“Of the rise and progress of the arts and sciences”
A sample of some of Hume’s many thoughts on political topics.

Preliminary Remarks

When considering social development,

changes that depend on the actions of a few persons

are most likely the effect of secret and hidden causes (“chance”)

those that depend on a great number
can often be explained by appeal to determinate and known causes

Because:

· causes are best discovered in their influence over a large number of instances

· causes that operate only on a few people depend on a concurrence of circumstances and so are “delicate” and easily impeded or facilitated by circumstances that are difficult to foresee

Application to the arts and sciences

Industry and commerce depend on avarice

which is gross and stubborn cause, not much liable to be influenced by circumstances, and widely operative among people
The development of the arts and sciences depends on curiosity

which requires youth, education, leisure, wealth, genius, and example, and so is only to be found in a few
This makes economic advancement easier to produce by policy whereas cultural and scientific advancement is more difficult
Nonetheless, individual contributions to culture and learning

can only be made in societies where the people as a whole have a degree of “politeness” and learning
We might hope to uncover the causes of this general advancement.
Four theses
· the development of the arts and sciences presupposes a free government

· it is further assisted when the governments are small and connected with neighbouring, independent states by commerce and policy

· once developed, the arts and sciences may be transferred to other states; in this case, the arts advance best in a “civilized monarchy” and the sciences in a republic

· once the arts or sciences have reached a point of perfection in any state, they inevitably decline and the state seldom or never returns to that point
Background to the first thesis
If a population as a whole is to become literate, it requires wealth and security of possessions.

This in turn presupposes a functioning system of just laws.

But good laws are among the most difficult of all things to invent

because all general laws produce bad results in particular cases

and it is far from obvious which will generally produce the best results

Rather than produce a system of laws, primitive societies are typically governed by a despot

under this condition most of the people are enslaved and impoverished

(even if the society grows to any size, the despot governs by delegating supreme power to underlings)

Laws can only emerge in republics, where the people are prompted to preserve their liberty by placing restraints on officials

Law gives rise to liberty and security of possession.

These in turn give rise to curiosity.

This produces advances in the arts and sciences.

Background to the second thesis

Since advances in the arts and sciences happen slowly,

the free states that foster them have to last

This is most likely when the states are small and adjacent.
Small states are not as likely to turn into despotic regimes

Because abuses of authority are readily communicated to everyone

Because the conditions for the development of a superstitious reverence for sovereigns are not met

And the rivalry between neighbouring states prevents practices approved of in any one state from being widely approved

So only the most reasonable developments survive the critical spirit.

Background to the 3rd thesis

Once good systems of laws have been developed, their advantages are so obvious to everyone that they are communicated to all societies.

Even many despotic regimes are forced (either by the wisdom of the rulers seeing that their own interests are further advanced by the arrangement, or by revolution, or by conquest) to admit a system of laws.

When this happens, the ruler may continue to retain absolute authority, but the inferior magistrates are restrained by law.
As long as the state is large and wealthy, this means that the people are generally secure from encroachments by the ruler, creating conditions under which the arts and sciences can thrive.

This difference remains:

In republics, those in control must look down to the people and worry about how to retain their support.

In “civilized monarchies” the people must still look up to those in control and worry about not offending them.

As a consequence, in republics, the main concern of those wanting to advance their station in life is to be useful to others.

This promotes an interest in the sciences.

In civilized monarchies, the main concern of those wanting to advance their station in life is to be agreeable to others.

This promotes the improvement of manners and civility and the refinement of taste

These are in turn more conducive to advances in the arts.

(An additional reason:

Civilized monarchies still depend on superstitious reverence for those in authority and so tend to suppress learning

at the same time that they invest in ornamentation)

Background to the 4th thesis

An individual’s “genius” needs to be developed.

For that to happen, the individual needs to receive encouragement for her or his first, rough efforts.

That doesn’t happen when great works of the kind already exist, and the individual’s work pales by comparison.

So the later artist gets discouraged and drops out.

Some general comments on the methodology of Hume’s essays

What makes Hume think that these are good theories?

He has a background theory of human nature,

specifically of the workings of the imagination and the passions

developed in the Treatise.

But he no longer appeals to that theory to justify his explanations.

Instead, the explanations come first,

e.g., laws cannot be formulated under conditions of despotism

citizens in republics lack politeness

And are then justified by appeal to numerous historical anecdotes.

e.g., “rusticity” in ancient authors

“gallantry” in modern courts

Counterexamples
e.g., laws in China

“rusticity” in the plays of the Duke of Rochester

are explained away by inventing special circumstances supposed to impede the usual operation of causes

e.g., there was no need for the development of a military in China,

the court of Charles II was “licentious”

From a modern point of view, this amounts to basing theory on hunches generated by a haphazard survey of historical instances.

From Hume’s point of view, it is the best we can do

(the way to study society is to study history)

… or rather, it is the best we can do without being informed by a background theory of human nature …

… which, as it turns out, no one is interested in studying

So Hume worked out his theory of human nature, kept it to himself, applied it to the explanation of events in society, and then sought to justify his explanations, not by appeal to the theory, but to the lessons of history.
