
Chapter 1

Life and Character

David Hume, to my mind the greatest of all British philosophers, was

born at Edinburgh on what, in the old calendar, was 26 April 1711. In his

valedictory My Own Life, an autobiography running to only five pages,

which Hume composed in April 1776, four months before his death, he

showed pride in coming of good family, on both sides. His father,

Joseph Home, combined the profession of law with the ownership of

an estate at Ninewells in Berwickshire, which had belonged to the

family since the sixteenth century, the family being, as Hume put it, ‘a

branch of the Earl of Home’s or Hume’s’ (D 233), which was in the

twentieth century to produce a Conservative Prime Minister; his

mother, Katherine, was ‘the daughter of Sir David Falconer, President of

the College of Justice’, and one of her brothers inherited a peerage.

The couple had three children, of whom David was the youngest, his

brother John being born in 1709 and his sister Katherine a year later.

Joseph Home died in 1713, while David was still an infant. The estate

passed to the elder son and David was left with a patrimony of some

£50 a year, which even in those days was not quite enough to make

him financially independent. It was planned that he should follow his

father’s example and become a lawyer. Their mother, who did not

remarry, managed the estate until John was old enough to take charge

of it. By all accounts, David was devoted to her, as well as to his brother

and sister. She was an ardent Calvinist, and brought her children up in
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the faith, which David rejected, together with all other forms of

Christianity, in his teens. That this did not impair his relations with his

mother suggests that he concealed it from her or at least did not

obtrude it. Throughout his life he was of a peaceable disposition and

averse from engaging in public as well as private controversy, though

not at all lacking in the courage of his own convictions, however

unorthodox, or reluctant to express them in print. The story of his

mother’s saying ‘Our Davie’s a fine good-natured crater, but

uncommon wake-minded’ is not supported by any documentary

evidence. If it is true, it may be the expression of a feeling of

exasperation at the time it took him to become financially independent

of the family estate.

In 1723, when David Hume was not quite 12 years old, he went with his

elder brother to the University of Edinburgh. They were there for the

best part of three years and left, as was quite common in those times,

without taking a degree. The arts course, in which they were enrolled,

comprised Greek, logic, metaphysics, and natural philosophy, now

better known as physics, as compulsory subjects. There were also

elective courses in other subjects such as ethics and mathematics. The

level of the lectures seems to have been fairly elementary, but it is

probable that Hume gained some knowledge at this stage of the

seminal work of Isaac Newton and John Locke. All that he himself says

about his university studies is that he ‘passed through the ordinary

Course of Education with Success’.

Having returned to Ninewells, Hume tried to settle down to the study

of law, but very soon gave up the attempt. The passion for literature,

understood as including history and philosophy, to which he referred in

his autobiography as ‘the ruling Passion of my Life and the Great

Source of my Enjoyments’, proved too strong, to the point where, in

his own words, he ‘found an insurmountable Aversion to anything but

the pursuits of Philosophy and General Learning’ (D 233). Though he

speaks of Cicero and Virgil as the authors whom he was ‘secretly
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1. Portrait of Hume by Allan Ramsay, 1754.



devouring’, in place of the jurists whose works his family believed him

to be studying, his thoughts ran chiefly on philosophy, and it was in

1729, when he was still only 18 years of age, that there opened up to

him ‘the new scene of thought’ which was to be displayed in his first

and eventually most famous book, A Treatise of Human Nature.

The excitement of this discovery and the intensity with which he

worked upon it combined to impair Hume’s health. His disorder was

psychosomatic and a course of regular physical exercise, supported by

an ample diet, turned him within two years from a ‘tall, lean and

rawboned’ youth into what he describes as the ‘most sturdy, robust,

healthful-like Fellow you have seen with a ruddy Complexion and a

cheerful Countenance’. Nevertheless he remained subject to attacks of

nervous depression, with physical symptoms such as palpitations of

the heart, and the local physicians, to whom he frequently resorted,

were unable to cure him. Eventually, he himself decided that he had

better give up his studies, at least for the time being, in order to ‘lead a

more active life’, and in February 1734 he left Scotland for Bristol,

where he had been offered a post as clerk in a firm of sugar-merchants.

His decision may have been influenced by the fact that he was shortly

to be cited by a local servant-girl before an ecclesiastical court,

presided over by his uncle, as the father of her illegitimate child. The

charge was not considered proved against him and did not, even

locally, damage his reputation. There is, indeed, later evidence that he

remained susceptible to women, though he never married and was of

too calm a temper, and too thoroughly immersed in intellectual

pursuits, to qualify as an amorist.

Though he made some good friends in Bristol, it took Hume no more

than four months to decide that the life of commerce did not suit him.

It has been suggested that he was dismissed from his employment

because of his insistence on criticizing his employer’s literary style

(M 90). Whether this is true or not, there is no doubt that Hume was

happy to be left free to concentrate on his philosophy. The most
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lasting result of his stay in Bristol was that he there changed the

spelling of his name from Home to Hume, to accord with its

pronunciation.

Having resolved to devote himself to the writing of his Treatise, Hume

migrated to France, probably on the ground that he could manage

better there on his small private income. After a short stay in Paris,

where he obtained some useful introductions from a fellow Scotsman,

the Chevalier Ramsay, he spent a year at Rheims and two years at the

small town of La Flèche in Anjou, the site of the Jesuit College where

Descartes had been educated. He made friends among the Jesuit

Fathers and took advantage of their extensive library. By the autumn of

1737 the greater part of the book was written, and Hume returned to

London to find a publisher for it.

This did not prove so easy as he had hoped. It was a year before he

succeeded in making a contract with John Noon for an edition of a

thousand copies of the first two ‘books’, entitled ‘Of the

Understanding’ and ‘Of the Passions’, for which he received £50 and

twelve bound copies. The work was published, anonymously, at a price

of ten shillings, in January 1739, under the general title of A Treatise of

Human Nature: Being an Attempt to Introduce the Experimental Method of

Reasoning into Moral Subjects. The third ‘book’, ‘Of Morals’, was not yet

ready for publication. Its appearance was delayed until November 1740,

when it was published, this time by Mark Longman, at a price of four

shillings.

The reception of the Treatise was a great disappointment to Hume. In

his own words, ‘Never Literary Attempt was more unfortunate than my

Treatise. It fell dead-born from the Press, without reaching such

distinction as even to excite a murmur among the zealots’ (D 234). This

is not altogether accurate. It is true that not all the copies of Noon’s

edition were sold in Hume’s lifetime, but the work was noticed in

English and foreign journals, and obtained three reviews of
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considerable length. The trouble was that the tone of the reviews was

predominantly hostile, and on occasion disdainful. Hume believed that

the hostility arose largely from a misunderstanding of his views, and he

sought to remedy this by publishing in 1740 an anonymous sixpenny

pamphlet, advertised as An Abstract of a late Philosophical Performance,

entitled A TREATISE OF HUMAN NATURE, &c. Wherein the chief Argument

and Design of that Book, which has met with such Opposition, and been

represented in so terrifying a Light, is further illustrated and explain’d, but

appearing under the less aggressive title of An Abstract of a Book lately

Published. Entituled, A Treatise of Human Nature, &c. Wherein The Chief

Argument of that Book is further Illustrated and Explained. This pamphlet

fell into oblivion until a copy of it was discovered and identified in the

late 1930s by Maynard Keynes, and published with an introduction by

himself and Piero Sraffa under the title An Abstract of a Treatise of

Human Nature, 1740: A Pamphlet hitherto unknown by David Hume. The

abstract draws particular attention to Hume’s theory of causation,

which was, indeed, the feature of the Treatise for which it was later to

become most celebrated.

Hume came to think himself largely responsible for the failure of the

Treatise, because of its defects of presentation, and was later disposed

to disown it. The first sign of this is to be found in the preface to the

first of the two volumes of Essays, Moral and Political, published

respectively in 1741 and 1742, in which, remaining anonymous, he is

described as a ‘new Author’. The essays, which were brought out by

Andrew Kincaid in Edinburgh and numbered twenty-seven in all, were

of varying degrees of seriousness, and covered a large range of topics,

including criticism, manners, philosophy, and politics. They were

favourably received, especially the political essays on such subjects as

‘The Liberty of the Press’ and ‘The first Principles of Government’. One

that aroused particular interest was ‘A character of Sir Robert Walpole’,

a harsher appraisal than Hume wanted to sustain when that statesman

had fallen from power. For this reason, no doubt, he did not reprint the

essay in later editions of the work. He also omitted several of the
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2. Frontispiece of Hume’s Abstract (1740), in which he attempted to
correct misunderstandings of the views set out in the Treatise.



lighter pieces with such titles as ‘Of Love and Marriage’ and ‘Of

Impudence and Modesty’.

The publication of these essays not only made Hume some money,

amounting perhaps to £200, but emboldened him to become a

candidate for the Professorship of Ethics and Pneumatical Philosophy

at Edinburgh University. The suggestion that he should apply was

made to him in 1744 by his friend, John Coutts, the Lord Provost of

Edinburgh. The holder of the Chair, Alexander Pringle, had been on

leave for the past two years, serving abroad as an army doctor, and his

appointment as Physician-General to the Forces in Flanders did not

seem compatible with his remaining a professor in Edinburgh. There

was then no overt opposition in the Town Council to the choice of

Hume as his successor. Unfortunately, however, Pringle delayed his

resignation till Coutts had ceased to be Lord Provost and the zealots,

whom Hume had after all offended, had had time to gather their

forces. A pamphlet, entitled A Letter from a Gentleman to his friend in

Edinburgh, which Hume published anonymously in 1745, denying that

he had rejected, as opposed to explicating, the proposition ‘that

whatever begins to exist must have a cause’, or that the argument of

his Treatise led in any other way to atheism, failed to appease them.

The Chair was offered in the same year to Hume’s friend and mentor,

Francis Hutcheson, who was Professor of Moral Philosophy at the

University of Glasgow, and when Hutcheson declined it, the Council

chose to promote the lecturer who had been doing Pringle’s work.

Still lacking the financial security which the appointment would have

given him, Hume accepted an offer of a salary of £300 a year to act as

tutor to the Marquis of Annandale, an eccentric young nobleman, soon

to be declared insane, who lived near St Alban’s at a convenient

distance from London. In spite of his employer’s vagaries, and the ill-

will shown him by an influential member of the family, Hume was

sufficiently contented with his position to be willing to consider

retaining it at a lower salary. No doubt the reason was that it allowed
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him leisure to write. It was at this time that he began work on his

Philosophical Essays concerning Human Understanding, later to be

entitled An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, which was

designed to supersede the first book of the Treatise, and most probably

also wrote his Three Essays, Moral and Political. Both works were

published in 1748.

The Enquiry is, indeed, a much better written work than the Treatise,

from which it differs more in emphasis than in argument. The central

issue of causality is brought more into the foreground, and it is less

encumbered with what would now be reckoned as psychology. There

are also sections of the Treatise, such as that on Space and Time, for

which it has no counterpart. On the other hand, it includes a chapter

‘Of Miracles’, which Hume had omitted from the Treatise out of

prudence. The central argument of this chapter ‘That no testimony is

sufficient to establish a miracle, unless the testimony be of such kind

that its falsehood would be more miraculous than the fact, which it

endeavours to establish’ (E 115–16), with its iconoclastic implications,

procured Hume more fame among his contemporaries than anything

else in his purely philosophical work.

Three Essays, Moral and Political, which appeared in February 1748,

was the first of Hume’s books to which he put his own name, a

practice he was thenceforward to continue. The essays were prompted

by the rebellion of the Young Pretender, and Hume said of them,

before their publication, that ‘One is against the original Contract, the

system of the Whigs, another against passive Obedience, the system of

the Tories: A third upon the Protestant Succession, where I suppose a

Man to deliberate, before the Establishment of that Succession, which

Family he should adhere to, and to weigh the Advantages and

Disadvantages of each’. In fact the essay on the Protestant Succession

was not published till 1752, and was replaced in the 1748 volume by an

essay on ‘National Characters’. Hume was in no degree a Jacobite, but

he wrote a pamphlet in defence of his friend Lord Provost Stewart, who
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was arraigned in 1747 for having surrendered Edinburgh to the rebels,

though owing to the timidity of the printers the pamphlet was

published only after Stewart’s acquittal.

Hume’s willingness to compromise over his tutorship availed him

nothing, for in April 1746 he was dismissed, with a quarter’s salary

owing to him, which he may, some fifteen years later, have succeeded

in getting paid. He thought of returning to Scotland, to a home bereft

of his mother, who to his great sorrow had died the year before, but

was prevented by an offer from a distant kinsman, General St Clair, to

act as his Secretary on an expedition which the General had been

appointed to lead to Canada, with the intention of helping the English

colonists to expel the French. While the expedition was waiting at

Portsmouth for a favourable wind, Hume was promoted from his

Secretaryship to be Judge-Advocate of all the forces under St Clair’s

command. The wind never did become favourable, and the expedition

was diverted to Brittany, where it failed to take the town of L’Orient,

abandoning the siege just at the moment when the French were

deciding to surrender, and returned to England without having

accomplished anything of note. General St Clair appears to have been

more unlucky than culpable, and his conduct of the expedition was

later to be defended by Hume in print against the ridicule of Voltaire.

Once more Hume had to wait many years before he was able to extract

from the Government the pay due to him as Judge-Advocate.

After the expedition was disbanded, Hume returned briefly to

Ninewells, but early in 1747 he was back in London, having accepted an

invitation from the General to serve as one of his Aides-de-camp ‘in his

military Embassy to the Court of Vienna and Turin’. He wore the

uniform of an officer, which probably did not become him. According

to an irreverent young witness ‘the Corpulence of his whole Person was

far better fitted to communicate the Idea of a Turtle-eating Alderman

than of a refined Philosopher’ (M 213–14). The same observer, though

subsequently proud of his acquaintance with Hume, commented on
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the disparity between his mental powers and the vacancy of his

countenance and sneered at his retention of ‘the broadest and most

vulgar Scottish accent’ in speaking either English or French.

Hume remained at Turin until the end of 1748, so that he was absent

from England during the period of the publication of the Three Essays,

the first volume of the Enquiry, and a reissue of Essays, Moral and

Political, which laid the foundation of his literary reputation. The great

French writer Montesquieu was so impressed with these Essays that he

sent Hume a copy of his L’Esprit des loix, and the two men

corresponded regularly for the remaining seven years of Montesquieu’s

life.

Hume himself was slow to realize that the tide was turning in his

favour, at least if we are to believe his autobiography, in which he

speaks of his mortification at finding on his return to England that

neither the Enquiry nor the reissue of his Essays had achieved any great

success. This was not, however, a discouragement but rather a

stimulus to his literary ambition. Returning to Ninewells, he completed

by 1751 the Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals, designed to

replace Book III of the Treatise, and considered by Hume ‘of all my

writings historical, philosophical or literary incomparably the best’

(D 236). In the following year he published his Political Discourses, and

during this period he also began work on his Dialogues concerning

Natural Religion and engaged in research for his History of England. At

the same time his work began to attract criticism. In his own words,

‘Answers by Reverends and Right Reverends came out two or three a

year’ (D 235), but Hume maintained his fixed resolution ‘never to reply

to anybody’.

This hostility did not extend for the most part to the Political

Discourses, though they did not escape being placed on the Roman

Catholic Index, in 1761, along with all Hume’s other works. The

Discourses, described by Hume as ‘the only work of mine that was
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successful on its first Publication’, were originally twelve in number,

of which only four were strictly political. One was concerned with the

relative populousness of the ancient and modern worlds and the

other seven were contributions to what is now called economics.

Hume was a strong advocate of free trade, and his essays in some

degree foreshadowed the theory developed by his young friend

Adam Smith in his celebrated book The Wealth of Nations, the first

volume of which was read with admiration by Hume a few months

before his death.

In 1751 John Home married, and David and his sister set up house in

Edinburgh, moving to slightly more luxurious quarters as his fortunes

improved. Apart from his literary earnings, his appointments at Vienna

and Turin had left him ‘master of near a thousand Pound’ and his sister

had a small private income of £30 to add to his £50. Though he speaks

of his frugality, he seems to have led an active social life, being

frequently entertained by his extensive circle of friends, including

many of the moderate clergy, and returning their hospitality. He would

have been, however, prepared to move to Glasgow, if he had been able

to secure the University Chair of Logic, which Adam Smith vacated in

1752 to succeed to the Chair of Moral Philosophy, but though he had

the support of other professors besides Adam Smith, the opposition of

the zealots again prevented his appointment.

Hume was in some degree consoled for this failure by being made

Librarian to the Faculty of Advocates at Edinburgh. The salary was only

£40 a year and Hume refused to take it after 1754, when the Curators

rejected, on the ground that they were indecent, three books that he

had ordered, one of them being the Contes of La Fontaine. Hume did

not resign till 1757, but compromised in the meantime by giving the

money to his friend Blacklock, the blind poet. The advantage to Hume

of the position was that, the library being exceptionally well stocked, it

gave him access to the books that he needed for the writing of his

History. He appears still to have had access to the library after he had
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resigned its Keepership in favour of his friend, the philosopher Adam

Ferguson.

The six volumes of Hume’s History appeared in an unusual order. It

began with the Stuarts, the first volume, covering the reigns of James I

and Charles I, and the second, which continued the story till the fall of

James II, being published respectively in 1754 and 1756. The next two

volumes, which came out in 1759, were devoted to the Tudors, and the

work was completed by the publication in 1762 of two volumes

spanning the centuries between the invasion of Julius Caesar and the

accession of Henry VII. The first volume was a failure at the outset,

partly because its attempt to be fair to both sides in the conflict

between King and Parliament irritated the Whigs without satisfying

the Tories, and partly, it would seem, because of a conspiracy into

which the London booksellers entered against the Edinburgh firm to

which Hume had entrusted it. Eventually this firm found it advisable to

transfer its rights to Andrew Millar, Hume’s usual publisher, who then

brought out the subsequent volumes. These were much more

successful, both critically and financially. The sums for which Hume

sold the rights of the various volumes amounted in all to more than

£3,000, and the work came to be considered by Hume’s

contemporaries as an outstanding achievement, to the point where he

was esteemed even more highly as a historian than as a philosopher.

Thus Voltaire went so far as to say that ‘nothing can be added to the

fame of this History, perhaps the best ever written in any language’

(M 318). A much later verdict of Lytton Strachey’s, in an essay on Hume

included in his Portraits in Miniature, that Hume’s book, ‘brilliant and

weighty as it was, must be classed rather as a philosophical survey than

a historical relation’, comes nearer the mark, but the History remains

very well worth reading, if only for its wit and the beauty of Hume’s

style.

In the course of publishing his History Hume brought out in 1757

another volume of essays entitled Four Dissertations. The most
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important of them was ‘ Natural History of Religion’. The second, ‘Of

the Passions’, was a condensation and revision of the second book of

the Treatise. The third and fourth were ‘Of Tragedy’ and ‘The Standard

of Taste’. The essay on the standard of taste took the place of an essay

on Geometry and Natural Philosophy, which Hume was dissuaded from

printing by his friend Lord Stanhope, who was a mathematician.

Having discarded the mathematical essay, Hume planned to bring the

number of Dissertations up to five by adding to the first three

mentioned an essay ‘Of Suicide’ and one called ‘Of the Immortality of

the Soul’, but his publisher, Millar, was afraid of the consequences of

their being taken as a further affront to religion, and Hume withdrew

them. Copies of the manuscripts were in private circulation, but the

essays were never included in any authorized edition of Hume’s works,

though unauthorized versions appeared in 1777 and 1783, and they are

to be found among ‘Unpublished Essays’ in the second volume of the

Green and Grose edition of 1875.

In 1758 and again in 1761 Hume went to London to see the remaining

volumes of his History through the press. On the first occasion he

remained there for over a year, and had serious thoughts of settling,

before deciding that he preferred the atmosphere of Edinburgh. He

was well received both in high society and in literary circles, though

Boswell reports Dr Johnson’s saying that he once left a company as

soon as Hume joined it. Johnson’s ‘abhorrence’ of Hume did not,

however, prevent them on a later occasion from being fellow guests at

dinner at the Royal Chaplain’s without coming into open conflict.

Characteristically, Hume used his influence with Millar to ensure the

publication of the History of Scotland written by his friend, the Reverend

William Robertson, and to promote its sales, even to the possible

detriment of those of his own work. He was, however, slightly annoyed

when Robertson was appointed Historiographer Royal for Scotland, in

preference to himself.

At the conclusion of the Seven Years War in 1763 the Earl of Hertford, a
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cousin of Horace Walpole’s, was appointed British Ambassador to the

court of France. Being supplied with an official secretary of whose

character he did not approve, he decided to employ a personal

secretary and offered the position to Hume, whom he had never met.

Since he was himself a very pious man, this choice was surprising, but

Hume had been strongly recommended to him, as one whose name

carried great prestige in France. Hume at first declined the offer, but

accepted when it was renewed. He liked both Lord and Lady Hertford

when he met them in London, and in October 1763 he accompanied

them to Paris.

From the moment of his arrival in Paris Hume enjoyed the most

extraordinary social success. As Lytton Strachey put it, ‘he was

flattered by princes, worshipped by fine ladies, and treated as an oracle

by the philosophes’. His closest friends among the philosophes were the

Encyclopédistes Diderot and d’Alembert, and the materialist Baron

d’Holbach. There is a story of his dining at Holbach’s and saying that

he had never met an atheist, whereupon Holbach told him that of the

persons present, fifteen were atheists and the other three had not

made up their minds. Among the fine ladies, his chief admirer was the

Contesse de Boufflers, who had made herself known to him by letter in

1761. Fourteen years younger than Hume, she was the mistress of the

Prince de Conti, whom she had vain hopes of marrying when her

husband died. Though she never lost sight of this primary objective,

she appears for a time to have been in love with Hume, and there is

stronger evidence from their correspondence that he was in love with

her. Though they did not meet again after Hume left Paris in January

1766, they continued for the next ten years to write to one another. His

last letter to her, commiserating with her on the death of the Prince de

Conti and saying of himself ‘I see death approach gradually, without

any Anxiety or Regret. I salute you with great affection and regard, for

the last time’, was written within a week of his own death.

When Hume left Paris he took Jean-Jacques Rousseau with him.
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Rousseau had been living in Switzerland, but his heterodox religious

views had made him enemies there, nor could he rely on being

undisturbed in France. Hume was persuaded, mainly by their common

friend Madame de Verdelin, to take Rousseau under his protection,

though warned by the philosophes that Rousseau was not to be trusted.

Rousseau’s ‘gouvernante’, the illiterate Thérèse Le Vasseur, was to

follow, escorted by Boswell, whom she seduced on the way. At first all

went well. Hume and Rousseau liked and admired one another. There

was some trouble in finding a place where Rousseau would consent to

live, but he finally accepted an offer from Richard Davenport, a rich

country gentleman, of a house in Staffordshire at a nominal rent.

Hume also arranged for him to receive an offer of a pension of £200

from King George III. But then Rousseau’s paranoia broke out. Horace

Walpole had written a squib against him, which Rousseau attributed to

Hume. There had been jokes about him in the English press. Thérèse

made mischief. Rousseau became convinced that Hume had joined

with the philosophes in a conspiracy against him. He refused the King’s

pension, became suspicious of Mr Davenport, and wrote bitter letters

to his friends in France, to the English newspapers, and to Hume

himself. Hume tried to persuade Rousseau of his innocence, and when

he failed, became anxious for his own reputation. He sent d’Alembert

an account of the whole affair, giving him leave to publish it, if he

thought fit. D’Alembert did publish it, together with the letters that

constituted the principal evidence, and an English translation of

d’Alembert’s pamphlet appeared a few months later. Rousseau

remained in England till the spring of 1767 and then, without a word to

Mr Davenport, returned with Thérèse precipitately to France. There

was no doubt that Rousseau had behaved very badly to Hume, but

some of Hume’s friends thought that he should have made allowances

for Rousseau’s paranoia and that it would have been more dignified for

him not to have publicized the quarrel.

For a few months in 1765, during the interval between Lord Hertford’s

departure for Ireland, where he had been appointed Lord Lieutenant,
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5. Scottish political economist and philosopher Adam Smith (1723–90),
who wrote of Hume ‘upon the whole, I have always considered him, both in
his life-time and since his death, as approaching as nearly the idea of a
perfectly wise and virtuous man, as perhaps the nature of human frailty
will admit’. Hume was said to have been reading Adam Smith’s The Wealth
of Nations on his deathbed.



and the arrival of his successor, Hume had acted as Chargé d’Affaires in

Paris and shown himself to be a capable diplomat. He refused Lord

Hertford’s invitation to serve with him in Ireland, but in 1767 accepted

an offer from the Secretary of State, Lord Hertford’s brother, General

Conway, to serve in London as Under-Secretary for the Northern

Department. He carried out the duties of this position very successfully

for the following two years.

When Hume returned to Edinburgh in 1769, he had become so

‘opulent’ as to enjoy an income of £1,000 a year. He built himself a

house in the New Town in a street off St Andrew’s Square, which came

to be known in his honour as St David’s Street. He resumed his active

social life, took no public notice of the numerous attacks that were

made on his philosophy, and occupied himself with the revision of his

Dialogues concerning Natural Religion. The work was posthumously

published, most probably by Hume’s nephew, in 1779. In the spring of

1775 he was, in his own words, ‘struck with a disorder in my bowels,

which at first gave me no Alarm, but has since, as I apprehend it,

become mortal and incurable’ (D 239). He suffered little pain and

never ‘a moment’s Abatement of my Spirits’. Boswell characteristically

intruded on him to see how he was facing the prospect of death, and

was convinced by his assurance that he viewed it serenely. Equally

characteristically, Dr Johnson insisted that Hume must have been lying.

Death finally came to him on 25 August 1776.

Hume’s life largely bears out his description of himself as ‘a man of

mild Dispositions, of Command of Temper, of an open, social, and

cheerful Humour, capable of Attachment, but little susceptible of

Enmity, and of great Moderation in all my passions’ (D 239). There is no

doubt that Adam Smith was sincere when he concluded his obituary

portrait of his friend by saying: ‘Upon the whole, I have always

considered him, both in his life-time, and since his death, as

approaching as nearly to the idea of a perfectly wise and virtuous man,

as perhaps the nature of human frailty will admit.’
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