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Foreword 
 
Nobody who was present when Lord Stewart Sutherland 
delivered his Presidential address last March will rapidly forget 
the occasion. Lord Sutherland’s affection for Hume, the man, 
along with his clear exposition of Hume’s central philosophical 
approach and his thoughtful critique of today’s public discourse 
when viewed in the light of Hume, all made a huge impression 
on his audience. The outcome was not just an insightful lecture 
that grasped the attention, but also a fascinating question and 
answer session, wide ranging discussion at the reception that 
followed and even more intense debate at a dinner thereafter at 
36 St Andrew Square – courtesy of the Royal Bank of Scotland, 
our sponsors for the evening.  
 
Lord Sutherland wishes me to emphasise that this paper, 
although adapted in some respects for publication, is still, 
effectively, a written version of a delivered address. This, in my 
view, has tended to enrich rather than diminish its interest and 
thoughtfulness. 
 
After a section outlining pertinent elements of Hume’s career – 
and some teasing of those institutions that failed to recognize 
greatness when close at hand – Lord Sutherland brings out the 
three great principles that characterise a Humean approach. 
These are moderation, empiricism (or moderate scepticism) and 
pragmatism. He then suggests that in our modern world 
moderation is too often replaced by aggression and fanaticism; 
certainty replaces scepticism or empiricism; while being absolute 
has taken over from being pragmatic.  
 
The impacts of these changes include religious fundamentalism, 
where Stewart Sutherland notes, from Hume, the view that “The 
mistakes in philosophy are merely ridiculous, those in religion 
are dangerous.” But he believes that the impact is much more 
wide-ranging, embracing the terms of political and personal 
discourse, and hence behaviour.  
 



                                                              

Read on to learn more of Stewart’s proposed solutions, but be 
prepared for emphasis on cultural rather than constitutional 
change and a great belief in the power of well directed and 
broad-based education. 
 
We are all very grateful to Stewart Sutherland for undertaking 
the Presidential address and then for adapting the spoken word so 
effectively. We also owe a debt to the Royal Bank of Scotland 
for again sponsoring our annual lecture and to Sir Stephen 
Lamport personally for so ably and warmly chairing the lecture 
and hosting the dinner.  
 
Finally I must note that as a charity the David Hume Institute has 
no views on policies or other matters, we simply welcome 
objective, sceptical, well-informed and constructive debate. Our 
President served us exceptionally well to this end. 
 
Jeremy A Peat 
Director 
The David Hume Institute 
February 2008. 
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Presidential Address 2007 by Lord Stewart Sutherland 
 
Chairman, colleagues, members, friends it is a great honour to be 
asked to deliver this lecture. It is a great honour to be associated 
with this society in this way and I hope that I can provoke you to 
reaction and discussion.  
 
The point I should like to consider tonight is: what we can find in 
David Hume that has relevance today. Is there anything in our 
contemporary and social world on which the words of David 
Hume might helpfully cast light? 
 
This institution rightly honours and is honoured by the name of 
David Hume but is there more to the connection than that? 
Consider the kinds of issues that preoccupy you in your other 
meetings - have they anything to learn from the comments of 
David Hume?  
 
You won’t be surprised to learn from someone who used to earn 
a reasonably honest penny teaching Hume’s ideas to reluctant 
students, that if you do confer the honour of Presidency of this 
society on an erstwhile philosophy teacher you must not be 
surprised by his reversion to type. I wish to talk a little bit about 
David Hume. It won’t be a point by point exegesis of Hume but 
an attempt to inhabit an intellectual world that Hume and others 
created in this city; an intellectual world that had ideals - not 
least the ideals associated with the concept of an enlightened 
society. Could it be that looking at Hume we may milk his 
thinking? We may find - not rigid one to one parallels, there is a 
problem, there is Hume’s solution - but rather a style of thought, 
a style of thinking that matches the style of society, of action, of 
politics, of commerce.  
 
Could it be the case that there are unexamined assumptions in 
our society today that would have been illuminated by Hume’s 
sometimes scathing prose?  
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Let me begin with something about Hume the man. Thomas De 
Quincy, in writing an essay on Immanual Kant said “it is 
amongst the fictions of courtesy to presume in an educated 
audience an interest in Immanual Kant.” Well I am assuming that 
it is amongst at least the fictions of courtesy to presume in this 
educated audience an interest in the figure of David Hume. 
Interestingly you could even presume that about some of our 
local politicians who have been talking a lot about enlightenment 
these days; they have latched on to there being something 
important in our heritage and our history that perhaps has 
political momentum today.  
 
Hume was born on a Berwickshire farm in 1711. It was apparent 
fairly soon that he was a clever boy, not necessarily that he was 
worldly wise to the ways of farming, but he was a clever boy and 
he was despatched to Edinburgh University at, even for then, the 
comparatively early age of eleven. The expectation was that he 
would enter law, the profession of law. This would be following 
the other element of the family’s fortune - farming and law was 
very often what Berwickshire families did in those days.  
 
He was quite smart, mind you. When he came back from 
university they decided that he had better just help out on the 
farm and they sent him off with some sheep up the hill. He 
managed to lose some of these pretty quickly. I think this was 
sheer cunning. He was referred to by his aunt as being “our 
Davy’s a fine lad but he’s uncommon weak minded”.  Which is 
not actually how I think of Hume, but clearly for the 
practicalities of looking after the family’s sheep he had at least 
certain disadvantages. But that meant that there was no question 
of him becoming a farmer.  
 
They were not well off. His father had died when he was quite a 
young child and his mother had had to raise the family – as a 
single parent in today’s language. The mother had to raise the 
family; there obviously was enough to send the children to 
university, and his brother had a very successful university 
career.  
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Hume profited from his time at Edinburgh University I am 
relieved to say, very properly, but he doesn’t write about it in 
ecstatic terms. Shortly after his time at university he went off to 
France to live there very frugally and possibly following a form 
of mental breakdown. The question in his mind was what he was 
going to do with his life. Clearly he wasn’t going to be a farmer. 
Law, I have to tell you – and I apologise looking round at some 
of tonight’s audience - law was something that bored him to tears 
and he clearly wasn’t going to remain with that and on his annual 
income of fifty pounds a year he found he could live more 
cheaply in France. He found a suitable location of a library and 
sat down to write what became, what I still believe - and many 
other philosophers would say the same - the most important work 
of philosophy written by someone from the United Kingdom “A 
Treatise of Human Nature”  
 
Genius - that’s the standing category in which to put Hume - 
genius had declared itself with the publication of that work. But 
not many were listening. As Hume said “it fell still born from the 
press”. Some of you may know what it is like: you publish a 
book and you are there the next day waiting for the reviews and 
nobody noticed it. It’s a bit of a problem. It was even worse for 
Hume. It is quite a difficult book in fact and he rewrote it in later 
life in a much more straight forward fashion. But by the late 
seventeen thirties - the book was published in seventeen thirty 
nine to seventeen forty in sections - he had written what was 
probably the greatest work of philosophy produced by anyone in 
these islands.  
 
Hume’s recognition, due recognition, did come but in a very 
negative way and this is part of the point. When the chair of 
moral philosophy in Edinburgh fell vacant there was a “stop 
Hume” campaign. There was a battle, a very significant battle, 
and Hume lost: his friends lost and he was not appointed. Some 
nonentity was appointed to the Chair instead. Here we have the 
greatest philosopher to come out of Britain - “no, no he is not 
good enough for the chair in Edinburgh” said the town council - 
because they had the power then in the universities - and he 
wasn’t appointed a professor.  
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Just in case any of you from Glasgow are feeling very smug the 
same happened in Glasgow a few years later. A chair fell vacant 
there and again he was turned down. What was he to do with his 
life?  
 
The reason he was turned down, is something that I re-
discovered in writing this lecture, Hume and his writings are 
easier to caricature than adequately summarise and present. You 
can caricature, you can pull out single strands, you can quote 
selectively and you get the caricature of someone who basically 
seemed to be sceptical to the point of cynicism. His remarks 
about moral philosophy and about religion immediately had him 
branded as an infidel and atheist and as a sceptic. That really 
meant something in those days and so the attack on Hume and 
his reputation did depend on seeing him in that very precise, 
sharp, hard-line way. The difficulty in presenting Hume is that 
there is much more to him that you have to try to see and value 
through the headlines and the caricatures that he suffered. 
 
But his hearers didn’t see beyond the simplicities. In addition to 
turning him down for the two pre-eminent chairs of philosophy 
in Scotland - and that is quite a record - the unco guid also tried 
to excommunicate him from the church. This was six or seven 
years later. You may say, “But what does it matter?” - he was not 
a church attender nor a participant in the sacraments. But in those 
days to be excommunicated from the church was almost the 
social equivalent of having your passport taken from you. You 
were outside society and it was a great mark of disapproval, 
social, political, personal disapproval. To their credit Hume’s 
friends, the moderates among the clergymen, fought that battle 
on his behalf and won. But that was the sort of pressure he was 
under.  
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I make this point partly so that you do appreciate, as I am sure 
you do anyway, that Hume suffered for his commitment to what 
he understood to be the truth and he suffered from the reactions 
of some religious groups, particularly the more conservative, 
particularly the more fanatical and certainly as he described 
them, the superstitious. In fact he did lead with his chin 
occasionally on this. He wrote an essay titled “Of Superstition”. 
This was an attack on the religion practiced in the church at this 
time, so he should not be surprised that he roused a reaction from 
his contemporaries.  
 
However, Hume picked himself up from all this and he became 
an essayist of great eloquence, with a very fine style; and of great 
influence as well. He wrote, and this was probably his greatest 
recognised achievement at the time, a best selling history of 
England. His international reputation soared. He went to Paris 
where he was lionised by the philosophes in various receptions, 
dinners and parties. The salons in Paris were open to Hume. 
Indeed not just open; he was the guest they all wanted to have. 
The nickname they gave him, so different from the caricature he 
had here in his native Scotland and indeed elsewhere in Britain, 
was the “le Bon David” - for he was a man of such temperament 
of such charm in many ways and of great innocence. They would 
sit him down beside the grande dames who ran these salons and 
whose reputation socially depended upon the whole party going 
well, and he was sheer innocence. Some of the young ones asked 
him if it was true that he was an atheist. He replied. “No I don’t 
think I’ve ever met a real atheist” of which the comment at the 
party was “look around, there are a dozen at the table with you 
now”.  
 
But that was the kind of innocent approach to life that 
characterised Hume’s good nature and his sociability. He 
enjoyed equally the dining rooms and societies of Edinburgh. 
Drinking claret with his friends after a game of backgammon, he 
tells us, is how he escaped the nightmare of preoccupation with 
too much philosophy. So he found contentment in the last ten 
years of his life back here in Edinburgh. There were many other 
aspects to his career.  
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He was a diplomat; he was the personal assistant to a general 
who carried out an invasion of the wrong country at the wrong 
time. But in his last ten years here in Edinburgh he found 
contentment and he found good friends as he worked as a 
librarian: he had access to books and he wrote some of his great 
works including the history and many of his essays.  
 
But I have to say compared with the international recognition 
and bonhomie showered on Hume, we don’t change much do we, 
we Scots? Many of his contemporaries regarded him with mean 
minded suspicion. If you go to the University of Aberdeen today 
there is a portrait there of a man called James Beattie. Now 
James Beattie was a second, third, fourth division philosopher, 
but he had written a book that others had taken to be a refutation 
of Hume on religion. So Beattie was lionised in both Scotland 
and London. In Aberdeen University there is to be found a 
portrait of this towering figure Beattie and way down in the 
corner a tiny cowering figure, David Hume. There he is 
portrayed as a tiny little man being dominated by this fourth rate 
intellect.  
 
That was the picture many had of Hume in Scotland as compared 
with, as I say, his international reputation. As he lay on his death 
bed another Scot, James Boswell, visited him. Now Boswell had 
a gossip columnist’s eye for a scoop and he thought “I’ll get a 
story about Hume, as he is dying: surely the great infidel will 
have done a death bed conversion, he will have changed his view 
of religion.” Boswell left disappointed. They discoursed politely 
and in friendly fashion. Hume proceeded with equanimity and 
tranquillity in his mind, in his language, in his thoughts and 
Boswell didn’t get what he thought would be the intellectual 
scoop of the century. (He was a terrible man Boswell: he had real 
talent or he couldn’t have written the works that he did, but, 
goodness me, to go and harass poor Hume on his death bed in the 
hope of catching him with his intellectual pants down. That is a 
step too far!) 
 
 



                                                            7  

Let me return to Immanual Kant whom I have already 
mentioned. In the introduction to his great work, Kant mentions 
Hume as the man who wakened him from his dogmatic 
slumbers. Kant is the great hope of all of us who persist in trying 
to do philosophy later in life. Kant’s great works were written 
when he was really quite an old man. Thus Hume wakened him.  
 
Reading Hume wakened him from his dogmatic slumbers and 
the pretty anodyne philosophy he had written for most of his 
professional career was set aside as he created his great work, 
“Critique of Pure Reason”, which transformed European thinking 
dramatically. The stimulus was Hume and the questions which 
Hume asked.  
 
Now there is a bit of a paradox in Hume and how his 
contemporaries found him and it persists in many ways today. To 
his enemies he was a man of extreme opinions. After all he 
questioned – let me run through the list - our understanding of 
the basic laws of cause and effect, of induction and probability, 
of what it is to be a self, to have self identity. More directly of 
interest perhaps to us this evening, he questioned the basis to 
which most of us aspire of making rational moral judgements 
and he was regarded as Hume, the atheist and infidel. But of 
course what was happening then is what happens now. People 
were confusing being a sceptic with being a cynic. They assumed 
that he wasn’t simply raising questions but that he was denying 
that there are adequate answers to questions about the foundation 
of morality and the ways in which a civil society should operate. 
That is the picture of him held by his enemies. But to his friends 
he was congenial and good natured, captured charmingly in the 
epithet, “le Bon David”.  
 
Of course in his writings he was provocative and I quote one 
example often quoted in this context. He wrote “It is not contrary 
to reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world to the 
scratching of one’s little finger” and if you were a Nero you 
could maybe organise things that way if you so preferred.  
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“It is not contrary to reason”, he said, not “unreasonable”, not 
“irrational”, if you really do feel that way, to prefer the 
destruction of the whole world to the scratching of your little 
finger. A very, very hard thing to say but note the first part of 
that; it is not contrary to reason.  
 
What he is telling us in relation to our society today is, if you 
look at what Stalin or Hitler or Polpot did, it is not good to see it, 
it is not adequate to see it, it is not sufficient to see it, as simply 
their drawing wrong moral conclusions from unfounded moral 
premises. It is not a fault of reason and it is inadequate to see that 
kind of evil as if it were simply an irrational flaw.  “If only they 
had been taught of elementary logic it would all have been 
different in Europe”! It will not do, Hume was saying: that is 
because making moral judgments is not simply drawing 
conclusions at the end of a complicated argument.  
 
The provocation had point and the point was to test the 
assumption of much conventional thinking. The big argument in 
Hume’s time was “Is morality founded on religion?” and of 
course in the seventeenth and then into the eighteenth century 
that assumption was challenged not just by Hume but by many, 
who argued that it is not sufficient to claim that moral principles 
are derived only and solely from religion. What was the 
alternative? Many philosophers claimed that there has got to be a 
rational system and we can find a reasoned, rational way of 
showing why it is right to do this and wrong to do that. Hume 
rejected this as an inadequate account of the basis of morality. 
He rejected the assumption that it is a matter of either religion or 
reason. 
  
I refer to the distinction between Hume the intellectual, Hume 
the man of extremes, as he was seen, and Hume the figure who 
was “le Bon David”, the private individual versus the public 
intellectual. There are other differences of characterisation that I 
want to lodge in your mind; Hume the philosopher, and Hume 
the man of letters. His great ambition was to be Britain’s leading 
man of letters and inherit that title from Addison. But there was 
also Hume, the historian.  
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Clearly he was multi talented and what I hope to show you 
before we are finished is that Hume the historian was 
fundamental to understanding Hume the philosophical thinker.  
 
I will try to clarify that further. It is not fortuitous that he wrote 
these great works of history and it is not fortuitous because in the 
end he believed that the way in which you settle questions of 
morality and social policy had to do with the way people are. His 
great ambition as a young man, in writing the Treatise of Human 
Nature, was to write and create what he called a science of 
human nature. He was, as everyone was, immensely impressed 
with Newton and what Newton had achieved in science and he 
wanted to see whether or not the same pattern of observation, 
probing and searching for evidence could apply to the areas of 
morality, epistemology and social and political philosophy. What 
he wanted to create was what he called a science of human 
nature.  
 
What that boils down to is that in Hume’s thinking, observing 
human beings either individually or indeed in societies in history 
was the one way to discover what human beings are actually like, 
and beyond that what kinds of morality and social policy might 
work. He was not a theoretician although there is a great deal of 
theoretical thinking and writing in his publications.  
 
But the context in which he lived forced on him real questions as 
distinct from theoretical ones. Don’t forget he was born in 
seventeen eleven. The previous century saw regicide in this 
country, the execution of a king. It saw what is called the English 
revolution. It saw Cromwell ruling. And in the last quarter of the 
eighteenth century came the defeat of George the Third in New 
England and the rising of the republic of America. There were 
big issues at stake at that time. 
 
In his own lifetime there were the two Jacobite uprisings in 
seventeen fifteen and forty five. They were not just distant 
events, they were struggles to sort out how you decide how 
people should live, should function.  
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The Forty Five of course frightened the wits out of people in 
London when the Jacobite army progressed as far as Derby. It 
was somewhat more comic in Edinburgh. The intellectuals all 
formed up to be effectively a Dad’s Army - to be a Home Guard 
to keep the terrible Jacobite armies at bay.  
 
These events impinged directly on the lives of Hume and his 
colleagues. There was a huge question lying behind them. How 
do you decide where the ultimate source of authority in society 
lies? Should it be with the king, or should it be in republicanism? 
And of course in France the whole issue of republicanism was 
bubbling and eventually it burst out in great bloodshed in 
seventeen eighty nine and twenty five years of war followed.  
 
The sharp antithesis which all of that posed for Hume and his 
contemporaries was monarchy versus republicanism and that led 
Hume into and through the byways and highways of the history 
of England.  
 
What does such a history contribute to the kind of judgments to 
be made as to how you decide where authority lies? Hume 
distrusted theories; he distrusted false claims for the powers of 
rationalism. And this leads us to contemplate trying to distil 
general principles from Hume’s thinking. This is difficult to do. 
But I think these stand as good a chance of recognition as any. 
The first would be moderation. He called his scepticism, 
moderate scepticism. Not a great banner to wage war on as you 
charge into Trafalgar Square protesting about the war or the poll 
tax or whatever. However his proposal is to pursue moderation 
and moderate scepticism. He would have approved of Aristotle’s 
“nothing in excess”. That for Hume, wasn’t an incidental 
thought, it was at the core of how you should live with others and 
how society should live together. That is principle one I would 
suggest.  
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Principle two, empiricism: an understanding of the social order 
is to be found through an understanding of how people live in 
society not through a theory - be it Marxist, capitalism or 
whatever - not through a theory but through observing how 
people live and through an understanding of human nature, using 
the empirical techniques that have been so well applied in 
understanding the physical world.  
 
Moderation, empiricism; there is a third, absolutely fundamental 
principle to be unearthed from Hume, pragmatism. Let us see 
what works and if you are trying to decide whether you should 
be a monarchist or a republican, the high flown arguments, the 
shouts about constitutions, about structures, about rights, were 
for Hume secondary. The first question is what works. Is it 
republicanism or is it monarchy?  Which is the better of the two 
systems in terms of how they work?  
 
I’ll come back to that question and Hume’s answer to it but in 
antithesis to the three Humean principles that I have just 
outlined, I find in our society today very much tendencies and 
influences in the opposite direction. In antithesis to moderation 
we find a great deal of aggression and fanaticism where people 
are not looking for the middle ground. They are looking for a 
position; very often we would call it at best fanaticism, which 
stresses the absolute certainty of the person who holds that view. 
Not moderation. In antithesis to scepticism we find certainty and 
very often it accompanies empty words. In our own society today 
in antithesis to pragmatism we find an attachment to being 
absolute in your principles and in your judgements and 
sometimes that absoluteness takes legislative form.  
 
In our own times a combination of fanaticism and aggression is 
much in evidence. That is what terrorism feeds on, not 
moderation but fanaticism and the aggression and violence that 
go with it. Apart from the damage that terrorism can do to life 
and limb, of which we see evidence all too sadly, the goal of 
terrorism is to destabilise society. Hume’s argument is that a 
stable society is a moderate society. I will try to flesh that out in 
a moment.  
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In Humean terms the source of much of what we regard as 
primary terrorist threat is what Hume called the dangers of 
religion. Here is a marvellous quotation from Hume – 
“Whereas”, he wrote, “the mistakes in philosophy are merely 
ridiculous, those in religion are dangerous”. He knew in his own 
life what that meant. He saw it in the society out of which the 
eighteenth century grew. It is not that in those words, “religion is 
a mistake” but that mistakes in religion are dangerous. How we 
need to recognise that today.  
 
The great risk, of course, is that we assume that all Islam is bad 
or all Christianity is good or all Hinduism or Quakerism or 
whatever is fine but the other lot are mistaken and dangerous. It 
is the mistakes in religion, be it in Islam, be it in Christianity, be 
it the kind of neo conservatism that feeds the fuels of war by talk 
of battles of Armageddon. It is these mistakes that Hume the 
moderate would identify as dangerous. He knew what he was 
identifying. It is not the douce Presbyterianism that we know 
today or the flat lands of Anglicanism that we know today that he 
had in his sights. It was the excesses of the witch trials of the 
seventeenth century or young lads being arrested in the High 
Street in Edinburgh and executed for uttering blasphemies. That 
happened in the last decade of the seventeenth century, less than 
twenty years before he was born. He saw it, of course, in the 
excesses of anti Roman Catholicism that were gradually dealt 
with legislatively in the nineteenth century but we still see signs 
of here and there today.  
 
It is in the mistakes in religion, where they go to excess, where 
fanaticism takes over. These excesses cost Hume his career: he 
knew what he was talking about; he never achieved his ambition 
to be a Professor of Philosophy. Today when we thought that all 
these excesses had been put to bed they have resurrected 
themselves. Hume’s call for moderation was different from 
joining the battlements and saying, “I am either for religion or I 
am against it. I am either for the neo conservatism or I am 
against it”. That is not what Hume suggested. It is not that 
dichotomy that we should be looking at.  
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An enlightened society is one in which there is moderation, 
finding what lies between the excesses.  
 
An over emphasis on aggression goes with the sort of fanaticism 
I have described. I can give you one example which confronted 
me in the USA at the time of the outbreak of the first Gulf War. I 
was watching a news programme on television and they went to 
talk to a former marine about what it felt like to be getting ready 
to go to fight. Of course it was all testosterone and power. That 
was, I suppose, to be expected in the time and in the mood of the 
moment. But the ten year old son of this marine was also sitting 
there and quivering with rage. This ten year old said “Wait till 
we go out there and kick ass”. A ten year old boy was assuming 
that this was the appropriate belief, emotion, attitude to have at 
the launching of war and all its attendant horrors.  
 
Now a society, doing that to ten year olds has some questions to 
face. It is not a unique or sole episode but one that happened to 
strike me very forcibly and it is no wonder that, twelve years 
later, President Bush and his associates could call up similar 
emotions when launching the current war. It is a complicated 
matter, what form patriotism should take in that situation. I am 
not pronouncing on that; I am simply pointing to an excess that is 
tending towards a form of fanaticism when it informs the 
opinions and attitudes, indeed physical posture of a ten year old 
kid. Is kicking ass the basic understanding of what is the horror 
of war, what it is to go to war? 
 
Well in lesser ways I ask you to think about the language of 
much contemporary politics. Again testosterone flows out of it. 
You don’t hear these days, “we’ll have a new initiative on this 
and we’ll have a new initiative on that”. No “we’ll kick-start this 
and we’ll kick-start that. That is what will get things moving”. 
Now when we hear of an increase in educational standards or a 
decrease in knife crime “we’re driving them up” or “we’re 
driving them down”. It is the atmosphere and attitudes which go 
with that kind of language about which Hume was warning us.  
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This is not the language and style of moderation and if it 
becomes the norm that in much of our political comment it 
seems to be, then we lose out as a society.  
 
I was speaking to quite a well-known lady broadcaster for some 
reason the other week. She said, interestingly, that Tony Blair’s 
joke about the great clunking fist of the next Labour Prime 
Minister meeting the nose of the Leader of the Opposition would 
probably, in certain parts of society, lose more votes than it 
would gain. Perhaps we men need to be reminded that in at least 
half the population that kind of violent metaphor for political 
disagreement is not the norm. However much we enjoy the 
vigour of good debate and powerful argument, Hume reminds us 
to beware the consequences of an unremittingly aggressive 
approach to the style and language of politics. 
 
If you think that this is simply the prissiness of a former 
academic speaking then I have two comments. The first is that 
you clearly do not know much about the viciousness of academic 
in-fighting. The second is that you may be being de-sensitised by 
deep changes taking place in our culture. Consider the dominant 
place in our society of the language and style of violence, from 
that kid in America, the novels of Irvine Welsh, which I have 
enjoyed reading, right through to the excesses of a knife culture 
and a gun culture (and that is before we reflect on the nature of 
professional sport and sports commentary!) Measure all that 
against Hume’s emphasis on moderation. 
 
And what about scepticism? Rather than the probing sceptical 
questions of the moderate through which we test evidence for a 
particular policy we often hear the language of absolutism and 
certainty. The world of sound bites and press headlines capturing 
all that a politician has to say, apparently, is where this becomes 
even more pronounced. There is no “probably” or “perhaps” in a 
sound bite. You never hear a sound bite in which somebody 
suggests that probably we’ll raise tax or probably we’ll introduce 
a green tax. No, no, no it’s got to be absolute certainty whatever 
it is that you say. That is what sound bite culture does to us: that 
is what headline culture does to us.  
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That is the kind of society that we inhabit. Hume offers 
scepticism rather these simplicities and certainties. So much 
political response seems to be of banal certainty. Often it 
becomes allied to certain forms of political correctness that 
constrain comment so that there are certain things you cannot say 
at all: they are verboten. You cannot even raise the question. For 
example consider the President of Harvard who was sacked for 
suggesting that there is a statistic that maths at a certain age 
seems to be better performed by one sex rather than another. He 
was eventually fired for that. That shouldn’t be. If he is wrong, 
then, of all places, in a premier University produce the evidence 
and criticise him on that basis.Evidence, empiricism and 
scepticism should replace that absolutist certainty. 
 
I will give you another example that is more contentious - the 
language of human rights. Too many arguments seem to be taken 
as settled by saying “We have the right, the human right indeed 
to this or that and it must be encapsulated in the law. The most 
recent example I heard was on the radio the other day where 
there was a Minister who was on talking about school bullying, a 
very important topic. Questioned about the meat of his report, he 
answered: “Well one great principle is every pupil has a human 
right to a bullying-free education.” That sounds great but what 
does it mean. What does it do for you practically whether you are 
a head teacher, a parent or a senior pupil?  
 
Now the language of human rights has played a very important 
part in a number of political cultures not least in South Africa. I 
am certainly not saying that we should dispense with it, but at 
least we should be allowed to raise basic questions. For example 
not all alleged human rights are compatible.  Again how many 
things do we have a human right to?  I speak as someone who 
sees much point in the language of human rights but who fears 
that it has become an empty phrase, very often as it is used, and a 
form of unjustified certainty and absolutism. This is the sort of 
thing that Hume would challenge as for example he did with his 
comments on “absolute equality”. Hume writes that “ideas of 
perfect equality are at bottom impracticable and were they not so 
would be extremely pernicious to human society.”   
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How dare he say that? But he does. Does he make you pause and 
think that is why people slid from the language of absolute 
equality to equality of opportunity and that is because the initial 
shibboleth, absolute equality can’t unroll into a coherent social 
programme. 
 
Moderation, scepticism and finally pragmatism, are the 
principles which Hume offers as an alternative to fanaticism, 
certainty and absolutism. In response to arguments about 
whether we should be monarchist or republican he retorted 
“Wrong question”.  
 
The point is not to create a theoretical legitimacy for a favoured 
form of authority; the point is to ask what is the point of 
government whatever form it takes. What is it for? Hume had the 
measure of all those politicians who are ill at ease unless they are 
doing something because usually what they do is make another 
law or another form of regulation and they impose it upon us. 
Hume’s pragmatism offers to save us from over- preoccupation 
with constitutional issues.  
 
For Hume, the objects of government are twofold, peace and 
security. That is the primary basis for having a government and 
for deciding whether it functions well Apart from the obvious 
implications of national defence, these also have implications for 
within our own society. Central to his account of peace and 
security and the nature of a society he argues that these are the 
main objects of government: we will tolerate government in so 
far as it encourages these. What is involved here? He started with 
rules about property because unless you can decide who owns 
what and who is allowed to own what and who is allowed to take 
what from x and y, unless you have basic rules of property then 
society will become unstable. There will be no incentive to trade. 
If there is no incentive to trade, there will be no economic 
growth and if there is no economic growth again society will 
become unstable  
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The theory and practice of law has as a primary object, in 
Hume’s view, ensuring that we have a common understanding of 
property. How dull, you might say, isn’t it more to do with great 
constitutional principles? No it is about who owns what, who is 
allowed to own what, who is allowed to pass it on to their 
children and their friends. To give clear answers to these 
questions, the role of government is fundamental and if 
government is not dealing with those issues then in the end it will 
fail. That is why he would not take sides on the posed absolute 
choice between monarchy and republicanism.  
 
He said that, of course the fashion was republican and indeed he 
supported the republican case in the American War of 
Independence. He was one of the British and indeed Edinburgh 
intellectuals who refused to side with George the Third on this 
one; he and a number of his friend were rather with Washington 
and his colleagues. But supporting republicanism in that case did 
not mean that it was an absolute principle. He was pragmatic and 
he wrote “in our time it may now be affirmed of civilized 
monarchies what was formerly said of republics alone. That they 
are a government of laws and not of men. Now it is no longer the 
monarch as a kingpin who decides everything but in civilized 
monarchies the laws of men apply as much as the rule of the 
monarch.”  
 
Civilized monarchies, susceptible of order, method, were to be 
found in places in the Europe of his time. This contrasts 
markedly in the case of Britain with the seventeenth century and 
the perceived need to proceed to the extreme of regicide. He 
argued that in civilized monarchies property is secure, industry 
encouraged, the arts flourish and the prince lives secure among 
his subjects. That is the shape of a civilized monarchy. If you can 
have that he implied what is all the principled and theoretical 
fuss about republicanism. We do not need to go to war if we 
have all of that. If it is not a civilized monarchy, if you don’t 
have these marvelous benefits then it may be a different story.  
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But the point I am making, this is Hume the historian as well as 
the philosopher, who looked at history and argued that, 
depending on how they conduct themselves, societies can be 
organized in different ways. Thus Hume was for republicanism 
in North American and yet he was for civilized monarchy 
continuing in his own country and in Europe. Now I hear 
arguments about republicanism in the House of Lords quite 
regularly but there is no hint of that informed pragmatism and 
moderation from certain quarters. It is rather “I am wholly for it” 
or “I am wholly against it” and the certainties of excess begin to 
play their part. Hume prefers, “be moderate, be empirical and be 
pragmatic and see what works”.  
 
A last point; Hume, in a marvelous statement, said the role of 
government and the role of civilized society and the role of the 
society that offers the best for its citizens requires little in the 
way of constitutional change. At least that should not be the 
primary focus. What is required is cultural change. It is to move 
away from the kind of violence and extremism that leads a ten 
year old boy to be speaking about kick ass when actually 
thousands of people are going to die. It is the cultural change that 
requires people to think about what will work rather than saying 
“well my theory is Marxism or monetarism and that is the sole 
answer to what it is that should be the basis for organizing 
society”.  
 
He was asked, where would you start to bring about cultural 
change? He said, let’s start being polite to one another. If we are 
polite, and a polite society was an ideal that he held  strong, 
perhaps also we will develop taste, we will develop the capacity 
to discern what is of high quality and what is of less high, of low 
quality; polite society, taste. You don’t have to have thousands of 
immigrants to say that common language is a good thing, a 
single language. He didn’t just mean the English language as a 
basis for discourse but the capacity to, and this is where we fall 
down, the capacity to use that language with finesse, with 
accuracy, with the capacity to say what you want to say.  
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If inarticulacy is accepted as a reasonable way for society to 
conduct itself then Hume says you have lost what a common 
language can give you; the kind of conversation that leads to 
debate, argument, discussion, the formulation of pragmatic views 
of the world, the testing of hypothesis.  
 
We are not there yet but Hume says you had better be careful. 
David Hume had a lot to say to us is my contention, and more, 
but I won’t go on. The one thing I do want to say is just where 
we started; one more word that I do want to say is about 
education.  
 
A central suggestion which I am deriving from Hume is that it is 
a mistake to be preoccupied only with legal and constitutional 
change. In many ways cultural change can be much more 
profound in its effect. A central driver of cultural change is 
education. If a primary need of our society is to re-establish the 
primacy of moderation over extremism, then the education of the 
emotions must be brought to the core of our educational practice. 
He related this very closely to the capacity of individuals to be 
articulate – to use language rather than grunts – to communicate 
who they are, what they feel and what they believe and value. 
There is plenty of evidence in our society that competence in 
reading, writing and speaking, the basics of being literate rather 
than illiterate, is the key to participation in civil and civilized 
society. Many surveys of those in prison show a clear correlation 
between incarceration and lack of basic literacy. Hume’s view of 
moderation of the passions or emotions points us towards the 
importance of linking training in articulacy and the education of 
the emotions. To elaborate this would require a further lecture. In 
this lecture my limited intention is to point to the need for much 
greater clarity of thought and practice about the place of the 
emotions, of politeness and civilized manners in the process of 
education..  
 
Hume’s view was that ensuring a healthy balanced society 
required much more than correct constitutional arrangements and 
legislative firmness.   
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Good government depended upon opinion as much as upon 
constitution. Firm laws and clear constitution may well be 
necessary conditions of good government but they are not 
sufficient in themselves.   For that the good opinion of the people 
is essential. Firm law may constrain and protect but for society to 
flourish positive opinion is necessary. By opinion, Hume did not 
mean saluting the flag every morning or chanting the company 
slogan. 
 
He meant two related things. The first is forming the habit of 
citizenship. Obeying the law and respecting the property of 
others are not matters of social contract or calculation. In a well 
ordered society these are matters of habit. To be provocative, if 
Hume were to advise on the task of teaching citizenship to young 
people, he would not advocate a theoretical curriculum tested at 
each ‘Key-Stage’. He would prefer, I believe, the more 
practically oriented advice of Aristotle: “Acts form habits, habits 
form character”.  

The second focus for Hume in the discussion of good 
governance was the human emotions or as he called them, 
“passions”. The control and moderation of these was central to 
Hume's concerns.  

There was one, above all, which Hume regarded as potentially 
dangerous to the fabric of society - and indeed ultimately 
destructive if unchecked. He wrote: “This avidity alone, of 
acquiring goods and possessions for ourselves and our nearest 
friends is insatiable, perpetual, universal and directly destructive 
of society ... So that upon the whole we are to esteem the 
difficulties in the establishment of society, to be greater or less, 
according to those we encounter in regulating and restraining 
this passion” 
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Duncan Forbes comments;  

'No hierarchical structure of human constitution, no moral sense, 
as in Hutcheson, no elaborate account of human depravity as in 
Pufendorf, is needed to explain justice.  

All that is needed is passion which “restrains itself” ... It is all 
very simple and obvious”. (Hume's Philosophical Politics, p85).  

At the core, Hume's view is that to advance the cause of good 
government is not to argue about constitutions, about human 
rights, about the theory of the legitimation of authority; it is 
rather to create the conditions in which, again to quote Forbes,  

“all that must be granted is that men are usually found in a 
medium between extremes, neither wholly benevolent, not 
wholly selfish, neither lacking everything, nor, as in the golden 
age poets, lacking nothing: in all these extremes the rules of 
justice would be useless”. 

Whether we think of Scotland or the United Kingdom, or even 
the European Union, good governance must be based on 
Moderation, Scepticism and Pragmatism. Constitutional reform, 
so-called “claims of right”, voting systems, additional legislation 
may well all have their place.  

But their place is certainly subordinate and sometimes peripheral 
to the main business of government, which depends essentially 
upon the self-restraint of citizens. This latter is also, as he would 
agree with Adam Smith, a matter of self-interest.  

To aspire to such a society is to focus upon cultural rather than 
constitutional change. How far that seems from the political 
priorities of today; how far from the American ten year old and 
his father, whose natural picture of foreign relations is to “kick 
ass”: how far from the rush to legislation as the first port of call 
for social change; how far from the desire to regulate lives from 
outside rather than from the encouragement to self-regulation, 
self-discipline and self-restraint.  
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I conclude by drawing to your attention two of Hume's most 
important markers of the serious attempt to promote such 
political change and cultural development.  

The first is the priority he attaches to the importance of what he 
calls “a common language”. By this he did not mean simply a 
lingua franca, important though that is.  

He was referring to the capacity on the part of all citizens to use 
language with finesse, with accuracy, with the capacity to 
communicate what you want to communicate. If inarticulacy is 
accepted as a reasonable way for society to conduct its business, 
then we will lose the kind of conversational capacity that leads 
to debate, argument, discussion, the complexities of pragmatism 
and the testing of hypotheses. Instead we will find ourselves 
limited to a public discourse of slogans, sound-bites and the 
absolute certainties of inarticulacy. 
 
The second priority is even more surprising. He places at the 
centre of cultural progress the encouragement of politeness and 
the practice of good manners. These are the acts out of which 
habits might eventually lead to character - and in Hume's case 
the character which will embody the virtues associated with 
skepticism, empiricism and pragmatism.  

I have no doubt that if an enlightened society is to be possible, 
then David Hume's thinking will have a central and creative 
place in guiding us to that end.  
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