perspective, when he also refers to “men’s luxury”
making them “covet” commodities (261) and, perhaps most strikingly of all,
when he then enumerates as effective human motivations “avarice and
industry, art and luxury” (263). Since “avarice” was uniformly condemned
by the civic and severe moralists,'? this statement alone effectively signals
the switch in evaluations that has occurred. It is, moreover, not the only
such statement. Elsewhere, Hume depicts avarice as a “constant and insati-
able” “craving” (1985v [1752d], 149), as “universal” and thus operating “at
all times on all persons” (1985k [1742a], 113), and as “obstinate” and thus
“the spur of industry” (19851 [17411], 93). As I will develop later, this spur is
central to the benefits that flow from the recognition of superfluous value.
When industry abounds then individuals will be not only opulent but happy
as they “reap the benefit of ... commodities so far as they gratify the senses
and appetite” (1985s [1752a], 263).

Against the back-cloth of Epictetus’ slippers, it is worth underlining the
import of this remark. Sensual gratification is a source of happiness; to
indulge one’s appetites by delighting in a pair of embroidered slippers is not
something to be severely censured. Furthermore, the inhabitants of opulent
nations will “desire to have every commodity in the utmost perfection”
(1985ee [1758], 329; cf. 1985s [1752a], 264). Epictetus’ downward spiral of
gilded, purple, and embroidered slippers is rather the upward thrust for
more and better. And because this is comparative, and because this is
rooted in the anthropology of infinite desire (cf. 264), then this “utmost
perfection” is ever evanescent. One implication of this is the recognition of
qualitative differences. The Epictetean view treats all these “departures”
from functionality as superfluous. For Hume they are the essence of refine-
ment. He aptly compares the gluttonous Tartars, who feast on dead horses,
to the “refinements of cookery” experienced in the contemporary courts of
Europe (1985t [1752b], 272). To develop refinement—as manifest both in
the presence of qualitatively differentiated goods and in the ability to
appreciate both the skill and the beauty of a fine meal or splendid slippers—
is not to indulge in excess. Excess, as exhibited by the Tartars, is mere
quantitative increase beyond some fixed sum but, as such, it is conceptually
distinct from qualitative refinement. To recognize that goods possess super-
fluous value is to recognize and endorse that distinction.!3

To own an elegant (refined) pair of slippers, with their “superfluous”
stitchery, is not only satisfying but also makes a “statement”; their posses-
sion is an object of pleasurable pride. In an image that Smith adopts (Smith
1982, 4.1.10), Hume refers to men’s minds as “mirrors” in which the owner
of the slippers will see reflected the esteem of others and which, in its turn,
supplies him with further satisfaction (Hume 2000a, 2.2.5.21; cf. Hume
1998, 6:30). This recognition of deep sociality, which Hume along with his
compatriots regards as a foundation of the science of man (see Berry
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2003a), affords another reason to dismiss the Epictetean perspective. The
essence of the austere poverty prescribed by Epictetus was to be self-suffi-
cient, not dependent on the views of others. It is the same outlook that
sustains Christian asceticism and makes the hermit “saintly.” For Hume
these are “monkish virtues,” which for him means they are really not virtues
at all—recall that ages of refinement are the “most virtuous.”!4

This basic sociality is enhanced in commercial societies. In them there is
both more sociability (as they “flock into cities” [1985t (1752b), 271]—recall
ancient Rome’s “rusticity”’) and a variety of differentially refined goods, so
that their consumption takes place under the gaze of others. This “public”
consumption imparts, once more, a dynamic to such societies. These
“others,” seeing how the owner of splendid slippers enjoys both the slippers
and the social esteem that goes with their ownership, will seek to desire
them also. This desire (though this is implicit in Hume, Smith makes it
explicit) becomes one of the “passions” causing labor and thus increases
both the quantity and quality of consumables (cf. 1985s [1752a], 261). In
consequence, as I will develop in the next section, those who live in non-
opulent states will be less “happy” because they will consume fewer and
inferior commodities; they will be poor in the sense of being impoverished.

This recognition of the social context means that it would be misleading
to think that Hume was crudely Epicurean. In his “economic” essays he
treats happiness as more than passive (hedonistic) consumption. In “Of
Refinement in the Arts” he analyses happiness into three inter-related com-
ponents—repose, pleasure, and action (1985t [1752b], 269-70). Of these
the last is given most weight. Repose or indolence is agreeable only in the
short-term, as a necessary recuperative interlude, but if prolonged it sub-
sides into lethargy and, in fact, “destroys all enjoyment.” Pleasure, Hume
thinks, is attained as much from the activity itself as it is from the enjoy-
ment of its fruits. There is, he affirms, “no craving or demand of the human
mind more constant and insatiable than that for exercise and employment”;
this “desire” seems, as a result, to be the “foundation of most of our pas-
sions and pursuits” (1985v [1752d], 300). Action, industry, and employment
or labor enlarge mental powers and faculties and, crucially, produce great
social benefits.

3.

There are both political and economic benefits that ensue from the recog-
nition and acceptance of superfluous value. As we have seen, an opulent
nation is also a happy and industrious one. However, while that view might
be accepted, there was a long-standing argument that such opulence repre-
sented the weakness of the nation, that is, a commercial nation given over
to luxury would be soft (cf. Hirschman 1977, 64).

Hume rebuts this argument. A key part of his strategy is to develop a
contrast between the civilized or refined on the one hand and the barbarous
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or rude on the other. (This contrast we have already met in the form of the
contrast between Tartars and the European courts as well as between the
rustic and the urban|e].) He declares that it is “peculiar” to “polished or ...
luxurious ages” that “industry, knowledge and humanity are linked together
by an indissoluble chain” (1985t [1752b], 271). The converse, as neatly
expressed in a later essay, is that rude states “are buried in ignorance, sloth
and barbarism” (1985ee [1758], 328). Further, by extension, from what we
ascertained in the previous section, its inhabitants will be unhappy and
impoverished, unappreciative of “the pleasures of the mind as well as those
of the body” (1985t [1752b], 271). Nonetheless, this positive argument in
favor of “civilization” might still fall foul of the severe moralist’s claim that
“hardiness” is vital to national greatness, given that such greatness is mea-
sured by military strength. It is, accordingly, important to the argumenta-
tive success of Hume’s (“political””) defense of a commercial society that this
view of “greatness” and its associated virtues is undermined.

A mark of the growth in “humanity,” within civilized states, is that the
“tempers” of men are “softened,” and one manifestation of this softening of
manners is that wars are less cruel and the aftermath more humane (274).
Despite this Hume denies (here echoing Mandeville [1988, 1:122-23]) that this
softening has enervated “the martial spirit.” The supposed causal link
between luxury and military weakness is undermined by the cases of France
and England, that is, of the two most powerful and most polished and
commercial societies (Hume 1985t [1752b], 275, cf. Hume 1894 [1754-62],
2:598-99).

Hume elaborates on this latter causal link. It is for him “according to the
most natural course of things” that “industry and arts and trade encrease
the power of the sovereign” and do so without impoverishing the people
(1985s [1752a], 260). This combination is made possible by the very
“superfluity” that industry in the pursuit of luxury has created. In times of
peace this superfluity goes to the maintenance of manufactures and the
“improvers of liberal arts” (hallmarks of civilization), but when an army is
needed the sovereign levies a tax, the effect of which is to reduce expendi-
ture on luxuries. This frees up, for the military, manpower that was pre-
viously employed in luxury-good production (261). In both “Of Commerce”
(1985s [1752a], 262) and “Of Refinement in the Arts” (1985t [1752b], 272),
Hume declares that the more labor is employed beyond “mere necessaries”
the more powerful is the state due to the ease with which that labor (as a
sort of “storechouse”) may be converted to the “public service.” Nor does
it follow that these will be inferior troops. On the contrary, recalling the
“indissoluble chain,” these fighters will benefit not only from the tech-
nology that a civilized society can command but also from the overall
higher level of intellectual competence.'> All that the “ignorant and
unskilful” soldiers of rude nations can achieve are “sudden and violent
conquests” (1985s [1752a], 261; cf. Hume 1894 [1754-62], 1:627). As
Culloden testified, they are ineffective against trained troops armed with
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sophisticated weaponry.'® A further consequence of this is that the quintes-
sentially male virtue of courage is now passé. The fact that Hume calls
luxurious ages “most virtuous” signifies that he sees no loss—rather a
gain—in the fact that this virtue is largely absent. Equity and justice have
taken its place.!”

Incidentally this argument also enables Hume to dispel, in effect, the
classical prejudice against hoi kapeloi. Once the military virtues are down-
graded then the accusations of effeminacy and commitment to their own
private—rather than the common public—good leveled at merchants can be
dismissed as untenable. This opens the way for an endorsement of their
role. Hume thus unambiguously declares that “merchants are one of the
most useful races of men.” They “beget industry” and, in contrast to the
landed gentry and peasantry, they accumulate capital that can be lent
competitively at a rate to stimulate further commerce and consumption
(1985v [1752d], 300-303). What is equally (if not more) significant about
this vindication of merchants is its link with the virtues of a commercial
society.

Merchants, as the “middling rank of men,” are “the best and firmest
basis of public liberty” (1985t [1752b], 277).'® In essence, this is because
they “covet equal laws.” This linkage between liberty and equality under
law (what he calls “true liberty” [Hume 1894 [1754-62], 1:115; cf. 1:175;
1:320; 2:602]) is a prerogative of commercial states—“progress in arts is
rather favourable to liberty and has a natural tendency to preserve ... free
government” (1985t [1752b], 277). Accordingly, one background condition
of the happiness enjoyed by the citizens of such states is that they are
“free.” But this is a (private) liberty to receive securely what their art or
industry has produced. There is a polemical bifocality to Hume’s argument.
We have already seen how he contrasts the rule-governed liberty of a com-
mercial society (government of laws) with the licentious anarchy of pre-
commercial eras (government of men), but here Hume is also, more subtly,
subverting the “republican” or civic case for free government, in which
public liberty is conceived of as embodying, and sustained by, active civic
virtues.

In “Of Civil Liberty,” Hume comments that (“notwithstanding the
French”) “there is something hurtful to commerce inherent in the very
nature of absolute government” (19851 [1741i], 92). Though in this essay
Hume puts this down to the lack of “honour” socially attributed to it, he is
aware of the more common argument that absolutism breeds insecurity and
is thus harmful to commerce. This latter argument Hume does address in
“Of Taxes.” There the most “pernicious” taxes are identified as “the arbi-
trary” and a sovereign can easily convert these (such as a poll-tax) to
“punishments on industry,” so that they become “oppressive and intoler-
able” (1985z [1752g], 345-46). A “natural if not an infallible effect of abso-
lute government” is that the “common people” are “in poverty” (1985s
[1752a], 265). For Hume the connection between liberty and opulence is a
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definitive characteristic of a civilized nation (in which industry, knowledge,
and humanity cohere). Moreover, “honour” itself “acquires a fresh vigour”
with the advance of knowledge and good education and one effect of this is
to “restrain” the “love of money” (1985t [1752b], 274, 276)."° Accordingly,
refinement does not have a “natural tendency” to venality; once again,
excess characterizes rude rather than civilized societies. This is reinforced by
his notion of a civilized monarchy (19851 [17411], 94; cf. 1985k [1742a], 125;
1894 [1754-62], 2:15). The decisive factor is not the type of regime but the
presence of civilization, since it brings free government and does so without
any recourse to the possession of civic virtues.

The prime embodiments of such virtues were Sparta and the Roman
republic. Though beloved of the moralists (whom “we peruse in our
infancy” [1985t (1752b), 275]), for Hume, these poleis were unworthy of
emulation. Their much-vaunted poverty, supposedly the basis of their civic
virtue and military prowess, rested on slavery, and slavery, at the very least,
is “disadvantageous” to “happiness” (1985bb [1752i], 396).2° Slaves are
impoverished. Note here how Hume’s reconfiguration has shifted the argu-
ment. Once the moralistic perspective—with its “idealised” advocacy of
poverty as the transcendence of bodily desire—is displaced, then a more
“realistic” assessment of the actual “experience” of being poor is possible.
From that latter perspective slavery, not liberty, is the more likely outcome;
peasants, he says explicitly, submit to slavery “from poverty” (1985t [1752b],
277). From that same realistic perspective, Spartan policy goes against the
“natural bent of the mind” (1985s [1752a], 263), so that to govern along
Spartan lines would require a “miraculous transformation of mankind”
(1985t [1752b], 280).2' Government, however, is not in the business of
miracles; it must deal with the world and human nature as it is. (In his
introduction to the Treatise, Hume declares “politics” to be a subject
belonging to the “science of man” [Hume 2000a, 5].) All a government can
do is channel human passions so that their effects minimize social dis-
harmony. From the perspective of a grand simplifier, Hume’s position is in
stark contrast to the classical framework and its influential early-modern
embodiment in the neo-Stoicism of, for example, Lipsius, for whom the
proper response to unruly bodily passions was the cultivation and application
of reason.??> Rather, for Hume, the “magistrate” can “very often” only cure
one vice by encouraging another, the effects of which are less damaging than
the former’s. It makes no sense to criticize the magistrate for not imposing
in line with “classical” principles some objective, rational doctrine of the
“good life.” Instead the appropriate judgment is whether a particular policy
promotes the material well-being of those individuals subject to it.

This is the crux of the “benefits” argument for superfluous value. This
argument is a form of utilitarianism—*“Le superflu chose trés nécessaire.”*3
Understood in this way luxury can be justly cultivated because it is superior
to sloth. The stimulus for such cultivation is initially external, since foreign
trade has “given birth to domestic luxury” (1985s [1752a], 263-64). This has
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the effect of acquainting men with both the “pleasures of luxury” and the
“profits of commerce.” The latter are attained by exporting what is “super-
fluous at home” to nations where that commodity is in short supply. The
appreciation of such “great profits” stimulates more merchants to set up in
competition. This dynamic is replicated by domestic manufacturers, as they
seek to “emulate the foreign in their improvements.” Industry is thus
advanced to the benefit of all. But “delicacy” is also stimulated by the
pleasures of luxury and, as we have seen, desires for a more splendid way of
living ensue. Delicacy and industry come together, as noted above, to work
up commodities to “utmost perfection.” Hence the happiness of those who
live in refined societies, able to wear elegant (“the last word” in) slippers.

Hume’s defense of luxury still enables him to allow that it can be “vicious”
as well as innocent (virtuous). What he means by vicious is nonbeneficial or
without advantage to the public (1985t [1752b], 269, 278).2* His argument is
exiguous and is little more than a jibe at Mandeville’s supposed casuistry—
Hume sees no need to deny that pernicious luxury is poisonous (279).2°
However, this brevity is to be expected once it is appreciated that Hume’s
animus is directed at the moralist critique of luxury. In effect, “vicious luxury”
for Hume describes an individual who, by confining gratification to himself, is
unable to execute those “acts of duty and generosity” that his station and
fortune require. Even here the thrust is that the virtue of relieving the poor
and the necessitous (279) disperses gratifications more widely to public
advantage. Hume’s argument is casual precisely because he has already dis-
placed the ethic of poverty and its counterpart deprecation of luxury. Once
poverty becomes thought of as necessitousness or impoverishment, then
luxury, as its counterpart, is so only contingently, rather than categorically.
That is, if we criticize someone for purchasing embroidered slippers ahead of
a staple, our criticism represents a judgment on the buyer’s priorities.

Such a judgment, however, is relative (contingent) and not absolute (cate-
gorical) in at least two respects. First, what counts as a staple is not neces-
sarily fixed (poverty is relative). Hume recognizes, as his contemporaries did,
that one-time luxuries become necessities,”® which implies that the relation
between them is temporally contingent. Second, “value” is not intrinsic but
relative. Hume himself says the “value which all men put upon any particular
pleasure depends on comparison and experience” (276; cf. Hume 2000a,
2.1.6.2) (recall the inadequacy with which a pair of “merely” gilded slippers is
now viewed). It is at least feasible that I might “set my heart on” owning such
slippers to the extent that I deliberately skew my expenditures to afford
them—you might think I am foolish but for me it is a sacrifice worth making;
the slippers truly have superfluous value. Regardless, what Hume is at pains
to reaffirm is that, though luxury “when excessive” can generate both private
and public ills, nevertheless, it is still better to accept it than attempt vainly to
eradicate it (1985t [1752b], 279-80). It is a trade-off. Without the spur to
industry that luxury supplies, individuals (and thence their society) will fall
into sloth and idleness. The social and individual cost of such outcomes
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outweighs any benefits that might conceivably accrue from a proscription on
“luxury”—a circumstance the historical record bears out.?’

In other words, once luxury is detached from its moralistic anchorage,
then it can be viewed “positively.” Of course, the evolution of ideas is not
smooth, and luxury as the prerogative of the “idle rich” continued (and
perhaps continues) to be criticized, though even here it is Hume’s bugbear
of “sloth” rather than luxury itself that is the real target. Rather more
symptomatic is that, once luxury was detached from a moralistic context
and “economics” developed as a discipline, luxury came to attain a technical
neutral meaning as high-income elasticity of demand.

The shift away from moralism that Hume’s account exemplifies means that
luxury can be understood as the (contingent) opposite of necessity. It can be
assessed by the extent to which it promotes employment, industry, population,
and all-around national strength (and by the opportunity costs of its absence).
And central to this enhancement is its improvement of the conditions of the
poor. As we noted above, Hume explicitly states that in ages of refinement
“many” can now “enjoy” the “finer arts”; such pleasures are not the pre-
rogative of the (few) rich. The more people are employed in the “mechanical
arts,” then the more an appropriate equality will be enjoyed, that is, when
every person “ought to enjoy the fruits of his labour, in full possession of all
the necessaries and many of the conveniencies of life” (1985s [1752a], 265).
This enjoyment adds more to the happiness of the poor than it diminishes that
of the rich. Moreover, this “equality” inhibits the rich from increasing burdens
“on the poor” and oppressing them still further (265; cf. Hume 1998, 3:25).
A life confined to “necessity” now signifies not the austere life of poverty but
an impoverished one, a life of misery. There is nothing ennobling or redemp-
tive about this poverty. Hume spells this out unambiguously in an earlier essay,
“Of National Characters,” when he exclaims that “poverty and hard labour
debase the minds of the common people” (1985q [1748a], 198).28

His rejection of the virtue of poverty exemplifies Hume’s rejection of the
mercantilist and Mandevillean advocacy of “low wages.”?® In order for the
manufacture of slippers (beyond Epictetus’ severe criterion) to act as a
“spur” to industry, sufficient “spending power” has to be present in the
economy. While Hume’s dismissal of the “utility of poverty” (Furniss 1920,
chap. 6) is based on economic considerations, it also reveals a loosely con-
strued utilitarian ethic—to be poor is to be unhappy and that “painful”
state is “bad.” Again, just as the degree of “civilization” is more decisive
than political form when it comes to liberty, so the “poverty” which
accompanies the absence of industry, will occur whether the government be
republican or monarchical (1985s [1752a], 267).

4.

From the perspective of the simple/poor life, any alteration to Epictetus’
functional slipper is unwarranted, for, as noted earlier, the mutable is the
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imperfect. There is seemingly no place for change or innovation; a slipper
simply does what a slipper does—keep feet warm indoors. This fixity is a
corollary of the categorical opposition between poverty and luxury. But
once poverty becomes impoverishment then its relation with luxury
becomes contingent and potentially dynamic.

One of the striking things about the moral critique of luxury is that in prac-
tice it has often served to underwrite a hierarchical status quo. Politically, Hume
is no egalitarian, but his recognition of superfluous value does betoken implicitly
a rejection of the precommercial world in which, for example, sumptuary laws
operated. This legislation sought to preserve the pecking order, to attempt to
maintain “distance™° through an ostentatious display of wealth, and thus to
confine the incidence of a good and prevent its diffusion. Luxury, “new” wealth,
always threatened to overturn such regulations. Those in the lower ranks of
these societies may well have wanted some of those privileged goods, like
embroidered slippers, but that desire was a mark of their unworthiness. Intrinsic
to Hume’s animus is the rebuttal of that disparagement. This egalitarianism
should not be misinterpreted—Hume is no more an “economic” egalitarian
than he is a political one. Rather, what his view represents is closer to what
Werner Sombart called Versachlichung, the wish to enjoy the tangible reality of
magnificent clothes and comfortable homes (Sombart 1913, 112).3! It is the
enjoyment of such goods that intrinsically—and the motivating desire to attain
them that instrumentally—gives “value” to the “superfluous.” And since the
presence of that enjoyment and that motivation in an age of refinement makes
us at once happy and virtuous, then the desire on the part of the “have-nots”
to those goods currently possessed by the “haves” is legitimate.3> Indeed this
desire exemplifies the “natural bent of the mind”; it is the view of human
nature that the science of man underwrites (endorses).

To offer a generalizing conclusion, one consequence of rejecting the nor-
mative superiority of the eternally immutable is the acceptance of the worth
of the mundanely mutable, of what has been called “the affirmation of
ordinary life” (Taylor 1989, pt. 3). Life, from being for Epictetus a “thing
indifferent” or for civic moralists a “thing” that can be nobly sacrificed
(dulce et decorum est pro patria mori), attains value for its own sake. Politi-
cally this means that desires are to be accommodated, not proscribed, as the
sovereign’s interest lies not in the specific content of the desires, but only in
the likelihood of their peaceful co-existence. This is the view that comes to
be called “liberalism.” In effect, liberalism valorizes the mundane. When
seen against this admittedly broadly drawn backcloth, Hume’s recognition
of what has here been called “superfluous value” is an endorsement of that
valorization and a key ingredient of his political economy.

Notes

1 T used this term (without specific reference to Hume) in passing in Berry (1999).
This paper develops some points made therein.
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2 This is not a novel distinction; it occasioned considerable debate in the Middle
Ages. The canon lawyer Huguccio (of Pisa) (d. 1210), for example, in his com-
mentary (1188) on Gratian’s Decretum (1140), elaborated on this distinction
between voluntary and involuntary poverty. He divided the poor into three cate-
gories. There were those who while born poor willingly endured it as an expres-
sion of their love of God, and there were those who deliberately surrendered
their possessions that they might live a virtuous Christian life. Both of these
exemplified voluntary poverty. The third category, however, comprised those who
were destitute and liable to be inhibited from achieving the higher moral values.
This was involuntary poverty. However, the thrust here is on the involuntary
poor being inhibited; as the first category demonstrates, the dominant sensibility
was that poverty was not of itself an evil to be extirpated. Indeed, Stoic echoes
can still be heard in Huguccio’s explicit identification of this category with those
who are poor because they are filled with the “voracity of cupidity” (quoted in
Tierney 1959, 11). It is that “sensibility” that changes and is expressed by Hume.

3 Auristotle links incontinence (akrasia) with softness and luxury (malakia, truphe),
where the latter is sometimes revealingly translated as “effeminacy” (Aristotle
1976, 1145a35).

4 Cf. Sallust (1930, par. 9). Of course, this is a rhetorical ploy but that presupposes
established judgments. For commentary on the practice of public endowment
(“evergetism”) see Veyne (1976).

5 The pagan/classical roots of this were exploited by early Christians. Tertullian
(1951, 2:13), for example, talked of fidei virtus being rendered effeminate
(effeminari potest) by the softening of luxury (deliciae).

6 Cf. his characterization, “when a poor man appears, the disagreeable images of
want, penury, hard labour, dirty furniture, coarse or ragged cloathes, nauseous
meats and distasteful liquor, immediately strike our fancy” (Hume 1998, 6:33).
The references to apparel, furnishing, and food recall the focus on bodily needs.

7 In one of his few explicit references to Epictetus, Hume remarks that “he scarcely
ever mentioned the sentiment of humanity and compassion but in order to put
his disciples on their guard against it” (1998, app. 4.14).

8 The critique of “austere pretenders” who talk of “useless austerities and rigours,
suffering and self-denial” is a recurrent theme; see Hume (1998, 9:15).

9 There is now an extensive literature on the growth of “luxury trade/goods” and
patterns of consumption. A recent collection that reviews (and adds to) that lit-
erature is M. Berg and E. Eger (eds.) (2003).

10 Cf. E. Ross (1976), S. Maza (1997), D. Roche (1993, 507-20), M. Labriolle-
Rutherford (1963), and J. Shovlin (2000).

11 T forgo discussion/speculation as to his motives, but see the papers of
R. Emerson and I. Hont in this volume.

12 Cf. Sallust’s remark that public mores had been corrupted by luxury and avarice,
as poverty became a disgrace rather than a virtue and corpus animumgque virilem
effeminat (1930, pars. 5, 11, 12).

13 Hume does on occasion employ the term “refinement” less positively (see, for
example, his early essay “Of Simplicity and Refinement in Writing,” but it
recurs in “Of Commerce” (254), where he comments, a propos modes of
thinking, that “an extraordinary refinement affords a strong presumption of
falsehood”). I am grateful to Eric Schliesser for drawing my attention to this
more negative usage.

14 Tt is not merely circumstantial that, at the very start of “Of Refinement in the
Arts,” Hume chooses a monk to exemplify someone who is disordered by the
frenzies of enthusiasm as he covenanted with himself never to look out of his cell
window on to the “noble prospect.” Cf. Hume (1998, 9:3).
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In his History Hume implicitly connects the development of artillery with
humanity (the third link on the chain) when he observes that, though “contrived
for the destruction of mankind,” it has “rendered battles less bloody” (Hume
1894 [1754-62], 1:498).

Not that Hume was starry-eyed about the competence of contemporary military
conduct. He witnessed first-hand the disastrous campaign in Brittany of St. Clair
(Mossner 1980, chap.15).

Cf. Hume (1998, 7:15), “it is indeed observable that among all uncultivated
nations who have not as yet had full experience of the advantages attending
beneficence, justice and the social virtues, courage is the predominant excel-
lence.” (A little later the “social virtues” are identified as “humanity, clemency,
order, tranquillity.”) A particular case is sixteenth-century Scotland when “arms”
prevailed over “laws” so that “courage preferably to equity or justice was the
virtue most valued and respected” (1894 [1754-62], 2:82). See also the Anglo-
Saxons (1894 [1754-62], 1:10,115).

See Forbes (1975, 176ff), however, for further (complicating) comment.

It is true that Hume remarks that “it is an infallible consequence of all industrious
professions, to beget frugality, and make the love of gain prevail over the love of
pleasure” (1985v [1752d], 301). But two comments are in order. First, this itself
expresses the differentiation of a commercial society since Hume uses industrious
in a narrow sense to refer to merchants in distinction from lawyers and physi-
cians as well as the landed gentry. Second, these frugal merchants are nonetheless
beneficial because they use their wealth to stimulate industry through investment.
Hume makes a telling ad hominem critique of Seneca, who is quoted as com-
plaining about the beating of servants not as an example of cruelty but of the
disorders attendant on luxury (1985bb [1752i], 386).

For an examination of Hume’s treatment of Sparta see Berry (1994, 142-52).
Lipsius (1586, bk. 1, chap. 5) distinguishes ratio (from obedience to which flows
command of all lusts [cupidines]) from opinio (through which, as the offspring of
the body, the vices rule).

Voltaire’s Le Mondain (2003 [1763], 1:22). There is here detectable a critique of
Fénelon (1962 [1699], 453-54), the most influential critic of luxury in early
eighteenth-century France who had contrasted les arts superflus to les vrais
besoins that were imposed by nature (cf. Bonolas 1987). Voltaire was directly
influenced by Melon and indirectly (probably) by Mandevillee. Hume knew
Melon’s Essai politique sur le Commerce (1734) and cites him in “Of Commerce”
and “Of Money.” For discussions of Hume’s reception in France see the papers
by L. Charles, I. Hont, and J. Shovlin in this volume.

Hume had called luxury (along with prodigality, irresolution, and uncer-
tainty) “vicious” in the Treatise, the fault being that these characteristics
“incapacitate us for business and action” (Hume 2002a, 3.3.4.7). In line with
Hume’s later account in “Of Refinement in the Arts,” this fault is con-
sequential, not intrinsic. I am grateful to Carl Wennerlind for drawing my
attention to this passage.

Sallust (1930, par. 11) had declared avarice a venenis malis.

Melon (1842, 742), for example, “ce qui était luxe pour nos péres est a présent
commun, et ce qui l'est pour nous ne le sera pas pour nos neveux.” Also Mandeville
(1988, 1:169-72).

Cf. his account of England under Elizabeth when the “nobility were by degrees
acquiring a taste for elegant luxury”; though this led to the decay of “glorious
hospitality,” yet it is “more reasonable to think that this new turn of expense
promoted the arts and industry, while the ancient hospitality was the source of
vice, disorder, sedition and idleness” (Hume 1894 [1754-62], 2:601).
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He is similarly explicit when he depicts the era of the Normans as one during
which the “Languishing state of commerce kept the inhabitants poor and con-
temptible; and the political institutions were calculated to render that poverty
perpetual” (Hume 1894 [1754-62], 1:320; cf. 1:2, 127).

There has been some debate over this. The text most quoted as indicating Hume
was an advocate of low wages is his report that “’tis always observed in years of
scarcity, if it be not extreme, that the poor labour more and really live better than
in years of great plenty” (1985z [1752g], 635). This is cited by Johnson who treats
Hume as “partially” accepting low wages as incentive (1937, 287), by Himmel-
farb (1984, 51), and by Furniss (1920, 122). However, Furniss later identifies
Hume as urging the utility of increasing real wages so that the standard of living
might rise (189). According to Coats (1958), Hume presents both sides but the
main weight of his case was against restrictions on the expansion of labourers’
wants and improvement of their living standards. (Coats (1992, 1:90) elsewhere is
more emphatic in aligning Hume with the view that a rising standard of living
was a good for all.) The passage from “Of Taxes” was omitted from the 1768 and
subsequent editions of the essays (note also the conditional clause). However, see
Hume (1894 [1754-62], 2:259), where “necessity” is cited as required to shake
people from “habits of indolence.” Hume is noncommittal about the Elizabethan
Poor Law. It is, however, consistent with his stress on action and the virtue of
industry that labourers are more deserving than sturdy beggars (though he is
contemptuous of Elizabeth’s declaration of martial law to rid London of “idle
vagabonds” (1894 [1754-62], 2:583)).

Cf. Bourdieu (1979, 58), “le pouvoir économique est d’abord un pouvoir de mettre
la nécessité économique a distance; c’est pourquoi il s’affirme universellement par le
destruction de richesses, le dépense ostentoire, le gaspillage et toutes les formes de
luxe gratuit.” Compare Hume’s comment on the process historically, “High pride
then [during the reign of James I] prevailed; and it was by a dignity and stateli-
ness of behaviour, that the gentry and the nobility distinguished themselves from
the common people. Great riches acquired by commerce were more rare and had
not yet been able to confound all ranks of men and render money the chief
foundation of distinction. Much ceremony took place in the common intercourse
of life and little familiarity was indulged in by the great. The advantages which
result from opulence are so solid and real, that those who are possessed of them
need not dread the near approach of their inferiors. The distinctions of birth and
title, being more empty and imaginary, soon vanish upon familiar access and
acquaintance” (Hume 1894 [1754-62], 3:97). In his usual forthright manner
Hume called the sumptuary legislation of Edward III “ridiculous” (1894 [1754—
62], 2:259).

This coincides with the decline in luxury as “display,” especially by rulers to sig-
nify their “majesty”; a function necessarily undermined by the diffusion of such
“signifiers,” Hume himself remarks on how the nobility moved from vying with
each other over the number of retainers to “a more civilized species of emulation,
and endeavoured to excel in the splendour and elegance of their equipage, houses
and tables” (Hume 1894 [1754-62], 2:53).

Cf. E. Hundert (1974, 139-43) who refers to Hume’s “psychological egalitarianism,”
and his conviction that “the lower orders” were “the psychic equals of all men.”



4 Manners and Morals: David Hume on
Civility, Commerce, and the Social
Construction of Difference

Richard Boyd

Introduction: Commerce and Civility

Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century political economy has been the subject
of a large and influential body of scholarship by historians, sociologists,
political theorists, and economists. It is now widely recognized that figures
as diverse as Locke, Montesquieu, Hume, Smith, Ferguson, and Burke all
expected the extended market order to soften or polish away the barbarism,
rudeness, superstition, and enthusiasm of premodern societies. Eighteenth-
century thinkers in particular focused on “civil society” as the moral
antonym of “barbarism”; “civilization” as the broader description of the
gradual progress of Enlightenment; commerce as the most likely engine of
this transformation; and “civility” as the distinctive virtue associated with
the social conditions of an extended economic order (Pocock 1985b;
Langford 1989; Gellner 1994; Sally 1997; Shils 1997). This vision of political
economy has variously come to be known as the doux commerce thesis or
“commercial republicanism” (A. Hirschman 1977; Lerner 1987, 195-221).

Less often noted is that even those figures most optimistic about the
prospects of commercial civilization had their doubts (A. Hirschman 1986;
Hont and Ignatieff 1983). Adam Smith expressed concerns about whether
the triumph of commercial society was compatible with the more elemental
virtues of compassion and human sympathy; Adam Ferguson worried that
the triumph of commerce might extinguish the participatory virtues of citi-
zenship; and Edmund Burke had misgivings about the kind of human
beings the market order was likely to form (Smith 1976 [1776], 302-9;
Ferguson 1966 [1767], parts 4 and 5; Burke 1871).! Even so, the eighteenth
century was largely committed, however ambivalently, to the extended
market order as a solution to some of the most vexing problems of society
and politics.?

In contrast to the ambivalent views of some of his contemporaries, David
Hume’s position on the relationship between commerce and civility seems
relatively straightforward.®> Because Hume entertains no romanticized
notions of antiquity’s alleged “virtue,” he has few concerns about anything
much being lost along the way: “We may observe, that the ancient republics
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were almost in perpetual war, a natural effect of their martial spirit, their
love of liberty, their mutual emulation, and that hatred which generally
prevails among nations that live in close neighborhood” (1985bb [1752i],
404).* Nor does Hume seem unduly worried—as were Smith, Ferguson,
Burke, and others—about the caustic side effects of this economic revolu-
tion on the social cohesion of modern commercial societies. As he notes,
“Nor are these advantages [of commercial society] attended with dis-
advantages that bear any proportion to them” (Hume 1985t [1752b], 271).
Republican laments about the dangers of civic enervation, the corruption of
taste, and the morally corrosive effects of luxury on the citizens of com-
mercial republics overstate the case against commerce. Perhaps to an even
greater degree than John Locke or Adam Smith, then, Hume looks to be
the archetypal partisan of modern commercial civilization.>

Once we have noted this fact—as many before us have done—there is still
the deeper question of causality. How, specifically, will the instrumental
reason and self-interest of the marketplace polish away the “barbarity” and
“ignorance” of premodern societies and the “superstition” and “enthu-
siasm” that have arisen with modern Christianity (Hume 1985t [1752b],
274)?¢ There is also the question of the kind of sociopolitical order that will
likely result from the empire of commerce. Is this new commercial order of
the ages compatible with traditional aristocratic manners and a mon-
archical political system? Or, as Hume suggests at many points in his Essays
and his History, are the manners and political institutions of the traditional
aristocracy, especially their disdain for commerce and industrious employ-
ment, themselves part of the “rudeness” that must be jettisoned in order to
arrive at this new and uniquely democratic virtue of civility (Hume 19851
[17411], 93)? We know from the eighteenth-century lexicon that a “civil
society” is juxtaposed to the condition of “barbarism.” But the specific
moral attitudes that compose the practices of “civility” have yet to be fully
unpacked by contemporary moral philosophers or historians of political
thought. Put differently, simply “polishing” away “rude” or “barbarous”
habits of senseless cruelty would seem to be the necessary but insufficient
condition for behaving toward one another with what Hume, Smith, Fer-
guson, and others call “civility.” So what is this nebulous virtue of civility,
and how can one see Hume’s defense of it arising from his writings on
political economy?

In attempting to answer these questions this chapter will pursue three main
lines of analysis. The first is to argue that, in contrast to aristocratic noblesse
oblige or an exclusively “courtly” notion of politeness and manners, civility
for Hume is imminently inclusive and substantively democratic. This is best
seen in Hume’s description of civility as a kind of “mutual deference” that
allows those in the middle station of life to partake of the full range of moral
sympathies (Hume 1985k [1742a], 126; 1985n [1742d], 546-47). This makes
the virtue of civility something more than what John Rawls has recently
described as a modus vivendi, that is, a minimal baseline of civil order allowing
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those with different comprehensive moral viewpoints to live peacefully
alongside one another (Rawls 1993, 14749, 166, 168). Civility does indeed
serve this remedial function, and yet it is important to recognize how even
this minimal sense of civility may prove more ennobling than the kind of
“armed stalemate” derided by Rawls (1993, xxxix—xli).” As I will argue in
the first section of this paper, civility is not only a prudential, but also an
intrinsic moral good, valuable for its own sake rather than just for its func-
tional contribution to ending factional and sectarian disputes. Hume’s con-
spicuous focus on the former justification should not lead us to overlook
the independent moral standing of the virtue of civility in his social and
political theory. Second, this virtue of civility has important affinities for the
commercial logic