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Mortality and Science: A Comment
on Two Articles on the Effects of

Health Insurance on Mortality
Robert Kaestner1

LINK TO ABSTRACT

While health insurance has several benefits, for example, providing financial
protection for financial losses associated with illness, it is the greater use of
healthcare associated with it, and the putative health benefits of that greater use of
care, that is of primary importance. Intuition strongly suggests that having health
insurance will improve one’s health and decrease the probability of dying.
Supporting the intuition is extensive evidence that health insurance increases
health care utilization (e.g., Newhouse et al. 1993; Baicker et al. 2013) and clinical
evidence that health care treatments are effective, for example, those catalogued
by the Choosing Wisely organization, the National Institute of Clinical Evidence
(NICE) in the United Kingdom, the U.S. Prevention Services Task Force
(USPSTF) and in reviews of the Cochrane Library (link).

Despite the strong intuition, there is surprisingly little high-quality empirical
evidence directly linking health insurance to improved health or lower mortality.
The question has been investigated in quite a few studies. There are also several
reviews of that literature that have reached various conclusions as to whether there
is sufficient evidence to support the claim that health insurance improves health
(Hadley 2003; Freeman et al. 2008; Levy and Meltzer 2008; McWilliams 2009;
Baicker et al. 2013; Sommers et al. 2017; Woolhandler and Himmelstein 2017).
What is noteworthy is that the question is still being vigorously debated. Whether
health insurance improves health is central to debates over the value of Medicaid,
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Medicare, and the Affordable Care Act, the largest government health programs.
The lack of a consensus about the size and significance of the effect of health

insurance on health makes the topic of particular salience to academic researchers.
And the uncertainty about whether health insurance improves health breeds
mischief in policy debates.2 Recently, two studies on the effect of health insurance
on mortality were published in the Quarterly Journal of Economics (QJE). The articles
deliver findings that can only be characterized as amazing—health insurance en-
tirely eliminates mortality.

I critically review the evidence in each article. I find that the two studies
provide little useful information on this important research question. Both studies
lack statistical power to detect reasonably sized effects and produce an array of
estimates that cannot be explained by clinical evidence or theories of behavior.
And one study has a problematic research design and the other has virtually no
external validity—its results, even if true, are relevant for only a tiny fraction of the
population and unlikely to be relevant for the remaining population.

The GLM (2021) and MJW (2021) articles
The first study is “Health Insurance and Mortality: Experimental Evidence

from Taxpayer Outreach,” by Jacob Goldin, Ithai Z. Lurie, and Janet McCubbin
(2021)—henceforth abbreviated GLM. The article provides an evaluation of a
randomized controlled trial (RCT) conducted under the auspices of the U.S.
Treasury Department and Internal Revenue Service (IRS) that involved sending a
letter in January 2017 to people who had paid a tax penalty for not having health
insurance coverage in 2015. (Only about 20 percent of those without health
insurance paid such penalty, the others being exempt because they didn’t pay taxes,
did not have access to insurance that cost less than 8.05 percent of income, or
were exempt for a recognized hardship.) The letter informed the recipients of their
options for health insurance coverage and the size of the tax penalty in 2017. The
letter was sent to a randomly selected portion (86 percent) of the people who
had paid the tax penalty for 2015. Tax information from 2017 and 2018 was used
to identify health insurance coverage of this sample of people. Information from
Social Security Death file was used to identify sample members who died in 2017
or 2018. The outcomes of those who were sent the letter (treatment group) were
compared to the outcomes of those (14 percent) who were not sent the letter

2. See the following for evidence of the debate and how research in this area has been used by both sides
of the political spectrum: Broaddus and Aron-Dine 2019; Pipes 2019; Davidson 2017; Lowrey 2019; West
2018; Moffit 2020.
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(control group). The article mainly focuses on the results for persons from both
the treatment group and the control group ages 45 to 64 who did not have health
insurance in 2016 for at least one month. The authors conclude: “we interpret our
results to support the conclusion that the coverage induced by the intervention
reduced mortality” (GLM 2021, 44).

The second study is “Medicaid and Mortality: New Evidence from Linked
Survey and Administrative Data,” by Sarah Miller, Norman Johnson, and Laura
R. Wherry (2021)—henceforth abbreviated MJW. This study used data from the
American Community Survey (ACS) from 2008 to 2013 to select a sample of
persons born 1950 to 1959 and who would be between the ages of 55 and 64 in
2014. The sample was restricted to those with less than a high school education
or who had family income less than 138 percent of the Federal Poverty Level
(FPL) at the time of the ACS survey. These data were matched to administrative
information on date of death from the Census Numident File and information on
Medicaid enrollment from the Centers for Medicaid and Medicare Services (CMS).
The statistical analysis of these data involved comparing before-to-after changes
in mortality (and health insurance coverage) of those living in states that expanded
Medicaid eligibility as part of the ACA to those living in states that did not expand
Medicaid eligibility. Based on their analysis, the authors concluded: “we show that
the ACA Medicaid expansions substantially reduced mortality rates among those
who stood to benefit the most” (MJW 2021, 41).

Both of the articles, therefore, purport to provide evidence supportive of
expanding health insurance: MJW (2021) is about Medicaid, while GLM (2021) is
about health insurance generally. Both articles focus on the reduction in mortality.

A lack of statistical power
The most important problem with both articles is that they lacked statistical

power to detect an effect of health insurance on mortality that is plausible.
To their credit, GLM conducted an analysis of statistical power and reported

it in the appendix to their article (link). Their power analysis used several unrealistic
assumptions, however, assumptions that obscured the fact that the study was
grossly underpowered. To understand why their analysis was flawed, some context
is necessary.

The intervention of the study—the IRS’s sending of the letter to taxpayers
who didn’t have health insurance in 2015—resulted in only a very small increase
in health insurance coverage. In their preferred sample of taxpayers ages 45 to 64
who lacked health insurance in 2016 for at least one month (as well as in 2015),
sending the letter to the treatment group increased the probability of having of any
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health insurance coverage, during the 24-month period of 2017–2018, by about 2
percentage points, to 51 percent, as compared to the mean of 49 percent in the
control group (that is, those who lacked insurance in 2015 and 2016 and were not
sent the letter). Sending the letter increased the months of any insurance coverage
among the treatment group by 0.4 months, to 8.2 months, as compared to 7.8
months in the control group. In sum, the intervention had a very small effect on
health insurance coverage and thus any difference in mortality between the treated
and control groups should plausibly be very small and in line with the very small
difference in health insurance coverage. Therefore, when conducting the analysis
to detect the level of statistical power, reasonably sized estimates of the difference
between the treatment and control groups should be used to provide an accurate
estimate of the extent of statistical power. Smaller estimates result in less statistical
power, all else equal.

In conducting such a power analysis, what would be a reasonable estimate
to use? To answer this question, I start with the extreme assumption that gaining
a full year of health insurance coverage would reduce the probability of dying by
100 percent. Indeed, such an estimate would be consistent with a conclusion that
obtaining health insurance entirely eliminates mortality. In the sample highlighted
by GLM (middle aged without insurance for at least one month in 2016), the
intervention increased insurance coverage by 0.358 months, or 3 percent of a year.
Thus, assuming that gaining insurance for one year reduced mortality by 100
percent implies that the difference in mortality between the treated and control
groups should be about 3 percent. This effect size seems to be a good maximum to
use and even that large of an effect seems implausible.

What effect sizes did GLM use in their power analysis? They said they used
effect sizes of 1 percent, 3 percent, 5 percent and 7 percent of the mean mortality
rate. As already noted, an effect size of 3 percent would correspond to a 100 percent
reduction in mortality. Thus, GLM’s 3-percent effect size implies that a year of
health insurance reduces mortality by nearly 100 percent, which any impartial
observer would think implausibly high. Using effect sizes of 5 percent and 7
percent is outlandish. It seems prudent to use an effect size smaller than 3 percent,
but surely not a value greater than 3 percent.

But GLM use an implausible assumption that bends the results of their
analysis in their favor—so that it indicates greater statistical power—while still
appearing to use reasonable effect sizes. Specifically, they assume that the mortality
rate of the group affected by the intervention is 2, 3, or 4 times the average mortality
rate and then apply the 1-, 3-, 5-, and 7-percent rates. This makes the 3-percent
effect size 2, 3, or 4 times larger. As noted, the 3-percent effect size using average
rate of mortality is already unrealistically high, so increasing it by a factor of 2, 3,
or 4 implies effect sizes that are virtually impossible to conceive of as plausible.
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Moreover, there is no evidence to support the assumption that the mortality of
those affected is double, triple, or even quadruple the average rate. In fact, data
reported in the study shows that the control mean mortality rates among those
with no prior insurance (1.007, Table IV) is lower than the mortality rate for those
with prior insurance (1.15, derived from Table IV and Table A.XVI). Thus, the
“affected” group—those with no prior insurance—actually have lower mortality
rates than those with prior insurance.

Thus, the power analysis conducted by GLM substantially inflated the extent
of the statistical power of their actual analysis.

Even with this inflation, however, the analysis lacked power. Figure A.5
of the article shows the results of the power analysis conducted by GLM. The
statistical power associated with the study for effect sizes of 1 percent and 3 percent
never rises above 45 percent—in other words, 45 of 100 times, at most, would a
study of this type be able to detect a true effect that is 3 percent or less. This is true
even when the assumed mortality rate is assumed to be 4 times the average. The
standard that is commonly used to judge whether there is adequate statistical power
is 80 percent, which is well above 45 percent. In the same figure, results indicate
that the statistical power of the analysis is less than 55 percent for all effect sizes
(e.g., including 7 percent) when it is assumed that the mortality rate of the affected
group is 2 times the average mortality rate. Finally, if attention is restricted to cases
where the effect size is 1 percent or 3 percent, and the mortality rate of the affected
is 2 times the average, the statistical power of the analysis never reaches 16 percent,
is often under 10 percent, and these are the most likely scenarios.

The extreme lack of statistical power (10 percent) of the analysis should have
been a red flag. With such a low level of statistical power, the results of the study are
uninformative and the reported findings surely misleading. As discussed in Andrew
Gelman and John Carlin (2014), in analyses with low statistical power, for example
10 to 20 percent as is likely in the GLM study, there is a high likelihood that a
significant estimate will be a substantial exaggeration (e.g., by a factor of 3 to 5 or
more) of the true effect and can even lead to wrongly signed estimates with non-
trivial probability. To quote Gelman and Carlin (2014):

There is a common misconception that if you happen to obtain statistical
significance with low power, then you have achieved a particularly impressive
feat, obtaining scientific success under difficult conditions.

However, that is incorrect if the goal is scientific understanding rather
than (say) publication in a top journal. In fact, statistically significant results
in a noisy setting are highly likely to be in the wrong direction and invariably
overestimate the absolute values of any actual effect sizes, often by a
substantial factor. (Gelman and Carlin 2014, 649)
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The likelihood that the problem raised by Gelman and Carlin (2014) charac-
terizes the GLM study is supported by the implausibility of the estimate obtained
by the authors, which suggests that 5.6 months of additional health insurance
coverage would reduce mortality by approximately 100 percent—a year of health
insurance would decrease mortality by 214 percent, which doesn’t make a lot of
sense, since dying during the year is something that happens to someone at most
once. The problems that a lack of statistical power causes that are noted by Gelman
and Carlin (2014) are also evidenced by the large, but wrongly signed effects of
health insurance (it kills you) that GLM obtain for those ages 25 to 44. I discuss this
further below.

Instead of acknowledging the obvious, that the low power of the study is the
problem, GLM go to great lengths to argue for alternative interpretations of the
implausibly large estimates, interpretations that require unverifiable assumptions
about the baseline mortality rate of “compliers” and whether the relationship
between health insurance coverage and mortality is linear (same for each additional
month of coverage) or concave (the first month of coverage is more important
than the second and so forth).3 But it is not even a close call. Even if we halved the
estimate of 214 percent assuming a death rate among those affected that is twice the
average death rate of the sample, the still absurdly large estimate is implausible. This
is not a surprising result once the very low level of statistical power is taken into
account. The results of GLM are uninformative of the effect of health insurance on
mortality.

As for MJW (2021), they did not provide a power analysis for their study,
which is surprising because MJW cite a prominent critique of prior studies
examining the effect of Medicaid on mortality demonstrating that most studies
suffered from a low level of statistical power (Black et al. 2021). To remedy this
oversight, I conducted an analysis to assess the statistical power of their study.
Like the authors, I used the ACS surveys from 2008 to 2013 and selected a sample
of people born 1950 to 1959 (ages 55 to 64 in 2014) who had less than a high
school degree or had family income less than 138 percent of the Federal Poverty
Level. I dropped, as did the authors, non-citizens and those receiving Supplemental
Security Income. I obtained a sample of 419,696, which is close to the sample size
of 421,648 reported by MJW in Table A.1.4

3. GLM do not consider the case of a convex relationship—where each additional month is more
beneficial.
4. Note that these samples are based on the public-use data. For their mortality analysis, MJW used a
sample that was larger (33 percent), derived from data not publicly available. The difference will not
materially affect the results of the power analysis I used this sample for because the “effective” sample size
is the number of states and not the number of individuals in the sample, although the number of individuals
in the sample will have a marginal effect on the analysis.
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Using this baseline sample, I constructed a simulated data set assuming that
people in the sample, who are low-educated or poor, die at 1.6 times the rate as
the average person of the same age and gender who live in the same state as those
in the sample (see Black et al. 2021 for a similar analysis). The 1.6 figure comes
from MJW’s appendix (link, see p. 10) who note that the mortality rate of the
poor (low-educated) is 1.6 times that of the average person. For each person in the
sample, I aged them one year until they died or the year was 2017, which is the last
year used in the MJW study. The simulated data set has approximately 3 million
person-years. To assign an indicator for whether or not a person died, I randomly
assigned people to die in the same proportion as people of their age and sex living
in the same state as them. For example, for 60-year-old females living in Illinois, I
randomly assigned, on average, 0.012 of them to die, because data from the Centers
for Disease Control (CDC) indicated that between 1999 and 2013, on average,
0.007 of females aged 60 living in Illinois died per year and then I multiplied this
death rate by the 1.6 figure noted earlier (0.012 = 0.007*1.6).5 So, exactly like MJW,
I had a data set that followed the same sample of people that they used until they
died or until 2017 if they did not die by then.

I then assumed that the Medicaid expansion had different effects on
mortality in periods after the expansion and I decreased the death rate of people
living in the expansion states by that amount using several different assumed
estimates ranging from −0.0002 to −0.0009. While these amounts seem quite
small, it is necessary to put them into the context of the analysis. As reported by
MJW, the expansion of Medicaid decreased the rate of uninsured by 4.4 percentage
points for people in expansion states (treated) relative to people in non-expansion
states (comparison). Thus, the difference in mortality rates between the treated and
comparison groups should be commensurate with the increase in the probability
of gaining health insurance coverage. According to MJW the mortality rate to
use as a counterfactual—the mortality rate in expansion states had there been
no expansion—is 1.63 percentage points (0.0163). So, effect sizes of 0.0002 to
0.0009 represent changes in mortality of between 1.2 and 5.5 percent. These are
not small changes when measured against the change in health insurance coverage
of 4.4 percentage points (i.e., 4.4 percent of the sample obtained health insurance
coverage). The different effect sizes I used imply that gaining health insurance
coverage decreased mortality by between 28 and 125 percent. Again, note the
unrealistic nature (i.e., immortality) of the upper end of this range.

Using these assumed effect sizes, I obtained 500 estimates of the effect of
the Medicaid expansion for each assumed effect size (randomly assigning death in

5. When assigning the probability that a person died, I allow there to be some randomness in this average
death rate using the standard deviation of the death rate observed between 1999 and 2013.
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each of the 500 repetitions). I then calculated the proportion of the 500 estimates
that were statistically significant, which provides an estimate of the statistical power
of the analysis—what proportion of the time would a study exactly like that of
MJW find a true effect statistically different from zero using a 95 percent level of
confidence (0.05 level of significance). The results are shown below in Table 1.

TABLE 1. Analysis of statistical power in MJW

Assumed effect
of Medicaid
expansion on
mortality

Implied effect
of health

insurance on
mortality

Share of
estimates

statistically
significant

Mean estimate
among those
statistically
significant

Implied effect
of health

insurance on
mortality of

mean estimate

−0.0002 −28% 14% −0.0008 −115%

−0.0003 −42% 23% −0.0008 −115%

−0.0004 −56% 37% −0.0009 −125%

−0.0005 −70% 47% −0.0009 −125%

−0.0006 −84% 64% −0.0010 −139%

−0.0007 −98% 74% −0.0012 −167%

−0.0008 −115% 85% −0.0011 −153%

Notes: Estimates in column 2 are equal to the estimate in column 1 divided by 0.044, which is
the change in health insurance coverage reported in MJW, and then divided by 0.0163 which
is the counterfactual mortality rate used by MJW. Estimates in column 5 are similarly
constructed using the estimates in column 4.

Several points related to the results of Table 1 are noteworthy. First, the
level of statistical power of the study for all effect sizes smaller than −0.0008 is
below the conventional threshold of 80 percent, and for most of them well below.
Second, the implied effect of health insurance on mortality would need to be over
100 percent for the analysis to have adequate (80 percent) statistical power. Again,
only if health insurance coverage entirely eliminated mortality would this study
reliably find such an effect. For more realistic effect sizes, for example, a reduction
in mortality due to gaining health insurance of 56 percent or less, which is still
substantial, the study has very low levels of statistical power—less than 38 percent.
Third, observe the size of the mean estimate among estimates that are significant.
They imply huge effects of health insurance on mortality and they grossly overstate
the true effect by a factor of 2 to 4. It is not surprising then that MJW (2021, 37)
obtain an estimate of the effect of health insurance on mortality of 184 percent.
And even if you ignore my power analysis, the standard errors of estimates of
the effect of Medicaid expansion on mortality reported by MJW reveal the lack
of power directly. The standard errors imply that the analysis is unable to reliably
reject anything but a huge effect—that gaining health insurance reduces mortality
by more than 139 percent.

Overall, and like GLM, the MJW study lacked statistical power to detect
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plausible effect sizes, and the lack of power, unsurprisingly, resulted in a huge
estimate that defies common sense. This result is just another example of the
problem described in the quote from Gelman and Carlin (2014) and highlighted by
Black et al. (2021).

An interesting implication of the lack of statistical power of these studies is
that, if redone, then it would be much more likely to find a smaller and statistically
insignificant estimate than the large significant estimate that was found in each
study. Would studies that found small insignificant estimates have been published?
My suspicion is the answer is no because the lack of statistical power and impreci-
sion of the estimates would likely cause reviewers/editors to conclude that the
study was uninformative. This should have been the conclusion for these two
studies too because the statistically significant estimates are equally non-informa-
tive when there is a lack of statistical power. The fact that a study finds a statistically
significant effect is not a sufficient scientific basis for understanding the truth
(Gelman and Carlin 2014).

Findings all over the place
The lack of statistical power that characterizes both the GLM and MJW

studies is sufficient to consider them uninformative of the question as to whether
health insurance affects mortality and also the question of whether the
interventions studied (IRS sending a letter and Medicaid expansions, respectively)
affected mortality. A careful review of the estimates presented in each study further
highlights the questionable nature of the evidence.

GLM report a variety of estimates of the effect of the IRS-letter intervention
on health insurance coverage and mortality, and the effect of health insurance
coverage on mortality. Table 2 provides a summary of these estimates by age, sex,
marital status and whether a person’s state of residence expanded Medicaid as part
of the ACA.

As can be observed in Table 2, all of the effects of health insurance on
mortality are implausibly large, for example, increasing the mortality rate by 100
percent. Only a few estimates are statistically significant, reflecting the lack of
statistical power described earlier. There is also little coherence among the
estimates that can be explained by the gain in health insurance or by an appeal to
clinical evidence.

Consider the difference in the effects by sex. Why would the effect of health
insurance coverage on mortality for females be more than 2.5 times greater than
that for males? Men have higher rates of mortality and disease, particularly heart
disease, and treatment of heart disease is relatively effective (e.g., statins).
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TABLE 2. Summary of heterogeneous estimates reported in GLM

Group

Effect of
intervention on
health insurance

coverage

Effect of
intervention on

mortality

Effect of health
insurance on

mortality

Effect of one year
of health

insurance on
mortality as a

percent of
baseline mortality

Ages 25–34 0.18§
(0.05) 0.009¶ 0.05§

(0.12) +120%±

Ages 35–44 0.20§
(0.05) 0.020¶ 0.10§

(0.20) +160%±

Ages 45–54 0.31§
(0.05) −0.078¶ −0.25§

(0.20) −300%±

Ages 55–64 0.43§
(0.08)

−0.047
-0.047

−0.10§
(0.21) −120%±

Ages 45–64 0.358
(0.026)

−0.063
-0.025

−0.178
(0.070) −212%

Males 0.366
(0.031) −0.052¶ −0.142

(0.097) −142%

Females 0.346
(0.037) −0.079¶ −0.229

(0.096) −373%

Married 0.415
(0.044) −0.071¶ −0.170

(0.082) −257%

Not married 0.314
(0.032) −0.056¶ −0.181

(0.112) −186%

Medicaid
expansion state 0.410§ −0.05¶ −0.127

(0.078) −167%

Non-expansion
state 0.300§ −0.078¶ −0.259

(0.131) −277%

Notes: The symbol § indicates that the value was an estimate based on Figure I, Figure V, and Appendix
Table A.VIII in GLM. The symbol ¶ indicates that the value is derived by multiplying column 1 by
column 3 values, which were reported by GLM. The symbol ± indicates that the baseline mortality rate
was not reported. In its place, I assumed a baseline mortality of 1 per 100 for those aged 45–54 and
55–64; 0.75 for those aged 35–44; and 0.5 for those aged 25–34.

Why would the effect of health insurance increase mortality by 160 percent
among those ages 35 to 44 and decrease mortality by 300 percent for those ages
45 to 54? It is difficult to think that there is some clinical explanation or behavioral
explanation for such a difference.

Another example, not reported in Table 2 but in GLM’s appendix Table
A.XXIV, relates to income. The effect of health insurance on mortality was 10
times larger (and implausibly large in absolute value) for those with income greater
than 138 percent of Federal Poverty Level as compared to those with income
under 138 percent of Federal Poverty Level. Why would gaining health insurance
decrease mortality for higher-income persons and not have any effect on lower-
income persons? The gain in insurance coverage was larger for the lower-income
group (Table A.VIII) and the mortality rate was similar (Table A.XXIV). In sum,
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the huge, disparate, and seemingly arbitrary estimates when viewed as a whole are
not easily explained and are almost surely due to the low statistical power of the
study.

Another statistical issue that was not addressed in GLM is multiple testing
bias. As John List, Azeem Shaikh, and Yang Xu (2019) show, it is necessary to
adjust for multiple testing bias when examining treatment effects for different
subgroups. GLM (2021) estimate scores of models by age, sex, income, prior
insurance coverage, and state. The multiplicity of subgroups suggests that if one
were to adjust for multiple testing bias to GLM’s estimates, it would substantially
reduce their statistical significance and exacerbate the lack of power.

The variation in the effect of health insurance on mortality clearly points up
just how weak is the relationship between the effect of the intervention on gains
in insurance and the effect of the intervention on mortality. For example, those
ages 55 to 64 had a gain in health insurance coverage that is approximately 40
percent greater the gain experienced by those ages 45 to 54, but the effect of the
intervention on mortality was 66 percent greater for the younger age group than
the older age group. Again, there are no obvious behavioral or clinical explanations
for these findings. Other evidence also shows a similarly weak relationship between
the effect of the intervention on health insurance coverage and the effect of the
intervention on mortality. In Figure A.IX (by treatment arm) and Figure A.X (by
state) in GLM, the correlation between the effect of the intervention on insurance
and the effect of the intervention on mortality are not statistically significant. It is
notable that only one of three figures examining the correlation between the effect
of the intervention on insurance and the effect of the intervention on mortality
was reported in the GLM text (Figure IV). The figure reported in the text was the
only one of the three that showed a statistically significant correlation and also the
only one of the three analyses to include individuals with prior coverage in 2016,
which is not the sample used in the main analyses (which excludes those previously
covered by insurance).

A similarly weak relationship between the effect of the intervention on health
insurance and the effect of the intervention on mortality is found by treatment arm
as shown in Table 3. There is no obvious reason why the effect of health insurance
on mortality (last column of Table 3) among a group similarly situated and of the
same age should differ by treatment arm after adjusting for the different effects of
the different treatment arms on health insurance coverage, as is done in the last
two columns of Table 3. Perhaps there is some behavioral or clinical reason to
expect differences in the effect of health insurance across treatment arms, but it
is unknowable from GLM’s study and would be purely an ad-hoc explanation. A
more likely explanation is the lack of statistical power of the analysis.
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TABLE 3. Heterogeneous effects of intervention by treatment arm, as reported in GLM

Treatment arm

Effect of
intervention on
health insurance

coverage

Effect of
intervention on

mortality

Effect of health
insurance on

mortality

Effect of one year
of health

insurance on
mortality as a

percent of
baseline mortality

Basic 0.389
(0.032)

−0.033
(0.030) −0.084 −100%

Early 0.524 −0.076 −0.145 −174%

Non-personalized 0.251 −0.047 −0.187 −224%

Exemption info 0.367 −0.060 −0.163 −196%

Spanish 0.355 −0.055 −0.154 −185%

Notes: Estimates in columns 1–3 come from GLM. Estimates in column 4 are author’s calculations.

Here too, List et al. (2019) argue that it is necessary to adjust for multiple
testing bias when examining the impact of different treatment arms. In this case,
there are eight treatment arms, although only five categories are reported (Tables
A.XIII and A.XX). Standard errors of the effect of each treatment arm on mortality
are not reported in the text (only the significance of the difference in a treatment
arm from the “basic” arm are reported). Only for the “basic” arm is there a standard
error, and for this arm, the intervention had no significant effect. It is likely that
adjusting for the multiple testing bias would render the other estimates
insignificant, too.

A final anomaly is found in Figure III of GLM, which shows the effect of
the intervention on mortality for those ages 45 to 64 with no prior coverage. The
figure shows that the effect of the intervention grows with time, which is surprising
because the effect of the intervention on health insurance coverage is declining
with time. One possibility, which I offer speculatively and was not something
the authors considered, is that cumulative health insurance coverage and the care
it implies has an increasingly beneficial effect (see footnote 2). However, this
explanation is inconsistent with the argument the authors make to justify the
implausibly large estimate they obtain of the effect of health insurance on mortality
that it is the first month or two of coverage that matters and not the cumulative
effect. My point is the authors can’t have it both ways. And again, the large headline
estimate and growing estimates over time in Figure III are surely due to a lack of
statistical power.

MJW also reported many estimates for different demographic and socio-
economic groups. Table 4 summarizes their estimates. Again, there is no obvious
explanation for the disparate effects of health insurance on mortality by age, race/
ethnicity and other characteristics. For example, why would obtaining health
insurance increase mortality by 61 percent among those ages 40 to 49 and decrease
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mortality by 43 percent among those ages 50 to 54? Similarly, why would obtaining
health insurance increase mortality of black persons by 50 percent, which is not a
trivial number, and decrease mortality by an impossible 208 percent among white
people?

TABLE 4. Summary of heterogeneous estimates reported in MJW

Group

Effect of
Medicaid

expansion on
uninsured

Effect of
Medicaid

expansion on
mortality

Effect of
health

insurance on
mortality

Effect of
health

insurance on
mortality as a

percent of
baseline
mortality

Comparison
to GLM

Ages 19–29 −0.095
(0.011)

0.00007
(0.00005) 0.0007 67%

Ages 30–39 −0.084
(0.011)

−0.00005
(0.00017) −0.0006 −23%

Ages 40–49 −0.082
(0.012)

0.00023
(0.00022) 0.0028 61%

Ages 50–54 −0.079
(0.011)

−0.00032
(0.00048) −0.0041 −42% −300%

(Ages 45–54)

White −0.044
(0.010)

−0.00169
(0.00041) −0.038 −208%

Black −0.050
(0.015)

0.00045
(0.00097) 0.009 50%

Hispanic −0.035
(0.014)

−0.00072
(0.00044) −0.021 −231%

Other −0.045
(0.013)

−0.00047
(0.00149) −0.010 −110%

Males −0.040
(0.011)

−0.00184
(0.00063) −0.046 −230% −142%

Females −0.048
(0.011)

−0.00085
(0.00058) −0.018 −140% −373%

Married −0.026
(0.012)

−0.00133
(0.00075) −0.051 −426% −257%

Not married −0.055
(0.011)

−0.00132
(0.00052) −0.024 −124% −186%

Less than HS −0.032
(0.013)

−0.00163
(0.00080) −0.051 −334%

Less than
138% FPL

−0.055
(0.011)

−0.00131
(0.00047) −0.024 −132% −28%

Notes: Estimates in column 3 were obtained by dividing column 2 by column 1.

A comparison of estimates in MJW with those in GLM (last column)
underscores that both studies lack statistical power, produce estimates that are
implausibly large, and, what’s more disconcerting, produce estimates that are
quantitatively and qualitatively different despite estimating a similar parameter—
the effect of health insurance on mortality. The comparison underscores that both
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studies provide little reliable information about the effect of health insurance on
mortality.

Other evidence reported in MJW also resists easy explanation. For example,
the Medicaid expansion had a beneficial effect on external causes of death, and an
impossibly large effect on deaths due to internal causes. Medicaid expansions were
also associated with a non-trivial decrease in mortality among those with incomes
of 400 percent or more of the FPL despite almost no change in health insurance
coverage among this group.

Overall, both the GLM and MJW studies report hugely disparate results
across demographic and socioeconomic groups, and across the two studies, that
are not easily explained by any behavioral model or clinical evidence. The value
of these estimates in terms of revealing information about the effect of health
insurance on health is nil.

The Medicaid expansion is not an experiment
While GLM is based on a true experiment, the MJW study is based on a

‘natural’ experiment and a difference-in-differences design that assumes that states
that did not expand Medicaid were a valid comparison group for states that did
expand Medicaid. The validity of this assumption is always difficult to assess
empirically, but it is particularly difficult when the statistical power of a study is
very low. For example, to bolster the case for interpreting their results as causal
estimates, MJW lean heavily on analyses that show that trends in mortality in
expansion and non-expansion states did not diverge significantly in years prior to
the Medicaid expansion. However, when there is a lack of statistical power, it is
highly likely that there will be no significant differences in trends in mortality prior
to the Medicaid expansion because the analysis cannot reliably detect reasonable
differences in mortality between expansion and non-expansion states. Thus,
finding no differences is expected because of the lack of statistical power—it is not
a validation of the research design.

To provide independent evidence related to the validity of the research
design that does not suffer from a lack of statistical power, I used the initial ACS
sample of MJW to assess whether trends in employment and wages conditional
on being employed differed by whether a state eventually expanded Medicaid or
not. The analysis was conducted for the period prior to the Medicaid expansions of
2014 and used data from 2008 to 2013.

The analysis is straightforward. I used Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regres-
sion methods to obtain estimates of the calendar-year pattern of employment and
conditional earnings in states that did and did not expand Medicaid between 2014
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and 2017 (as in MJW). The regression model adjusted for separate state and year
effects, and separate effects for each year of age, race/ethnic category, marital
status category and sex. In some models I also adjusted for state-by-race/ethnicity
and year-by-race/ethnicity and results were very similar. I then tested whether the
year effects differed between expansion and non-expansion states. For both model
specifications, statistical tests rejected common year effects (test of joint hypothesis
that year-by-expansion indicators were zero) at the 0.05 level of significance. This
result suggests that employment among the sample used by MJW was trending
differently by whether or not a state eventually expanded Medicaid. In fact,
estimates showed a relative increasing trend in employment in expansion states,
as shown in Figure 1a. Similarly, conditional on being employed, estimates from
identical regressions, but using log earnings as the dependent variable, indicated
that earnings were growing more slowly in expansion states than non-expansion
states and that these differential year effects were significant at the 0.12 and 0.09
level depending on the model (Figure 1b).

Figures 1a and 1b. Estimates of pre-trend differences—in employment (Fig. 1a) and
log earnings (Fig. 1b)—between expansion and non-expansion states

Notes: Estimates in Figures 1a and 1b come from a model that adjusted for state-by-race/
ethnicity and year-by-race/ethnicity (see text for other controls).

The evidence of dissimilar trends in employment and wages conditional on
being employed between expansion and non-expansion states raises questions
about the validity of the difference-in-difference research design used by MJW
to examine the effect of the Medicaid expansions on mortality. The supporting
evidence provided by MJW with respect to mortality is not very persuasive once
the lack of statistical power is considered. While a rejection of the identifying
assumption for one outcome (e.g., employment) does not necessarily mean that the
difference-in-differences method is invalid for another outcome (e.g., mortality),
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it should raise alarm bells. Mortality is determined by many factors including
socioeconomic factors such as employment and earnings and macroeconomic
forces that underlie changes in individual employment and earnings. The lack of
credible support of the research design specifically related to mortality and the
direct evidence of an invalid design for outcomes related to mortality suggests that
the MJW study is unlikely to produce causal estimates. This exacerbates the lack of
statistical power already noted.

A lack of external validity
External validity is an important aspect of scientific inquiry, although it is

usually ignored in much economics research. It refers to whether a study that
finds that an intervention, such as expanding health insurance coverage, “works
somewhere” or for someone will work somewhere else or for someone else
(Cartwright 2011).

The experimental intervention (receipt of a letter) of GLM was targeted at
people who were without health insurance in 2015 and who paid a tax penalty.
This group consisted of approximately 9 million persons and represents only 20
percent of taxpayers who were uninsured at some point in 2015. Notably, among
those who were uninsured in 2015, the experimental sample had income that was
40 percent higher than the larger sample of uninsured persons. Thus, the targeted
sample was unlike the average uninsured person. In addition, the primary analysis
was limited to those without health insurance for at least one month in 2016, which
is a subset of approximately 5 million people, or 55 percent of the 9 million in the
experimental sample and about 10 percent of all uninsured persons in 2015.

Finally, and remarkably, only about 48,000 people of those who had received
the letter obtained insurance coverage as a result. When the sample is limited to
those ages 40 to 64 who lacked insurance for at least one month in 2016, which
is the primary sample highlighted by GLM, the number of people who gained
health insurance coverage for any period of time was only about 21,000. It is this
tiny fraction of people from the larger samples that the results of the study are
applicable.

The following quotation from GLM seems to agree with my conclusion of
little external validity:

Although the baseline mortality rate for extensive-margin compliers may be
higher or lower than for other complier groups, and although a difference
in the baseline mortality rates is only one reason that the ACR may differ
from the average effect of coverage on mortality for the overall uninsured
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population, this result suggests that the effect of coverage on mortality may be particularly
large among the individuals induced into coverage from the intervention we study, as compared
with other policies that reduce uninsurance. (GLM 2021, 41, emphasis added)

To emphasize, when the authors write “among the individuals induced into coverage from
the intervention” they are referring to about 21,000 people among whom only a small
fraction died. The group of 21,000 is a remarkably small number of people, among
the 7.6 million who received the letter,6 demonstrating the hoped-for effect (that
is, getting health insurance). Findings about this sliver of people, irrespective of
the nature of the findings, should not carry much weight in policy debates. The
references to millions of people in the experiment belies the actual tiny number
of people that the estimate of the effect of health insurance on mortality is based.
There is no reason to believe that the estimate of the effect of health insurance
on mortality that pertains to this small group of people would be applicable to the
vast majority of uninsured or the vast majority of people with current insurance.
Any pretense otherwise is disingenuous. Moreover, estimates in GLM differ in
qualitative and quantitative ways from those reported in MJW. While I believe I
have provided a good case that estimates from either study are not reliable and not
informative, the contradictory evidence surely implies that at least one of these has
no external validity, and quite possibly neither does.

Conclusion
My review of GLM (2021) and MJW (2021) reveals that both studies were

severely under-powered to detect a reasonably sized effect of health insurance (or
treatment as measured by receiving a letter or Medicaid expansion) on mortality
and, because of that, were prone to grossly overestimating the effect of interest if
not get the direction of the effect wrong.7 The lack of statistical power would be
heightened by appropriate adjustment for multiple testing bias. And when results
are viewed in a comprehensive manner, inconsistencies and anomalies arise that
seem inexplicable from a behavioral or clinical perspective. Adding to these
problems is the fact that the MJW study was an observational study that is likely

6. As reported in GLM (2021), 8.9 million people paid the IRS tax in 2015 for being uninsured. Of these,
86 percent or 7.6 million received the IRS letter. GLM (2021), however, focused the analysis on a sample
of those aged 45–64 who were uninsured for at least one month in 2016, or 1.4 million people, and
approximately 1.1 million of these received the IRS letter. Of this 1.1 million people, approximately 21,000
obtained health insurance because of the IRS letter.
7. A similar lack of power with correspondingly implausibly large estimates characterizes a paper that
examines the effect of Medicaid expansion on mortality, that of Borgschulte and Vogler (2020).
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to be biased by unmeasured confounding, and that the GLM study has virtually no
external validity. The flaws of the two studies leads me to conclude that we learned
little about the effect of health insurance on mortality from them.

I return to the question of why these articles were published in such a
prestigious journal despite all of the red flags—e.g., the implausible size of
estimates and the lack of statistical power, and wildly contradictory estimates by
demographic and socioeconomic characteristics—that render estimates in both
papers uninformative.

Here I speculate, but from my experience.
I have found the economics profession to be so narrowly focused on

research design and internal validity that it often fails to consider the statistical
power of an analysis, the scientific plausibility of the findings, and external validity.
Because the GLM study was based on an experiment, then, to many economists,
estimates had to be valid and informative. Similarly, because the MJW study passed
a series of “robustness checks” of questionable value, estimates had to be valid
and useful. The fact that the estimates in both papers are anything but informative
because of the flaws that were there for all to see if bothering to look exemplifies a
growing problem in economics—a preoccupation with research design that comes
at the expense of all other ingredients that make an analysis scientifically valid.

Second, I raise the possibility that the articles were published because the
results, however unreliable, align with political objectives, namely, support for
greater government intervention in healthcare. It is difficult to imagine that similar
studies that found small, insignificant effects of health insurance on mortality,
which as I noted would be the much more likely outcome given the lack of
statistical power of the two articles, would be published.

Appendix
Data and code related to this research is available from the journal website

(link).

References
Baicker, Katherine, Sarah L. Taubman, Heidi L. Allen, Mira Bernstein, Jonathan

H. Gruber, Joseph P. Newhouse, Eric C. Schneider, Bill J. Wright, Alan M.
Zaslavsky, and Amy N. Finkelstein. 2013. The Oregon Experiment—Effects of
Medicaid on Clinical Outcomes. New England Journal of Medicine 368(18): 1713–1722.

Black, Bernard S., Alex Hollingsworth, Leticia Nunes, and Kosali Ilayperuma

MORTALITY AND SCIENCE

VOLUME 18, NUMBER 2, SEPTEMBER 2021 209

https://econjwatch.org/file_download/1196/KaestnerDataCodeSept2021.zip


Simon. 2021. Simulated Power Analyses for Observational Studies: An Application
to the Affordable Care Act Medicaid Expansion. NBER Working Paper 25568.
National Bureau of Economic Research (Cambridge, Mass.). Link

Borgschulte, Mark, and Jacob Vogler. 2020. Did the ACA Medicaid Expansion Save
Lives? Journal of Health Economics 72: 102333.

Broaddus, Matt, and Aviva Aron-Dine. 2019. Medicaid Expansion Has Saved at Least
19,000 Lives, New Research Finds. November 6. Center on Budget and Policy
Priorities (Washington, D.C.). Link

Cartwright, Nancy. 2011. Predicting ‘It Will Work for Us’: (Way) Beyond Statistics. In
Causality in the Sciences, eds. Phyllis McKay Illari, Federica Russo, and Jon Williamson,
ch. 35. New York: Oxford University Press. Link

Davidson, John Daniel. 2017. Let’s Stop Pretending Medicaid Saves Lives. The Federalist
(FDRLST Media, Chicago), June 29. Link

Freeman, Joseph D., Srikanth Kadiyala, Janice F. Bell, and Diane Martin. 2008. The
Causal Effect of Health Insurance on Utilization and Outcomes in Adults: A
Systematic Review of US Studies. Medical Care 46(10): 1023–1032.

Gelman, Andrew, and John Carlin. 2014. Beyond Power Calculations: Assessing Type S
(Sign) and Type M (Magnitude) Errors. Perspectives on Psychological Science 9(6): 641–651.

Goldin, Jacob, Ithai Z. Lurie, and Janet McCubbin (GLM). 2021. Health Insurance
and Mortality: Experimental Evidence from Taxpayer Outreach. Quarterly Journal of
Economics 136(1): 1–49. Link

Hadley, Jack. 2003. Sicker and Poorer—The Consequences of Being Uninsured: A Review
of the Research on the Relationship between Health Insurance, Medical Care Use,
Health, Work, and Income. Medical Care Research and Review 60(2_suppl): 3S–75S.

Levy, Helen, and David Meltzer. 2008. The Impact of Health Insurance on Health.
Annual Review of Public Health 29: 399–409.

List, John A., Azeem M. Shaikh, and Yang Xu. 2019. Multiple Hypothesis Testing in
Experimental Economics. Experimental Economics 22: 773–793. Link

Lowrey, Annie. 2019. The Supreme Court Is Bad for Your Health. The Atlantic, July 31.
Link

McWilliams, J. Michael. 2009. Health Consequences of Uninsurance Among Adults in
the United States: Recent Evidence and Implications. Milbank Quarterly 87(2):
443–494. Link

Miller, Sarah, Norman Johnson, and Laura R. Wherry (MJW). 2021. Medicaid and
Mortality: New Evidence From Linked Survey and Administrative Data. Quarterly
Journal of Economics 136(3): 1783–1829. Link

Moffit, Robert E. 2020. Government-Controlled Health Care Won’t Help Us Live Longer.
March 4. Heritage Foundation (Washington, D.C.). Link

Newhouse, Joseph P., and the Insurance Experiment Group. 1993. Free for All?: Lessons
from the RAND Health Insurance Experiment. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press.

Pipes, Sally. 2019. Medicare For All Won’t Result In Better Health Outcomes. Forbes.com,
March 18. Link

Sommers, Benjamin D., Atul A. Gawande, and Katherine Baicker. 2017. Health

KAESTNER

210 VOLUME 18, NUMBER 2, SEPTEMBER 2021

https://ssrn.com/abstract=3336520
https://www.cbpp.org/research/health/medicaid-expansion-has-saved-at-least-19000-lives-new-research-finds
https://dro.dur.ac.uk/18312/1/18312.pdf
https://thefederalist.com/2017/06/29/lets-stop-pretending-medicaid-saves-lives/
https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjaa029
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10683-018-09597-5
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2019/07/medicaid-saves-lives/595096/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0009.2009.00564.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjab004
https://www.heritage.org/health-care-reform/commentary/government-controlled-health-care-wont-help-us-live-longer
https://www.forbes.com/sites/sallypipes/2019/03/18/medicare-for-all-wont-result-in-better-health-outcomes/


Robert Kaestner is a Research Professor at the Harris School
of Public Policy of the University of Chicago. He is also a
Research Associate of the National Bureau of Economic
Research, an Affiliated Scholar of the Urban Institute and a
Senior Fellow of the Schaeffer Center for Health Policy of
USC. Prior to joining Harris, Kaestner was on the faculty of the
University of Illinois, University of Illinois at Chicago, Univer-
sity of California, Riverside, the CUNY Graduate Center and

Baruch College (CUNY). He received his Ph.D. in Economics from the City
University of New York. He received his BA and MA from Binghamton University
(SUNY). His research interests include health, demography, labor, and social policy
evaluation. He has published over 125 articles in academic journals. Recent studies
have been awarded Article of the Year by AcademyHealth in 2011 and the 2012
Frank R. Breul Memorial Prize for the best publication in Social Services Review. Dr.
Kaestner has also been the Principal Investigator on several NIH grants focused on
Medicare and Medicaid policy. Kaestner is an Associate Editor of the Journal of
Health Economics and the American Journal of Health Economics, and on the Editorial
Board of Demography and Journal of Policy Analysis & Management. His email is
kaestner.robert@gmail.com.

Insurance Coverage and Health—What the Recent Evidence Tells Us. New England
Journal of Medicine 377(6): 586–593.

West, Rachel. 2018. Expanding Medicaid in All States Would Save 14,000 Lives Per Year.
October 24. Center for American Progress (Washington, D.C.). Link

Woolhandler, Steffie, and David U. Himmelstein. 2017. The Relationship of Health
Insurance and Mortality: Is Lack of Insurance Deadly? Annals of Internal Medicine 167:
424-431. Link

About the Author

Goldin, Lurie, and McCubbin’s reply to this article
Miller and Wherry’s reply to this article

Go to archive of Comments section
Go to September 2021 issue

Discuss this article at Journaltalk:
https://journaltalk.net/articles/6034

MORTALITY AND SCIENCE

VOLUME 18, NUMBER 2, SEPTEMBER 2021 211

https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/healthcare/reports/2018/10/24/459676/expanding-medicaid-states-save-14000-lives-per-year/
https://www.acpjournals.org/doi/abs/10.7326/M17-1403
http://econjwatch.org/1248
http://econjwatch.org/1247
http://econjwatch.org/section-archive/?c=comments
http://econjwatch.org/issues/volume-18-issue-2-september-2021
https://journaltalk.net/articles/6034
https://journaltalk.net/articles/6034


Response to “Mortality and
Science: A Comment on Two

Articles on the Effects of Health
Insurance on Mortality”

Jacob Goldin1, Ithai Lurie2, and Janet McCubbin3

LINK TO ABSTRACT

In Jacob Goldin, Ithai Lurie, and Janet McCubbin (2021—hereafter referred
to as GLM), we studied the effect of a randomized outreach experiment to
uninsured taxpayers by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS). We found that the
intervention increased health insurance coverage and reduced middle-age mortality
in subsequent years. Robert Kaestner (2021) criticizes our findings as well as a
recent study by Sarah Miller, Norman Johnson, and Laura R. Wherry (2021), which
provided evidence that state Medicaid expansions caused reductions in mortality
among low-income adults. In neither case does Kaestner provide new empirical
evidence or allege an error in analysis—his concerns relate solely to the
interpretation and convincingness of the presented results. Here, we briefly
respond to Kaestner’s criticisms of GLM. We conclude that his concerns do not
undermine our main empirical finding, which is that the coverage induced by the
IRS outreach reduced mortality.

Discuss this article at Journaltalk:
https://journaltalk.net/articles/6035

ECON JOURNAL WATCH 18(2)
September 2021: 212–219

1. Stanford University, Stanford, CA 94305; National Bureau of Economic Research, Cambridge, MA
02138.
2. Office of Tax Analysis, U.S. Department of the Treasury, Washington, DC 20220.
3. Office of Tax Analysis, U.S. Department of the Treasury, Washington, DC 20220. For excellent
research assistance, we are grateful to Vedant Vohra. The views presented here are those of the authors
and do not necessarily reflect the Treasury Department or any government agency.

212 VOLUME 18, NUMBER 2, SEPTEMBER 2021

https://econjwatch.org/1248
https://journaltalk.net/articles/6035


Statistical power
Kaestner’s main argument is that the study design in GLM was under-

powered and therefore that the results of the analysis, notwithstanding their
statistical significance, are likely to be random noise. We find Kaestner’s critique
unpersuasive for three reasons. First, at reasonable parameter values, the study has
more power than he alleges. Second, at plausible power levels, our results continue
to support our main qualitative conclusion, that the intervention reduced mortality.
Third, several features of our results are consistent with the hypothesis that the
intervention reduced mortality but would be quite unlikely to arise if the difference
in mortality between the treatment and control groups was due solely to statistical
chance.

Like Kaestner, we agree that ex-post power analyses along the lines suggested
by Andrew Gelman and John Carlin (2014) can be useful for interpreting a study’s
results. However, to be informative, such analyses require as inputs accurate
parameters to describe the study’s expected true effect. In our setting, there are
two main challenges to obtaining these parameters (we describe both challenges
more fully in GLM when interpreting our results, in section V.C and V.D). First,
we do not know the baseline mortality rate for the compliers, the group who
obtained additional coverage in response to the intervention. As we described in
the paper, and as others have suggested, there is reason to expect that those who
respond to interventions like the one we study may be particularly likely to benefit
from coverage, such that their mortality rate absent coverage is higher than for
the overall population. In fact, we provided suggestive evidence that the baseline
mortality rate of the compliers was twice as high as those who remained uninsured
after receiving the letter (see Appendix Table A.XXVI).4 The larger the baseline
mortality rate among the compliers, the larger the absolute difference in mortality
that our observed coverage effect would imply, and hence, the higher the power of
the study design.

The second important unknown input into the power analysis in our setting
is that we don’t know whether the additional months of coverage induced by the
intervention were concentrated among the same individuals or dispersed across a
larger number of individuals. For example, we find that the intervention increased
coverage by 0.36 months among the middle-age uninsured, which is consistent
with anywhere between 2 percent and 29 percent of that population enrolling
in additional coverage because of the intervention (Appendix Table A.VI).

4. Unless otherwise noted, all tables and figures refer to GLM or to its appendix (found here).
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Understanding the number of compliers over which the treatment effect is spread
is important for assessing reasonable magnitudes for the effect sizes; for example,
we probably wouldn’t expect someone who added 12 months of coverage to
experience a 12*7%=84% reduction in mortality, but it strikes us as quite
reasonable that someone who added 3 additional months of coverage would
experience a 3*7%=21% reduction in mortality from it, especially since they could
have concentrated their utilization of heath care services during that period
(Diamond et al. 2018). This is why it is incorrect for Kaestner to assert that only
assumed mortality effects of 3 percent or less are reasonable.

Because we do not feel confident about the true expected mortality
difference between the treatment and control groups, the analysis presented in
Appendix Figure A.V considered a range of parameter value combinations.5

Kaestner takes a different, hybrid approach. He assumes the intervention entirely
reduced mortality (pushing towards high power) but also assumes (1) the
compliers’ baseline mortality rate is the same as the overall sample population
(pushing towards lower power relative to our expectation) and (2) that the first-
stage effect was concentrated among minimal individuals; in other words, he is
assuming that health insurance makes people immortal, but there would be
relatively few people made immortal and they wouldn’t be people at particularly
high risk of dying.

Gelman and Carlin (2014) highlight two concerns that can arise in studies
that lack sufficient statistical power: obtaining a point estimate that exceeds that
magnitude of the true effect (an “M error”) and estimating an effect that has the
wrong sign (an “S error”). Because our main qualitative conclusion concerns the
direction of the effect—i.e., that the intervention reduced mortality—we focus on
the likelihood that our findings embodies an S error.6 To assess the likelihood of
an S error, we follow Gelman and Carlin and calculate the probability of obtaining
a statistically significant result of incorrect sign, conditional on obtaining a
statistically significant difference in the treatment and control group means, using
the simulation approach described in Appendix Table V. To reflect our uncertainty

5. Notably, our purpose in conducting this analysis was not to assess the level of power for the study
(the intervention had already been conducted). Rather, it was to select the age range for the analysis in a
principled way. Note also that the baseline mortality scalar for the compliers was designed to reflect not
only the difference between the compliers and the rest of the sample, but also the fact that the sample
(selected to be partially or fully uninsured during prior years, and therefore on average lower income and
facing greater instability) was likely to have higher mortality than the overall 45–64 population for the
United States (the mortality rate used as the input into the analysis). See the note to Appendix Figure A.V
for additional detail.
6. In contrast, we think it is quite possible that due to chance, our point estimate exceeds the magnitude
of the true effect of the intervention on mortality. As we wrote in the introduction to GLM, “we view the
effects at the lower magnitude end of our confidence interval as most plausible” (p. 3).
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about the true effect size, we again consider a range of parameter values for the
effect of an additional coverage-month on mortality (1 percent through 7 percent)
as well as the baseline mortality of the compliers (1, 2, or 3 times the 45–64-year-old
U.S. population average).

The results of this exercise are displayed in Figure 1 here. Across parameter
combinations, the probability of an S error does not rise above one-third; hence,
even in that scenario, it is incorrect to conclude, as Kaestner does, that our results
do not provide informative evidence about the direction of the effect of health
insurance on mortality. And for the parameter combinations we consider more
realistic, the probability of an S error is quite low. For example, with a complier
baseline mortality multiplier of 2 (our best guess, based on Appendix Table
A.XXVI), the probability of an S error is approximately 5 percent or below for
assumed treatment effects of 2 percent or more.

Figure 1. Probability of sign error by assumed treatment effect

Notes: The figure displays the probability of an S error at various assumed effect sizes of
health insurance coverage on mortality (x-axis) and various baseline mortality rates for the
set of individuals who enroll in one month or more of additional coverage because of the
intervention (the compliers). An S error is defined as detecting a difference in the
treatment and control group mean mortality rates that is statistically significant at the
5-percent confidence level with sign that is the opposite of the true (assumed) effect,
conditional on detecting any difference between the treatment and control group mean
mortality rates that is statistically significant at the 5-percent confidence level. Results are
based on simulations with N=1000 random draws of treatment and control populations.
The baseline mortality rate for compliers (i.e., the mortality rate absent any additional
coverage from the intervention) is alternatively assumed equal to one, two, or three times
the overall mortality rate of the overall U.S. population of 45–64 year-olds. General
population mortality is estimated from population-level mortality rates for 2016 from the
Social Security Death Index among individuals alive at the end of 2015. The code used to
produce this figure can be downloaded from the journal website (link).
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We see a similar story when we adopt Kaestner’s approach and assume that
there are relatively few compliers and that all of those compliers become immortal.
Assuming the minimum share of compliers consistent with the data (1.9 percent,
reported in Appendix Table A.VI) and a mortality reduction for that group equal
to their baseline mortality rate, we also observe low probabilities of an S error. For
example, using the baseline mortality rate for this group estimated in Appendix
Table A.XXVI implies an S error occurs with probability less than 1 percent.

The third reason we do not think Kaestner’s arguments about statistical
power undermine our main qualitative finding is that several features of our results
are more consistent with the difference in treatment and control group means
arising from the intervention as opposed to arising from statistical noise. Most
important is the timing of the observed treatment effect. As shown in Figure III,
cumulative mortality rates for the treatment and control groups are very similar
prior to the intervention, begin to diverge around the time of the intervention,
and continue to diverge as the time since the intervention elapses. This is the
pattern that one would expect if the intervention induced a persistent difference in
coverage between the groups that was effective at extending longevity. In contrast,
there would be no reason to expect that the difference in mortality rates would
emerge only after the intervention if the difference was simply due to random
chance. Similarly, the fact that the difference in mortality rates is concentrated
among the subset of households in the treatment group that increased coverage in
response to the intervention and not among those that did not (compare Figure III
with Figure A.VIII) is what one would expect if the observed difference in means
was due to the intervention but not if the difference was due to statistical noise.

In summary, although we of course cannot definitively rule out the
possibility that the statistically significant difference in mortality rates we observe is
entirely due to chance, accounting for the study’s statistical power does not suggest
that possibility is particularly likely and several features of the observed results lead
us to conclude that this possibility is fairly remote.

External validity
Apart from his concerns about statistical power, Kaestner (2021, 209) writes

that the results in GLM have “virtually no external validity” because the results
are identified from approximately 21,000 individuals induced to obtain insurance
because of the intervention, and this group may differ from the rest of the
uninsured population in relevant ways.7 As Kaestner acknowledges, we emphasize

7. In fact, as discussed in GLM, the estimated mortality effect is identified from the set of individuals who
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this point in the paper, noting that “the effect of coverage on mortality may be
particularly large among the individuals induced into coverage from the
intervention we study, as compared with other policies that reduce insurance”
(GLM, 41). Our results, therefore, are perhaps most informative for individuals like
the ones we study—i.e., those who already had access to coverage but for whom
misperceptions or other frictions prevented take-up. As we noted in the paper,
the effect of coverage for this group “is particularly policy relevant, since such
individuals’ coverage decisions can be shaped through outreach efforts of the type
commonly employed by governments and non-profits” (GLM, 4). Collectively,
these outreach efforts cost hundreds of millions of dollars each year;8 we think it
is important to understand the effects of the coverage they induce. In contrast, if
one was interested in predicting the effect of coverage induced by a state expanding
Medicaid, the estimates presented in Miller et al. (2021) may be a better place to
start.

Variability in point estimates for subgroups
Finally, Kaestner (2021, 200) casts doubt on the validity of the findings in

GLM because the reported point estimates for various subgroups are “all over the
place.” Again, we find this interpretation of results unpersuasive—in our view, he
is reading too much into statistically insignificant differences among subgroups.
Indeed, in GLM we characterized these analyses as “exploratory” (GLM, 36).9 In
addition, when these subgroups are analyzed collectively, we find that the overall
pattern is that groups that increased their coverage by higher amounts experienced
higher reductions in mortality—as one would predict if the observed mortality
reduction was due to the intervention—although whether this trend is statistically
significant varies depending on which subgroups are considered (as discussed on
pages 28–29 of GLM). Notably, some of the estimates presented by Kaestner
as evidence against the study’s validity actually strike us as supporting the
interpretation that the intervention reduced mortality. For example, in considering

would increase coverage in response to the intervention in the event that they receive an outreach letter. As
reported in Appendix Table A.VI, this group represents between 1.9 percent and 29 percent of the middle-
age sample population, or between approximately 26,000 and 394,000 individuals.
8. Federal funding for ACA-related outreach has fluctuated in recent years, with the budgeted amount for
ACA advertising declining from $100 million in 2017 to $10 million in 2018. However, states and non-
profits have continued to fund coverage-related outreach efforts at high levels—e.g., California’s 2018
budget for Navigator programs was $111 million (Seervai 2017).
9. One reason we chose to report these analyses was that though imprecise, they could usefully be
combined with results from other studies to paint a clearer picture.
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the analysis, we were initially concerned that the observed mortality reduction may
have been driven by a single, outlier treatment arm; we were reassured by the fact
(highlighted in Kaestner’s Table 3) that each treatment arm was associated with
a reduction in mortality. Similarly, Kaestner (2021, 203) describes the growing
divergence in cumulative mortality rates between the treatment and control groups
as an “anomaly,” but this pattern is exactly what one would expect to observe if
the intervention-induced coverage was driving the mortality difference, since the
treatment group continued to enroll in coverage at higher rates than the control
throughout the post-treatment period.

Conclusion
Kaestner (2021) criticizes the findings in GLM. As discussed above, we find

these criticisms unpersuasive. We continue to believe that the best interpretation of
the evidence reported in GLM is that the coverage induced by the IRS intervention
reduced mortality.
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tion errors that led him to incorrectly estimate power for our study. Once correc-
ted, we find greater statistical power than what is reported in Kaestner (2021).
Furthermore, we discuss how the assumptions used by Kaestner to interpret his
calculations are implausible. Other comments brought up by Kaestner are already
addressed in the published version of our paper and its appendix, and we direct
interested readers there.

Statistical power
The primary criticism made by Kaestner (2021) is that our study lacks the

statistical power necessary to detect an effect of health insurance on mortality.
To make this argument, Kaestner conducts a power-calculation exercise using the
public-use version of the ACS. However, as we demonstrate in this response, the
analysis in Kaestner (2021) hinges critically on a series of implausible assumptions,
as well as implementation errors that lead him to understate statistical power.

Incorrect power calculations

We begin by discussing two key implementation errors in the simulation
exercise conducted by Kaestner (2021) that led him to inaccurately represent the
analysis undertaken in our study. First, the data set used by Kaestner has markedly
fewer observations than that used in Miller et al. (2021), leading to an inaccurate
assessment of statistical power. Specifically, Kaestner uses the public-use version
of the ACS, whereas the analysis in Miller et al. (2021) is based on the restricted-
use version of the ACS that contains a sample approximately 33 percent larger.
Second, in contrast to our paper, the analysis undertaken by Kaestner (2021) does
not use ACS survey weights. To correct these errors, we first resample the public-
use ACS with replacement to achieve a more accurate sample size. We then apply
annual mortality rates to the weighted sample and estimate mortality changes in
specifications that use survey weights.

As shown in Table 1, when we make these corrections, we observe a
strikingly different set of estimates of statistical power than what is reported in
Kaestner (2021).3 The level of statistical power for effect sizes of −0.0006,

3. Replication code for our estimates is posted on the journal site (link). All replication and corrections to
the Kaestner (2021) power calculations are based on the Stata data and do files provided to us by Kaestner.
Since his code does not specify an initial value for the random-number seed used in his simulations, we are
unable to exactly match the estimates reported in his comment. Corrected estimates reported in Table 1
increase sample size by 33 percent, apply survey weights, and remove individuals from the panel following
assigned death. This last correction has only a minor effect on the statistical power estimated.
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−0.0007, and −0.0008 all meet or exceed the threshold of 80 percent, the
conventional measure of sufficient power. This indicates detectable effect sizes
that represent as little as 4 to 6 percent of the sample mean, a 1.4 percent mortality
rate. As we discuss in more detail below, these assumed effect sizes are well within
the range of plausible estimates when considering both the share of the population
gaining exposure to Medicaid and their higher-than-average baseline mortality rate.

TABLE 1. Analysis of statistical power in Miller et al. (2021)

Share of estimates statistically significant (statistical power)
Assumed effect of
Medicaid expansion
on mortality

Kaestner (2021) Our replication Corrected estimates

(1) (2) (3)

−0.0002 14% 13% 15%

−0.0003 23% 27% 31%

−0.0004 37% 32% 54%

−0.0005 47% 44% 66%

−0.0006 64% 63% 80%

−0.0007 74% 73% 91%

−0.0008 85% 82% 96%

Notes: Analyses completed with Stata data and do files provided by Kaestner. Corrected
estimates increase sample size by 33 percent, apply ACS survey weights, and remove
individuals from the panel following assigned death.

Greater examination of the results from these power calculations further
indicates that it is highly unlikely that our estimated mortality effect is an overesti-
mate resulting from a low-powered analysis, as Kaestner argues. If that were the
case, our estimate would fall within the range of simulated estimates derived from
the imposition of a small mortality effect. However, the actual estimated effect
size in Miller et al. (2021) is −0.00132, which falls outside the range of estimates
in any of the lower-powered analyses. To demonstrate this, Figure 1 shows the
distribution of significant estimates for each of the assumed effect sizes where we
have less than 80 percent power, as reported in Table 1. Not only is the estimate
from Miller et al. (2021) larger in size than any of the significant estimates in these
simulations, but it also falls well below the range of estimates for the smallest
imposed effect sizes. This suggests that Kaestner’s claim that our estimate is a
spurious finding resulting from a lack of statistical power is unlikely to be true.
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Figure 1. Distribution of significant coefficient estimates by assumed effect size

Notes: Each plot shows the distribution of statistically significant estimates from the
corrected version of Kaestner’s simulations for assumed effect sizes with less than 80
percent statistical power as shown in Table 1.

Implausible interpretation

Given the reduced-form nature of our estimates, assumptions are necessary
to provide information on the implied treatment effect of Medicaid coverage for
the individuals who enrolled. We approach this exercise with great care in our
paper and devote an entire subsection to a transparent discussion of this type
of interpretation. In the discussion below, we highlight how the narrow and
implausible assumptions used by Kaestner in his comment result in a misleading
interpretation of the effects presented in Miller et al. (2021). The points we make
here are drawn directly from Section VIII.A of Miller et al. (2021, 1817–1820) and
we would point Kaestner and other interested readers to additional information
there.

First, Kaestner (2021) uses the estimated change in net self-reported health
insurance coverage to scale and interpret the imposed mortality effects, rather
than the estimated change in actual treatment (i.e., the receipt of Medicaid). As we
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discuss in our paper, there are both theoretical and practical reasons to scale by the
change in Medicaid coverage, which was 2.9 times larger than the estimated change
in net insurance coverage. Notably, scaling by the change in net insurance coverage
ignores any benefits derived from Medicaid coverage among enrollees who would
otherwise have purchased private insurance coverage. It also implicitly assumes
that Medicaid and private coverage affect mortality in an identical manner.

This is a strong assumption given that Medicaid and private coverage are
distinct in many ways and likely to affect health, finances, and the use of medical
care differently. For example, low-income adults enrolled in coverage through the
ACA exchanges face significantly higher expenses to use medical care and use
fewer health care services when compared to observably similar Medicaid enrollees
(Blavin et al. 2020). Exchange plan enrollees often face a more restrictive set of
hospitals at which they can seek care since a large percent of exchange plans are
considered to have a “narrow network” (Dafny et al. 2017); network breadth may
be particularly relevant for hospital care given that high quality hospitals appear to
causally reduce mortality, at least for acute cardiovascular events (Doyle et al. 2015).
Finally, new research casts further doubt on the assumption that Medicaid and
private plans are equivalent by demonstrating that the design of insurance plans
and cost-sharing causally affects mortality, and that these effects are large (Abaluck
et al. 2021; Chandra et al. 2021). Column (1) of Table 2 displays the implied effects
of annual Medicaid enrollment, rather than insurance coverage, on mortality.

TABLE 2. Interpretation of assumed mortality effects

Assumed
effect of
Medicaid

Implied effects
for newly covered % relative to full sample % relative to compliers

expansion
on
mortality

Medicaid
(CMS)

Any
insurance
(ACS)

Any
insurance
(NHIS)

Medicaid
(CMS)

Any
insurance
(ACS)

Any
insurance
(NHIS)

Medicaid
(CMS)

Any
insurance
(ACS)

Any
insurance
(NHIS)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)

−0.0002 −0.0016 −0.0045 −0.0034 −10% −28% −21% −5% −15% −12%

−0.0003 −0.0023 −0.0068 −0.0052 −14% −42% −32% −8% −23% −18%

−0.0004 −0.0031 −0.0091 −0.0069 −19% −56% −42% −11% −31% −23%

−0.0005 −0.0039 −0.0114 −0.0086 −24% −70% −53% −13% −39% −29%

−0.0006 −0.0047 −0.0136 −0.0103 −29% −84% −63% −16% −46% −35%

−0.0007 −0.0055 −0.0159 −0.0121 −34% −98% −74% −19% −54% −41%

−0.0008 −0.0063 −0.0182 −0.0138 −38% −112% −85% −21% −62% −47%

Notes: Estimates in column (1) are equal to the assumed effect on mortality divided by 0.128, which is
the estimated change in annual Medicaid enrollment. Estimates in columns (2) and (3) divide the
assumed effect on mortality by 0.044 and 0.058, respectively, which are the estimated changes in any
insurance coverage from the ACS and NHIS. Estimates in columns (4)–(6) divide the estimates in
columns (1)–(3) by 0.0163, which is the counterfactual mortality rate for the full sample. Estimates in
columns (7)–(9) divide the estimates in columns (1)–(3) by 0.0295, which is the counterfactual mortality
rate for the complier sample. See Miller et al. (2021) for further details on the first stage and
counterfactual mortality estimates used here.
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Practically, as discussed in our paper and in contrast to our analysis of
changes in Medicaid enrollment, we do not have access to administrative data on
net insurance coverage for our sample. Therefore, we are unable to estimate actual
changes in insurance coverage and, instead, rely on an analysis of self-reported,
point-in-time coverage from repeated cross-sections of ACS data for individuals
with similar characteristics. This is less than ideal given the potential for
measurement error in self-reported health insurance coverage (Lurie and Pearce
2021). We alternatively use self-reported insurance coverage information from the
National Health Interview Survey (NHIS), which is considered to have the most
valid insurance coverage information among the federal surveys (Lynch et al. 2011),
since the NHIS is conducted in person (rather than mail-in or online) and includes
a verification question regarding insurance status. When using this measure of
insurance coverage, we estimate a 30 percent larger change in insurance coverage;
column (3) of Table 2 displays the implied effects of insurance coverage using this
estimate from the NHIS.

In addition, scaling by these point-in-time measures of insurance fails to
capture impacts of health insurance coverage that accumulate over time, or that
extend beyond the period of coverage. These cumulative effects could occur if,
for example, health insurance coverage last year results in better health today,
regardless of current insurance status.4 Such extended effects of health insurance
on health are documented in our existing joint work with Dr. Kaestner (see Wherry
et al. 2017), but would not be accounted for in the limited interpretation of the
estimates provided by Kaestner (2021). In Miller et al. (2021) we demonstrate
that not only did respondents in our sample experience higher rates of point-in-
time insurance and Medicaid coverage, but they also accumulated more years of
exposure over the sample period; see our discussion in Section V.A (Miller et al.
2021, 1800–1803).

Second, Kaestner (2021) presents assumed mortality effects relative to the
counterfactual mortality rate for the entire sample, not those who took up expanded
Medicaid coverage. This calculation assumes that there is no adverse selection into
the Medicaid program—that individuals who are induced to enroll in Medicaid (i.e.,
the “compliers”) have the same baseline health as those who gain eligibility but
opt not to enroll. However, ample empirical evidence suggests that it is unlikely
that individuals choose to enroll in Medicaid at random (see, e.g., Garthwaite et
al. 2019; Kenney et al. 2012; Marton and Yelowitz 2015). Instead, it is far more
plausible that those who stand to benefit the most from Medicaid coverage (e.g.,
those with serious health needs) are more likely to enroll in the program. In our

4. Kaestner (2021, 203) mentions this possibility himself: “One possibility…is that cumulative health
insurance coverage and the care it implies has an increasingly beneficial effect.”
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data, we observe an annual mortality rate of 2.0 percentage points for individuals
who enroll in Medicaid in expansion states in the post-ACA period, far higher
than the average rate observed in the already disadvantaged population we study.
Using this observed mortality rate, we estimate a counterfactual mortality rate for
the compliers that also considers the mortality reduction benefits of Medicaid
conferred to this group. Use of this alternative counterfactual rate results in much
smaller proportional treatment effects (see columns (7)–(9) of Table 2).

As discussed in the paper, we consider this complier counterfactual mortality
rate to be an upper-bound estimate of the true counterfactual since we are unable to
identify the eligibility category in our administrative Medicaid data. Some of these
individuals likely would have qualified for coverage based on a disability even if
there were no eligibility expansions. However, bearing this in mind, we expect that
the true counterfactual mortality rate falls somewhere between the rates estimated
for the full and Medicaid-enrolled samples in our data. Therefore, we expect that
the true proportional effect falls somewhere between the estimates presented in
columns (4)–(6) and those in columns (7)–(9) of Table 2.

Bearing these factors in mind, we provide a more realistic interpretation
to the corrected power calculations reported in Table 1. As shown there, we are
powered to detect, at a minimum, a mortality decrease of −0.0006 in our analysis
in Miller et al. (2021). Depending on the counterfactual mortality rate used, this
suggests between a 29 percent (column 9) and 63 percent mortality (column 6)
decrease resulting from new insurance coverage, as measured by the NHIS, or
between a 16 percent (column 7) to 29 percent (column 4) mortality decrease
resulting from new Medicaid enrollment, as measured using administrative data.
All these estimates fall well below the 100 percent reduction in mortality claimed by
Kaestner.

Power to detect differential pre-trends
Kaestner (2021) states that our evidence regarding parallel pre-trends is

unpersuasive due to lack of statistical power. However, the power calculations we
provide in the paper, based on the approach developed by Jonathan Roth (2019),
show that we are adequately powered to reject differential trends in mortality across
the expansion and non-expansion states. We further demonstrate that if we
account for the potential bias under a “worst case” scenario, such that the largest
non-detectable pre-trend is present, the true effect would still represent a
meaningful reduction in mortality. As we state in the text:

Although we do not find any evidence of differential pretrends in the event
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study, we explore how well powered this test is in our context. To do this, we
first determine the size of a linear pretrend we are powered to detect following
the procedure described in Roth (2019). Our analysis suggests that we could
detect with 80% power a fairly small negative linear trend of a magnitude of
0.03235 percentage points or greater (in absolute terms) in our event study
model (i.e., a pretrend of such size is likely to generate at least one statistically
significant preperiod event study coefficient). If a trend of a size of up to
−0.03235 percentage points is indeed present (although not detectable to us),
we calculate that it would generate, by year 3 following the expansion, a bias of
at most −0.08873 percentage points.5 Our actual estimate in year 3 is −0.2082
percentage points, and substantially larger (2.3x) than this potential bias.
(Miller et al. 2021, 1808–1810)

Kaestner (2021) also makes a claim that is tangentially related to the results
in Miller et al. (2021): that employment outcomes evolved differently across
expansion and non-expansion states prior to the ACA. It is implied by Kaestner
that these employment trends may (through an unspecified mechanism) result in
differential trends in mortality rates. However, we find no evidence of differential
trends in mortality, which, as discussed above, we are powered to detect. In
addition, we undertake several additional analyses in the paper that (1) allow for
differential pre-trends in mortality among counties with differing economic and
demographic characteristics, (2) allow for different groups of states to have differ-
ential linear pre-trends, and (3) test the sensitivity of our estimates to controls for
local economic conditions. None of these alternative specifications meaningfully
changes our results; see the detailed discussion in Section VI.C of the paper (Miller
et al. 2021, 1810–1812).

Conclusion
Kaestner (2021, 209) dismisses the results of Miller et al. (2021) as

“implausible” and claims that, as a result, there is nothing to be learned from this
paper. On the contrary, the estimates provided in Miller et al. (2021) are consistent
with those documented in other settings, both experimental and quasi-
experimental. Furthermore, once the implementation errors in Kaestner’s code
are corrected, his own power calculations demonstrate that we have more than
adequate statistical power to support the analysis provided in our paper. Other
critiques highlighted in Kaestner (2021) are either already addressed in the paper

5. We calculate the bias following the formula presented in Roth (2019), which takes into account the
additional bias introduced by passing a pre-test.
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or only tenuously related to the main results of Miller et al. (2021). In conclusion,
the discussion in Kaestner (2021) does not lead us to alter our interpretation of
the results presented in Miller et al. (2021): expanding Medicaid coverage to low-
income, near elderly adults reduces their mortality risk.
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Rejoinder to the Critique of an
Article on Machine Learning in the

Detection of Accounting Fraud
Stephen Walker

LINK TO ABSTRACT

In “A Response to ‘Critique of an Article on Machine Learning in the
Detection of Accounting Fraud’” (Bao et al. 2021), the author group chose not to
respond to the fundamental issue raised in the critique (Walker 2021), which was:
What was the justification for relabeling identifier values used to identify fraud in
their sample? The point is critical. A justified reason would mean that the model
beats the prior literature by a handsome margin. Without a justified reason, the
model fails to improve upon existing logit-based methodologies. The author group
did not provide a reason, much less a justified reason.

I asked the question directly to the authors prior to the publication of my
critique. As I reported in my critique, the authors responded in that initial email
inquiry by saying that the relabelings were necessary because a consecutive sample
was needed for each fraud case (see Walker 2021, 66). Not only was this require-
ment undisclosed in their original paper published in the Journal of Accounting
Research, but it also made no sense, which provided the motivation for my critique.

This issue concerns something called serial fraud, and it was addressed in
Section 3.3 in the authors’ original publication. Apparently, this issue came up in
the review process because the authors wrote, “We thank the anonymous referee
for raising this point,” in reference to this section (Bao et al. 2020, 212 n.10). What
that section says is that, since frauds can span multiple years, it is possible that the
same fraud case could exist both in the training set and the test set used in machine
learning. In these instances, the model could learn from its own case and, therefore,
overstate results. To address this concern, the authors specifically stated that they
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“recode[d] all the fraudulent years in the training period to zero for those cases of
serial fraud that span both the training and test periods” (ibid., 212).

To illustrate once again, take, as an example, a fraud case for a publicly
traded company that covered fiscal years 2000 through 2002. When applying a
model to make a prediction as to which companies would be fraudulent based
on public financials from 2002, the authors proposed that that the fraud indicator
variable in the year 2000 should be recoded to zero because of this serial-fraud
issue. Except this was not true for all cases. An additional requirement was added
within the code that was not explained in the paper: Do this procedure only if
all observations for 2000–2002 are contained in the sample. Note that training
ends in 2000 for the prediction year 2002 because of a two-year gap requirement,
which is a separate issue from this discussion. So, the observation for year 2001
is irrelevant here. In cases where all observations are available, the fraud indicator
variable would be recoded to zero for year 2000, which is consistent with the
description written in their original paper. Consider the alternative scenario which
introduces the controversy. If the observation for the irrelevant year 2001 was
dropped because of a missing-values problem (i.e., one of the covariates had a
missing value), then the authors would relabel the fraud identifier for any fraud year
that occurred thereafter. So for this example the fraud identifier for 2002 would
be labeled differently from the fraud identifier for the year 2000. Since the two
identifiers no longer match (for the same fraud case), the fraud indicator variable
would not be recoded to zero and would therefore be included in training, which
contradicts Section 3.3 of their original paper. Without this relabeling, the model
performed no better than a logit-based regression that existed previously in the
literature.

Rather than give a rational explanation for relabeling identifiers, the authors
chose to write extensively on other topics, and concluded with one that was
irrelevant to my critique. Their reply led by addressing the missing-values problem.
In their earlier email reply responding to my initial questions, the authors stated
that observations with missing values were dropped. However, some observations
with missing values were, in fact, not dropped, and those missing values were,
instead, filled with zeros. When I asked why this was the case in the critique, the
authors’ response explained that the treatment was consistent with prior literature
and that they applied this logic consistently. So, CompuStat variables txp, ivao, ivst,
and pstk were recoded to zero because it followed “common practice in the prior
accounting literature” (Bao et al. 2021, 72). Observations that had missing values
for other variables, such as debt issuance, were dropped from the sample. While
one would think that these cases could also be reasonably recoded to zero, the
authors chose not to do so and provided no further explanation. Despite their
treating the variables differently, I encourage the reader to move beyond this
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concern because it is does not address the fundamental issue, which is: Why would
fraud identifiers need relabeling at all?

The next section of their reply was entitled “Walker’s approach to dealing
with serial fraud” (Bao et al. 2021, 72). I do not know why the authors chose to
attribute my name to their own written methodology as described in Section 3.3
of their original paper. They started with the argument that I did not recalibrate
the number of trees in the RUSBoost parameters. To provide some background
on this issue, machine learning algorithms contain several parameters which could
be adjusted so that a better fit can be obtained for the training sample. However,
it is unknown ex ante how this would affect the out-of-sample test. Specifically,
the authors wrote that I did not properly tune the number-of-trees parameter to
optimize performance (ibid.), and, when they did so, their performance improved
on what I reported in my critique. Upon inspection of their results in the reply
shown as their Table 1, taking their “re-optimized” parameters (ibid., 73) at face
value, results were virtually identical to the results I showed in my critique making
it obvious that tuning does not matter. For example, for the main sample period
of 2003–2008, I reported 9 hits in the critique (Walker 2021, 68 Table 2 Panel
A) while they reported 10 hits in the reply (Bao et al. 2021, 74 Table 1 Panel
B). So, there was one additional hit from this tuning. Furthermore, this result is
far from the purported improvement where they reported 16 hits in the original
publication (Bao et al. 2020, 204, 223). Second, the authors do not state how their
parameter tuning was implemented, nor do they provide the code for this process
either with their published paper or with this reply. This is typically a requirement
since parameter tuning must be done only on the training sample. If it was done
to maximize out-of-sample performance, then the procedure would be invalid.
Generally, tuning does not alter machine learning performance significantly. In
fact, recent literature in the computer sciences reported that leaving models at their
default parameter values was non-inferior to optimization (Weerts, Mueller, and
Vanschoren 2020).

The second issue raised in this section was that I only published Table 3 from
their original paper for the years 2003–2008, while ignoring the results from the
following Table 5, which included three alternative test samples (Bao et al. 2021,
73). The implication was that I cherry-picked results. The reason I chose Table 3
was that it was their main result. In their original paper, they stated “we use the years
2003–2008 as our primary test sample” (Bao et al. 2020, 211). Table 5 was included
only for robustness in a section entitled “Supplemental Analyses” (ibid., 224ff.).
Regardless, equivalent comparisons for the alternate period 2003–2005 could be
easily calculated since I provided cross-sectional results by year in the analysis,
whereas they only reported the overall average. Incremental results beyond 2008
by their analysis were essentially the same between the logit-based model and the
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RUSBoost model. For example, expanding the test period through 2014 from
2008, their RUSBoost model picked up an additional three cases while the logit-
based model also picked up three cases. Lastly, the authors concluded this section
by writing that the RUSBoost “always outperforms” (Bao et al. 2021, 75). This
statement is in contradiction with their own reported Table 1, where results for
their primary test sample show the value for NDCG@k was 0.0273 with the logit-
based model whereas their RUSBoost model underperformed at 0.0237, so the
logit-based model performed 15 percent better (ibid., 74). We also know that
NDCG@k was their preferred metric because, in the original paper, the authors
wrote that, relative to the AUC (Area-under-the-curve), the “NDCG@k is more
useful to regulators and other monitors” (Bao et al. 2020, 205). The authors also
concluded in the reply that results did not alter inferences (Bao et al. 2021, 71, 75).
How could this be true? Their new table showed results far from the purported 70
percent improvement shown in their original publication.

Finally, the last section in their response was titled “What is the optimal
approach for dealing with serial fraud?” (Bao et al. 2021, 75). They concluded this
section by saying, “Walker’s approach of relying solely on p_AAER ID to define
serial fraud could be inappropriate” (ibid., 76). Again, why is the approach taken in
their original paper declared to be my approach? What other way is there to identify
the fraud except with the fraud identifier? This identifier is the same number given
by the Securities and Exchange Commission which issued the AAER—the
Accounting and Auditing Enforcement Release. In their Figure 1, they illustrate an
example titled “a serial fraud example with a key fraud revelation event during the
training period” (ibid.). While timing of fraud revelation might make an interesting
discussion, it was never addressed in my critique. What they label as “Walker’s
approach” is precisely their approach, applied to all observations without a missing
intervening variable.

In summary, the authors provided no justification for relabeling identifiers
with their reply. In my critique, I made a clear case that their code was not
consistent with how their paper described the implementation of the solution to
the serial fraud problem (in Bao et al. 2020, Section 3.3, which appears to have been
drafted originally in response to an anonymous referee during the review process).
Without a reasonable explanation, results do not hold up to scrutiny and I can
only conclude that their RUSBoost model does not outperform the logit-based
model for the detection of corporate fraud. While the authors wrote otherwise,
their updated data supported this conclusion, which showed that the logit-based
model from prior literature outperformed their RUSBoost model for the main
sample period 2003–2008 in terms of their preferred metric NDCG@k.
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Grand Duchy of Finland

Classical Liberalism in Finland
in the Nineteenth Century

Jens Grandell

LINK TO ABSTRACT

Finland is a Nordic country bordering Sweden, Norway, and Russia. Finland
is often considered a bridge between eastern and western cultures, even though
it historically has been more affected by Prussian intellectual influences than by
Russian ones.1 Finland is a relatively small country with a population of about 5.5
million people. Looking back on the nineteenth century, when Finland was one of
the poorest countries in Europe and its GDP per capita under half of the Western
European average, one can without exaggeration consider Finland a success story
(Toivola 2005, 18–19; Jalava et al. 2006, 106; Kekkonen 1987, 155, 323). The liberal
tradition holds an important part in this story as liberal ideas pushed the country
forward and tied it closer to the development of the rest of Western Europe. Since
the early nineteenth century liberalism has run through the Finnish ideological
landscape, sometimes barely visible but always there. Finland may not have as
robust a liberal tradition as Sweden, but liberalism has impacted Finnish history in
a major way and still does today. According to a recent study, 50 percent of the
Finnish population are positive towards liberalism (EVA 2020).

The present article is a look into the history of
the liberal turn in Finland in the nineteenth century
and at how this turn changed Finland to the core. The
period I deal with stretches from 1809, when Finland
passed from Swedish to Russian rule, to roughly
1885. This period covers the period of peak
liberalism in Finland, circa 1863 to 1880. In a second,
future, part I will discuss the subsequent history of
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1. The east-west bridge notion goes back to at least the mid-nineteenth century, when the Finnish historian,
writer, and journalist Zacharias Topelius popularized it in his writings.

VOLUME 18, NUMBER 2, SEPTEMBER 2021 235

https://econjwatch.org/1245
https://journaltalk.net/articles/6038


liberalism in Finland, which gained independence from Russia in 1917 and has
since been an independent republic. My focus here lies mainly on the historical
context and on the influences that inspired the liberal turn in Finland. The Finnish
case is interesting from an international perspective, as the liberal breakthrough
comes relatively late—but when it does come, it is all the faster and reaches deeper.
Although liberalism as a political creed was successful in the nineteenth century,
there has been comparably little research done on the subject. I can find no
scholarly book treating the history of liberalism in Finland, which I believe points
at the rather weak liberal tradition of the twentieth century.

I begin by exploring the earliest manifestations of liberalism in Finland
noting for example how Anders Chydenius, now considered the father of Finnish
liberalism, was mostly forgotten during the nineteenth century. I turn to the liberal
breakthrough in the mid-nineteenth century when liberalism became the leading
political and economic strand of thought in Finland. This was the period when
many leading liberals entered the scene in Finland and founded the groundbreaking
newspaper Helsingfors Dagblad in 1862. In 1880, the same liberals founded the
Liberal Party based on classical liberal themes. I touch on the inspirations behind
liberalism in Finland, including Édouard de Laboulaye, John Stuart Mill, Alexis de
Tocqueville, and Fréderic Bastiat. Lastly I focus on what could be called the heyday
of Finnish liberalism in the latter part of the nineteenth century and consider how
the so-called language issue, over Finnish and Swedish, affected the cause of the
Finnish liberals, who mostly belonged to the Swedish-speaking segments of
society—at least until the last two decades of the century.

Early manifestations of liberalism in Finland
From the mid-nineteenth century onwards, the political culture in Finland

started to shift towards a more modern path. From around the late 1850s, liberal
ideas started to circulate more actively in the Finnish public discussion and quickly
gained ground among burghers, businessmen and journalists. It was then—after
the Crimean War—that liberalism took a real hold in Finnish society. The
difference from before the war was quite drastic. Later on, not least through the
liberal newspaper Helsingfors Dagblad, liberal ideas gained such a strong foothold
in Finland that in 1880 Finnish liberals were organized enough to found their
own political party, whose program they first published in the Finnish press on
December 5 of the same year.2 The path from the first half of the nineteenth

2. The party program can be read for example under the headline “Det liberala partiets program” on page
1 of that day’s Helsingfors Dagblad (link).
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Anders Chydenius
(1729–1803)

century to this point had its ups and downs.
When discussing the history of liberalism in

Finland and Sweden, the story usually begins with the
Finnish-born eighteenth-century priest and enlight-
enment thinker Anders Chydenius (1729–1803),
who today is considered one of the originators of
Swedish-Finnish liberalism. Sadly, however, he was
mostly forgotten and overlooked during the years of
the liberal breakthrough in Finland. The main reason
for this was probably that his writings were intended
for his own time and therefore published as pamph-
lets easily destroyed or lost. He was rediscovered only
in 1877 when Ernst Gustaf Palmén, a historian and
member of the liberal grouping around the Finnish
language journal Valvoja, began publishing Chy-
denius’s political writings, accompanied by a
biographical introduction (Norberg n.d.; Karonen
2019, 139, 143, 149–150).3 Chydenius’s insight and greatness, then, were tragically
forgotten and do not play a significant part in the story told here.

From the twelfth century Finland was part of the Swedish empire, and the
language of the elites was Swedish. Finland was well integrated into the Swedish
empire, a part of the country like any other Swedish mainland areas. In 1809
Sweden lost Finland to Russia, and Finland was made a part of the Russian empire.
Finland was separated from Sweden and placed under Russian rule as a grand
duchy with relatively broad autonomy in economic and internal affairs. This
strategy followed a common tactic of pacifying newly conquered areas by granting
them their formerly enjoyed rights and privileges. In 1812 the Finnish capital was
moved from Turku to Helsinki to reduce Swedish influence in Finland and to bring
the capital closer to Saint Petersburg, and in 1828 the only university was moved
from Turku to Helsinki.

Swedish law and the Lutheran church remained in place, which guaranteed
that Finland would stay tied to a western legal and cultural tradition. These
traditional institutions were something that the Finns strictly adhered to, and,
above all, the Finns developed the notion of the importance of the rule of law.
Finland’s spiritual affinity remained closer to Sweden than to Russia. This added up
to Finland being a rather stable society and one of the best-governed areas of the
Russian Empire at the time.

The diet of Finland consisting of four estates—nobility, priests, burghers

3. I will discuss the journal Valvoja in more detail in the follow-up to this article.
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August Schauman
(1826–1896)
(Source: Finnish Heritage
Agency)

and peasants—was another remnant institution from Swedish rule. For more than
50 years after 1809 the Russian emperor did not see fit to convene the diet.
Bureaucratic rule was put in place and the power was in the hands of a very few
people—people who more often than not were loyal to the Russian crown and
imperial interests.4 As the diet did not convene until 1863, several much needed
economical and societal reforms were delayed. Finland experienced a period of
stagnation, economic and otherwise. Come mid-century, Finland was a backward
country, in fact one of the poorest in Europe (Heikkinen 1999, 131–134). Strict
censorship of the press, limitations on the freedom of association, and economic
regulation certainly did nothing to improve the situation.

It was more or less impossible to discuss the need for reforms, as such
discussion could easily be considered criticism of the government, which according
to the censorship decree of 1829 was forbidden. One concrete example attesting
the difficulties was that the Swedish word for diet, lantdag, could not be used in
Finnish newspapers during the first half of the nineteenth century. Furthermore, a
decree was issued in 1850 forbidding all publications in Finnish dealing with other
than religious and economic matters.5

The political situation in Finland during the
first half of the nineteenth century led to Finland
falling behind its western neighbors in terms of
societal and political liberalization. However, close
geographical and mental proximity to more devel-
oped countries, such as Sweden and Denmark,
worked in Finland’s favor. The ruling elite of Finland
all spoke Swedish and many of them had close ties to
Sweden. They read Swedish newspapers, and for a
long time Swedish historical literature was widely
spread in Finland, as Finland did not yet have a
written history of its own. Some of the influential
Finnish historians looked up to two of the main
Swedish historians of the time, Anders Fryxell and
his liberal counterpart Erik Gustaf Geijer. One of the
liberal forerunners in Finland, the journalist and
member of the diet August Schauman (1826–1896), held Geijer as his highest ideal
as a thinker, historian and stylist (Schauman 1892, 362). This alone is enough to
make the claim that Geijer’s impact on Finnish intellectual life was very large

4. There were of course exceptions to this, one case being the liberally minded professor Johan Jacob
Nordström (Peltonen 1992, 118–119).
5. For more about censorship in Finland, see Landgrén 2015.
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Lars Johan Hierta
(1801–1872)

Adolf Ivar Arwidsson
(1791–1858)
(Source: Finnish Heritage
Agency)

(Grandell 2020).6

In other words, Sweden was still close to the
Finnish mind. The most prominent of the liberal
Swedish newspapers, Aftonbladet, founded in 1830 by
the Swedish liberal Lars Johan Hierta (1801–1872),
was banned in Finland until the 1860s but found its
way to some readers in the grand duchy thanks to
smuggling. In the 1850s, Aftonbladet played an impor-
tant role as an outlet for Finnish liberals looking for a
way to comment on issues of common interest in
their home country, as this was not possible in the
Finnish press. Aftonbladet happily served as a channel
for what it termed ‘letters from Finland,’ and Swedish
liberals in general were happy to lend newspaper
space to such missives as supported their critical view
of the Russian empire. In the 1830s and 1840s Aftonbladet was widely criticized in
Finland for its radicalism and hazardous liberalism, along the commonly held view
of the time of liberalism as something foreign and potentially dangerous (Grandell
2020, 156).

The liberal views that Aftonbladet introduced in
Finland from the 1830s onward are among the
earliest phases of liberalism in Finland. They were
most notably preceded by academic discussion of
economics in the early years of the nineteenth
century. At the Imperial Academy of Turku, which
was relocated to Helsinki in 1828 (and today is the
University of Helsinki), professors such as Daniel
Myréen (1782–1831) lectured on Adam Smith’s
theories (Björkqvist 1986, 84). At the same time, the
journalist and docent Adolf Ivar Arwidsson (1791–
1858) published his radical writings on freedom of
trade in the newspaper Åbo Morgonblad. It was in this
paper that the Finnish reading public for the first
time were acquainted with The Wealth of Nations,
which Arwidsson cites in an article applauding freedom of trade.7 In 1821,
Arwidsson wrote about the persistence of old habits and economic opinions:

6. A taste of Geijer’s liberalism appeared in the present journal (Geijer 2017/1847).
7. Parts of The Wealth of Nations appeared in Swedish translations as journal articles in the 1790s and as
books around the turn of the nineteenth century (Vallinder 1987, 230–231).
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One has seen the most evident proof thereof in the preservation of the cor-
poration system and manufacture-monopolies. As children of their time, they
were in the beginning the only means to achieving higher cultivation in the
work-production. That time in which they came to existence and were able
work, is now gone: these memories thereof remain as remnants of ancient
prisons, amongst the smiling temples of freedom and light. (Arwidsson 1821)

Another striking example of early liberalism is the academic dissertation
Tankar om frihet i handel (Thoughts on Freedom in Trade) published in 1826 by Michael
Tjeder (1797–1842), the son of a carpenter and student to Daniel Myréen
(Heikkinen et al. 2000, 62). The text is best described as a straight-out argument
for free trade, which is quite remarkable in a Finnish context this early on; some
have seen Tjeder’s dissertation as the first time that the teachings of liberal western
literature were introduced in Finland (L. H. 1926, 9). Tjeder begins his work by
citing David Ricardo, which is the first time Ricardo is brought up in Finland, and
moves on to prove the benefits of free trade with references to Smith and Jean-
Baptiste Say. Smith was Tjeder’s main source, and he termed The Wealth of Nations
“Smith’s immortal work.” Tjeder’s concluding remarks take the form of an ode to
freedom and the benefits of liberalism:

Yes, may the day come, when the interests of the citizen are not put under
guardianship, when one shall find that, humanity ought to be regarded as one
family on earth, when one finally realizes that her needs are interconnected to
such a degree, that her communications ought to be as open and free, as if the
peoples of earth constituted one republic! May the day come, even if beyond
centuries, when it is possible to think of such a freedom of trade, that every
nation is allowed to use its capital and its industry in such a manner as it best
sees fit! May the day come, when one shall consider the individual’s interest
connected with the common good of Society as a whole! (Tjeder 1826, 57)

However enthusiastic Tjeder was about free trade, his work did not receive a great
deal of attention and was mostly forgotten until the very late nineteenth century
(Björkqvist 1986, 99).

Discussion of liberal economics was continued in the 1840s by the two
newspapers Åbo Tidningar and Åbo Underrättelser, now with inspiration from the
Swedish Aftonbladet (Landgrén 1995, 16, 201). Even so, classical liberal theory faded
away for decades and did not really attract any unconditional spokespeople until
later on in the 1850s. Although it is possible to find expressions of liberal thought in
the 1830s and 1840s, it existed on the margins and such discussion was constantly
facing censorship and closed societal and economic views.

From the 1830s, the dots can be connected to the philosopher and journalist
Johan Vilhelm Snellman (1806–1881), who began to publish his short-lived peri-
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Johan Vilhelm Snellman
(1806–1881)

odical Saima in 1844. Two years later the authorities
banned it for its overtly liberal position and free-
spoken style. Snellman was largely influenced by
liberalism and held that the state should be subor-
dinate to the individual. In his 1842 seminal work,
Läran om staten (Science of the State), Snellman criticized
mercantilism, applauded Adam Smith’s theory of
free trade and generally accepted a liberal stance on
economic questions—although he by no means can
be called a full-blooded Smithian. With time, he
became an ever more ardent spokesperson for free
trade and liberalism, as he saw the struggle for eco-
nomic freedom in the context of the wider freedom
movement in religion, the state, and civilization
(Patoluoto 1986, 271). Läran om staten had a great impact on intellectual life in
Finland, and it could be said that Adam Smith was re-introduced to the Finnish
reading public in this publication (Jahnsson 1907). Certainly without Snellman’s
contributions the liberal breakthrough of the 1860s would most likely not have
been as swift as it was (Peltonen 1992, 119–121). Later in our story, however, we
shall see that Snellman breaks with the liberals and emphasizes the Finnish
language as critical for a robust Finland.

Liberal ideas flowed into Finland not only by the written word. After the
Crimean War, which ended in 1856, intellectual travel also became an essential
channel for new ideas. Abroad one had the opportunity to engage more freely
with liberal ideas in civil society. Two cases in point are the Nordic countries
Denmark, with its liberal constitution of 1849, and Sweden, with its debate about
parliamentary reform running through large parts of the nineteenth century. Many
Finns travelled to those countries and drew inspiration from them, and it was
almost impossible for the authorities to control this inflow of ideas.

Furthermore, the University of Helsinki, or the Imperial Alexander Univer-
sity in Finland as it was called, was developing a locus of liberal thought from
roughly the 1840s onward. Thanks to academic freedom, university professors
were relatively free to speak on issues they considered important. One good
example is the professor of constitutional law Johan Jakob Nordström (1801–
1874). Nordström held that in a well-organized state the freedom of the individual
and the right to property is safeguarded through the nation’s share in legislation
and control of government under regulated forms. In his lectures given in 1845,
he specified that the individual’s fundamental rights consist of equality before the
law, personal security, the right to freely choose place of residence and not to be
deported, freedom of association, freedom of expression and of the press, freedom
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of conscience, the right to appeal against a decision by an official, and the right to
compete for public office (Lindman 1948, 100). The similarities to the French civil
code of 1804 and to the first amendment to the Bill of Rights are apparent. Because
of his liberal stance and his courage to bring up such themes in public, Nordström
quickly became a favorite among liberally minded university students.

Looking at the rather modest liberal tradition of the 1830s and 1840s, the
year 1848 was somewhat of a turning point. Although, many intellectuals in Finland
celebrated the news of the French revolution of 1848, their space for action was
soon undercut even further, as the authorities feared the spread of revolutionary
ideas. The Russian authorities tightened censorship, and policing of university
students became even more intense. Freedom of association was also restricted.
These measures provoked resistance among the people affected by them the most,
as they highlighted Finland’s lack of self-government and subjection to Russia.8

University students became ever more agitated and opposed to the government
and the bureaucratic rule. This was the generation that was going to bring forth the
liberal breakthrough in the 1860s.

The Crimean War, which from 1853 to 1856 pitted Russia against an alliance
of France, the Ottoman Empire, the United Kingdom, and Sardinia, had a signifi-
cant impact on the ideological landscape in Finland. In order to fight the spread of
rumors about Russian losses, the Russian authorities relaxed censorship, making
it possible to publish news about war events—including foreign news, something
that previously was restricted to the government’s official newspaper. It was now
that one of the early Finnish liberals, the already mentioned August Schauman,
started to take shots at the loyalist side of the Finnish political spectrum, at the same
time promoting a western-minded point of view. It can be argued that Schauman’s
writings saw the birth of a novel way at looking at the relationship between Finland
and Russia and at how one should understand the place of Finland amongst
European nations. Schauman’s view suggests the liberal narrative of Finland as a
constitutional state, not a subjugated province (Grandell 2020, 174–188).

Favorably for Finland, Russia lost the Crimean War, and owing to this
outcome the liberal breakthrough was made possible. The war had weakened
Russia and it realized the need to modernize its society to be able to compete with
the western powers France and England. Another important factor was the new
emperor, Alexander II, who succeeded to the throne in 1855 and reigned until
1881. Now you had an entirely different political backdrop, and quickly there was
movement to try out liberal reforms in Russia’s borderlands and then perhaps to
implement them on a larger scale in Russia itself. For this purpose, the loyal and

8. The same workings can be noticed elsewhere in Europe around the year 1848 (see, e.g., Ginsborg 1979,
10).
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Carl Qvist (1827–1897)

tranquil grand duchy of Finland was a suitable testing ground (Klinge 1996, 220).
And there was increasing demand for liberal reforms in Finland as industrialization
was starting to pick up pace.

The post-war era also saw the birth of several
liberal newspapers, as the press now had more
freedom to operate. One of the most notable of these
newspapers was Wiborg, published in a city in eastern
Finland of the same name and bearing the subtitle
Newspaper for literature, trade and economy. One of its two
editors, Carl Qvist (1827–1897), was the first person
in Finland to propose a thorough liberal program.
Qvist discussed economic problems and appeared as
an ardent opponent of mercantilism (Landgrén 1995,
28; Björkqvist 1986, 328). He drew inspiration from
Adam Smith, seen in his treatment of the division of
labor, and from Jean-Baptiste Say. Qvist was strongly
supportive of free trade and wrote:

The cheaper a product can be obtained, the cheaper its purchase will be, it may
now be produced anywhere, within the country or abroad, on this or on the
other side of the sea, by the nearest neighbors or by the antipodes. And, as the
profit of the individual is also that of the nation, the nation in its entirety can
only benefit from an unrestricted free trade system. (Qvist 1859)9

When reading letters and newspapers from the post-war era, it is easy to see
that there was hope and anticipation in the air. Many liberally minded Finns now
put their faith in the new, supposedly more liberal emperor Alexander II. It is also
easy to see where all this enthusiasm emanated from. Censorship was relaxed even
further, which helped activate the discussion of common affairs and at the same
time freedom of association was furthered. These were important steps for the
formation of common interest groups. It was now possible for liberal clubs, such as
Industriföreningen—the Industry Association, founded in 1860—to gather under
official forms and agree on a common agenda, namely the advancement of
commerce and industry. In the opening issue of its journal Ströskrifter, from 1861,
one reads the following lines displaying the attitude of the Industry Association:

History shows us great men of the state, such as Cromwell, Frederic the Great,
Napoleon and others, all of whom have tried to lead industry through organic

9. After the editors Carl Qvist and Johannes Alfthan of Wiborg left the newspaper in late 1859, it took on
the character of an ordinary provincial paper (Tommila et al. 1988, 260).
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laws, but it also shows us names such as Adam Smith and Turgot, who with
deep insight and clarity have understood to lay the foundations of an economic
school, whose teachings have spread widely around and have managed on
easily understandable grounds to proclaim the notion, that industry best
flourishes when it is left to its own devices. (Ströskrifter 1861, 12)

The liberal breakthrough
Quite suddenly, in the late 1850s and early 1860s, you had a situation where

liberal newspapers were discussing the need for reforms and different associations
were publishing their own journals with articles on issues related to liberal
advancements. It was also now that the first private bank was founded in Finland.
All this added up to a working civil society, which in turn pushed Finland toward
becoming a modern country.

Most notably, from the 1850s onwards, liberally minded persons began to
attempt to adapt the tenets of liberalism to Finnish conditions. The field of liberal
thought became ever more active, with influences attained from the Scandinavian
countries, from France and England and from the United States. A rich European
and North American tradition of thought regarding the organization of the ideal
society began to be expressed in several different places at the same time, not least
within the university, the student societies, and the newspaper press.

Finnish historiography sometimes speaks of the ‘Ice Breakup’ of the 1860s.
The term Ice Breakup is derived from a 1856 poem by Zacharias Topelius titled
“The Breakup of the Ice in Ule River,” in which he expresses the positive outlook
of this time. This can for example be seen in the following lines:

I will have air! I will have light! My destiny
I wish to create in my own course

Before the 1860s, there was no liberal movement per se but one could instead speak
of loosely associated people promoting liberal ideas. It was the activities of these
people which enabled the liberal breakthrough of the 1860s.

All the positive developments aside, one big issue was still unresolved—the
diet had still not convened, meaning that political reform based on representation
was not possible. This bothered the liberals. Despite the easing of censorship, the
liberals still could not publicly call for the diet to convene. In a speech given in
1856, the freer political climate of the post-war era however encouraged the liberal
Professor of theology Frans Ludvig Schauman (1810–1877) to plea, in the name
of the Finnish people, for the reinstatement of parliamentary life in Finland and
for an end to censorship. The speech was also printed, which was possible thanks
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to academic freedom, and it quickly became an opening shot for the creation of
a public opinion on the issue (Klinge 1996, 193–194). Like a rolling snowball,
the plea of Schauman lived on and gained traction in the public mind. Finally,
international events played into Finland’s situation. Poland, another autonomous
part of the Russian empire, was revolting and causing the Russian emperor
headaches. As a token of appreciation to the Finns for continually being a loyal
and peaceful part of the empire and to further their loyalism, Alexander II finally
made it official that the diet would be summoned, which happened in 1863—over
a half a century since the previous occasion (Klinge 1996, 211, 220). This followed
Alexander II’s practice of granting Finland liberalization as a reward for remaining
peaceable under Russian rule.

In Finnish history, the year 1863 holds a special place. It ended a period
commonly referred to as the ‘night of the state.’ Now followed political reforms
and industrialization, or in other words modernization (Hjerppe 2008). The
principal ideology behind this turn was liberalism and the ongoing discussion since
the 1820s. In 1862, some of the leading liberals founded the newspaper Helsingfors
Dagblad. Up until the 1880s, this was the chief liberal newspaper in Finland, and in
the 1870s also the largest newspaper in the country, showing just how successful
the liberals were and that there was a large demand for liberal ideas. The newspaper
was also the voice of the Liberal Party, which was officially founded in 1880. The
period from 1863 to roughly 1885 was in many ways the peak of liberalism in
Finland. Already in the first diet, the liberals held sway in two of the four estates,
the nobility and the burghers.

It was during this era that industrialization began to pick up pace and Finland
started its journey towards future prosperity. Not least, a number of government
reforms and technological innovations contributed. Under Snellman’s
management, liberal monetary reform was finalized and Finland was given its own
currency in 1860. The Finnish markka was tied to a silver standard in 1865 and
therefore detached it from the Russian ruble, and in 1878 it was moved to a gold
standard. In 1864, the first limited company decree was enacted, and the number of
limited companies started to grow towards the end of the century. The framework
for financing was broadened with the founding of the first private commercial bank
in Finland in 1862, the AB Förenings-Banken. The first railway was opened in 1862
between Helsinki and Riihimäki. The Volksschule-system with primary education
for children was launched in 1866. In combination with the diet resuming its work,
these reforms got the economic wheels to spin and Finland began to prosper
economically after the 1860s, chiefly thanks to wood processing (Toivola 2005,
18–19; Jalava et al. 2006, 106; Kekkonen 1987, 155, 323; Hjerppe 2008).
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The inspirations
As regards the key inspirations behind the liberal turn in Finland, I have

already mentioned the importance of Denmark and Sweden. But which thinkers
do we find behind Finnish liberalism? It is not an easy task to pinpoint exactly all
the influences, as the historical research on liberalism in Finland is lacking. What
follows is therefore a short summary of some of the most visible references and
inspirers.

Liberal ideas were imported to Finland from abroad, and introduced to the
public chiefly through newspapers, journals, and academic dissertations. Another
important channel was travel. First-hand experience was an effective way to learn
about other societies and to get in touch with people of interest. Paris was certainly
predominant in this regard. Several Finnish liberals went there, not least to take in
the lectures of the professor of comparative law at Collège de France, Édouard de
Laboulaye (1811–1883). In his time Laboulaye, who was an ardent opponent of the
French emperor Napoleon III, was probably the most famous French liberal writer
and thinker—certainly in Finland—and his impact on Finnish political language
was without doubt significant.10

From the 1850s one starts to find references to Laboulaye in newspaper
articles and in private letters sent home from Paris. Laboulaye’s liberalism sat well
with the needs and wants of the Finnish liberals of this period—in many ways
the very anti-liberal political situation of France was similar to that of Finland.
Laboulaye’s appreciation of freedom of the press, freedom of association, freedom
of confession, and most importantly decentralization and the need to confine state
action within strict boundaries were key themes picked up upon in the Finnish
discussion. Furthermore, you also have Laboulaye’s robust Christian allegiance and
his message that love of God and freedom work together as remedy to the threat
posed by egotism (Gray 1994; Laboulaye 1864). This is in many ways comparable
to John Stuart Mill’s views on political engagement as a counterbalance to excessive
individualism.

To continue on the French thread, one also has to mention Alexis de
Tocqueville and his De La Démocratie en Amérique. Together with the American
constitution, Tocqueville offered a new perspective on how to organize society.

10. One of Laboulaye’s popular works was the satirical novel Paris en Amérique from 1863. The book, in
which he praises the United States and juxtaposes it to an old-fashioned and conservative France, was
translated into Swedish in 1864. Laboulaye is also known for being the man behind the Liberty Enlightening
the World statue, later known as the Statue of Liberty.
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This was an alluring image to many Finnish liberals, who saw that European society
was rotten and stagnant. Not least thanks to Tocqueville, the American way of life
was brought into the discussion and Finnish liberals started referencing him when
speaking for a free and industrious society based on democratic and patriotic ideals.
Tocqueville’s text was also used to defend the view that it is indeed possible to
have a nation consisting of different groups of people—this argument was used
to criticize the Fennoman view, which favored the Finnish language based on a
principle of ‘one nation, one language’ (I will come back to this).

From the British side, the most important influences come from Adam
Smith, visible in most of the texts concerning economics from his period, and
from John Stuart Mill. Mill’s works Considerations on Representative Government (1861)
and On Liberty (1859) were swiftly translated into Swedish—the latter translated
and published in Helsinki in 1865. The appreciation of Mill is evident in Finnish
newspapers. One of the liberal papers published excerpts from the Considerations,
calling it an extraordinary work; in another paper, one finds a long article praising
the genius of Mill. From this point onwards, Mill’s ideas start to have an impact
on liberal views in Finland, not least his assessments of the duties of the citizen
and representative government. Mill was to become one of the most important
inspirations, besides Charles Darwin, for the Finnish-speaking liberals in the
Valvoja group.

Concerning economics, French inspiration is noticeable from the 1840s
onward, most visibly in the form of references to French economists Jean-Baptiste
Say and Fréderic Bastiat.11 Free trade became an important theme around mid-
century—very much perceptible in academic texts as well as in articles. This was for
example the case with the already mentioned newspaper Wiborg, in which Bastiat
was dubbed the most excellent of the French economists. In addition to the
previously mentioned works by Snellman, another important publication was the
1853 academic dissertation Historisk teckning af den i Finland tillämpade lagstiftningens
grundsatser för näringarnes och det allmänna välståndets befrämjande (A Historical Description
of the Laws Applied in Finland for the Advancement of Trade and the Common Prosperity),
written by the liberal jurist and future professor of economics Axel Liljenstrand
(1821–1895). In this work, where one finds Mill, Say, and Bastiat among the
references, the author applauds Bastiat and the Manchester school for their efforts
against all kinds of economic regulation. In 1860, Liljenstrand published System af
Samfundsekonomins Läror: Ett Försök (System of the Teachings of Economics: An Attempt),
where he sought to popularize economics for a broader audience. Through this
work, Mill was integrated into Finnish theorizing about economics (Björkqvist

11. Bastiat’s work Sophismes Économiques was translated into Swedish in 1848 and it is more than likely that
this translation was studied in Finland as well (Björkqvist 1986, 198).
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1986, 307, 309).
Another notable work was Om det industriella arbetet i dess förhållande till

nationalförmögenheten (On Industrial Work in Relation to National Wealth), written by the
liberal businessman and journalist Robert Frenckell and published in 1860. Again,
references to Say, Bastiat, Mill, and Richard Cobden are aplenty. Frenckell’s study
has been called “a song of praise to free trade and free competition” and a defense
of liberalism.12 Later on Frenckell would become director of the state treasury.

Starting with the diet of 1863, the government began to deregulate the
Finnish economy. The pull of one of Finland’s most important trade partners,
namely England, was strong, and international trade and investment began to reach
Finland. Mercantilism gave way to liberalism, and the likes of Smith, Say, and
Bastiat provided the intellectual basis. Now followed the heyday of liberalism, and,
Valfrid Vasenius (1848–1928), also member of the liberal Valvoja group, wrote:
“Mill, Laboulaye, Buckle and even Darwin were our prophets in the 1870s”
(Vasenius 1893, 283). Compared to other European countries, liberalism broke
through in Finland at a relatively late stage, but when it did, it happened quickly and
it characterized the tendency in economic policy for decades to come. In the field
of cultural change, such as granting Jews citizenship and separating church from
state, the change would be considerably slower.

Another strong international influence on Finns was the national liberation
movements in Greece and Italy. Finnish liberals certainly used the Italian
Risorgimento to criticize empires and to show their support for such movements.
In many regards liberalism was tied to the national movement in Finland, as the
notion of freedom also could be applied to the right to rule over one’s own country.
This is a notion of negative freedom applied to polities, or freedom from Russian
interference in Finnish affairs. As such, the European national liberation struggles
aroused interest among those who praised the idea of freedom of peoples. It is
also worth noting the republican concept of war as a legitimate means for the
citizens of a nation to achieve political self-determination. Not surprisingly, the
Italian Risorgimento movement was a problematic subject from the perspective of
Russian authorities in Finland. The whole point of writing and talking about the
war was political; it was a critique of the Austrian Empire and empires at large and
a tribute to a national struggle for independence, often waged under republican
auspices (Klinge 1978, 119–120; Hazareesingh 2001, 8; Grandell 2020, 220–222).

12. See the biographical sketch of Frenckell on the Valtiokonttori website (link) and also Björkqvist 1986,
326.
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Combatting censorship
One chief hallmark of Finnish nineteenth-century liberalism was the battle

against censorship and for freedom of speech. In 1829, Finland received its own
censorship ordinance, which followed the general Russian one from 1828 (Ruud
2009, 38; Knif 2016, 226–227). Censorship became an official part of the Finnish
bureaucratic system, and it was tightened further when it was placed entirely in the
hands of the Russian governor-general in 1847. From a contemporary nineteenth-
century perspective, the Russian law was quite liberal, but in time it was
supplemented with various directives that made it increasingly strict and repressive.
Furthermore, the repressiveness of the law was very much a matter of comparison
groups. Within a Nordic frame, the Finnish reality was exceptionally repressive, but
if you look at wider Europe, the censorship system was unexceptional.

Already in 1821, Arwidsson had stressed the importance of freedom of the
press for a working public sphere. For the liberals, it was key to be able to promote
their views in the press and to be able to discuss reforms and criticize such issues
that they saw as a hindrance for progress. The program of the Finnish liberal press
was chiefly based on a liberal press ideology, drawing on Mill’s ideas, according to
which the individual citizen ought to be free to form his views on society through
a free press (Landgrén 1995, 16, 26, 240). In addition, one must also keep in mind
that censorship was an infringement on the publishers’ freedom of trade, which
further placed it in opposition to the fundamental values of liberalism. Censorship
has been considered a contributing factor for the “misery” of classical liberal theory
in Finland in the 1830s and 1840s (Björkqvist 1986, 283).

In order to improve the situation, liberals launched a press campaign against
censorship in the early 1860s, which drew lots of attention and was relatively easy to
gather around. When the diet convened in 1863, censorship was one of the issues
on the agenda. The report on the bill by the Law Committee, which had a strong
liberal presence, is telling of how the liberals perceived the issue of freedom of
the press and from where they drew inspiration for their arguments. One passage
states: “Since England as early as 1694 preceded by example and abolished
censorship and the North American Free States in 1791 in its constitution adopted
the freedom of the press as a constitutional principle, most other civilized countries
have followed each other’s example” (Hans Kejserliga Majestäts Nådiga
Propositioner 1865).

Despite opposition from the bureaucratic side, the diet approved a freedom
of the press act in 1864. This temporary law was effective until the next diet in 1867,
when a new bill presented by the emperor was rejected. This meant a return to the
situation before 1863 and pre-publication censorship (Landgrén 1995, 90).
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The heyday
The modernization of Finnish society gained pace as censorship loosened

and the public came to life. Then, from the 1860s onward liberal concepts were
put into practice through political reform. The main political goals of the liberals
were implementation of constitutionalism, self-government instead of centralized
bureaucracy, liberal judiciary reform, deregulation of economic laws in order to
support entrepreneurship, and separation of state and church. Some of which were
easier to implement than others. Furthering women’s rights can also pointed out as
one theme closely linked to persons in the liberal camp.

One notable achievement was that much greater freedom of trade was
realized in 1879, a testament to the success of the discussion since the early
nineteenth century. For the liberals of Helsingfors Dagblad, economic questions were
of big importance, and also they were politically less controversial than, say, arguing
for the neutrality of Finland in case of war. One of the newspapers chief editors,
Edvard Bergh (1829–1903), explained that economy was going be the newspaper’s
principal subject. He saw that greater interest in economic issues would have a
positive effect on morals, which in turn would affect religious sentiments. Further-
more, Bergh saw that a society penetrated by economic principles and reforms
was also a society interested in common affairs, which in turn would bring forth
a constitutional consciousness. Helsingfors Dagblad underlined that freedom was
the most important prerogative for all kinds of industry. The newspaper generally
admired the English system, and one of its writers, Anders Herman Chydenius
(1833–1896), noted with approval how economy imbued English society and how
the country was run like one big merchant’s house (Landgrén 1995, 204–205).

The Finnish language issue
On the other hand, as liberalism achieved its biggest victories the Finnish

political field was starting to fragment, as the language question gained traction.
In short, the language question regarded raising the official status of the Finnish
language in Finland and thus unifying the country. On one side, there were the
Fennomans and, on the other, first the Liberals and later the Svecomans. The
divide dated back to the period of the Crimean War, but after 1863, during the
period of reinstated parliamentary life, the gap split wide open.

For the Fennomans, a term that indicates the prioritization of the Finnish
language, the most important question was that of language. They held that Finnish
had to become the official language of Finland, under the catchphrase ‘one mind,
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Leo Mechelin (1839–1914)

one language.’ Only this way would Finland become strong enough to remain
internally independent and fight off a Russian threat to further incorporate Finland.
The cause drew inspiration from German idealistic philosophy and the idea of a
national spirit guiding the people. In contrast, liberals regarded clearly defined laws
and constitutionalism as the most reliable bulwark against any threat from the east.
It was their goal to conceptualize Finland as a self-contained polity as completely as
possible and thus reduce its dependence on Russia (Engman 2016, 119). Generally,
the liberals held German philosophy and its main proponent G. W. F. Hegel in low
regard and, like for example the French liberal Laboulaye, took regular shots at the
German school. The Fennomans in their turn argued that laws are feeble things
and that they are too susceptible to political fluctuations. There was no guarantee
that the Russian emperor would respect them in times to come. Here you had
two different strategies aiming at a shared goal, namely, strengthening Finland in
relation to Russia.

The Liberal Party
The issue of political stability and robustness in the face of possible Russian

incursions made constitutionalism and the notion of the Rechtsstaat leading con-
cerns of Finnish liberalism in the later part of the century. The concept of the
rule of law was formulated during the absolutist age, as a reaction to prevailing
conditions. The legal state meant an end to arbitrariness, which characterized
absolutist rule. The legal community represented an attempt to replace a situation
where whim rules with a situation where the law rules. This included the idea
that the law should be consistent and impartial. If something was allowed, it was
allowed for all. The law should also be impartial with respect to class, rich or poor.
And although the law can always be considered an
obstacle to freedom, the liberals were ready to accept
the necessity of such an inhibiting institution. For
most of the liberals it did not suffice to guarantee the
rule of law; they also required representative
institutions through which public opinion could be
expressed and absorbed into the political process
(Arblaster 1985, 15, 54, 58, 73–74; Sheehan 1978, 43).

In 1880, the first genuine political party was
founded in Finland, namely the Liberal Party. Leo
Mechelin (1839–1914), one of the foremost liberals
of the time, penned the party program. In many ways,
the founding of a political party was a reaction to the
widening gap between Fennomans and liberals and the rising Swedish movement.
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In the program of the Liberal Party it says that “the state should refrain from every
kind of regulating of the productive labor, from every kind of interference with
individual entrepreneurship…the party builds upon the science of economics, not
upon the teachings of tendentious agitation” (see note 2 above). This was a clear
statement in a classical liberal vein against the historical school, or ‘socialists of
the chair’ (‘Kathedersozialisten’) as the liberals called them. Many contemporary
politicians on the Fennoman side adhered to the historical school.

The Fennomans reacted quickly to the liberals’ move, and their intellectual
leader J. V. Snellman, already an old man and, as mentioned, once a forerunner of
Finnish liberalism, launched a passionate attack on the liberal program. Snellman
had repeatedly taken issue with how the Liberals allegedly claimed the recent
progress of Finland for themselves and with their lack of support for the Finnish-
language cause. Coming to the 1880s, society had changed significantly since the
1860s. The Fennoman side was now much more powerful and more organized—
and it had public opinion behind it. As a reaction to this, a new political force saw
the light of day, namely the Swedish Party, formed by the Svecomans—Swedish
Nationalists who later on were joined by many of the former members of the
Liberal Party. The attack of Snellman against the liberal program was in other
words a part of an ongoing power struggle between Fennomans and Liberals,
as opposed to a critique of the liberal themes put forward in the program. In
Snellman’s words, the true liberal was the one who worked for elevating the
majority of the population from darkness through the means of learning (German
‘Bildung’) (Snellman 1880, 2).

The liberals of the Liberal Party felt that questions about language usage
should be decided ad hoc, rather than upon uniform imposition, and they put their
main emphasis on the liberalizing of society (Engman 1995, 198). In how they
viewed the language issue, the liberals were arguably conservative—just one fact
speaking to the quite common intersection of liberal and conservative views. Their
relative ambivalence concerning the two languages of Finland was becoming a
harder sell, resulting in many party members turning to the Swedish Party. At
the same time, many of the reforms liberals spoke for had been implemented
and in that sense there was no longer the same kind of aspiration toward liberal
aims. Also, to some degree the Fennomans and an even larger degree the Swedish
Party generally upheld liberal ideas and values, making it all the more difficult for
the liberals to argue the case for their existence. What was more, you had a new
generation coming in with new ideas and questioning the old ones. As throughout
most the western world, after 1885 the intellectual tide among the young generation
turned away from liberalism.

Liberalism came under attack for being elitist and not in tune with the needs
of the large majority—the Finnish-speaking peasantry. As a concept, liberalism was
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from the 1870s caricatured and disparaged by its political opponents, who started
to question the concept and posed the rhetorical question of whether anyone can
actually explain what liberalism means (see, e.g., Meurman 1878). The historical
school of economics rose up as the main contender to liberalism and its teachings
were easy to link with the program of the Fennomans. Amongst the Fennomans,
the historical school was considered a synthesis of liberalism and socialism
(Björkqvist 1986, 340, 490). The concrete results of this critique, however, were
quite modest in the sense that the liberal fundamentals of the economic system
were not shaken (Heikkinen et al. 2000, 142).

Also, the nineteenth-century Finnish word for the concept of democracy
(kansanvalta) was constructed on the same concepts as the ‘people’ (kansa) and the
‘nation’ (kansakunta), which made it far more usable for the Fennomans’ nationalist
purposes than for the concept of liberalism. In the end, this contestation of the
concept of liberalism was what ended the Liberal Party in Finland. However,
liberalism did not disappear (Kurunmäki 2013, 95; Engman 2016, 123), as
evidenced by the rediscovery of Anders Chydenius, the activity of the liberally
minded Finnish-speaking Valvoja group, and the founding of the liberally minded
economic society Ekonomiska Samfundet in 1894. Interestingly, when Finnish-
speaking intellectuals late in the century turned to liberalism they preferred the less
political term vapaamielisyys, based on the Swedish word frisinnad used as a synonym
for liberal. This way they were freer to combine liberalism with certain Fennoman
ideals, and that way continue the Finnish liberal tradition into the twentieth
century.

Concluding remarks
When studying liberalism in Finland, the general tendency is that liberalism

moved from being a concept signaling disruption and unrest to a mainstream
concept that all political sides wanted to claim for themselves. Later on in the
nineteenth century it lost traction as the question of Russian suppression of Finnish
autonomy became more acute, the language question split the political field, and
the world at large turned away from liberalism. This is when the concept of
constitutionalism started to take over. The common argument and the recurrent
core of the Fennoman critique of the liberals went that liberalism was something
foreign and that it was associated with language-based privileges. Furthermore,
the Fennomans considered liberalism to be promoting abstract theory and ideals
out of touch with reality. It can also be argued that liberalism reaped its greatest
successes in countries where the movement offered undisputed leadership to the
national movement, as in Germany where the liberals were responsible for the
organization and the conceptualization of the national movement. In Finland, the
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national movement was not in the same way a one-party affair, but instead it was
shared by both liberals and Fennomans, even if they tended to emphasize different
themes (Arblaster 1985, 58; Kelly 2015, 336).

All of the above-mentioned factors worked together to weaken the appeal
of liberalism during the last two decades of the nineteenth century. A movement
that had started slowly in the 1820s and picked up pace in the mid-century was
now coming to an end of sorts, at least as a major political factor. However, even
though liberalism as an idea and a political creed started to lose some of its luster,
one still has to stress the importance it played in nineteenth-century history and
that it changed Finland to the core and played a seminal part in modernizing the
country.

Jatkuu…
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Foreword to “The General
Directing of Trade Cannot Be a

Science”: D’Argenson’s 1751
Commentary Essay and the

Response to It
Benoît Malbranque1

LINK TO ABSTRACT

René Louis de Voyer de Paulmy, Marquis d’Argenson (1694–1757), played
an important though rather overlooked place in the history of classical liberalism in
France. Original and incisive at a time when systematizing was the vogue—though
not yet in economics (the physiocrats were just about to appear)—he hampered
his long-term recognition by scarcely ever publishing his writings, which were
voluminous. To this day his private journal and memoirs are the best resource
available to study his thought. Text from his journal and memoirs was published
three times in France, and a selection in English in 1789, before, alas, the originals
along with most of his remaining manuscripts burned in a fire during the 1871
Commune de Paris. In 1901 a two-volume edition of his journal and memoirs
appeared, based on the published French materials.2
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1. Institut Coppet, 75007 Paris, France.
2. D’Argenson’s Journal first appeared in 1825, along with a selection of other writings (mémoires); two new
editions were later published, in 1857–1858 (6 volumes) and 1859–1867 (edited by E. J. B. Rathéry, 9
volumes; hereafter cited as “éd. Rathéry”). The 2-volume abridged English edition bears the title Journal and
Memoirs of the Marquis d’Argenson (d’Argenson 1901), although the additional mémoires added to the French
editions were not included. Also, the son of our d’Argenson edited a volume under the title Essais dans le
goût de Montagne, which includes some notes found in the papers of his father, and which was translated and
published as Essays, Civil, Moral, Literary and Political (d’Argenson 1789).
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D’Argenson was from a family well-connected in the spheres of power. His
father, Marc-René de Voyer de Paulmy (1652–1721), had been a ministre d’État
and was lieutenant-general of police from 1697 to 1718. His brother, Marc-Pierre
de Voyer de Paulmy, served as minister in charge of defense. And D’Argenson
himself became minister of foreign affairs, 1744 to 1747.

Yet d’Argenson’s appetite for power was very moderate. He had a preference
for ideas. As a personal friend of the pacifist and free-trade advocate Abbé de
Saint-Pierre (1658–1743), d’Argenson was a member of the Entresol club, created
in 1724, where ideas were debated and manuscripts discussed, including drafts of
Montesquieu’s Spirit of Laws, thirteen years before its publication. In this cozy and
free atmosphere ideas were bold and radical, on topics ranging from belles-lettres
to economics and politics. “One day the government will ask us to mind our own
business,”3 said d’Argenson, who was advocating for prudence and moderation;
the club was closed in 1731. After serving as foreign affairs minister, d’Argenson
lived a solitary life and continued writing a journal and memoirs. He was a keen
observer of the poor economic conditions of most of the rural populations. He
died in 1757.

In government d’Argenson saw good men turned down and sound
economic policy refused. He was a liberal who understood the need for stability
and functionality in government. In a journal entry from 1731, he commented on
the tax reform set up by the intendant of Caen: “He wanted to change the whole
of the assessment of the arbitrary taxes, especially that of the poll-tax. Those he
thus relieved did not thank him; they thought, as usual, it was only justice; and those
whose tax he increased uttered such loud cries, wanting to eat him up, that the echo
of them besieged both throne and Court.”4

Year after year d’Argenson echoed the growing dissatisfaction of the country
and expressed his concerns for the future. Yet he was of the opinion that “it
would require tremendous faults and incidents for a king to lose his throne” (1764,
41), and he carried on naively, fitting Tocqueville’s description of the lead-up to
the French Revolution, “there never were events greater, better prepared, longer
matured, and yet so little foreseen” (1856, 12). Tocqueville quotes d’Argenson
twice in his great work and likely was influenced by him.

In 1901, the English translator of d’Argenson’s journal marveled at his
foresight and observations. “These notes and reflections,” she wrote, “give an
invaluable picture, not elsewhere to be found, of the dull corruption, political and
social, of the first forty years [i.e., 1715–1755] of [Louis XV’s] sixty years’ reign —
the wonder is that Louis XV was allowed to reign so long and that Louis XVI ever

3. Journal du marquis d’Argenson, 10 décembre 1731 (éd. Rathéry, I:103).
4. Journal, 1731 (éd. Rathéry, I:80–81; d’Argenson 1901, I:66).
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came to the throne” (Wormeley 1901, 40).
D’Argenson did not keep his ideas entirely to himself. He was largely read by

those who had received copies of his manuscripts, such as Pierre-Samuel Dupont
de Nemours (1984, 168). D’Argenson’s Considérations sur le gouvernement were pub-
lished posthumously in 1764.5

One piece that was published by d’Argenson during his life expressed his
thoughts on the merits of free trade. Written in French, it was initially published
in 1751 and did receive some attention. What prompted d’Argenson to write and
publish this piece?

Around 1750, in Italy, a chaotic monetary situation motivated several wri-
tings on economic matters,6 among them a widely read tract by Girolamo Belloni
(1688–1760), published in Rome in 1750 under the title Del commercio.7 After
considering the nature of money, Belloni turns his attention to public policy,
advocating tariffs and a monitored balance of trade. The tract was soon translated
into many languages, appearing in English (1752),8 German (1752), and French
(1751; 1755; 1756; 1765). Del commercio was “the first Italian book on economics to
have been successful in France,” according to a recent survey on Italian economic
thought (Bianchini 2002, 3).

In France the Journal Œconomique published in its March 1751 issue an article,
summarizing Belloni’s argument, written by an unknown author—a Bellonian, if
you will—who likely hailed from Italy. D’Argenson seized the opportunity to
comment critically upon Belloni, writing an essay that put forward a laissez-faire
outlook, one which he had been developing in his private writings. D’Argenson’s
essay was published anonymously in the Journal Œconomique issue of April 1751.
An English translation by Tobias Smollett was published in 1754, and an Italian
translation appeared two years after that.9 Smollett’s English translation was also
reprinted in 1762 in The Annual Register,10 the chief editor of which was Edmund
Burke.

5. Adam Smith had a copy in his personal library (Mizuta 2019, 388).
6. Giovanantonio Fabbrini, Dell’indole e qualita ̀ naturali e civili della moneta e de’ principi istorici e naturali de’
contratti. Dissertazioni, 1750; Girolamo Belloni, Del commercio, 1750; Carli Gian Rinaldo, Dell’origine del
commercio della moneta e dell’istituzione delle zecche d’Italia sino al secolo decimosettimo, 1751; Ferdinando Galiani,
Della Moneta, 1751.
7. It contains a Latin translation by Nicolas Rubbi.
8. The translation in English was published in 1752 under the title: A dissertation on commerce. Clearly
demonstrating the true sources of national wealth and power, together with the most rational measures for acquiring and
preserving both. The whole deduced from the nature of trade, industry, money and exchanges. Tr. from the Italian of the
celebrated Marquis Jerome Belloni.
9. “Critica di un oltramontano alla dissertazione del sig. Marchese Belloni sul commercio,” Magazzino
toscano d’instruzione e di piacere, December 1756.
10. The Annual Register, or a View of the History, Politics, and Literature for the Year 1762 itself went through
numerous editions, the fifth appearing in 1787.
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In my opinion, d’Argenson’s essay is one of the best compact statements
of laissez-faire French classical liberalism. It highlights wholesome autocorrective
tendencies in free markets and remarks on how the alternative lacks such virtues;
it fairly compares freedom and unfreedom, rather than assessing freedom against
an irrelevant perfection. The date of the French original, 1751, reminds us that the
central spine of liberal political economy—a presumption of liberty, corresponding
ideas of beneficial spontaneous mechanisms, and a sober view of government—
though ripened by the Physiocrats and Adam Smith (beginning in his jurisprudence
lectures), had been bubbling up pervasively, for example in the writings of the
Dutchman Pieter de la Court (1618–1685), earlier in the Salamancans, and so on.

D’Argenson questions whether the “general direction of trade” can be a
science. He suggests that the general direction of trade is “beyond our reach,”
epistemically. When we reach beyond our inherent limitations in metaphysics, we
merely waste our time. But in policy, he says, we take steps down the road to
serfdom:

[T]he general direction of trade cannot be a science; for it is impossible.
Oftentimes, when we dive into sciences beyond our reach, …we are quit for
so much loss of time; but in policy, such false presumptions carry us a great
way down the fatal paths of ruin and destruction. We ought to be persuaded
that, in order to attain to that knowledge which is requisite for the direction
of commerce, it is not enough to know the different interests of different
nations, provinces and societies; but we must also understand the interests
and connections of individuals, together with the quality and value of each
commodity.

D’Argenson goes on to say that we “arrogate” to ourselves a pretense of
knowledge. His essay helps us see that liberal arguments based on the
disjointedness of knowledge and human conceits are older than we might realize.
“[T]he instinct of the bee,” d’Argenson writes sarcastically, “does more in this
particular, than the genius of the greatest politician.”

After d’Argenson’s essay commenting on the Bellonian’s article was
published anonymously in the April issue of Journal Œconomique, in the June issue
was published a response by the Bellonian to d’Argenson.

The Bellonian’s response is respectful and takes up d’Argenson’s claim that
the direction of trade cannot be a science. The exchange naturally raises issues
about meanings of the word science. It also raises issues about how self-image or
selfhood might motivate beliefs on either side of the exchange. Would d’Argenson
say that his claim is a matter of science? Would he purport to being scientific
in making his claim that the general direction of trade cannot be a science? The
exchange raises questions about what work “general” is doing in the expression
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“general direction of trade.”
But the Bellonian’s response is also interesting on other counts. It highlights

how the matter of freedom (liberté) is distinct from the issue of monarchy versus
republic, writing: “the significant difference between these two forms of
government is not freedom itself; freedom is equally necessary in both, since she
alone can provide the tranquility which man needs to do his work and to enjoy
the fruits of his labor.” Also, the response notes how, historically, the sovereign’s
attention to commerce followed the transition from paying tributes in kind to
paying tributes in money: “When the sovereigns drew, in fruits from the earth or in
works of art, the tributes which their subjects must absolutely pay to them, it was
very indifferent to them whether or not the people carried on any trade: but since
they are now asking them for money, which commerce alone can procure them, it is
very important for princes to see that commerce flourishes in their States”. The fisc
impels governmental involvement in trade. In a spirit of friendly and reasonable
engagement, the response makes several points that we associate with economic
nationalism. The response ends by affirming the importance of the “balance of
power” concept in European international relations.

D’Argenson later prepared a rejoinder to the Bellonian, but he did not
publish it, and it was presumably lost in the fire of 1871.11

Notes on the texts
The following English text of d’Argenson’s essay keeps close to Smollett’s

version of 1754. I have compared the 1754 English version both to the 1751
published French version and an original manuscript version. Smollett’s version
had but a single (English) word in italics (namely, “Police”), but the published 1751
French original made frequent use of italics, and I have for the most part reinstated
the 1751 italics. Also, based on the 1751 version, I have for the most part restored
the original paragraph breaks and, on occasion, the punctuation, as when the
removal of commas or the splitting of a particular sentence appeared to me as
unreasonable decisions on Smollett’s part. Also, for modern readers, I made a few
very minor changes, such as the removal of a few commas. I changed Smollett’s
wording in just a few very minor instances.

Below d’Argenson’s essay, I have rendered the Bellonian’s response to
d’Argenson into English for the first time, and into American English (“labor”),

11. Rathéry, the editor of d’Argenson’s Journal et Mémoires, mentions the existence of an unpublished
answer to the rebuttal of his first Observations (éd. Rathéry, I:xxxii). It has not been found in the remaining
d’Argenson papers kept in the Archives Nationales or in the bibliothèque de Poitiers (Fonds d’Argenson).
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whereas the present version of d’Argenson retains the British of Smollett’s 1754
version (“labour”). In the texts presented here, the words “trade” and “commerce”
are both always translations of commerce in the original French texts. Smollett
frequently translated commerce as “trade” (rather than as “commerce”). In
translating the response, I too often use “trade,” to echo the d’Argenson text,
notably in the expression “the direction of trade.”

In both texts that follow, I occasionally insert clarifying remarks in brackets
[like these], and none of the footnotes are original; rather all of the footnotes have
been introduced by me and represent my voice.

About the Author
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The General Directing of Trade
Cannot Be a Science1

René Louis de Voyer de Paulmy, Marquis d’Argenson
edited by Benoît Malbranque2

translated by Tobias Smollett

Sir [that is, the editor of Journal Œconomique],
In your journal for March, 1751, you have inserted a Dissertation upon trade,

by the Marquis Belloni, which I have read several times, as an excellent piece; the
substance of all the best remarks which have been made by our modern politicians
on that subject, containing advice to sovereigns touching the direction of
commerce, manufactures and the circulation of money.

But ought not he first to have considered whether it is more necessary to
direct all those things with so much care and concern as he proposes, or to let
them take their own way, under proper protection3 only? How many general and
particular manufactures have been established and brought to perfection by liberty
alone, each having been carried on in its own right; every individual is led by honour
and advantage, and thence results a great whole, which never is the consequence of a
general direction. If, on the contrary, the government should be too watchful and
solicitous, and laws too much extended or too minute should happen to disturb
particular manufactures, in terrifying by penalties (often injudiciously inflicted) or
recompensing by prices (ill adjudged), you substitute intrigue instead of emulation.
How many things are now carried on with tolerable success, merely from having
hitherto escaped a pretended legislative police, which instead of advancing, retards
the progress of industry and improvement!4

Observe how trade flourished in the republics, until its prosperity was

1. Smollett’s translation was originally published as “A Letter to the Author of the Journal, Concerning
the Dissertation upon Commerce, by the Marquis Belloni,” in Selected Essays on Commerce, Agriculture,
Mines, Fisheries, and Other Useful Subjects, London: D. Wilson and T. Durham (1754): 328–335.
2. Institut Coppet, 75007 Paris, France.
3. Protection is not to be mistaken with protectionism, for it mostly referred to the protection of commercial
ships by the navy, therefore enabling free-trade, not limiting it. At the same time Vincent de Gournay
was also arguing for the combined policy of “liberty and protection,” claiming that “everything grows and
flourishes through a free and protected trade” (2017/1753, 55.).
4. “The very few things which can be said to be remotely satisfactory in France,” d’Argenson writes
elsewhere, “are those in which regulatory police has not penetrated and which remained free from taxation
and monopoly” (1765, 261–262).
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interrupted by other political causes foreign to commerce (such as wars, national
debt and oppression); the reason was, those republics have a spirit ever healthy,
ever active, which is liberty; and this, far from diminishing, actually constitutes the
public strength; it represses evil and maintains distributive justice, and the evil being
repressed, the good appears and predominates: yes, the removal of obstacles is all that
is necessary to the success of trade.

It asks nothing of the public, but good judges, the discouragement of
monopoly, an equal protection to all the subjects, an invariable value of coin, roads
and canals: besides these articles all other cares are vicious; and this vice is the more
pernicious to a state, as it flows from an ill conducted zeal: this zeal has partisans,
officers in employment and authority, and it requires whole ages to undeceive them
of their errors.

Trade is the science of individuals; but the general direction of trade cannot
be a science; for it is impossible.5 Oftentimes, when we dive into sciences beyond
our reach, such as the general system of the universe, infinitude, the union of spirit
and matter, etc., we are quit for so much loss of time; but in policy, such false
presumptions carry us a great way down the fatal paths of ruin and destruction.
We ought to be persuaded that, in order to attain to that knowledge which is
requisite for the direction of commerce, it is not enough to know the different
interests of different nations, provinces and societies; but we must also understand
the interests and connections of individuals, together with the quality and value
of each commodity. He therefore, who is mistaken in the least article, will direct
amiss, and enact preposterous laws.6 Who then shall pretend to this integral and
universal capacity? Non datur scientia.7 Nevertheless the directors of trade arrogate
this to themselves; and if this arrogance be faulty, and they consult their caprices
more than their understanding, the result will be laws that cramp the commerce
and favours unjustly conferred. Sometimes the council of commerce of a nation or

5. Along these lines the physiocrats and Turgot later expounded on the impossibility of government
planning. See for example “Letter on the ‘marque des fers’” (Turgot 1977/1773, 187).
6. “Ministers wish to conduct trade through their orders and regulations,” noted d’Argenson in 1742, “but
to this end one would need to fully know the interests of trade, not just from nation to nation, but county
to county, town to town, and individual to individual; for without such a knowledge, half-science is far
worse than ignorance in terms of the effects it produces” (“Mémoire à composer pour délibérer le pour et
le contre, etc.,” July 1742, in éd. Rathéry, IV:456.)

At the beginning of the 18th century, Pierre de Boisguilbert (1646–1714), who influenced
d’Argenson through Saint-Pierre, argued in favor of laissez-faire, understood as “letting the natural flow
of things” in all economic matters, where the best outcomes, he claimed, were always produced by
themselves, “without the intervention of any superior authority, which must be banned when dealing of
any sort of production, since nature, far from obeying human orders, always rebels again them, and never
miss an opportunity to avenge itself by means of food shortage and misery” (Traité de la nature, culture,
commerce et intérêt des grains, etc., 1707, in Boisguilbert 1966, II:871).
7. Nonexistent is such science.
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province sees the common interest only through the eyes of their deputies; these
sometimes propose private or particular advantages to their own towns or persons,
to the prejudice of other towns and the rest of the subjects; and sometimes it is to
be feared, they lay it down as a maxim to aggrandize what is great, annihilate what is
little, and utterly banish equality.

It is reported of M. Colbert, that when he convened several deputies of
commerce at his house and asked what he could do for the benefit of trade, the
most sensible and plainest spoken man among them8 replied in these three words:
“Let us alone.”9 Have we ever sufficiently reflected upon the good sense of that
short answer? This is no other than a kind of commentary upon it.

Apply it to everything that is done for trade, and to what chiefly destroys
it in monarchies, and examine its effects: you will soon find how little fruit and
success is reaped from all those cares of restraint, inspection and regulation; the
republics have made greater advances in trade, almost without laws and constraint,
than other countries when countenanced by the ablest ministers; the instinct of
the bee does more in this particular, than the genius of the greatest politician;10 the
capital of a republican state, increases every day, by economy, agriculture, industry,
brokerage, manufacture, and everything that is understood by the idea of trade.

There are degrees by which we ascend successively from what is simple to
what is improved, and from this last to the perfection of art; these the multitude
will climb of themselves, by communication, example and emulation: they never
fail to follow the different steps, and never mistake when left to their own conduct;
but when people pretend to show them the road and direct them, woe be to him
who mistakes!11 The needful is neglected, in order to proceed to what is superfluous

8. Thomas Le Gendre, a rich merchant from Rouen.
9. Laissez-nous faire later served as the rallying point for the physiocrats. “Let things be, let things go [laissez
faire et laissez passer],” writes Le Trosne, “all the economic policy regarding industry and trade is contained in
these words” (1768, 158). In his naturally excessive style, another writer, Nicolas Baudeau, spoke of “this
divine phrase, let them be (laissez-les faire), that deserves to be engraved in gold letters on a marble column
which would be placed on the grave of its author, and in front of which we would burn, instead of the
regular incense, the massive volumes of laws under the yoke of which all the manufactures and industries
of Europe are suffering” (1771, 208–209).
10. In another piece, published after his death, d’Argenson drew a parallel with a bee hive, to explain what
was later famously associated with Smith’s invisible hand. There, he says, “each insect acts according to its
instinct, and what results from their actions is a great produce for the needs of their small society; but this
was not brought about by orders, or by generals who forced each individual to follow the views of their
leader” (1765, 41).
11. Elsewhere, d’Argenson expounded: “To let things be, should be the moto of every political authority
since the world is civilized. Men emerged from barbarism, they cultivate arts very well; they have laws,
models, they test different methods and practices to discover which one suits best. Let them be, and you
will see that where this maxim is better followed, its effects are clearly visible. In a republic, individuals
flourish and grow richer, private property is protected, and useful arts thrive. The same applies to our
autonomous counties (pays d’État), for every time authority is kept at bay and human freedom is operating,
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before the time. Without mentioning particular nations, how many errors of this
kind have been committed to the destruction of mankind!12 How many colonies
have been peopled at the expense of the continent!13 While some places enjoyed
abundance, how many others have been quite deserted! How many arts have been
admired at the expense of neglecting the gifts of nature elsewhere; fine palaces
built, and statues erected, but lands without culture, and villages without
inhabitants.14 These are the effects of the grand science of trade.

The Marquis Belloni thinks it might be of service to trade, to set up custom-
houses, and load one kind of commodity with higher duty than another; to exclude
foreign merchandize, and favour our own by encouraging the exportation of them.
This practice is but too well known in Europe; but the nation who introduced it
first, has necessarily prescribed the example to others; each is willing to do the
same injury to the right of nations which itself suffers: foreign manufactures were
prohibited that one country might not become tributary to its neighbours; so that
the Europeans, as they increased in the knowledge of trade, took measures for
breaking all communication among themselves, and in time of profound peace
suffer all the effects of an universal war. No, it is not the good of trade that advises
these measures, but some private interest which too often gets the better of public
advantage. If once the multitude is allowed to take their own way,15 it will soon
undeceive the world in this particular, to the great advantage of society, and show
that the passage of merchandize from one state to another ought to be as free as
that of air and water.16 All Europe ought to be no other than a general and common
fair; the person or nation which should make the best commodity could find the

things take off and grow rapidly” (1857–1858, V:364.).
12. Of course d’Argenson had the flawed policies of France in mind, but even in an anonymous article
precautions had to be taken. In the same year of 1751, Montesquieu’s De l’esprit des lois was banned by the
Roman Catholic Church.
13. D’Argenson’s inclination against colonization is expressed elsewhere: “If I were king, those colonies
we possess, I would rather exchange them against a single pin! I would transform them into small republics
under my protection, so that our merchants could trade with them, and increase the value and fame of our
national products. I would do the same for the colonies that our India Company has created in Africa and
Asia” (1857–1858, V:371).
14. The palace chiefly in mind would be Versailles, where d’Argenson disliked being. In his journal he
constantly vilified its excessive luxury, and in the Considérations he wrote that “at court, it is a disgrace even
to be suspected of being frugal” (1765, 172). Meanwhile descriptions of the misery of the people, especially
in rural areas, are everywhere in d’Argenson’s journal.
15. D’Argenson was in favor of some sort of political representation: “My suggestion is to try giving the
public a bigger role in government, and to see what happens” (1765, 172).
16. In a draft from 1742, d’Argenson noted how he should undertake a treatise on trade by considering
“that one never bothers about air: it goes out and comes in, and yet is never found missing in the country.
It is nonetheless a very necessary commodity” (“Mémoire à composer pour délibérer le pour et le contre,
etc.,” July 1742, in éd. Rathéry, IV:453; see also d’Argenson 1857–1858, V:383).
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greatest advantage.17 The distance and expense of carriage are sufficient reasons for
any nation to prefer its own goods to those of others; and where these obstacles
cease, the stranger is preferable to our own countryman, otherwise you ruin instead
of favouring subjects in their trade. The custom-house duties will always have a bad
effect, for the finances of the nation ought to be raised from the consumption only;
as all duties levied upon the transportation (be what they will) never fail to distress
the trade.

But presumption and self-love are so predominant among men, that they
prefer a small advantage acquired by sophistry, subtlety or malice, to all that nature
and humanity would afford with much more abundance and integrity; though their
understanding was undoubtedly given them not to domineer but to regulate liberty.
Yes, a regulated and enlightened liberty will always do more for the trade of any
people, than the most intelligent domination: a single man sees more clearly into
the interests of his own trade, and conducts it better than ten associates, whose
interests are always divided and often opposed to each other. If he goes too far,
if he usurps over or injures his neighbours, they can stop and restrain him with
the assistance of justice; and this constitutes the equality, policy and balance that
are necessary to trade: whereas our legislators can only perceive so many different
interests in a confused manner. Liberty will enrich the merchants, and these
becoming more or less wealthy, according to their talents, will endeavour to bring
their manufactories to perfection. The regulations made for manufactories ought
to be as so many instructions to those who are in search of this perfection, in the
same manner as the books that treat of arts and sciences. There must be all sorts of
degrees of goodness in the manufactories, according to the taste and circumstances
of the purchasers:18 imperfection and fraud discredit the manufacturer, while
diligence and honesty enrich and bring them into vogue.19 For these reasons
commerce claims liberty instead of those penal laws, duties and interdictions by
which it is discouraged.20

17. “Foreign trade can only be based on mutual need. When all doors will be opened it will flourish to the
highest degree” (d’Argenson 1765, 185). D’Argenson’s papers contained another judgment on this: “It is
time for us to make a decision. Every nation hates and envies us. As for us, may we not envy them if they
prosper, for it is good for them and good for us too: they will buy more of our products and will bring us
more of their own, along with their money. It is indeed a despicable idea to wish for the prosperity of our
nation by means of crushing down others; it can only please the malice and evil lying in our heart, and our
own interest is in the very opposite” (1857–1858, V:372).
18. “In clothing as in everything else,” Vincent de Gournay similarly claimed in 1754, “room must be made
for good, average and mediocre quality… If a seemingly bad fabric is sold, it is proof that it is not bad; if it
is not sold, the maker is punished instantly and will make amends” (2008/1754, 195).
19. “The best indicator of utility is the public at large, it is the support consistently obtained from those who
have an interest. Everyone feels what his own interest is, everyone takes action for his own benefit, and it is
in this general agreement that we discover the truth” (d’Argenson 1857–1858, V:382–383).
20. “To lead industry against its will is to wish its downfall” (éd. Rathéry, VI:424).
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René Louis de Voyer de Paulmy, Marquis d’Argenson
(1694–1757), was a minister in France; in a letter, Voltaire
wrote that he was “the best citizen that had ever tasted the
ministry.” He was, along with Boisguilbert and Vincent de
Gournay, one of the main promoters of the laissez-faire stance
in French economics leading up to the Physiocrats. He wrote
numerous essays and kept a journal, in which he discussed how
the social and economic conditions of France could be revived

through a policy of non-intervention. His views influenced numerous economists,
including the Physiocrats.

Trade itself is no other than an abstract idea lately known, as well as circulation
and credit. We seem to make new divinities, like the Greeks, in order to adore them:
our fathers, who had less idolatry and philosophy, but more wisdom, were richer
by their economy and labour, than we by our sciences of exchange, brokerage,
and stock-jobbing. Perhaps our posterity, undeceived by experience, will laugh at
the disease that now prevails in several nations, of endeavouring to reduce the
principles of trade into a system:21 and will place it in that rank which we now assign
to the Crusades, and which we shall soon give to the folly of the political balance of
power in Europe.22,23

About the Author

21. “A nation can slip into bad habits under bad governments, just like ill-bred children. These habits can
disappear eventually, but they will impact the character for a long time” (1765, 81).
22. The response later criticized d’Argenson for this comment. It is worth noting nonetheless that
d’Argenson had been Foreign Affairs Minister from November 1744 to January 1747.
23. This last sentence, like others, was omitted in the Italian translation (1756), which is more of an
adaptation: it does not always follow the text perfectly, although all in all it gives a fair picture.
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Yes, the Directing of Trade
Can Be a Science1

Anonymous (a Bellonian)
translated by Benoît Malbranque2

Sir,
You do not surprise me when you claim that you have read several times

the dissertation on commerce of the marquis Belloni, and that you regard it as an
excellent piece, for it is indeed a masterpiece which has all the qualities to deserve
this name. The marquis Belloni, a descendant of Roman merchants, surrounded by
universal esteem for their probity and intelligence, is a merchant himself, and with a
new brilliance he unites in his person the talents and virtues of his ancestors. It is his
rare merit that owes him the affection with which His Holiness3 honors him, and
of which He wanted to give him incontestable proof, by conferring on him recently
the title of Marquis. Therefore, his dissertation on commerce is not the fruit of
idle speculation, but of deep study and thoughtful practice; his enlightened mind
has penetrated the causes of what experience has shown him, and he only took the
pen after having discovered the connection between principles and their effects,
and how they derive naturally from each other. It is the reason why, when aiming
at establishing the true means of supporting and stimulating trade, he began by
demonstrating the true nature of trade, so that there would be no misunderstanding
regarding these means, and that trade could be governed according to its nature.
Consequently, I am surprised, Sir, that without contradicting his fundamental
principles, you would raise doubts about the fair consequences he draws from
them. You are not inclined to approve of sovereign authority interfering in the
conduct of commerce; chambers of commerce and custom-houses seem
disastrous to you.

Before taking the defense of the marquis Belloni, I must clear up an
ambiguity that I have caused. His views being comprehensive, he deals of both

1. Originally published as “Réponse de l’auteur du Journal économique à la Lettre qui lui a été adressée
au mois d’avril dernier, au sujet de la dissertation sur le commerce de M. le marquis Belloni” (which
would translate as: “Response by the author in the Journal oeconomique to the letter addressed to him
in April, concerning the dissertation On commerce by the marquis Belloni”), Journal Œconomique, June
1751: 130–149.
2. Institut Coppet, 75007 Paris, France.
3. The Pope Benedict XIV, head of the Catholic Church from 1740 to 1758.
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republics and monarchies, and says so positively. But monarchies being more
common in the world, I considered them solely, and I had all the more reason
to do so, since, if you examine the matter well and with some attention, there is
nothing that the author says about monarchies that is not applicable to republics.
Indeed, the significant difference between these two forms of government is not
freedom itself; freedom is equally necessary in both, since she alone can provide the
tranquility which man needs to do his work and to enjoy the fruits of his labor. It
would be easy to prove that one is freer under the rule of a single sovereign, than
under the rule of several leaders, and that the regulated and enlightened monarchical
authority is infinitely above the republican authority, however wise we may
suppose it to be. But what, according to some, gives the preference to the republic
over the monarchy, is that in the latter the sovereign authority is always vigilant
and alert, and acts by itself; while in the former the authority stays sometimes
asleep, and discharges on ministers the care which should be exerted directly. These
ministers sometimes set themselves as rulers who, when they consider only their
own interests, have their wars and their leagues, their truces, their peace and their
alliances; the body of the state is tormented by these irregular movements, and it
suffers, until the head wakes up: but as soon as it resumes its functions, all things
go back in running order, public health is quickly restored, and this is a real and
often felt advantage which the republics have hardly ever enjoyed, for their internal
troubles usually bring about the ruin of the State.

So do not set yourself, Sir, the prerequisite of a republic to make commerce
flourish: the regulated and enlightened liberty which it requires can be found
elsewhere. The first commercial state was monarchical; and when you say that the
republics have made greater advances in trade, almost without laws and constraint, than other
countries when countenanced by the ablest ministers, you agree in spite of yourself that
at least some laws, and some constraint, are necessary in order for free trade to
be regulated and enlightened. But who will dictate these laws if not the sovereign
authority? And what change would it make for these laws in themselves, whether
the authority rests in one or more hands? In vain on this subject do you suppose in
monarchies all kinds of abuses which you believe are not to be found in republics.
I do not allow myself to be surprised by this picture; I know that everywhere men
are inclined to license when they obey, and prone to error when they command;
and that for this reason we cannot over-enlighten some and contain others too
much: these two points form the source of the public good. Just as the subject must
respect the limits which are prescribed for him, the sovereign authority must see
everything, examine everything, know everything in order to weigh the interests
of all parts of the State, and to direct, by a general impression, the movements
of individuals, so that the profit which a province will receive, for example, from
trade, will not be so limited that it remains absolutely unknown to others, let alone
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becomes harmful to them. This care is as indispensable in a republic as in a
monarchy, and this is the only management of trade that the marquis Belloni
promotes.

But you, Sir, do not want any management whatsoever, and you assure that
your republics, almost without laws, have made trade flourish without any knowledge;
because you argue that this knowledge is impossible. Trade, you say, is the science of
individuals; but the general direction of trade cannot be a science; for it is impossible. To this
reasoning I will only oppose the following: War is the science of soldiers, but the conduct
of war cannot be a science, for it is impossible. One would explain this impossibility like
you prove that of the direction of trade. You say: We ought to be persuaded that, in order
to attain to that knowledge which is requisite for the commerce of direction (would it not have
been better to say this direction of trade?4) it is not enough to know the different interests of
different nations, provinces and societies; but we must also understand the interests and connections
of individuals, together with the quality and value of each commodity. One would therefore
add: We ought to be persuaded that, in order to be able to conduct a war, it would not suffice to
compare the forces from nation to nation, from armies to armies, from frontiers to frontiers, it would
also be necessary to know the degree of force and the disposition of opposing soldiers, as well as the
quality and value of their weapons. While waiting for someone to point out the fault lying
in this comparison, I have the right to speculate that the science of the direction of
trade is indeed possible, and to try to prove its necessity in a few words.

When the sovereigns drew, in fruits from the earth or in works of art, the
tributes which their subjects must absolutely pay to them, it was very indifferent to
them whether or not the people carried on any trade: but since they are now asking
them for money, which commerce alone can procure them, it is very important
for princes to see that commerce flourishes in their States, and to ensure that active
commerce prevails over passive commerce; for otherwise the people, being without
money, however goodwill they might have, will not be able to pay their respects to
their prince, and the prince without finances will not be able to defend them against
the actions of their neighbors. It is therefore obvious that, in its own interest, the
sovereign power must support foreign trade, extend interior commerce wherever it
is not yet activated, animate both, and direct it to the general good of the State; and
this can only be performed when the authority has acquired a general knowledge of
trade, and by means of the various chambers of commerce that it establishes, from
which information can be received, and which shall pass its orders wherever they
need to be known.

This is the spirit of the institution of chambers of commerce: their purpose

4. The original 1751 French edition of d’Argenson’s article had the curious words “pour connaître ce commerce
de direction” (to know this commerce of direction), which is very likely to have been a mistake, by him or the
editor or the Journal oeconomique. Indeed the 1754 English translation says “the direction of commerce.”
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is the public good: they can achieve it, having the necessary credit and authority.
If you find some chambers of commerce who take an opposite route, the marquis
Belloni abandons them at your discretion; the fact that they can be useful is enough
for him to be entitled to ask for their establishment.

As for customs, they have always been regarded among the most legitimate
rights that princes levy in their states, and I am sure that if you had looked at
antiquity, you would have spoken of it differently. You would have seen that in
those early days when, as I have just said, kings received in kind the tributes of their
subjects, merchants went to them, as much for permission to sell their goods as to
buy from their stores, and never approached them without giving them presents.
These gifts were too essential to be voluntary: they were rather honest customs
that the prince himself raised. He later had them levied by his officers, when the
kingdoms began to expand, and the merchants no longer went directly to their
capitals, but stopped on the border or in other towns. They were still asked
everywhere for the prince’s presents, which imperceptibly took the name of rights.
Finally, money having become a common commodity, and kings having began to
ask money from their subjects, they demanded all the more from merchants, to
allow the entry of foreign goods. The marquis Belloni, when approving of them,
did not do anything but in accordance with the custom of all times and all places;
and the correct discernment which he makes between foreign goods and those of
the country, clearly removes any occasion for misunderstanding.

Indeed, it is between the citizens of a single State that he could agree to have
all goods shared commonly like air and water, because they would carry the same
burden, and their interests would be common. But the danger of such freedom
with foreign nations is so obvious that I do not believe it is possible not to perceive
it. Allowing the entry of all foreign fabrics of silk and wool, manufacturers from
outside, will cause the ruin of those at home: and do not say that the esteem that
men in general have for anything that comes from distant countries will engage
the foreigners to value your products.5 The country where the materials are more
beautiful will always win in the end; this country will fill itself with money at the
expense of others. This is the advantage that the Indies have over the rest of the
world. The state being stripped of money, where will the prince find enough to
feed his armies, or to maintain his artillery? With what will he reward his officers,
support the splendor of his crown, make the necessary advances, either for the
advancement of science or for the good of commerce itself? The effect of customs

5. Before the Revolution of 1789, the French had been very keen at admiring other nations and welcomed
with open arms anything coming from far away. “Our nation,” wrote Charles Perrault in 1688, “has always
been accused of excessively loving foreign peoples” (Perrault 1693, I:5). Back in 1614, an Englishman
portrayed this French hospitality in a curious piece (see Barclay 1633, 55–56).

ANONYMOUS

272 VOLUME 18, NUMBER 2, SEPTEMBER 2021



is to prevent money from going out in excess for things that can be called
unnecessary. The absolute defense against some foreign goods does not produce,
as you seem to think, all the evils of war: this is but curious overstatement. It is
one of the evils of war that raw and necessary materials are prevented from being
exchanged from one country to another: but it is the wisdom of legislators who
are more clairvoyant than one might think, to ensure that a people, deprived of
a superfluity which only serves to nourish luxury, learns to be satisfied with what
its native land provides. On this subject, we must make a very essential distinction
between the different powers: some occupy large areas, like the monarchies of
France and Spain, etc.; others occupy only small areas, like the republics of Holland,
Genoa, Venice, etc. Although absolutely speaking large states can survive on their
own, those whose boundaries are narrow and who live on ungrateful lands, are
obliged to have recourse to trade to feed their peoples. They can only support
themselves through a perpetual exchange of all the productions of other countries.
So to speak they are nothing but the shopkeepers and the merchants of the rest of
the world. It is therefore necessary for them to have a share in everything, and that
in their country everything enters and leaves easily. However, even in these States,
the customs duties mentioned earlier are no less authorized, and the difference
between these rights is yet another proof of the special care which the sovereign
power takes and must take for the direction of trade with the view of the general
interest of the State.

If there was a nation wise enough to limit itself to the productions of its
country, one would soon see with astonishment, by the works that its industry
would produce with its own materials, how rich nature is everywhere. Thus, bring
us back the golden age, Sir, or give up the idea of forming one society of all the
peoples of Europe. Nations are divided and will never rejoin together; various
events can cause them to merge into each other, but as long as they remain distinct,
their interests will always be separate, and the nation that most easily does without
others will always be the wisest and the most powerful.

I notice that you have recognized that the abolition of customs would create
a deficit in the prince’s finances; yet the cure that you suggest seems worse than the
disease. After letting foreign goods enter free of charge, you want to levy taxes on
consumption. But if by consumption we are to understand the flow of goods and
products within the country, whether food, clothing, or lodging, and the necessary
export of their superabundance, can you ignore that by levying taxes on it, you
actually make it impossible for the craftsman to work economically, and that you
make life harder for an entire nation? Buyers will pay products at a higher price,
while sellers will sell and manufacture less, since high prices discourage buyers, and
little selling discourages labor. This is the inevitable effect of consumption taxes.
Due to these taxes, the products necessary for life, which the country produces,
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or which are manufactured there, will lose the advantage that they should naturally
have over foreigners; those products would then only be used insofar as absolutely
necessary; there is no need to cite examples; hence the decrease in trade which
always carries with it the abandonment of agriculture and the ruin of the arts. Such
is the state to which you will reduce your own country, because of the favor given to
foreign goods, which on the other hand will take away all the money from the state;
this is as was noted by M. [Jean-Baptiste] Colbert, who the marquis Belloni quoted
on this issue: Even if, said this great minister, one would surround a kingdom with a high
wall to contain the money from going out, if in this wall there is a small crack, all the money of the
kingdom will flow through this opening. But if you discourage your laborers and artisans,
if you let foreign goods enter freely, how will you keep the money from coming
out? How will you get money from outside? How will the prince obtain from his
subjects the money that they will no longer have?

After this long introduction on the general management of trade, on the
chambers of commerce, and on customs, one cannot help but feel surprised, Sir, to
hear you treat trade as a new divinity that we made in order to adore it. What will
become of this science of individuals? Did you cry out so loudly in favor of freedom to
establish but a pipe dream? As for credit and agio, which the marquis Belloni does
not cover, I will not make any comment on it, so as not to leave my subject, which
is only to defend the principles of this illustrious merchant: yet I cannot possibly
refrain from talking about the circulation of specie, which you treat no differently
than trade itself.

We call circulation of specie its passage from one hand to the other: it takes
place when the prince and the rich, receiving their income in one hand, spend
them with the other, whether for the maintenance of the State, or for the needs
and conveniences of life: then the entrepreneurs, employees and merchants carry
over to the provinces and return to the common people the sums which have
been drawn from them, and which will return again to the first hands, by the same
channels, continually emerging through the same channels to replenish in their
course and to benefit all parts of the State: just like water, which is necessarily
discharged from the earth by evaporation, and subsequently moistens it back by
means of dews and rains. This, Sir, is what circulation is: this is what you regard
as an insubstantial idea. It is evident that trade alone, especially foreign trade, can
animate it by means of consumption; it is no less obvious that the prince has a very
urgent interest in facilitating it, and consequently in keeping an eye on trade—all
operations that he cannot do without having first acquired a general knowledge of
it: not as to direct it in all its detail, as you suppose, but as a whole, as prescribed by
the marquis Belloni.

I will end my answer by asking, Sir, for the permission to say, regarding the
rather critical tone you took at the end of your letter, that one must have poorly
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reflected on history to treat as a folly the idea of the balance of powers. The Greeks
were always very eager to maintain this balance, when the republics of Athens
and Lacedaemon fought for the empire of Greece. Alexander’s successors waged
many wars, signed treaties and alliances among themselves only to maintain a fair
balance. It was short-lived between Rome and Carthage: but it existed between
these two republics, from the first to the second Punic war. This balance was
perfectly observed in Italy until Charles VIII, aiming at the kingdom of Naples,
eventually broke it: he had the support of Charles V and Francis I until the battle
of Pavia; and it was to reestablish it that the emperor’s allies then crossed over to
France. Again, in the last century it has been the object of much attention, because
the forces of France were growing rapidly and the neighboring states thought it
necessary to take measures to ensure their safety: but there is no one who is not
convinced by reading history, that the moderation of Louis XIV did more for them
than their constantly renewed leagues. If it can be broken by the prosperity of a
political power, is it a reason to treat the balance of power as a pipe dream and
extravagance? It is not necessary that it subsists without interruption to give it
reality; it is enough that it has existed from time to time, and that the effects have
been satisfactory. A wise politician observes states in their birth; he sees them grow,
sometimes stagnate for a long time, and finally thrive, and he recognizes that all
things are set in motion by a higher cause which forms them, preserves them and
leads them to their end by means which are as impenetrable as his views.
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Foreword to “Hume’s Manuscript
Account of the Extraordinary Affair

Between Him and Rousseau”
Daniel B. Klein1, Jason Briggeman2, and Jacob R. Hall3

LINK TO ABSTRACT

In 1762, David Hume learned that Jean-Jacques Rousseau was interested in
relocating to Britain and proceeded to help make that happen. The two men began
to correspond in 1762 and first met in Paris in 1765. They traveled together from
Paris to England in January 1766. Hume arranged lodging for Rousseau, otherwise
tended to him, and successfully procured a pension for him from King George III.

Within a few months, however, things turned very sour. In June and July
Rousseau wrote hateful letters to Hume accusing him of having plotted for his
disgrace and humiliation by way of petty torments. Rousseau’s long letter of July
10, 1766 was a complete and irrevocable declaration of enmity toward Hume, and
was written in a manner of a memorial, as though for publication.4

Even after the blowup, Hume continued to work to maintain the plan of
a royal pension, and to keep Rousseau settled in England. Rousseau remained in
England until May 21, 1767, but never accepted a single payment of the pension. A
timeline is shown in Table 1.
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TABLE 1. Timeline of Hume-Rousseau affair

2 July 1762 Hume’s first letter to Rousseau

4–5 January 1766 “Je tiens J. J. Rousseau” would have occurred in Senlis, France5

10–11 January 1766 Crossing the Channel together from Calais to Dover

22 March 1766 Rousseau arrives and moves into Wootton in Staffordshire, a little-used residence
owned by Richard Davenport

12 May 1766 Rousseau’s equivocal letter to Conway, not accepting (nor conclusively refusing) the
pension

23 June 1766 Rousseau’s first open declaration to Hume of enmity

10 July 1766 Rousseau’s mammoth memorial/letter, the last to Hume

15 July 1766 Hume encourages Davenport to continue his accommodating of Rousseau

22 July 1766 Hume’s last letter to Rousseau

2 September 1766 Hume reiterates to Davenport to continue his accommodating of Rousseau

21 October 1766 Exposé succinct published in Paris

November 1766 Concise and Genuine Account published in London

1 May 1767 Rousseau vacates Wootton

21–22 May 1767 Rousseau crosses from England to Calais

February–July 1767 Hume advises officials (successfully) to sustain/rehabilitate the offer of the pension

Immediately after the blowup of July 1766, Hume was unsure whether to
give the public an account of the affair, so as to contest Rousseau’s version and
defend himself against accusation and besmirchment. Adam Smith was among
those who advised him not to. But Hume decided otherwise. The result was a
pamphlet, most being correspondence between Hume and Rousseau. The account
was published in French in Paris in October 1766 (Hume 1766a), and in English in
London in November 1766 (Hume 1766b). The English version was about 23,700
words.6

The blowup between two of Europe’s most illustrious intellectuals was
bound to be an affaire célèbre. Today, it remains of interest to readers of Rousseau
and Hume. The spectator feels divided sympathies with each of the two men,
whose interpretations disagree wildly. Was Hume innocent in the matter? Was
Rousseau? English-language treatments include Dena Goodman (1991), Ernest

5. In the 10 July letter, Rousseau writes of “Je tiens” having happened “the first night after our departure
from Paris” (see Hume 2021/1766, 318), which would be Senlis, but elsewhere he says, twice, Roye,
France. Evidently, as Mossner (2001, 516 n.2) explains, it could not have happened there because they
did not sleep in the same chamber.
6. The version from manuscript presented here (Hume 2021), exclusive of our own endnotes, is about
20,000 words, the approximately 3,500-word difference from CGA (Hume 1766b) coming chiefly because
not included are the French editors’ 1766 Advertisement, the Latin motto from Seneca, the declaration of
D’Alembert, the erratum, the 1766 footnotes deriving from editors and translators, and some footnotes
presented as being of Hume’s composing but, as far as the manuscript testifies, are not in fact. Some of
these differences are noted in our endnotes but not reproduced there.
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Mossner (2001, 512–532), Leo Damrosch (2005, 403–433), David Edmonds and
John Eidinow (2006), Robert Zaretsky and John Scott (2009), James Harris (2015,
416–421), and Dennis Rasmussen (2017, 133–145); also, Klein (2021) speculates
that among Hume’s motives was an aim to diminish Rousseau’s legacy.

The remainder of this Foreword is devoted to the lineage of the present text,
its relation to other versions, and its editorial apparatus.

A valuable piece on Hume’s account is Paul Meyer (1952), “The Manuscript
of Hume’s Account of His Dispute with Rousseau,” published in Comparative Liter-
ature, which is cited by Mossner (2001, 530 n.1) but few others.7 In August 1766,
Hume assembled the account and made three copies, sending one to his friend
Jean de Rond D’Alembert in Paris. Meyer writes: “All of these copies seemed to be
lost, until I recently discovered the one belonging to D’Alembert in Paris… These
papers are now in the National Library of Scotland” (1952, 342).

In April 2021, Klein wrote to the National Library of Scotland (NLS) and
acquired a PDF containing photos of the original manuscript pages, grateful to
NLS. We make that PDF available online here (191 MB file), with NLS’s assent.8

Its 85 pages contain images of the manuscript told of by Meyer. “This manu-
script…is in the hand of a copyist, but the marginal notes…are in Hume’s hand”
(Meyer 1952, 343).

Before explaining the present use of that manuscript, we now turn to its
relation to what was published in 1766. Readers of the Concise and Genuine Account
(CGA) may not know it, but the connective narrative between the letters is a re-
translation of a translation. Hume’s connective narrative (and some of the foot-
notes) from Hume’s original manuscript were translated into French (by Jean-
Baptiste-Antoine Suard), and then the French pamphlet was retranslated into Eng-
lish (by an unidentified translator in London, coordinating with William Strahan).

About the time he sent a copy of the manuscript to D’Alembert, Hume
wrote to Adam Smith, then in Paris: “Tell D’alembert I make him absolute Master
to retrench or alter what he thinks proper, in order to suit it to the Latitude of
Paris” (II:83).9 Meyer writes: “The eventual outcome of these instructions was
a translation entitled Exposé succinct de la contestation qui s’est élevée entre M. Hume et
M. Rousseau, avec les pièces justificatives, completed by Suard under the direction of
D’Alembert and Baron d’Holbach prior to October 6, and published in Paris later
that month” (1952, 342). The Exposé succinct appeared in Paris on October 21, 1766.

7. As of 28 September 2021, Meyer 1952 showed just three Google Scholar citations.
8. Klein asked NLS whether posting the PDF of the Hume manuscript was allowed. They said that in this
situation the determination was up to him and pointed him to posted guidelines (here and here), and we
found no barrier to posting the PDF. We hope that open and free access to the material will prove useful to
scholars working on Rousseau and Hume.
9. We refer to the two volumes of Hume’s letters (Hume 1932) with this style of citation.
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Meyer then writes something key to understanding what happens: “Only
at that point did Hume, who had previously considered publication in England
unnecessary, take steps to have an English account of the dispute published” (1952,
342). Had Hume been resolved in August to publish also in English, he would have
provided a copy of the manuscript also to Strahan, his publishing agent in London,
for that purpose, and conferred directly with him and perhaps the translator, as he
was then in London himself. But by October, when he finally resolves to proceed
in English—without yet having seen the French version—he was in Edinburgh.
Whether from a breakdown in communication with Strahan or from failures on
the part of Strahan or the translator, Hume ends up writing an indignant letter to
Strahan after all is said and done: “I have scarce met with anything that has given
me more Displeasure” (II:112).

Extant letters from Hume to Strahan from October–November 1766 num-
ber five. In the first, of an unspecified day in October (II:95), Hume issues his
first instruction. He did not include the manuscript itself with the letter—perhaps
Hume did not have it immediately at hand as he dashed off his letter to Strahan.
Rather, he tells Strahan he “shall immediately send you up a Copy of the original
Manuscript” (II:96). Perhaps there was a delay in Strahan’s receiving the
manuscript. In the same letter, Hume tells Strahan to make use of both the
manuscript and the French version, still unseen by Hume, a copy of which would
be sent from Paris to Strahan:

Get a discreet and careful Translator:10 Let him compare exactly the French
Narration with my English: Where they agree, let him insert my English:
Where they differ, let him follow the French and translate it: The Reason of
this is, that I allowd my Friends at Paris to make what alterations they thought
proper; and I am desirous of following exactly the Paris Edition. All my letters
must be printed verbatim, conformable to the Manuscript I [will] send you.
(II:96)

On November 4, Hume, still in Edinburgh and not having heard anything
from Strahan, gets hold of the French version and, unhappy with it, reverses his
instructions to Strahan: “Contrary to my former Directions, I now desire you not
to follow the Paris Edition in my Narrative; but exactly the English Copy which
I sent you in Manuscript” (II:99–100, italics added). (Hume also requested two
changes, evidently entirely new, one a minor change to the narrative, which was
not made, and one, a footnote about Hume’s combing of Rousseau’s incoming
mail, which was made.) The third letter (II:106–107) speaks of Andrew Millar’s

10. As J. Y. T. Grieg, the editor of Hume’s letters, aptly notes: “[t]he translator was neither discreet nor
careful” (II:96 n.4).
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complaint about not being included in the project and a minor insertion that was
included as an erratum on the last page of CGA. In the fourth letter of November
13 (II:361–362), Hume notes that he had not heard from Strahan, repeats the
revised instructions, and clarifies that he should include three items that were not in
his manuscript, namely, the Paris editor’s Preface, the declaration of D’Alembert,
and the Latin motto from Seneca; all were included in CGA.

CGA was published shortly thereafter, in November 1766. After seeing it,
Hume, still in Edinburgh, wrote on November 25 to Strahan:

Nothing could more surprise me, Dear Strahan, than your Negligence with
regard to this silly Pamphlet I sent you. You have never been at the Pains
once to answer one of my Letters with regard to it; tho’ certainly I intended
you a Friendship by sending it to you: You never informed me, that [Thomas]
Becket [a bookseller] had got over a Copy from Paris; You have never conveyd
any of my Directions to the English Translator… (II:112)

The letter then becomes more indignant over “printing the Name of two Ladies,
who had expressly forbid it” and did not appear in the French version (namely, the
Comtesse de Boufflers-Rouverel and the Marquise de Verdelin).

We have not examined the materials so as to determine whether Hume is
right that all of his instructions, even the initial instructions, were basically disre-
garded. But Meyer (1952, 343) seems to think that, particularly in the earlier por-
tion, the English translator in the main simply translated the connective narrative
and notes. Hume’s concluding paragraphs in CGA, however, appear to match the
manuscript quite exactly. On the whole, the presentation that follows here differs
from CGA in ways thought important by Hume.

Before moving on, there is one more letter, from December 1766, about
CGA to be noted, but it is to Becket,11 not Strahan. Hume writes: “I cannot imagine
that a Piece wrote on so silly a Subject as mine will ever come to a second Edition;
but if it shoud, please order the following Corrections to be made” (II:116). Hume
lists twelve changes. One, alluding to Themistocles in Persia, pertains to how one
might understand “Je tiens J. J. Rousseau” and is treated in Klein (2021). CGA never
appeared in a second edition, however.

As for the differences between Hume’s manuscript account and CGA, there
is “a decided discrepancy in tone” (Meyer 1952, 350). Hume’s original version
has the tone of “a man sitting down in a rage immediately after a violent quarrel
and giving his version of it” (ibid.). Hume “is plainly beside himself at Rousseau’s
behavior, and expresses himself bluntly and forcibly” (ibid., 345). CGA, by con-
trast—and by way of the French editors, remember—gives a voice to Hume that

11. CGA’s imprint is “Printed for T. Becket and P. A. De Hondt.”
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is more detached, sometimes even circumlocutive. “Certain of Hume’s indignant
and spontaneous exclamations on reproducing Rousseau’s charges against him are
not given in the published texts at all” (347). Hume’s original has him enumerating
a dozen lies (“lyes”) as footnotes to Rousseau’s mammoth letter of July 10, 1766;
such enumerating of points is absent from CGA. Also, “[t]he glowing terms in
which Hume speaks of his own conduct towards Rousseau have been toned down”
(345). The original is stouter and more authentic.

Our approach in
“Hume’s Manuscript Account…”

Our approach here is to provide the manuscript itself. It is not to use it, along
with all other records, notably Hume’s letters, to construct a version of the account
that approximates what he would have wished for in CGA.

That said, we do insert a small number of editorial notes, appearing as
endnotes, and a few of them speak to Hume’s preferences as expressed in his
letters.

How we produced
“Hume’s Manuscript Account…”

The 85-page PDF scan of Hume’s manuscript from NLS was handed off to
Briggeman, who produced the version presented here (Hume 2021), with the aid of
Klein and Hall.

The words composed by Hume, original to the manuscript itself, including
his narration and notes, were typed up by Briggeman. As for the words in the manu-
script reproduced by Hume directly from Rousseau’s letters—written in French
and left in French in the manuscript—Briggeman lifted the English text found at
Project Gutenberg (here). That Project Gutenberg page reproduces the text of the
1826 edition of volume 1 (of 4) of The Philosophical Works of David Hume (published
in Edinburgh and London). It contains what appears to be a direct reproduction
of Concise and Accurate Account (Hume 1766b). Though we have noticed the slightest
of differences, we believe that the 1826 version, and hence the online Gutenberg
version, basically matches CGA. Thus, Briggeman lifted the English translation
of Rousseau’s letters from Project Gutenberg, and drew everything else from the
manuscript.
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Editorial apparatus of
“Hume’s Manuscript Account…”

• The numbers in braces, such as {1}, indicate the start of the manuscript
page (a 191 MB file of the manuscript images is available here).

• Words in brackets [like this] are our insertions into the text.
• All footnotes are Hume’s and Rousseau’s, and only from the manu-

script. In his mammoth letter of July 10, Rousseau made four
footnotes. In the entire manuscript, Hume made 33 footnotes
(including the one presented as by D’Alembert). Hume did not use
numbering for his notes but rather symbols, chiefly the symbol +, with
the corresponding note provided in the margin of the page.

• The lettered, bracketed superscripts indicate our own notes, which
appear at the end. In the endnotes, we call attention to a few of the
more significant features of CGA not in the manuscript. Also, we speak
of Hume’s preferences as expressed in the six October–December
letters to Strahan or Becket, when thought highly noteworthy.

• The text in blue is that of Rousseau’s letters.
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Hume’s Manuscript Account
of the Extraordinary Affair

Between Him and Rousseau
David Hume

edited by Daniel B. Klein1, Jason Briggeman2, and Jacob R. Hall3

Quick guide:

• The numbers in braces, such as {1}, indicate the start of the manuscript
page (a large PDF containing images of the manuscript pages is herehere).

• Words in brackets [like this] are our insertions into the text.
• The numeric footnotes are Hume’s or Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s, from the

manuscript.
• The lettered, bracketed superscripts indicate our own notes, which appear

at the end.
• The text in blue is that of Rousseau’s letters.

For further detail, see the Foreword. —EJW Editors

{1}[a] The beginning of my connexions with M. Rousseau was in 1762, when
he was outlaw’d (decreté) in France by a Sentence of the Parliament. I then received
a letter from a Person of merit at Paris [Comtesse de Boufflers-Rouverel],[b]

informing me that M. Rousseau intended to go over to England for Protection,
and recommending him to my good Offices. I lived at that time in Edinburgh; But
supposing that he had arrived in London according to his intentions, I wrote in the
warmest terms to several of my friends in that City, bespeaking their favours for
that Exile, and I wrote also to M. Rousseau himself, assuring him of my utmost
Zeal in his service; inviting him to Edinburgh, if that Place could suit him; and

1. George Mason University, Fairfax, VA 22030. We are grateful to librarians at the National Library
of Scotland for their assistance in our procuring a PDF scan of the original Hume manuscript and for
clarifying the conditions for its posting online. We thank Luc Marest for translating a footnote, inserted
by Hume, of French text from D’Alembert.
2. Austin Community College, Austin, TX 78752.
3. Graduate student, George Mason University, Fairfax, VA 22030.
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offering him a Retreat in my House, {2} as long as he would deign to share it with
me. There needed no other motive for this Act of Beneficence than the personal
character given of him by the Person who recommended him, and his well known
Genius and Talents, joined to his misfortunes, misfortunes which seemed entirely
to proceed from the freedom of his phylosophic spirit, and the Jealousy of Persons
in authority; I received the following answer.

M. Rousseau to M. Hume
Motiers-Travers, 19 February 1763

Sir, I did not receive till lately, and at this place, the letter you did me
the honour to direct to me at London, the 2d of July last, on the supposition
that I was then arrived at that capital. I should doubtless have made choice of
a retreat in your country, and as near as possible to yourself, if I had foreseen
what a reception I was to meet with in my own. No other nation could claim
a preference to England. And this prepossession, for which I have dearly
suffered, was at that time too natural not to be very excusable; but, to my
great astonishment, as well as that of the public, I have met with nothing
but affronts and insults, where I hoped to have found consolation at least,
if not gratitude. {3} How many reasons have I not to regret the want of
that asylum and philosophical hospitality I should have found with you! My
misfortunes, indeed, have constantly seemed to lead me in a manner that way.
The protection and kindness of my Lord Mareschal [George Keith], your
worthy and illustrious countryman, hath brought Scotland home to me, if I
may so express myself, in the midst of Switzerland; he hath made you so often
bear a part in our conversation, hath brought me so well acquainted with your
virtues, which I before was only with your talents, that he inspired me with
the most tender friendship for you, and the most ardent desire of obtaining
yours, before I even knew you were disposed to grant it. Judge then of the
pleasure I feel, at finding this inclination reciprocal. No, Sir, I should pay
your merit but half its due, if it were the subject only of my admiration. Your
great impartiality, together with your amazing penetration and genius, would
lift you far above the rest of mankind, if you were less attached to them by
the goodness of your heart. My Lord Mareschal, in acquainting me that the
amiableness of your disposition was still greater than the sublimity of your
genius, rendered a correspondence with you every day more desirable, and
cherished in me those wishes which he inspired, of ending my days near you.
{4} Oh, Sir, that a better state of health, and more convenient circumstances,
would but enable me to take such a journey in the manner I could like! Could
I but hope to see you and my Lord Mareschal one day settled in your own
country, which should for ever after be mine, I should be thankful, in such a
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society, for the very misfortunes that led me into it, and should account the
day of its commencement as the first of my life. Would to Heaven I might live
to see that happy day, though now more to be desired than expected! With
what transports should I not exclaim, on setting foot in that happy country
which gave birth to David Hume and the Lord Mareschal of Scotland!

Salve, facis mihi debita tellus!

Hæc domus, hæc patria est.[c]

J. J. R.

I insert this letter, not from vanity; for I shall soon insert a Retraction of all
this esteem; but to make the train of correspondence complete and to show that of
a long time I had been disposed to render service to M. Rousseau.

I had no further correspondence with him, till about the middle of last
Summer, when the following accident renewed it. {5} M.de la Marquise de Verdelin,
an antient acquaintance of M. Rousseau’s, having occasion to be in some of the
Provinces of France bordering on Switzerland, seized the opportunity of paying
a visit to the solitary Philosopher in his Retreat. He then told her that he found
great difficulty to live in Neufchatel, by reason of the bigotry of the People, and
the rage of the Priests against him; that he apprehended he would soon lie under
the necessity of quitting it and of seeking shelter elsewhere, that England appeared,
from its laws and Government, the only place which promised him a secure retreat;
that Lord Mareschal, his antient Patron, advised him to throw himself entirely
under my Protection, as he was pleased to term it; and that accordingly he had an
intention of applying to me, if she thought that I would submit to the Burthen.

I was at that time charged with the Affairs of England at the Court of France:
But having a prospect of soon returning home, I did not reject an application
made in those circumstances {6} from a Man so celebrated for his genius and his
misfortunes. As soon as M.de de Verdelin informed me of M. Rousseau’s situation
and intentions, I made him a proffer of my services and good Offices, I received
the following Answer,

M. Rousseau to M. Hume
In Strasbourg 4 Dec. 1765.

Sir, your goodness affects me as much as it does me honour. The best
reply I can make to your offers is to accept them, which I do. I shall set out
in five or six days to throw myself into your arms. Such is the advice of my
Lord Mareschal, my protector, friend and father; it is the advice also of M.de

de Verdelin whose good sense and benevolence serve equally for my direction
and consolation; in fine, I may say it is the advice of my own heart, which takes
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a pleasure in being indebted to the most illustrious of my contemporaries,
to a man whose goodness surpasses his glory. I sigh after a solitary and free
retirement, wherein I might finish my days in peace. If this be procured me
by means of your benevolent solicitude, I {7} shall then enjoy at once the
pleasure of the only blessing my heart desires, and also that of being indebted
for it to you. I am, Sir, with all my heart, &c.

J. J. R.

But, besides the intention of employing my time and care in M. Rousseau’s
establishment, I had beforehand been contriving methods of serving him in the
most effectual manner. M. Clairaut, a few weeks before his death, had shown me
the following letter of M. Rousseau.

M. Rousseau to M. Clairaut
In Mortiers-Travers 3 March, 1765.

Sir, the remembrance of your former kindness, induces me to be again
importunate. It is to desire you will be so good, for the second time, to be
the censor of one of my performances. It is a very paltry rhapsody, which I
compiled many years ago, under the title of A Musical Dictionary, and am now
obliged to republish it for subsistence. Amidst the torrent of misfortunes that
overwhelm me, {8} I am not in a situation to review the work; which, I know,
is full of oversights and mistakes. If any interest you may take in the lot of
the most unfortunate of mankind, should induce you to bestow a little more
attention on his work than on that of another, I should be extremely obliged
to you, if you would take the trouble to correct such errors as you may meet
with in the perusal. To point them out, without correcting them, would be
doing nothing, for I am absolutely incapable of paying the least attention to
such a work; so that if you would but condescend to alter, add, retrench, and,
in short, use it as you would do your own, you would do a great charity, for
which I should be extremely thankful. Accept, Sir, my most humble excuses
and salutations.

J. J. R.

I know at present with certainty, that this pretence of extreme poverty and
distress was entirely groundless in M. Rousseau, and was nothing but an instance of
Quackery, of a piece with many others of the same kind practiced by him, in order
to render himself remarkable and interesting, and to excite the commiseration
of the public. But being at that time wholly ignorant {9} of this artifice, I was
struck with compassion, and a liberal indignation, that a Man of letters, and one
so eminent, should be reduced, notwithstanding his frugal method of living, to the
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utmost extremity of want, and that this calamity was aggravated by sickness, by the
approaches of old age, and by the unrelenting rage of Persecutors. I was sensible,
that many People ascribed this Distress to the pride of M. Rousseau, which made
him refuse all supply from his friends; but I considered, that this fault, if it was
one, was a fault of the better side; that too many learned Men had prostituted
their character by unworthy Applications to the Great; and that such pride, even
tho’ excessive, merited indulgence in a man of Genius, who, being conscious of
an internal superiority, and enamoured of Independence, scorned to submit to the
Assaults of Fortune, or expose himself to the insolence of Men. I endeavour’d
therefore to serve him in his own way. I begged M. Clairaut to give me the letter:
I carry’d it to several of M. Rousseau’s Friends and Patrons at Paris: I proposed a
scheme, to which I myself intended {10} to contribute, and by which M. Rousseau
should be assisted without knowing it: It was to persuade him, that the Booksellers
would give a larger Sum for his work than they really could be engaged to do;
and to make up the difference. But this scheme, to which M. Clairaut’s assistance
was requisite, was frustrated by the sudden death of that profound Geometer and
amiable Man.

Not discouraged, and still entertaining the same idea of M. Rousseau’s
extreme poverty, I was no sooner assured of his intention of retiring into England
under my care, than I formed a Plan of executing a like artifice in his favour. I
immediately wrote to my friend M. John Stewart of Buckingham street, that I had
an affair to mention to him of so delicate and secret a nature, that I did not even
care to commit it to paper, but that it should be told him by M. Elliot (now Sir
Gilbert Elliot) as soon as that Gentleman returned from Paris. The Plan, which M.
Elliot communicated under the strictest secrecy was, that M. Stewart should find
out some discreet Farmer in the neighbourhood of his Country Seat, and make a
bargain with him for the {11} board of M. Rousseau and his Gouvernante. Should
take care that they had every convenience of life plentifully supply’d them, should
limit himself to no Sum, tho’ it might amount to 50 or 60 pounds a year, and
should engage the farmer to keep the secret and pretend to M. Rousseau that he was
contented with 20 or 25 pounds: I engaged to pay the difference. Soon after, upon
M. Stewart’s writing that he had found a Place which, he believed, would answer,
I desired him to furnish the Rooms genteely and neatly at my Expence. But these
Plans, which can not be suspected of any vanity, as secrecy was an essential part of
them, were set aside, by the Offer of others more convenient and more agreable.
They were however known to M. Stewart and to the Right Hon.ble Sir Gilbert Elliot.

It may not perhaps be amiss on this occasion to mention another Plan of a
like kind. I attended M. Rousseau to an agreable Country Place in Surrey, where
we lived two days with Collonel Web. M. Rousseau was much taken with the
privacy and natural beauties of the place: Upon which I, by means of M. Stewart,
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entered into Terms with the Collonel, for purchasing the House with a small Estate
belonging to {12} it, in order to accommodate M. Rousseau. If it were safe, after
what is past, to appeal to himself for any Fact, I would here venture to cite him: But
however, the Story is also known to M. Stewart and to General Clark, and in part to
Collonel Web.

But to take up the narration where it broke off, M. Rousseau’s friends pro-
cured for him the king of France’s Passport. He came to Paris: I conducted him to
England, and employed my-self and many of my friends, for above two months,
in discovering and adjusting Plans for his settlement. Every Humour of his was
complyed with: Every Caprice studyed; No complaisance was wanting; no time
was spared; and tho’ many plans were frustrated and rejected, I deemed my-self
sufficiently rewarded for all my pains by the amicable, grateful and even fond
manner, in which he seemed to receive all my good Offices. At last, the present
Scheme was settled: M. Davenport, a Gentleman of Fortune and distinction, as
well as of merit, supply’d him with a House called Wotton, in which he himself
{13} seldom resides, and he takes from his Guest a small board for himself and his
Gouvernante. Immediately on M. Rousseau’s arrival at the place, he wrote me the
following letter;

Mr. Rousseau to Mr. Hume;
In Wootton 22, March, 1766.

You see already, my dear patron, by the date of my letter, that I am
arrived at the place of my destination; but you cannot see all the charms which
I find in it. To do this, you should be acquainted with the situation, and be able
to read my heart. You ought, however, to read at least those of my sentiments
with respect to you, and which you have so well deserved. If I live in this
agreeable asylum as happy as I hope to do, one of the greatest pleasures of
my life will be, to reflect that I owe it to you. To make another happy, is to
deserve to be happy one’s self. May you therefore find in yourself the reward
of all you have done for me! Had I been alone, I might perhaps have met with
hospitality; but I should have never relished it so highly as I now do in owing
it to your friendship. Retain still that friendship for me, my dear patron; love
me for my sake, who am so much indebted to you; love me for your own,
for the good you have done me. {14} I am sensible of the full value of your
sincere friendship: it is the object of my ardent wishes: I am ready to repay it
with all mine, and feel something in my heart which may one day convince
you that it is not without its value. As, for the reasons agreed on between us,
I shall receive nothing by the post, you will be pleased, when you have the
goodness to write to me, to send your letters to Mr Davenport. The affair of
the carriage is not yet adjusted, because I know I was imposed on. It is a trifling
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fault, however, which may be only the effect of an obliging vanity, unless it
should happen to be repeated. If you were concerned in it, I would advise you
to give up, once for all, these little impositions, which cannot proceed from
any good motive, when converted into snares for simplicity. I embrace you,
my dear patron, with the same cordiality which I hope to find in you.

J. J. R.

A few days after I received the following letter from him.

M. Rousseau to M. Hume
In Wootton, 29th March, 1766.

You will see, my dear patron, by the {15} letter Mr Davenport will
have transmitted you, how agreeably I find myself situated in this place. I
might perhaps be more at my ease if I were less noticed; but the solicitude
of so polite an host as mine is too obliging to give offence; and as there is
nothing in life without its inconvenience, that of being too good is one of
those which is the most tolerable. I find a much greater inconvenience in
not being able to make the servants understand me, and particularly in my
not understanding them. Luckily Mrs le Vasseur serves me as interpreter, and
her fingers speak better than my tongue. There is one advantage, however,
attending my ignorance, which is a kind of compensation; it serves to tire
and keep at a distance impertinent visitors. The minister of the parish came
to see me yesterday, who, finding that I spoke to him only in French, would
not speak to me in English, so that our interview was almost a silent one. I
have taken a great fancy to this expedient, and shall make use of it with all my
neighbours, if I have any. Nay, should I even learn to speak English, I would
converse with them only in French, especially if I were so happy as to find they
did not understand a word of that language; an artifice this, much of the same
kind with that which the Negroes pretend is practised by the monkeys, {16}
who, they say, are capable of speech, but cannot be prevailed upon to talk, lest
they should be set to work.

It is not true in any sense that I agreed to accept of a model from Mr
Gosset as a present. On the contrary, I asked him the price, which he told me
was a guinea and half, adding that he intended to present me with it; an offer
I did not accept. I desire you therefore to pay him for it, and Mr Davenport
will be so good as repay you the money. And if Mr Gosset does not consent
to be paid for it, it must be returned to him, and purchased by some other
hand. It is designed for Mr du Peyrou, who desired long since to have my
portrait, and caused one to be painted in miniature, which is not at all like me.
You were more fortunate in this respect than me; but I am sorry that, by your
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assiduity to serve me, you deprived me of the pleasure of discharging the same
friendly obligation with regard to yourself. Be so good, my dear patron, as to
order the model to be sent to Messrs Guinand and Hankey, Little St Helen’s,
Bishopsgate Street, in order to be transmitted to Mr du Peyrou by the first
{17} safe conveyance. It hath been a frost ever since I have been here; the
snow falls daily; and the wind is cutting and severe; notwithstanding all which,
I had rather lodge in the hollow trunk of an old tree, in this country, than in
the most superb apartment in London. Good day, my dear patron. I embrace
you with all my heart.

J. J. R.

As M. Rousseau and I, had agreed not to be troublesome to each other by
a regular commerce of letters, there remained no other subject of correspondence
between us, but that of his Pension. The following is a succinct account of that
Affair. One evening at Calais where we were detained by contrary winds, I asked M.
Rousseau, whether, in case the king of England shou’d honour him with a Pension,
he wou’d accept of it. He replyed, that there were some difficulties; but that he
shou’d be entirely governed, in that affair, by the advice of Lord Mareschal. Upon
this encouragement, I applyed, on my arrival in London, to the English Ministers,
particularly to General Conway, Secretary of State, and to General Greene,
Secretary {18} and Chamberlain to the Queen. They apply’d to their Majesties,
who graciously yielded to the Proposal, desiring only that the Pension shou’d be a
sort of secret, for fear of giving offence. M. Rousseau and I, both wrote to Lord
Mareschal, and he said, that the secrecy was the Circumstance the most agreeable
to him. Lord Mareschal’s consent arrived, as might easily be imagined; M. Rousseau
a few days after, went to the Country; and General Conway’s bad state of Health
prevented for some time, the Affair, from being terminated.

Meanwhile I was very uneasy to find, that the inquietude of my friend’s
temper kept him from enjoying that repose, which the security and Hospitality of
England so much invited him to indulge: I saw with infinite regreat that he was
born to live in tempests and tumults; and that the disgust, ensuing on absolute ease,
safety and retreat, wou’d soon make him a torment to himself, and to all about
him: But I little expected, at the distance of 150, Miles, and employing my-self
constantly in his service, to be the victim of his rage and malevolence. There had
been a feigned {19} letter of the King of Prussia’s wrote last winter at Paris: It was
as follows

The King of Prussia to M. Rousseau,

My Dear John James,

You have renounced Geneva, your native soil. You have been driven

ACCOUNT OF THE EXTRAORDINARY AFFAIR

VOLUME 18, NUMBER 2, SEPTEMBER 2021 293



from Switzerland, a country of which you have made such boast in your
writings. In France you are outlawed: come then to me. I admire your talents,
and amuse myself with your reveries; on which, however, by the way, you
bestow too much time and attention. It is high time to grow prudent and
happy; you have made yourself sufficiently talked of for singularities little
becoming a truly great man: show your enemies that you have sometimes
common sense: this will vex them without hurting you. My dominions afford
you a peaceable retreat: I am desirous to do you good, and will do it, if you
can but think it such. But if you are determined to refuse my assistance, you
may expect that I shall say not a word about it to any one. If you persist in
perplexing your brains to find out new misfortunes, choose such as you like
best; I am a king, and can make you as miserable as you can wish; at the same
time, I will engage to do that which {20} your enemies never will, I will cease
to persecute you, when you are no longer vain of persecution.

Your sincere friend, Frederick.

This letter was wrote by the Hon.ble Horace Walpole, above three weecks
before my departure from Paris, but M. Walpole tho’ he lived in the same inn with
me, and tho’ we saw one another often, yet from a delicacy to me, very suitable
to his usual humanity and politeness, had entirely suppressed the Piece. After my
departure, he showed it to some of his friends; A copy was stolen: The poignancy
of the satyre, and the justness of the application pleased every body: It had great
success at Paris: Copies were multiplyed; and dispersed all over Europe. I saw it for
the first time at London, where it was in every body’s hands.

I believe every one will allow, who knows the liberty of England that such a
piece of pleasantry, wrote by a man of distinction and reputation of the country,
directed against a man of reputation lately arrived; that such {21} a piece, I say,
cou’d not, by the utmost influence of King, Lords and Commons, by all the
Authority Ecle’siastical, civil and military, be kept from finding its way to the Press.
It was accordingly published in the S.t James’s Chronicle; and a few days after I was
very much surprised to find the following Piece in the same Chronicle.

M. Rousseau to the Printer of S.t James’s Chronicle.
In Wootton, 7 April, 1766.

Sir, you have been wanting in that respect which every private person
owes to crowned heads, in publickly ascribing to the King of Prussia, a letter
full of baseness and extravagance; by which circumstance alone, you might
be very well assured he could not be the author. You have even dared to
subscribe his name, as if you had seen him write it with his own hand. I inform
you, Sir, that this letter was fabricated at Paris, and, what rends and afflicts my
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heart, that the impostor hath his accomplices in England.

In justice to the King of Prussia, to truth, and to myself, you ought
therefore to print the letter I am now {22} writing, and to which I set my
name, by way of reparation for a fault, which you would undoubtedly re-
proach yourself for if you knew of what atrociousness you have been made
the instrument. Sir, I make you my sincere salutations.

J. J. R.

I was sorry to see such extreme Rage on account of so unavoidable an
Incident as the Publication of the King of Prussia’s letter; but I shou’d have accused
my-self of the blackest and most malevolent disposition if I had ever imagined, that
M. Rousseau suspected me for the Publisher, and had in his intentions directed
all this rage against me. Yet M. Rousseau now informs me, that this is the case.
Just eight days before I had received a letter wrote in the most amicable terms
imaginable.4 I am surely the last Man in the world, who, in common sense, ought
to be suspected; yet without even the pretence of the smallest proof or probability,
I am, of a sudden, the first Man, not only suspected, but certainly concluded, to
be the publisher. I am {23} without further Enquiry or Explication intentionally
insulted in a public Paper; I am, from the dearest friend, converted into a treacher-
ous and malignant Enemy; and all my present and past services are at one stroke
very artfully cancelled. Were it not ridiculous to employ reasoning on such a subject
and with such a man, I might ask of M. Rousseau, why, I am supposed to have
any malignity against him? My Actions in a hundred instances had sufficiently
demonstrated the contrary; and it is not usual for Favours conferred to beget Ill
will in the Person who conferrs them. But supposing I had secretly entertained an
animosity toward him, would I run the risque of a discovery by so silly a vengeance,
and by sending this Piece to the Press; when I knew, from the usual avidity of the
News Writers to find Articles of Intelligence, that it must necessarily, in a few days,
be laid hold of?

But not imagining that I was the object of so black and ridiculous a Suspicion,
I pursued my usual train, {24} by serving my friend in the least doubtfull manner. I
renew my Application to General Conway, as soon as the state of that Gentleman’s
health permitted it: The General applies again to His Majesty. His Majesty’s consent
is renewed: The Marquiss of Rockingham, first Commissioner of the Treasury, is
also applyed to: The whole Affair is happily finished; and full of Joy, I now convey
the intelligence to my friend. M. Conway received from him the following letter in
a few days.

4. That of the 29th of March
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M. Rousseau to General Conway
12 of May 1766.

Sir, affected with a most lively sense of the favour his Majesty hath
honoured me with, and with that of your goodness, which procured it me, it
affords me the most pleasing sensation to reflect, that the best of Kings, and
the Minister most worthy of his confidence, are pleased to interest themselves
in my fortune. This, Sir, is an advantage of which I am justly tenacious, and
which I will never deserve to lose. {25} But it is necessary I should speak to
you with that frankness you admire. After the many misfortunes that have
befallen me, I thought myself armed against all possible events. There have
happened to me some, however, which I did not foresee, and which indeed
an ingenuous mind ought not to have foreseen: hence it is that they affect
me by so much the more severely. The trouble in which they involve me,
indeed, deprives me of the ease and presence of mind necessary to direct my
conduct: all I can reasonably do, under so distressed a situation, is to suspend
my resolutions about every affair of such importance as is that in agitation.
So far from refusing the beneficence of the King from pride, as is imputed to
me, I am proud of acknowledging it, and am only sorry I cannot do it more
publicly. But when I actually receive it, I would be able to give up myself
entirely to those sentiments which it would naturally inspire, and to have an
heart replete with gratitude for his Majesty’s goodness and yours. I am not at
all afraid this manner of thinking will make any alteration in yours towards
me. Deign, therefore, Sir, to preserve that goodness for me, till a more happy
opportunity, {26} when you will be satisfied that I defer taking the advantage
of it, only to render myself more worthy of it. I beg of you, Sir, to accept of my
most humble and respectful salutations.

J. J. R.

This letter appeared both to General Conway and to me a plain refusal as
long as the article of secrecy was insisted on; but as I knew, that M. Rousseau had
been acquainted with that condition from the beginning, I was the less surprized at
his silence towards me. I thought, that my friend, conscious of having treated me ill
in this affair, was ashamed to write to me; and having prevailed on General Conway
to keep the matter still open, I wrote a very friendly letter to M. Rousseau, exhorting
him to return to his former way of thinking and to accept the Pension.

As to the deep distress which he mentions to General Conway and which he
says deprives him even of the use of his reason, I was set very much at my ease
on that head, by receiving a {27} letter from M. Davenport, who told me that his
Guest was at that very time, extremely happy, chearful, and even sociable. I saw
plainly, in this event, the usual infirmity of my friend, who wishes to interest the
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world, by passing for sickly and persecuted and distressed and unfortunate, beyond
all measure, even while he is the most happy and contented. His pretences of an
extreme sensibility had been too frequently repeated, to have any effect on a man
who was so well acquainted with them.

I waited three weecks in vain for an answer; I thought this a little odd, and
even wrote so to M. Davenport, but having to do with a very odd sort of man, and
still accounting for his silence, by supposing him ashamed to write to me, I was
resolved not to be discouraged, nor to lose an essential service on account of a vain
ceremonial. I accordingly renewed my Applications to the Ministers, and was so
happy as to be enabled to write the following letter to M. Rousseau, the {28} only
one of so old a date, of which I have a Copy,

M. Hume to M. Rousseau
Lisle street Leicester-fields 19. of June, 1766.

As I have not received any answer from you, I conclude that you
persevere in the same resolution of refusing all marks of His Majesty’s
Goodness, as long as they must remain a secret. I have therefore apply’d to
General Conway to have this condition removed, and I was so fortunate as
to obtain his promise, that he wou’d speak to the king for that purpose. It
will only be requisite, said he, that we know previously from M. Rousseau,
whether he wou’d accept of a Pension publickly granted him, that his Majesty
may not be exposed to a second refusal. He gave me authority to write to
you on that subject; and I beg to hear your resolution as soon as possible.
If you give your consent, which I earnestly entreat you to do, I know, that I
cou’d depend on the good Offices of the Duke {29} of Richmond, to second
General Conway’s application; so that I have no doubt of success. I am, my
Dear Sir,

Yours with great sincerity,

D. H.

In five days I receiv’d that following Answer;

M. Rousseau to M. Hume
In Wootton 23 June 1766.

I imagined, Sir, that my silence, truly interpreted by your own
conscience, had said enough; but since you have some design in not
understanding me, I shall speak. You have but ill disguised yourself. I know
you, and you are not ignorant of it. Before we had any personal connections,
quarrels, or disputes; while we knew each other only by literary reputation, you
affectionately made me the offer of the good offices of yourself and friends.
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Affected by this generosity, I threw myself into your arms; you brought me
to England, apparently to procure me an asylum, but in fact to bring me to
dishonour. You applied to this noble work, with a zeal worthy of your heart,
and a success worthy of your abilities. You needed not have taken so much
pains: you live and converse with the world; I with myself in solitude. The
public love to be deceived, and you were formed {30} to deceive them. I
know one man, however, whom you can not deceive; I mean yourself. You
know with what horror my heart rejected the first suspicion of your designs.
You know I embraced you with tears in my eyes, and told you, if you were not
the best of men, you must be the blackest of mankind. In reflecting on your
private conduct, you must say to yourself sometimes, you are not the best of
men: under which conviction, I doubt much if ever you will be the happiest.

I leave your friends and you to carry on your schemes as you please;
giving up to you, without regret, my reputation during life; certain that, sooner
or later, justice will be done to that of both. As to your good offices in matters
of interest, which you have made use of as a mask, I thank you for them, and
shall dispense with profiting by them. I ought not to hold a correspondence
with you any longer, or to accept of it to my advantage in any affair in which
you are to be the mediator. Adieu, Sir, I wish you the truest happiness; but as
we ought not to have any thing to say to each other for the future, {31} this is
the last letter you will receive from me.

J. J. R.

I immediately sent the following Reply:

M. Hume to M. Rousseau
June 26 1766.

As I am conscious of having ever acted towards you, the most friendly
part, of having always given the most tender, the most active proofs of sincere
affection; you may judge of my extreme surprize on perusing your Epistle:
Such violent accusations, confined altogether to generals, it is as impossible
to answer, as it is impossible to comprehend them. But affairs cannot, must
not remain on that footing. I shall charitably suppose, that some infamous
Calumniator has belyed me to you: But in that case, it is your duty, and I am
persuaded it will be your inclination, to give me an opportunity of detecting
him and of justifying my-self, which can only be done by your mentioning
the particulars, of which I am accused. You say, that I {32} my-self know
that I have been false to you; but I say it loudly, and will say it to the whole
world, that I know the contrary, that I know my friendship towards you has
been unbounded and uninterrupted, and that tho’ instances of it have been
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generally remarked both in France and England the smallest part of it only has
as yet come to the knowledge of the public. I demand, that you will produce
me the man who will assert the contrary; and above all, I demand, that he will
mention any one particular in which I have been wanting to you; You owe this
to me, you owe it to yourself, you owe it to truth and honour and justice, and
to every thing that can be deemed sacred among men. As an innocent man,
I will not say as your friend, I will not say as your Benefactor; but I repeat
it, as an innocent man, I claim the Privilege of proving my innocence, and
of refuting any scandalous lye which may have been invented against me. M.
Davenport, to whom I have sent a Copy of your letter, and who will read
this before he delivers it, I am confident will second my demand, and will
tell you, that nothing possibly {33} can be more equitable. Happily, I have
preserved the letter you wrote me after your arrival at Wotton; and you there
express in the strongest terms, indeed in terms too strong, your satisfaction
in my poor endeavours to serve you: The little epistolary intercourse which
afterwards passed between us has been all employed on my side to the most
friendly purposes; Tell me, what has since given you offence: Tell me of what
I am accused: Tell me the man who accuses me. Even after you have fulfilled
all these conditions to my satisfaction and to that of M. Davenport, you will
have great difficulty to justify the employing such outrageous terms towards a
Man, with whom you have been so intimately connected, and whom on many
accounts you ought to have treated with some regard and decency.

M. Davenport knows the whole transaction about your Pension,
because I thought it necessary, that the Person, who had undertaken your
settlement shou’d be fully acquainted with your circumstances; lest he shoud
be tempted {34} to perform towards you concealed acts of generosity, which
if they accidentally came to your knowledge, might give you some grounds of
Offence. I am, Sir,

D. H.

M. Davenport’s Authority procured me in three weecks the following enor-
mous letter; which however has this advantage, that it confirms all the material
Circumstances of the foregoing Narrative.

{35}{36}{37}
Mr Rousseau to Mr Hume
In Wootton 10, July, 1766.

Sir, I am indisposed, and little in a situation to write; but you require an
explanation, and it must be given you: it was your own fault you had it not long
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since;5 but you did not desire it, and I was therefore silent: at present you do,
and I have sent it. It will be a long one, for which I am very sorry; but I have
much to say, and would put an end to the subject at once.

As I live retired from the world, I am ignorant of what passes in it. I have
no party, no associates, no intrigues; I am told nothing, and I know only what
I feel. But as care hath been taken to make me severely feel; that I well know.
The first concern of those who engage in bad designs is to secure themselves
from legal proofs of detection: it would not be very advisable to seek a remedy
against them at law. The innate conviction of the heart admits of another kind
of proof, which influences the sentiments of honest men. You well know the
basis of mine.

You ask me, with great confidence, to name your accuser. That accuser,
Sir, is the only man in the world whose testimony I should admit against you;
it is yourself. I shall give myself up, without fear or reserve, {38} to the natural
frankness of my disposition; being an enemy to every kind of artifice, I shall
speak with the same freedom as if you were an indifferent person, on whom
I placed all that confidence which I no longer have in you. I will give you
a history of the emotions of my heart, and of what produced them; while
speaking of Mr Hume in the third person, I shall make yourself the judge of
what I ought to think of him. Notwithstanding the length of my letter, I shall
pursue no other order than that of my ideas, beginning with the premises, and
ending with the demonstration.

I quitted Switzerland, wearied out by the barbarous treatment I had
undergone; but which affected only my personal security, while my honour
was safe. I was going, as my heart directed me, to join my Lord Mareschal;
when I received at Strasburg, a most affectionate invitation from Mr Hume,
to go over with him to England, where he promised me the most agreeable
reception, and more tranquillity than I have met with. I hesitated some time
between my old friend and my new one; in this I was wrong. I preferred
the latter, and in this was still more so. But the desire of visiting in person
a celebrated nation, of which I had heard both so much good and so much
ill, prevailed. Assured I could not lose George Keith, I was flattered with
the acquisition of David Hume. His great merit, extraordinary abilities, and
established probity of character, made me desirous of annexing his friendship
to that with which I was honoured by his illustrious countrymen. {39} Be-

5. First Lye: Mr Rousseau never gave me an Opportunity of demanding an Explication. If he ever
entertained any of those black and absurd Suspicions, of which this Letter is so full, he always kept them to
himself, as long as we lived together.
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sides, I gloried not a little in setting an example to men of letters, in a sincere
union between two men so different in their principles.

Before I had received an invitation from the King of Prussia, and my
Lord Mareschal, undetermined about the place of my retreat, I had desired,
and obtained by the interest of my friends, a passport from the Court of
France. I made use of this, and went to Paris to join Mr Hume. He saw, and
perhaps saw too much of, the favourable reception I met with from a great
Prince, and I will venture to say, of the public. I yielded, as it was my duty,
though with reluctance, to that eclat; concluding how far it must excite the
envy of my enemies. At the same time, I saw with pleasure, the regard which
the public entertained for Mr Hume, sensibly increasing throughout Paris, on
account of the good work he had undertaken with respect to me. Doubtless
he was affected too; but I know not if it was in the same manner as I was.

We set out with one of my friends, who came to England almost entirely
on my account. When we were landed at Dover, transported with the
thoughts of having set foot in this land of liberty, under the conduct of so
celebrated a person, I threw my arms round his neck, and pressed him to my
heart, without speaking a syllable; bathing his cheeks, as I kissed them, with
tears sufficiently expressive. This was not the only, nor the most remarkable
instance I have given him of the {40} effusions of a heart full of sensibility. I
know not what he does with the recollection of them, when that happens; but
I have a notion they must be sometimes troublesome to him.

At our arrival in London, we were mightily caressed and entertained: all
ranks of people eagerly pressing to give me marks of their benevolence and
esteem. Mr Hume presented me politely to every body; and it was natural for
me to ascribe to him, as I did, the best part of my good reception. My heart
was full of him, I spoke in his praise to every one, I wrote to the same purpose
to all my friends; my attachment to him gathering every day new strength,
while his appeared the most affectionate to me, of which he frequently gave
me instances that touched me extremely. That of causing my portrait to be
painted, however, was not of the number. This seemed to me to carry with it
too much the affectation of popularity, and had an air of ostentation which
by no means pleased me. All this, however, might have been easily excusable,
had Mr Hume been a man apt to throw away his money, or had a gallery of
pictures with the portraits of his friends. After all, I freely confess, that, on this
head, I may be in the wrong.6

6. The Story was this: My Friend, Mr Ramsay, a Man of Merit, as well as a distinguished Painter, proposed
to me to draw Mr Rousseau’s Picture. After it was begun, he told me, that he intended it as a Present to me.
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But what appears to me an act of friendship and generosity the most
undoubted and estimable, in a word, the most worthy of Mr {41} Hume, was
the care he took to solicit for me, of his own accord, a pension from the King,
to which most assuredly I had no right to aspire. As I was a witness to the zeal
he exerted in that affair, I was greatly affected with it. Nothing could flatter
me more than a piece of service of that nature; not merely for the sake of
interest; for, too much attached, perhaps, to what I actually possess, I am not
capable of desiring what I have not, and, as I am able to subsist on my labour,
and the assistance of my friends, I covet nothing more. But the honour of
receiving testimonies of the goodness, I will not say of so great a monarch,
but of so good a father, so good a husband, so good a master, so good a
friend, and, above all, so worthy a man, was sensibly affecting: and when I
considered farther, that the minister who had obtained for me this favour,
was a living instance of that probity which of all others is the most important
to mankind, and at the same time hardly ever met with in the only character
wherein it can be useful, I could not check the emotions of my pride, at having
for my benefactors three men, who of all the world I could most desire to have
my friends. Thus, so far from refusing the pension offered me, I only made
one condition necessary for my acceptance; this was the consent of a person,
whom I could not, without neglecting my duty, fail to consult.

Being honoured with the civilities of all the world, I endeavoured to
make a proper return. In the mean time, my bad state of health, and being
accustomed to live in the country, made my residence {42} in town very
disagreeable. Immediately country houses presented themselves in plenty; I
had my choice of all the counties of England. Mr Hume took the trouble to
receive these proposals, and to represent them to me; accompanying me to
two or three in the neighbouring counties. I hesitated a good while in my
choice, and he increased the difficulty of determination. At length I fixed
on this place, and immediately Mr Hume settled the affair; all difficulties
vanished, and I departed; arriving presently at this solitary, convenient, and
agreeable habitation, where the owner of the house provides every thing, and
nothing is wanting. I became tranquil, independent; and this seemed to be
the wished-for moment when all my misfortunes should have an end. On the
contrary, it was now they began; misfortunes more cruel than any I had yet
experienced.

So that neither did the first Idea come into my head, nor did the Picture cost me a farthing. Mr Rousseau
was equally mistaken, when he payed me a Compliment on that Civility in his Letter of the 29’ of March,
and at present when he cavils at it.
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Hitherto I have spoken in the fulness of my heart, and to do justice,
with the greatest pleasure, to the good offices of Mr Hume. Would to Heaven
that what remains for me to say were of the same nature! It would never give
me pain to speak what would redound to his honour; nor is it proper to set a
value on benefits till one is accused of ingratitude, which is the case at present.
I will venture to make one observation, therefore, which renders it necessary.
In estimating the services of Mr Hume, by the time and the pains they took
him up, they were of an infinite value, and that still more from the good will
displayed in their performance; but for the actual service they were of to me,
it was much more in appearance than reality. I did not come over to beg my
bread in England; {43} I brought the means of subsistence with me. I came
merely to seek an asylum in a country which is open to every stranger without
distinction. I was, besides, not so totally unknown as that, if I had arrived
alone, I should have wanted either assistance or service. If some persons have
sought my acquaintance for the sake of Mr Hume, others have sought it for
my own. Thus, when Mr Davenport, for example, was so kind as to offer
my present retreat, it was not for the sake of Mr Hume, whom he did not
know, and whom he saw only in order to desire him to make me his obliging
proposal; so that, when Mr Hume endeavours to alienate from me this worthy
man, he takes that from me which he did not give me.7 All the good that
hath been done me, would have been done me nearly the same without him,
and perhaps better; but the evil would not have been done me at all; for why
should I have enemies in England? Why are those enemies all the friends of
Mr Hume? Who could have excited their enmity against me? It certainly was
not I, who knew nothing of them, nor ever saw them in my life. I should not
have had a single enemy had I come to England alone.8

I have hitherto dwelt upon public and notorious facts, which, from their
own nature, and my acknowledgment, have made the greatest eclat. Those
which are to follow are particular and secret, at least in their cause; and all
possible measures have been taken to keep the knowledge of them from the
public; but as they are well known {44} to the person interested, they will not
have the less influence toward his own conviction.

A very short time after our arrival in London, I observed an absurd
change in the minds of the people regarding me, which soon became very
apparent. Before I arrived in England, there was not a nation in Europe in

7. Even since M Rousseau’s Rupture with me, I have employed my good Offices with Mr Davenport to
continue the same charitable Care of his unhappy Guest.
8. Such Effects of a diseased Imagination! For, as he confesses, that he has no Connexions nor Commerce
with any body, all this comes from his own Imagination.
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which I had a greater reputation, I will venture to say, or was held in greater
estimation. The public papers were full of encomiums on me, and a general
outcry prevailed on my persecutors. This was the case at my arrival, which was
published in the newspapers with triumph; England prided itself in affording
me refuge, and justly gloried on that occasion in its laws and government;
when all of a sudden, without the least assignable cause, the tone was changed,
and that so speedily and totally, that, of all the caprices of the public, never was
known any thing more surprising. The signal was given in a certain Magazine,
equally full of follies and falsehoods, in which the author, being well informed,
or pretending to be so, gives me out for the son of a musician. From this time
I was constantly spoken of in print in a very equivocal or slighting manner.[d]

Every thing that had been published concerning my misfortunes was misrep-
resented, altered, or placed in a wrong light, and always as much as possible to
my disadvantage. So far was any body from speaking of the reception I met
with at Paris, and which had made but too much noise, it was not generally
supposed that I durst have appeared in that {45} city, even one of Mr Hume’s
friends being very much surprised when I told him I came through it.

Accustomed as I had been too much to the inconstancy of the public, to
be affected by this instance of it, I could not help being astonished, however,
at a change, so very sudden and general, that not one of those who had
so much praised me in my absence, appeared, now I was present, to think
even of my existence. I thought it something very odd that, immediately after
the return of Mr Hume, who had so much credit in London, with so much
influence over the booksellers and men of letters, and such great connections
with them, his presence should produce an effect so contrary to what might
have been expected; that among so many writers of every kind, not one of
his friends should show himself to be mine; while it was easy to be seen, that
those who spoke of him were not his enemies, since, in noticing his public
character, they reported that I had come through France under his protection,
and by favour of a passport which he had obtained of the court; nay, they
almost went so far as to insinuate, that I came over in his retinue, and at his
expense. All this was of little signification, and was only singular; but what
was much more so, was, that his friends changed their tone with me as much
as the public. {46} I shall always take a pleasure in saying that they were still
equally solicitous to serve me, and that they exerted themselves greatly in my
favour; but so far were they from showing me the same respect, particularly
the gentleman at whose house we alighted on our arrival, that he accompanied
all his actions with discourse so rude, and sometimes so insulting, that one
would have thought he had taken an occasion to oblige me, merely to have
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a right to express his contempt.9 His brother, who was at first very polite
and obliging, altered his behaviour with so little reserve, that he would hardly
deign to speak a single word to me, even in their own house, in return to a
civil salutation, or to pay any of those civilities which are usually paid in like
circumstances to strangers.10 Nothing new had happened, however, except
the arrival of J. J. Rousseau and David Hume: and certainly the cause of
these alterations did not come from me, unless, indeed, too great a portion
of simplicity, discretion, and modesty, be the cause of offence in England.
As to Mr Hume, he was so far from assuming such a disgusting tone, that he
gave into the other extreme. I have always looked upon flatterers with an eye
of suspicion: and he was so full of all kinds11 of flattery, that he even {47}
obliged me, when I could bear it no longer, to tell him my sentiments on
that head.12 His behaviour was such as to render few words necessary, yet I
could have wished he had substituted, in the room of such gross encomiums,
sometimes the language of a friend; but I never found any thing in his, which
savoured of true friendship, not even in his manner of speaking of me to
others in my presence. One would have thought that, in endeavouring to
procure me patrons, he strove to deprive me of their good will; that he sought
rather to have me assisted than loved; and I have been sometimes surprised
at the rude turn he hath given to my behaviour before people who might not
unreasonably have taken offence at it. I shall give an example of what I mean.
Mr Pennick of the Museum, a friend of my Lord Mareschal’s, and minister of
a parish where I was solicited to reside, came to see me. Mr Hume made my
excuses, while I myself was present, for not having paid him a visit. Doctor
Matty, said he, invited us on Thursday to the Museum, where Mr Rousseau
should have seen you; but he chose rather to go with Mrs Garrick to the play:
we could not do both the same day. You will confess, Sir, this was a strange
method of recommending me to Mr Pennick.13

9. Second Lye, to be proved such from M. Rousseau himself, who wrote to Mr Stewart, the Person here
meant, a Letter from the Country, full of the strongest and justest Acknowledgements of all his Civilities
and Services.
10. Third Lye: The Person here meant is the most inoffensive Man in the World.
11. I shall mention only one, that made me smile; this was, his attention to have, every time I came to see
him, a volume of Eloisa upon his table; as if I did not know enough of Mr Hume’s taste for reading, as to be
well assured, that of all books in the world, Eloisa must be one of the most tiresome to him.
12. Mr Rousseau’s two first Letters, which I have inserted, on purpose, show on what Side the
Compliments were most payed. This is also a Lye, which I shall throw into the dozen: He never objected
to any Civilities, which I payed him; and he expressed indeed a general Satisfaction in every part of my
Conduct.
13. I do not remember any thing of this silly Story; but it must be false, because I remember, that we had
chosen different days for going to the Museum and to the Comedy.
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I know not what Mr Hume might say in private of me to his acquain-
tance, but nothing was more {48} extraordinary than their behaviour to me,
even by his own confession, and even often through his own means. Al-
though my purse was not empty, and I needed not that of any other person,
which he very well knew, yet any one would have thought I was come over
to subsist on the charity of the public, and that nothing more was to be done
than to give me alms in such a manner as to save me a little confusion.14 I must
own, this constant and insolent piece of affectation was one of those things
which made me averse to reside in London. This certainly was not the footing
on which any man should have been introduced in England, had there been a
design of procuring him ever so little respect. This display of charity, however,
may admit of a more favourable interpretation, and I consent it should. To
proceed.

At Paris was published a fictitious letter from the King of Prussia,
addressed to me, and replete with the most cruel malignity. I learned with
surprise that it was one Mr Walpole, a a friend of Mr Hume’s who was the
editor; I asked him if it were true; in answer to which question, he only asked
me, of whom I had the information. A moment before he had given me a card
for this same Mr Walpole, written to engage him to bring over such papers as
related to me from Paris, and which I wanted to have by a safe hand.

I was informed that the son of that quack Tronchin, my most mortal
enemy, was not only the friend {49} of Mr Hume, and under his protection,
but that they both lodged in the same house together; and when Mr Hume
found that I knew it, he imparted it in confidence; assuring me at the same
time that the son was by no means like the father. I lodged a few nights myself,
together with my governante, in the same house; and by the air and manner
with which we were received by the landladies, who are his friends, I judged in
what manner either Mr Hume, or that man, who, as he said, was by no means
like his father, must have spoken to them both of her and me.15

All these facts put together, added to a certain appearance of things
on the whole, insensibly gave me an uneasiness which I rejected with horror.
In the mean time, I found the letters I wrote did not come to hand; those
I received had often been opened; and all went through the hands of Mr

14. This alludes, I suppose, to two or three Dinners sent him from M Stewart’s house, when he chose to
dine at home: Which proceeded from the Accident that there was no Traiteur in the Neighbourhood.
15. What a black Mind! to entertain Suspicions against me, because I live in Friendship with Mr Walpole, or
because the Son of his Enemy happens to take Lodgings in the same House with me, or because he fancies,
that my Landladies, who cannot speak a Word of French, looked coldly on him one day. I only said, that
young Tronchin did not entertain the same Prejudices as his Father against him.
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Hume.[e] If at any time any one escaped him, he could not conceal his
eagerness to see it. One evening, in particular, I remember a very remarkable
circumstance of this kind that greatly struck me.16

As we were sitting one evening, after supper, silent by the fire-side, I
caught his eyes intently fixed on mine, as indeed happened very often; and that
in a manner of which it is very difficult to give an idea. At that time he gave me
a stedfast, piercing look, mixed with a sneer, which greatly disturbed me. To
get rid of the embarrassment I lay under, I endeavoured to look full at him in
my turn; but, in {50} fixing my eyes against his, I felt the most inexpressible
terror, and was obliged soon to turn them away. The speech and physiognomy
of the good David is that of an honest man; but where, great God! did this
good man borrow those eyes he fixes so sternly and unaccountably on those
of his friends?

The impression of this look remained with me, and gave me much
uneasiness. My trouble increased even to a degree of fainting; and if I had not
been relieved by an effusion of tears, I had been suffocated. Presently after
this I was seized with the most violent remorse; I even despised myself; till at
length, in a transport which I still remember with delight, I sprang on his neck,
embraced him eagerly; while almost choked with sobbing, and bathed in tears,
I cried out, in broken accents, No, no, David Hume cannot be treacherous. If he be
not the best of men, he must be the basest of mankind.18 David Hume politely returned
my embraces, and, gently, tapping me on the back, repeated several times, in a
good-natured and easy tone, Why, what, my dear Sir! Nay, my dear Sir! Oh, my dear

16. It is necessary to explain this circumstance. I had been writing on Mr Hume’s table, during his absence,
an answer to a letter I had just received. He came in, very anxious to know what I had been writing, and
hardly able to contain himself from desiring to read it. I closed my letter, however, without showing it him;
when, as I was putting it into my pocket, he asked me for it eagerly, {50} saying he would send it away on
the morrow, being post-day. The letter lay on the table. Lord Newnham came in. Mr Hume went out of the
room for a moment, on which I took the letter up again, saying I should find time to send it the next day.
Lord Newnham offered to get it inclosed in the French ambassador’s packet, which I accepted. Mr Hume
re-entered the moment his Lordship had inclosed it, and was pulling out his seal. Mr Hume officiously
offered his own seal, and that with so much earnestness, that it could not well be refused. The bell was rung,
and Lord Newnham gave the letter to Mr Hume’s servant, to give it to his own, who waited below with the
chariot, in order to have it sent to the ambassador. Mr Hume’s servant was hardly got out of the room, but
I said to myself, I’ll lay a wager the master follows. He did not fail to do as I expected. Not knowing how
to leave Lord Newnham alone, I staid some time before I followed Mr Hume. I said nothing; but he must
perceive that I was uneasy. Thus, although I have received no answer to my letter, I doubt not of its going
to hand; but I confess, I cannot help suspecting it was read first.17

17. These infamous and black Suspicions are built on such a silly Foundation, that every Circumstance of
this Story may be either true or false without being of any Consequence.
18. This is a fourth Lye the most studyed and most premeditated of the whole. See my subsequent Letter to
Mr Rousseau page 74.
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Sir! He said nothing more. {51} I felt my heart yearn within me. We went to
bed; and I set out the next day for the country.

Arrived at this agreeable asylum, to which I have travelled so far in
search of repose, I ought to find it in a retired, convenient, and pleasant
habitation; the master of which, a man of understanding and worth, spares
for nothing to render it agreeable to me. But what repose can be tasted in
life, when the heart is agitated? Afflicted with the most cruel uncertainty,
and ignorant what to think of a man whom I ought to love and esteem,
I endeavoured to get rid of that fatal doubt, in placing confidence in my
benefactor. For, wherefore, from what unaccountable caprice should he
display so much apparent zeal for my happiness, and at the same time
entertain secret designs against my honour. Among the several observations
that disturbed me, each fact was in itself of no great moment; it was their
concurrence that was surprising; yet I thought, perhaps, that Mr Hume,
informed of other facts, of which I was ignorant, could have given me a
satisfactory solution of them, had we come to an explanation. The only thing
that was inexplicable, was, that he refused to come to such an explanation;
which both his honour and his friendship rendered equally necessary. I saw
very well there was something in the affair which I did not comprehend,
and which I earnestly wished to know. Before I came to an absolute
determination, therefore, with regard to him, I was desirous of making
another effort, and to try to recover him, if he had permitted himself to be
seduced by my enemies, {52}{53} or, in short, to prevail on him to explain
himself one way or other. Accordingly I wrote him a letter, which he ought to
have found very natural,19 if he were guilty; but very extraordinary, if he were
innocent. For what could be more extraordinary than a letter full of gratitude
for his services, and at the same time, of distrust of his sentiments; and in
which, placing in a manner his actions on one side, and his sentiments on
the other, instead of speaking of the proofs of friendship he had given me,
I desired him to love me, for the good he had done me!20 I did not take the
precaution to preserve a copy of this letter; but as he hath done it, let him
produce it: and whoever shall read it, and see therein a man labouring under a
secret trouble, which he is desirous of expressing, and is afraid to do it, will, I
am persuaded, be curious to know what kind of éclaircissement it produced,
especially after the preceding scene. None. Absolutely none at all. Mr Hume

19. It appears from what he wrote to me afterwards, that he was very well satisfied with this letter, and that
he thought of it very well.
20. A fifth Lye: See the Letter itself, dated the 22d of March, page 13, where there is a most unreserved
Cordiality; not the least Appearance of Suspicion.
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contented himself, in his answer, with only speaking of the obliging offices
Mr Davenport proposed to do for me. As for the rest, he said not a word of
the principal subject of my letter, nor of the situation of my heart, of whose
distress he could not be ignorant. I was more struck with this silence, than I
had been with his phlegm during our last conversation. In this I was wrong;
this silence was very natural after the other, and was no more than I ought to
have expected. For when one hath ventured to declare to a man’s face, I am
tempted to believe you a traitor, {54} and he hath not the curiosity to ask you for
what,21 it may be depended on he will never have any such curiosity as long as
he lives; and it is easy to judge of him from these slight indications.

After the receipt of his letter, which was long delayed, I determined at
length to write to him no more. Soon after, every thing served to confirm me
in the resolution to break off all farther correspondence with him. Curious
to the last degree concerning the minutest circumstance of my affairs, he was
not content to learn them of me, in our frequent conversations; but, as I
learned, never let slip an opportunity of being alone with my governante,22

to interrogate her even importunately concerning my occupations, my
resources, my friends, acquaintances, their names, situations, place of abode,
and all this after setting out with telling her he was well acquainted with the
whole of my connections; nay, with the most jesuitical address, he would ask
the same questions of us separately. One ought undoubtedly to interest one’s
self in the affairs of a friend; but one ought to be satisfied with what he thinks
proper to let us know of them, particularly when people are so frank and
ingenuous as I am. Indeed all this petty inquisitiveness is very little becoming
a philosopher.

About the same time I received two other letters which had been
opened. The one from Mr Boswell, the seal of which was so loose and
disfigured, that Mr Davenport, when he received it, remarked the same to
Mr Hume’s servant. The other was from Mr d’Ivernois, {55} in Mr Hume’s
packet, and which had been sealed up again by means of a hot iron, which,
awkwardly applied, had burnt the paper round the impression. On this I wrote
to Mr Davenport to desire him to take charge of all the letters which might
be sent for me, and to trust none of them in any body’s hands, under any
pretext whatever. I know not whether Mr Davenport, who certainly was far
from thinking that precaution was to be observed with regard to Mr Hume,

21. A Repetition of the fourth Lye, and consequently equivalent to a sixth.
22. Seventh Lye: I never had but one tete a tete with his Gouvernante. It was about half an hour on her first
Arrival. It was not likely I cou’d have any other Subject of Conversation with her but about him.
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showed him my letter or not; but this I know, that the latter had all the
reason in the world to think he had forfeited my confidence, and that he
proceeded nevertheless in his usual manner, without troubling himself about
the recovery of it.

But what was to become of me, when I saw, in the public papers, the
pretended letter of the King of Prussia which I had never before seen, that
fictitious letter, printed in French and English, given for genuine, even with
the signature of the King, and in which I knew the pen of Mr d’Alembert as
certainly as if I had seen him write it?

In a moment a ray of light discovered to me the secret cause of that
touching and sudden change, which I had observed in the public respecting
me; and I saw the plot which was put in execution at London, had been laid in
Paris.

Mr d’Alembert, another intimate friend of Mr Hume’s, had been long
since my secret enemy, and lay in watch for opportunities to injure me without
exposing himself. He was the only person, among the men {56} of letters,
of my old acquaintance, who did not come to see me, or send their civilities
during my last passage through Paris.23 I knew his secret disposition, but I
gave myself very little trouble about it, contenting myself with advising my
friends of it occasionally. I remember that being asked about him one day by
Mr Hume, who afterwards asked my governante the same question, I told
him that Mr d’Alembert was a cunning, artful man. He contradicted me with
a warmth that surprised me; not then knowing they stood so well with each
other, and that it was his own cause he defended.

The perusal of the letter above mentioned alarmed me a good deal,
when, perceiving that I had been brought over to England in consequence
of a project which began to be put in execution, but of the end of which I
was ignorant, I felt the danger without knowing what to guard against, or on
whom to rely. I then recollected four terrifying words Mr Hume had made use
of, and of which I shall speak hereafter.24 What could be thought of a paper

23. [A note presented in French by Hume in the manuscript, as though written by D’Alembert himself:]
Here is the truth. I [D’Alembert] knew that M. Rousseau had received in a very cold fashion one of my
friends, M. Watelet; by the way I got from him something about me, from what I understand, without
knowing why, that he did not like me. However, I begged M. Hume to ask him if he would accept to see
me. After a few days, M. Hume told me that he had not be able to convince him, because M. Rousseau was
such in a bad mood as he seemed unnerved by the visits he got. I did not do anything then, and I did not say
anything to M. Rousseau. Note de Mr. D’Alembert.[f]
24. This is a Preparation to his twelfth Lye: But we shall be indulgent to him: We shall not count it for a Lye
apart.
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in which my misfortunes were imputed to me as a crime, which tended, in
the midst of my distress, to deprive me of all compassion, and, to render its
effects still more cruel, pretended to have been written by a Prince who had
afforded me protection? What could I divine would be the consequence of
such a beginning? The people in England read the public papers, and are in no
wise prepossessed in favour of foreigners. {57} Even a coat, cut in a different
fashion from their own, is sufficient to excite a prejudice against them. What
then had not a poor stranger to expect in his rural walks, the only pleasures
of his life, when the good people in the neighbourhood were once thoroughly
persuaded he was fond of being persecuted and pelted? Doubtless they would
be ready enough to contribute to his favourite amusement. But my concern,
my profound and cruel concern, the bitterest indeed I ever felt, did not arise
from the danger to which I was personally exposed. I have braved too many
others to be much moved with that. The treachery of a false friend,25 to which
I had fallen a prey, was the circumstance that filled my too susceptible heart
with deadly sorrow. In the impetuosity of its first emotions, of which I never
yet was master, and of which my enemies have artfully taken the advantage,
I wrote several letters full of disorder, in which I did not disguise either my
anxiety or indignation.

I have, Sir, so many things to mention, that I forget half of them by
the way. For instance, a certain narrative in form of a letter, concerning my
manner of living at Montmorency, was given by the booksellers to Mr Hume,
who showed it me. I agreed to its being printed, and Mr Hume undertook the
care of its edition; but it never appeared. Again, I had brought over with me
a copy of the letters of Mr du Peyrou, containing a relation of the treatment I
had met with at Neufchâtel. I gave them into the hands of the same bookseller
to have them translated and reprinted. {58} Mr Hume charged himself with
the care of them; but they never appeared.26 The supposititious letter of the
King of Prussia, and its translation, had no sooner made their appearance,
than I immediately apprehended why the other pieces had been suppressed,27

and I wrote as much to the booksellers. I wrote several other letters also,

25. How innocent I am of every thing that regards this feigned Letter of the King of Prussia appears from
Mr Walpole’s Letter annexed. The Publication of the King of Prussia’s Letter was unavoidable after Copies
had been dispersed in Paris and in London.
26. The booksellers have lately informed me that the edition is finished, and will shortly be published. This
may be; but it is too late, and what is still worse, it is too opportune for the purpose intended to be served.
27. Eighth Lye: Mr Rousseau was told above two Months ago by Mr Becket, the Bookseller, that the Reason
why this Publication was retarded, was the Sickness of the Translator. I never promised to have any Care or
Inspection over this Edition, as is well known to Mr Becket. M. Rousseau is therefore here guilty of a ninth
Lye.
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which probably were handed about London; till at length I employed the
credit of a man of quality and merit, to insert a declaration of the imposture
in the public papers. In this declaration, I concealed no part of my extreme
concern, nor did I in the least disguise the cause.

Hitherto Mr Hume seems to have walked in darkness. You will soon see
him appear in open day, and act without disguise. Nothing more is necessary,
in our behaviour towards cunning people, than to act ingenuously; sooner or
later they will infallibly betray themselves.

When this pretended letter from the King of Prussia was first published
in London, Mr Hume, who certainly knew that it was fictitious, as I had told
him so, yet said nothing of the matter, did not write to me, but was totally
silent; and did not even think of making any declaration of the truth, in favour
of his absent friend.28 It answered his purpose better to let the report take its
course, as he did.

Mr Hume having been my conductor into England, he was of course in
a manner my patron and protector. If it were but natural in him to undertake
my defence, it was no less so that, {59} when I had a public protestation to
make, I should have addressed myself to him. Having already ceased writing
to him, however, I had no mind to renew our correspondence.29 I addressed
myself therefore to another person. The first slap on the face I gave my
patron. He felt nothing of it.

In saying the letter was fabricated at Paris, it was of very little conse-
quence to me whether it was understood particularly of Mr d’Alembert, or of
Mr Walpole,30 whose name he borrowed on the occasion. But in adding that,
what afflicted and tore my heart was, the impostor had got his accomplices in
England; I expressed myself very clearly to their friend, who was in London,
and was desirous of passing for mine. For certainly he was the only person in
England, whose hatred could afflict and rend my heart. This was the second
slap of the face I gave my patron. He did not feel, however, yet.

On the contrary, he maliciously pretended that my affliction arose
solely from the publication of the above letter, in order to make me pass for a
man who was excessively affected by satire. Whether I am vain or not, certain
it is I was mortally afflicted; he knew it, and yet wrote me not a word. This

28. The King of Prussia’s Letter was known by all the World to be feigned and to be wrote by Mr Walpole.
29. Mr Rousseau had wrote me only eight days before a very cordial Letter, that of the 29’ of March: But as
this may only be a Defect of Memory, we shall not put it in the Class of his Lyes.
30. Mr Walpole assures me, that he never was more than once in Company with M Dalembert, and never
exchanged three Words with him in his Life.
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affectionate friend, who had so much at heart the filling of my purse, gave
himself no trouble to think my heart was bleeding with sorrow.

Another piece appeared soon after, in the same papers, by the author
of the former, and still if possible more cruel, in which the writer could not
disguise his rage at the reception I met with at Paris.31 This however did not
affect me; it told me nothing new. Mere libels may take their course without
giving me any emotion; and {60} the inconstant public may amuse themselves
as long as they please with the subject. It is not an affair of conspirators, who,
bent on the destruction of my honest fame, are determined by some means or
other to effect it. It was necessary to change the battery.

The affair of the pension was not determined. It was not difficult,
however, for Mr Hume to obtain, from the humanity of the minister, and the
generosity of the King, the favour of its determination. He was required to
inform me of it, which he did. This, I must confess, was one of the critical
moments of my life. How much did it cost me to do my duty! My preceding
engagements, the necessity of showing a due respect for the goodness of the
King, and for that of his minister, together with the desire of displaying how
far I was sensible of both; add to these the advantage of being made a little
more easy in circumstances in the decline of life, surrounded as I was by
enemies and evils; in fine, the embarrassment I was under to find a decent
excuse for not accepting a benefit already half accepted; all these together
made the necessity of that refusal very difficult and cruel: for necessary it was,
or I should have been one of the meanest and basest of mankind to have
voluntarily laid myself under an obligation to a man who had betrayed me.32

I did my duty, though not without reluctance. I wrote immediately to
General Conway, and in the most civil and respectful manner possible,
without giving an absolute refusal, excusing myself from accepting the
pension for the present.

Now, Mr Hume had been the only {61} negociator of this affair, nay
the only person who had spoke of it. Yet I not only did not give him any
answer, though it was he who wrote to me on the subject, but did not even so
much as mention him in my letter to General Conway. This was the third slap
of the face I gave my patron, which if he does not feel, it is certainly his own
fault, he can feel nothing.

31. I never saw this pretended Libel in my Life.[g]

32. It appears, however, that the only preceding Proofs of my Treachery, are my unlucky Countenance and
the Publication of the King of Prussia’s Letter by the Printer of the St James’s Chronicle.
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My letter was not clear, nor could it be so to General Conway, who
did not know the motives of my refusal; but it was very plain to Mr Hume,
who knew them but too well. He pretended nevertheless to be deceived as
well with regard to the cause of my discontent, as to that of my declining the
pension; and, in a letter he wrote me on the occasion, gave me to understand
that the King’s goodness might be continued towards me, if I should recon-
sider the affair of the pension. In a word, he seemed determined, at all events,
to remain still my patron, in spite of my teeth. You will imagine, Sir, he did
not expect my answer; and he had none. Much about this time, for I do not
know exactly the date, nor is such precision necessary, appeared a letter, from
Mr de Voltaire to me, with an English translation, which still improved on the
original. The noble object of this ingenious performance, was to draw on me
the hatred and contempt of the people, among whom I was come to reside.
I made not the least doubt that my dear patron was one of the instruments
of its publication; particularly when I saw that the writer, in endeavouring to
alienate from me those who {62} might render my life agreeable, had omit-
ted the name of him who brought me over. He doubtless knew that it was
superfluous, and that with regard to him, nothing more was necessary to be
said. The omission of his name, so impoliticly forgot in this letter, recalled
to my mind what Tacitus says of the picture of Brutus, omitted in a funeral
solemnity, viz. that every body took notice of it, particularly because it was not
there.

Mr Hume was not mentioned; but he lives and converses with people
that are mentioned. It is well known his friends are all my enemies; there are
abroad such people as Tronchin, d’Alembert, and Voltaire; but it is much
worse in London; for here I have no enemies but what are his friends. For
why, indeed, should I have any other? Why should I have even them? What
have I done to Lord Littleton, whom I don’t even know?33 What have I done
to Mr Walpole, whom I know full as little? What do they know of me, except
that I am unhappy, and a friend to their friend Hume? What can he have said
to them, for it is only through him they know any thing of me? I can very
well imagine, that, considering the part he has to play, he does not unmask
himself to every body; for then he would be disguised to nobody. I can very

33. Mr Rousseau, seeing this Piece of Voltaire advertised in the News-Papers, wrote to Mr Davenport, who
was then at London, desiring him to bring it down to him. I told Mr Davenport, that the printed Copy was
very incorrect but that I cou’d procure him a correct manuscript Copy from Lord Lyttleton. This Incident
suffices for Mr Rousseau to prove Lord Lyttleton his mortal Enemy and my intimate Friend; And that we
are in a plot together against him. But he ought at least to infer that the incorrect printed Copy did not come
from me.
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well imagine that he does not speak of me to General Conway and the Duke
of Richmond as he does in his private conversations with Mr Walpole, and his
secret correspondence with Mr d’Alembert. But let any one discover the {63}
clue that hath been unravelled since my arrival in London, and it will easily be
seen whether Mr Hume does not hold the principal thread.

At length the moment arrived in which it was thought proper to strike
the great blow, the effect of which was prepared for by a fresh satirical piece
put in the papers.34 Had there remained in me the least doubt, it would have
been impossible to have harboured it after perusing this piece, as it contained
facts unknown to any body but Mr Hume; exaggerated, it is true, in order to
render them odious to the public.

It is said in this paper that my door was opened to the rich, and shut
to the poor. Pray, who knows when my door was open or shut, except Mr
Hume, with whom I lived, and by whom every body was introduced that
I saw? I will except one great personage, whom I gladly received without
knowing him, and whom I should still have more gladly received if I had
known him. It was Mr Hume who told me his name when he was gone; on
which information, I was really chagrined, that, as he deigned to mount up
two pair of stairs, he was not received in the first floor. As to the poor, I
have nothing to say about the matter. I was constantly desirous of seeing less
company; but as I was unwilling to displease any one, I suffered myself to
be directed in this affair altogether by Mr Hume, and endeavoured to receive
every body he introduced as well as I could, without distinction, whether rich
or poor. It is said in the same piece that I received my {64} relations very
coldly, not to say any thing worse. This general charge relates to my having once
received, with some indifference, the only relation I have, out of Geneva, and
that in the presence of Mr Hume.35 It must necessarily be either Mr Hume or
this relation who furnished that piece of intelligence. Now, my cousin, whom
I have always known for a friendly relation and a worthy man, is incapable
of furnishing materials for public satires against me. Add to this, that his
situation in life confining him to the conversation of persons in trade, he has
no connection with men of letters or paragraph writers, and still less with
satirists and libellers; so that the article could not come from him. At the
worst, can I help imagining that Mr Hume must have endeavoured to take
advantage of what he said, and construed it in favour of his own purpose? It is

34. I never saw this Piece either before or after its Publication. I am not sure that it ever existed. None of
my Acquaintance who I have spoke to, ever saw it or heard of it.[h]

35. Tenth Lye: I was not present when Mr Rousseau received his Cousins. I afterwards saw them together,
and only for a Moment, on the Terrace at Buckingham Street.

ACCOUNT OF THE EXTRAORDINARY AFFAIR

VOLUME 18, NUMBER 2, SEPTEMBER 2021 315



not improper to add, that, after my rupture with Mr Hume, I wrote an account
of it to my cousin.

In fine, it is said in the same paper that I am apt to change my friends.
No great subtlety is necessary to comprehend what this reflection is prepara-
tive to.

But let us distinguish facts. I have preserved some very valuable and
solid friends for twenty-five to thirty years. I have others whose friendship is
of a later date, but no less valuable, and which, if I live, I may preserve still
longer. I have not found, indeed, the same security in general {65} among
those friendships I have made with men of letters. I have for this reason
sometimes changed them, and shall always change them when they appear
suspicious; for I am determined never to have friends by way of ceremony; I
have them only with a view to show them my affection.

If ever I was fully and clearly convinced of any thing, I am so convinced
that Mr Hume furnished the materials for the above paper.

But what is still more, I have not only that absolute conviction, but it is
very clear to me that Mr Hume intended I should: For how can it be supposed
that a man of his subtlety should be so imprudent as to expose himself thus,
if he had not intended it? What was his design in it? Nothing is more clear
than this. It was to raise my resentment to the highest pitch, that he might
strike the blow he was preparing to give me with greater eclat. He knew he
had nothing more to do than put me in a passion, and I should be guilty of a
number of absurdities. We are now arrived at the critical moment which is to
show whether he reasoned well or ill.

It is necessary to have all the presence of mind, all the phlegm and
resolution of Mr Hume, to be able to take the part he hath taken, after all
that has passed between us. In the embarrassment I was under in writing to
General Conway, I could make use only of obscure expressions, to which
Mr Hume, in quality of my friend, gave what interpretation he pleased.
Supposing, therefore, for he knew very well to the contrary, that it was the
circumstance of {66} secrecy which gave me uneasiness, he obtained the pro-
mise of the General to endeavour to remove it; but before any thing was done,
it was previously necessary to know whether I would accept of the pension
without that condition, in order not to expose his Majesty to a second refusal.

This was the decisive moment, the end and object of all his labours.
An answer was required: he would have it. To prevent effectually indeed my
neglect of it, he sent to Mr Davenport a duplicate of his letter to me; and,
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not content with this precaution, wrote me word, in another billet, that he
could not possibly stay any longer in London to serve me. I was giddy with
amazement on reading this note. Never in my life did I meet with any thing so
unaccountable.

At length he obtained from me the so much desired answer, and began
presently to triumph. In writing to Mr Davenport, he treated me as a monster
of brutality and ingratitude. But he wanted to do still more. He thinks his
measures well taken; no proof can be made to appear against him. He de-
mands an explanation: he shall have it, and here it is.

That last stroke was a masterpiece. He himself proves every thing, and
that {67} beyond reply.

I will suppose, though by way of impossibility, that my complaints
against Mr Hume never reached his ears; that he knew nothing of them;
but was as perfectly ignorant as if he had held no cabal with those who are
acquainted with them, but had resided all the while in China.36 Yet the behav-
iour passing directly between us; the last striking words which I said to him
in London; the letter which followed replete with fears and anxiety; my perse-
vering silence still more expressive than words; my public and bitter com-
plaints with regard to the letter of Mr d’Alembert; my letter to the Secretary
of State, who did not write to me, in answer to that which Mr Hume wrote
to me himself, and in which I did not mention him; and in fine my refusal,
without deigning to address myself to him, to acquiesce in an affair which he
had managed in my favour, with my own privity, and without any opposition
on my part; all this must have spoken in a very forcible manner, I will not say
to any person of the least sensibility, but to every man of common sense.

Strange that, after I had ceased to correspond with him for three
months, when I had made no answer to any one of his letters, however
important the subject of it, surrounded with both public and private marks
of that affliction which his infidelity gave me; a man of so enlightened an
understanding, {68} of so penetrating a genius by nature, and so dull by
design, should see nothing, hear nothing, feel nothing, be moved at nothing;
but, without one word of complaint, justification, or explanation, continue
to give me the most pressing marks of his good will to serve me, in spite of
myself? He wrote to me affectionately, that he could not stay any longer in
London to do me service, as if we had agreed that he should stay there for

36. How shoud I have known the least of these nonsensical Suspicions? Mr Davenport, the only person of
my Acquaintance, who saw Mr Rousseau, assures me, that he was entirely ignorant of them.
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that purpose! This blindness, this insensibility, this perseverance, are not in
nature; they must be accounted for, therefore, from other motives. Let us set
this behaviour in a still clearer light; for this is the decisive point.

Mr Hume must necessarily have acted in this affair, either as one of the
first or last of mankind. There is no medium. It remains to determine which
of the two it hath been.

Could Mr Hume, after so many instances of disdain on my part, have
still the astonishing generosity as to persevere sincerely to serve me? He knew
it was impossible for me to accept his good offices, so long as I entertained
for him such sentiments as I had conceived. He had himself avoided an
explanation. So that to serve me without justifying himself,37 would have been
to render his services useless; this therefore was no generosity. If he supposed
that in such circumstances I should have accepted his services, he must have
supposed me to have been an infamous scoundrel. {69} It was then in behalf
of a man whom he supposed to be a scoundrel, that he so warmly solicited a
pension from his Majesty. Can any thing be supposed more extravagant?

But let it be supposed that Mr Hume, constantly pursuing his plan,
should only have said to himself, This is the moment for its execution; for, by
pressing Rousseau to accept the pension, he will be reduced either to accept or
refuse it. If he accepts it, with the proofs I have in hand against him, I shall be
able completely to disgrace him: if he refuses, after having accepted it, he will
have no pretext, but must give a reason for such refusal. This is what I expect;
if he accuses me, he is ruined.

If, I say, Mr Hume reasoned with himself in this manner, he did what
was consistent with his plan, and in that case very natural; indeed this is the
only way in which his conduct in this affair can be explained, for upon any
other supposition it is inexplicable: if this be not demonstrable, nothing ever
was so. The critical situation to which he had now reduced me, re-recalled
strongly to my mind the four words I mentioned above; and which I heard
him say and repeat, at a time when I did not comprehend their full force. It was
the first night after our departure from Paris. We slept in the same chamber,
when, during the night, I heard him several times cry out {70} with great
vehemence, in the French language, Je tiens J. J. Rousseau. I know not whether
he was awake or asleep.[i]

The expression was remarkable, coming from a man who is too well
acquainted with the French language, to be mistaken with regard to the force

37. Eleventh Lye, being a Repetition of the fourth.
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or choice of words. I took these words, however, and I could not then take
them otherwise than in a favourable sense: notwithstanding the tone of voice
in which they were spoken, was still less favourable than the expression. It
is indeed impossible for me to give any idea of it; but it corresponds exactly
with those terrible looks I have before mentioned. At every repetition of them
I was seized with a shuddering, a kind of horror I could not resist, though a
moment’s recollection restored me, and made me smile at my terror.38 The
next day all this was so perfectly obliterated, that I did not even think of it
during my stay in London, and its neighbourhood. It was not till my arrival in
this place, that so many things have contributed to recall these words to my
mind; and indeed recall them every moment.

These words, the tone of which dwells on my heart, as if I had but just
heard them; those long and fatal looks so frequently cast on me; the patting
me on the back, with the repetition of O, my dear Sir, in {71} answer to my
suspicions of his being a traitor:39 all this affects me to such a degree, after
what preceded, that this recollection, had I no other, would be sufficient to
prevent any reconciliation or return of confidence between us; not a night
indeed passes over my head, but I think I hear, Rousseau, I have you, ring in my
ears as if he had just pronounced them.

Yes, Mr Hume, I know you have me; but that only by mere externals:
you have me in the public opinion and judgment of mankind. You have my
reputation, and perhaps my security, to do with as you will. The general
prepossession is in your favour; it will be very easy for you to make me pass for
the monster you have begun to represent me; and I already see the barbarous
exultation of my implacable enemies. The public will no longer spare me.
Without any farther examination, every body is on the side of those who have
conferred favours; because each is desirous to attract the same good offices,
by displaying a sensibility of the obligation. I foresee readily the consequences
of all this, particularly in the country to which you have conducted me; and
where, being without friends, and an utter stranger to every body, I lie almost
entirely at your mercy. The sensible part of mankind, however, will compre-
hend that I must be so far from seeking {72} this affair, that nothing more
disagreeable or terrible could possibly have happened to me in my present
situation. They will perceive that nothing but my invincible aversion to all
kind of falsehood, and the possibility of my professing a regard for a person

38. Without Scruple, I may set down this as the twelfth Lye; and a swinging one it is.
39. A new Repetition of the fourth Lye; but we shall also give this to the dozen. Yet this Letter was sealed
with Mr Rousseau’s usual Motto, Vitam impendere vero [Life devoted to the truth]. Did ever any body yet know a
Pretender to superior Virtue, that had common Honesty?
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who had forfeited it, could have prevented my dissimulation, at a time when
it was on so many accounts my interest. But the sensible part of mankind are
few, nor do they make the greatest noise in the world.

Yes, Mr Hume, you have me by all the ties of this life; but you have
no power over my probity or my fortitude, which, being independent either
of you or of mankind, I will preserve in spite of you. Think not to frighten
me with the fortune that awaits me. I know the opinions of mankind; I am
accustomed to their injustice, and have learned to care little about it. If you
have taken your resolution, as I have reason to believe you have, be assured
mine is taken also. I am feeble indeed in body, but never possessed greater
strength of mind.

Mankind may say and do what they will, it is of little consequence to
me. What is of consequence, however, is, that I should end as I have {73}
begun; that I should continue to preserve my ingenuousness and integrity to
the end, whatever may happen; and that I should have no cause to reproach
myself either with meanness in adversity, or insolence in prosperity. Whatever
disgrace attends, or misfortune threatens me, I am ready to meet them.
Though I am to be pitied, I am much less so than you, and all the revenge
I shall take on you is, to leave you the tormenting consciousness of being
obliged, in spite of yourself, to have a respect for the unfortunate person you
have oppressed.

In closing this letter, I am surprised at my having been able to write it.
If it were possible to die with grief, every line was sufficient to kill me with
sorrow. Every circumstance of the affair is equally incomprehensible. Such
conduct as yours hath been, is not in nature: it is contradictory to itself, and
yet it is demonstrable to me that it has been such as I conceive. On each side
of me there is a bottomless abyss! and I am lost in one or the other.

If you are guilty, I am the most unfortunate of mankind; if you are
innocent, I am the most culpable. You even make me desire to be that con-
temptible object. Yes, the situation to which you see me reduced, prostrate
at your feet, crying out for mercy, and doing every thing to obtain it; {74}
publishing aloud my own unworthiness, and paying the most explicit homage
to your virtues, would be a state of joy and cordial effusion, after the grievous
state of restraint and mortification into which you have plunged me. I have
but a word more to say. If you are guilty, write to me no more; it would
be superfluous, for certainly you could not deceive me. If you are innocent,
justify yourself. I know my duty; I love, and shall always love it, however
difficult and severe. There is no state of abjection that a heart, not formed for
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it, may not recover from. Once again, I say, if you are innocent, deign to justify
yourself; if you are not, adieu for ever.

J. J. R.

I hesitated sometime whether I should make any reply at all. But at last I
wrote to M. Rousseau the following concise letter,

M. Hume to M. Rousseau
Lisle street Leicester-fields 22. July, 1766

Sir, I shall only answer one Article of your {75} long letter: It is that
which regards the conversation between us the evening before your depar-
ture. M. Davenport had imagined a good natured Artifice, to make you believe
that a Retour Chaise had cast up for Wootton, and I believe he made an
advertisement to that purpose be put into the Papers, in order the better to
deceive you. His intention was to save you some expences in the journey,
which I thought a laudable project, tho’ I had no hand, either in contriving
or conducting it. You entertained however, suspicions of his design, while we
were sitting alone by my fireside; and you reproched me with concurring in it.
I endeavour’d to pacify you, and to divert the discourse, but to no purpose.
You sat sullen, and was either silent or made me very peevish answers. At last
you rose up, and took a turn or two about the room; when all of a sudden
and to my great surprise, you claped yourself on my knee, threw your arms
about my neck, kissed me with seeming ardour, and bedew’d my face with
tears. You exclaimed, “My dear Friend, can you ever pardon this folly? After
all the pains you {76} have taken to serve me, after the numberless instances
of friendship you have given me, here I reward you with this ill humour
and sullenness: But your forgiveness of me will be a new instance of your
friendship, and I hope you will find at bottom that my heart is not unworthy
of it.” I was very much affected; and I believe there passed a very tender scene
between us. You added, by way of compliment, that, tho’ I had many better
tittles to recommend me to Posterity yet perhaps my uncommon attachement
and friendship to a poor unhappy persecuted man would not altogether be
overlooked.

This incident, Sir, was somewhat remarkable; and it is impossible that
either you or I could so soon have forgot it. But you have had the Assurance
to tell me the Story twice in a manner so different or rather so opposite,
that when I persist, as I do, in this account, it necessarily follows, that either
you or I are a lyar. You imagine perhaps, that, because the incident passed
{77} privately, without a witness, the Question will lie between the credibility
of your assertion or of mine. But you shall not have this advantage or
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disadvantage, which ever you are pleased to term it. I shall produce against you
other proofs, which will put the matter beyond controversy.

First: You are not aware, that I have a letter under your hand, which is
totally irreconciliable with your account and confirms mine.40

Secondly: I told the Story, next day or the day after, to M. Davenport,
with a friendly view of preventing any such good natured Artifices for the
future: He surely remembers it.

Thirdly: As I thought the Story much to your honour, I told it to several
of my friends here: I even wrote it to M.de de Boufflers at Paris. I believe, no
one will imagine, that I was at that time preparing before hand an Apology, in
case of a rupture with you; which of all human events, I should then have {78}
thought the most incredible, especially as we were separated almost for ever;
and I still continued to render you the most essential services.

Fourthly: The Story, as I tell it, is consistent and rational: There is not
common sense in your account. What! because sometimes when absent in
thought, I have fixed a look or stare, you suspect me to be a traytor, and you
have the assurance to tell me of such black and ridiculous suspicions! Are not
most studious Men (and many of them more than I) subject to such reveries
or fits of absence, without being exposed to such suspicions? You do not
even pretend, that before you left London, you had any other solid grounds of
suspicion against me.

I shall enter into no detail with regard to your letter: The other Articles
of it are as much without foundation as you yourself know this to be. I shall
only add in general, that I enjoy’d about a month ago, an uncommon pleasure,
when I reflected, that, thro’ many difficulties, and by most assiduous care
and pains, I had, {79} beyond my most sanguine expectations, provided for
your Repose, Honour, and Fortune. But I soon felt a very sensible uneasiness,
when I found that you had, wantonly and voluntarily, thrown away all these
advantages, and was become the declared Enemy of your own repose,
fortune, and honour: I can not be surprized after this; that you are my enemy.
Adieu and for ever.

D. H.

To all these papers I need only subjoin the following letter of M. Walpole to

40. That of the 22 of March; which is entirely cordial; and proves, that M. Rousseau had never expressed
any of those black Suspicions of Treachery, on which he now insists: This letter also contains a peevish
Paragraph about the hire of his Chaise.
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me, which proves how ignorant and innocent I am of this whole affair of the king
of Prussia’s Letter.

M. Walpole to M. Hume
Arlington street, July, 26 1766.

I can not be precise as to the time of my writting the King of Prussia’s
letter, but I do assure you with the utmost truth that it was several days before
you left Paris, and before Rousseau’s arrival there, of which I can give you a
strong proof: {80} for I not only suppressed the letter while you staid there,
out of delicacy to you; but it was the reason why, out of delicacy to my-self,
I did not go to see him, as you often proposed to me; thinking it wrong to
go and make a cordial visit to a man, with a letter in my pocket to laugh
at him. You are at full liberty, Dear Sir, to make use of what I say in your
Justification, either to Rousseau, or any body else. I shou’d be very sorry to
have you blamed on my account; I have a hearty contempt of Rousseau, and
am perfectly indifferent what any body thinks of the matter. If there is any
fault, which I am far from thinking, let it lie on me. No parts can hinder my
laughing at their possessor, if he is a Mountebank. If he has a bad and most
ungratefull heart, as Rousseau has shown in your case, into the bargain, he will
have my scorn likewise, as he will of all good and sensible men. You may trust
your Sentence to such, who are as respectable Judges, as any that have pored
over ten thousand and more volumes

Y.rs most sincerely

H. W.

{81} Thus, I have given a narrative, as concise as possible, of this extra-
ordinary Affair, which I am told, has much attracted the attention of the public,
and which contains more unexpected incidents than any other, in which I was
ever engaged. The persons to whom I have shown these original papers, which
authenticate the whole, have differed very much in their opinion, as well of the use
I should make of them as of M. Rousseau’s present sentiments as state of mind.
Some of them have maintained, that he is altogether insincere in his quarrel with
me and his opinion of my guilt, and that the whole proceeds from that excessive
pride, which forms the basis of his character, and which leads him both to seek
the Eclat of refusing the king of England’s bounty and to shake off the intolerable
burthen of an obligation to me, by every sacrifice of honour, truth and friendship,
as well as of interest. They found their sentiments on the absurdity of that first
supposition on which he grounds his anger, viz, that M. Walpole’s letter, which he
knew had been every where dispersed both in Paris and London, was given to the
Press by me; and {82} as this supposition is contrary to common sense on the one
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hand, and not supported even by the pretence of the smallest probability on the
other, they conclude, that it never had any weight even with the person himself who
lays hold of it. They confirm their sentiments by the number of fictions and lyes
which he employs to justify his anger; Fictions with regard to points, in which it
is impossible for him to be mistaken. They also remark his real chearfulness and
gaiety, amidst the deep melancholy, with which he pretended to be oppressed. Not
to mention, the absurd reasoning which runs thro’ the whole and on which it is
impossible for any man to rest his conviction; and tho’ a very important interest is
here abandoned, yet money is not universally the chief object with mankind; Vanity
weighs further with some men, particularly with this philosopher; and the very
ostentation of refusing a pension from the king of England, an ostentation which
with regard to other Princes he has often sought, were alone a sufficient motive for
his present criminal conduct.

There are others of my Friends who regard {83} the whole affair in a more
compassionate light, and consider M. Rousseau as an object rather of pity than of
anger. They suppose the same domineering pride and ingratitude to be the basis
of his character; but they are also willing to believe, that his brain has received a
sensible shake, and that his judgement, set afloat, is carryed to every side, as it is
pushed by the current of his humours and of his passions. The absurdity of his
belief is no proof of its insincerity: He imagines himself the sole important being
in the Universe: He fancies all mankind to be in a combination against him: His
greatest benefactor, as hurting him most, is the chief object of his animosity: and
tho’ he supports all his Whimsies by lyes and fictions, this is so frequent a case with
such wicked men, as are in that middle state between sober reason and total frenzy,
that it needs give no surprize to any body.

I own, that I am somewhat inclined to this latter opinion; tho’ at the same
time, I much question, whether, in any period of his life, M. Rousseau was ever
more in his {84} senses than he is at present. The former brilliancy of his genius
and his great talent for writing are no proof of the contrary. It is an old remark,
that great Wits are near allyed to madness; and even in those frantic letters, which
he has wrote to me, there are evidently strong traces of his wonted genius and
eloquence. He has frequently told me, that he was composing his Memoirs, in
which Justice shou’d be done to his own character, to that of his friends and to that
of his enemies; and as M. Davenport informs me, that, since his retreat into the
Country, he has been much employed in writing, I have reason to conclude, that
he is at present finishing that undertaking. Nothing could be more unexpected to
me than my passing so suddenly from the class of his friends to that of his enemies;
but his transition being made, I must expect to be treated accordingly; and I own,
that this reflection gave me some Anxiety. A Work of this nature, both from the
celebrity of the person and the strokes of eloquence interspersed, would certainly
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attract the attention of the public; and it might be published either after my death or
after that of the author. In the former case, there wou’d be nobody who {85} could
tell the story or justify my memory. In the latter, my Apology, wrote in opposition
to a dead person, wou’d lose a great deal of its authenticity. For this reason, I have
at present collected the whole story into one narrative, that I may show it to my
friends and at any time have it in my power to make whatever use of it, they and I
should think proper. I am and always have been such a lover of peace, that nothing
but necessity or strong reasons shall oblige me to give it to the public.[j]

Editors’ notes
[a]. “Advertisement of the French Editors” appears in Concise and Genuine Account

prior to Hume’s voice. Hume did want that included in Concise and Genuine Account.
[b]. In the Concise and Genuine Account, the makers of the pamphlet in London intro-

duced into the narrative the names of both the Comtesse de Boufflers and the Marquise de
Verdelin, contrary to Hume’s instructions to suppress their names. Hume was incensed, as
expressed in his letter to William Strahan of 25 November 1766.

[c]. In his December 1766 letter to Thomas Becket about changes to make to Concise
and Genuine Account, should there be a second edition, Hume says that the second line of Latin
here should read instead Hic domus, hac patria est.

[d]. Hume provided Strahan with a note to be inserted here. Instead it was given as an
erratum at the end of Concise and Genuine Account. It is not of consequence.

[e]. Here, Hume successfully had inserted into Concise and Genuine Account (p. 51) a
footnote in which he explains why he combed a load of Rousseau’s mail he carried to Rous-
seau. Rousseau paid fees for receiving incoming mail, most of which was from admirers,
abusers, and so on. When Hume presented the load of mail to him, he told Hume to return
the whole load and recover the postage fees. But what of letters from friends and associates
trying to reach him? Rousseau responded that he would send them instructions about how
to reach him. Hume explains: “But till his instructions for that purpose could arrive, what
could I do more friendly, than to save, at my own expence, his letters from the curiosity and
indiscretion of the clerks of the post-office?” (p. 51 n. of Concise and Genuine Account).

[f]. The English translation of this note is by Luc Marest, of the manuscript text
as transcribed by Raymond Troussons (1994), “Querelles de philosophes: Rousseau et
d’Alembert,” Romanische Forschungen 106(1–4), p. 156 n.23.

[g]. The true author of the two subsequent articles in St. James’s Chronicle, George de
Yverdum, came forward when he heard about Rousseau accusing Hume of having produced
them.

[h]. Rousseau was presumably referring to one of the two articles in St. James’s Chronicle
soon discovered to have been written by George de Yverdum.

[i]. Regarding “Je tiens J. J. Rousseau”: The French editors fabricated a note as though
it were Hume’s, and it is translated and included in Concise and Genuine Account (p. 79). When
Hume, in December 1766, wrote out a few corrections and additions in the event of a second
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David Hume (1711–1776) was a Scottish political theorist,
moral philosopher, historian, and essayist. Adam Smith wrote
of him as a “never to be forgotten friend.”

edition, which never happened, he provided an insertion to be added to that fabricated note.
Hume’s would-be insertion alludes to Themistocles in Persia, and is treated in the article by
Daniel Klein that appears in this issue of this journal.

[j]. Following Hume’s final words, Concise and Genuine Account has two items (plus an
erratum), both used in the French version and both of which Hume wanted retained. The
first is a motto in Latin by Seneca; the second is “Declaration of Mr. D’Alembert, relating to
Mr. Walpole’s Letter.”
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To Tolerant England and
a Pension from the King:

Did Hume Subconsciously Aim
to Subvert Rousseau’s Legacy?

Daniel B. Klein1

LINK TO ABSTRACT

You have but ill disguised yourself. I know you, and you are not ignorant of it… [Y]ou
brought me to England, apparently to procure me an asylum, but in fact to bring me to
dishonour. You applied to this noble work, with a zeal worthy of your heart, and a success
worthy of your abilities… The public love to be deceived, and you were formed to deceive them.
I know one man, however, whom you can not deceive; I mean yourself.

—Jean-Jacques Rousseau to David Hume, 23 June 1766
(quoted in Hume 2021/1766, 297–298)

Son Contract social pourroit bien le venger dans un tems des persécution qu’il a éprouvées.2
—Adam Smith in conversation, 1784, as reported by

Barthélemy Faujas de Saint-Fond (1797, 2:279)

It seems to me that practically all scholarship, even historiography, can be
viewed as explanatory, in that certain things are treated as objects to be explained,
and explanations are offered. Also, explanation may be seen as the spine of theo-
rizing. Thus, even in historiography, we can find theorizing. I suggest three
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1. George Mason University, Fairfax, VA 22030. I am grateful for help and feedback from Jacob Hall,
Luc Marest, Erik Matson, Nelson Lund, Dennis Rasmussen, and Marcus Shera.
2. The translation in Saint-Fond (1907, 2:246) is: “His Social Contract will in time avenge him for all the
persecutions he suffered.”
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questions to bear in mind when theorizing (Klein 2014b):

1. Theory of what?
2. Why should we care?
3. What merit in your explanation?

Here, I theorize about David Hume’s motivations in the Hume-Rousseau
affair—that is, the causes of Hume’s eagerness, zeal, and dogged perseverance,
in the face of a train of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s oddities, improprieties, and
derelictions, and indeed in the face of unmitigated uncertainty about Rousseau’s
intentions, “to settle the celebrated Rousseau” (I:527)3 in England and to procure
for Rousseau a pension from the king. The causes of Hume’s actions, therefore, are
the answer to Theory of what?

The explanation explored here is that Hume subconsciously aimed to
diminish Rousseau’s legacy. Settling down in England, in arrangements crafted by
Hume, and enjoying a royal pension would have undermined Rousseau’s persona
as an audacious radical critic of refinement, of modern commercial society, of
established aristocracies, and of England in particular. He would be seen—or
portrayed—as accepting and assimilating to that which he scorned and pretended
to expose. That explanation is not suggested in discussions of the affair with which
I am acquainted.4

As for Why should we care?, a number of response come to mind: (a) Hume
and Rousseau were fascinating human beings, they have been and continue to be
important figures, and plumbing their motivations deepens our feeling for them,
for their writings, and for their significance; (b) thinking about the counterfactual
of Hume successfully settling Rousseau in England with a royal pension provides a
historical perspective and may deepen our understanding of history; (c) plumbing
the depths of Hume’s motivations teaches us about our ways of interpreting the
conduct of historical figures.

As for What merit in your explanation?, my response must be made in rivalry
with competing explanations of Hume’s conduct, including:

• The praise and praiseworthiness of coming to Rousseau’s aid;

3. The citation “(I:527)” means volume 1, page 527 of The Letters of David Hume (1932) edited by J. Y. T.
Greig. The quoted snippet is Hume explaining one of the reasons he returns to London, in a letter to Hugh
Blair 28 December 1765.
4. I do not know whether any French-language literature suggests the hypothesis explored here. English-
language literature on the Hume-Rousseau affair includes Goodman 1991; Mossner 2001, 512–532;
Damrosch 2005, 403–433; Edmonds and Eidenow 2006; Zaretsky and Scott 2009; Harris 2015, 416–421;
Rasmussen 2017, 133–145.
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• the notoriety and celebrity, especially in France, of being Rousseau’s
protector;

• the praise and praiseworthiness in demonstrating a freedom-oriented
solidarity among persecuted persons;

• the praise and praiseworthiness in demonstrating generosity towards
intellectual adversaries; and

• the praise and praiseworthiness in serving Britain and the British estab-
lishment, including the King, George III, from whom the royal pension
was procured.

Are those explanations not adequate? Is there not ample evidence for them?
Is my explanation, the aim to diminish Rousseau’s legacy, meritorious in ways that
the others are not? And what evidence can I give for my explanation? This article
labors under the rubric of the third question, What merit in your explanation?

Rousseau accused Hume of taking actions against him, particular actions
deemed damaging, insulting, or incriminating.5 Whether there is anything really to
any of Rousseau’s accusations does not much matter to the present interpretation.
The accusations, in the concrete, concern trivialities; I have sifted the English-
language evidence about them pretty thoroughly.6 My sense of the matter is that
on every count Hume is probably innocent, basically innocent, or ‘guilty’ of a
non-offense. The burden of proof is on Rousseau, and he never meets it. The
allegations are almost always absurd or unintelligible, and often deceitful. Rousseau
was a very morally irresponsible person, prone to lying, getting into quarrels, and
making enemies. His behavior in England after the blowup tends to confirm his
guilt throughout (Zaretsky and Scott 2009, 194–197). Dennis Rasmussen (2017,
140) speaks of “the groundless nature of Rousseau’s allegations.”

But, if the whole effort was undertaken to subvert Rousseau’s legacy, does
Hume still enjoy an aura of innocence? If the whole effort was undertaken to
subvert Rousseau’s legacy, would that make the basic deed a dirty one?

In reading Hume’s account of the affair one is struck, at two moments in
Rousseau’s mammoth 10 July 1766 letter, that Rousseau refers to Hume in the
third person as though testifying before a public audience. As Dena Goodman
(1991, 184) puts it, “Rousseau the narrator took upon himself the multiple roles
of victim, witness, judge, accused, and prosecutor.” The two moments that are by
far most curious and arresting are Hume’s alleged “stedfast, piercing look, mixed

5. The 1766 French version of the account is the Hume 1766a item in the reference list here. The 1766
English version is the Hume 1766b item. The new presentation of the account, appearing alongside the
present article, is listed as Hume 2021/1766.
6. I do not read French. I wish I could read Hume’s French correspondence, Rousseau’s correspondence
(51 volumes), and French commentary and scholarship on the matter.
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with a sneer” and his alleged repeated terrible nocturnal utterance, “Je tiens J. J.
Rousseau”—“I’ve got J. J. Rousseau,” or, “I have J. J. Rousseau” (see Hume 2021/
1766, 307, 318). In the letter, these two moments are dramatized and linked.
Rousseau’s account prompts the reader to doubt Hume’s declared motives. Such
intuition, if it exists, might stem from a sense that Hume might have aimed to
subvert Rousseau’s legacy.

TABLE 1. Timeline of Hume-Rousseau affair

2 July 1762 Hume’s first letter to Rousseau

4–5 January 1766 “Je tiens J. J. Rousseau” would have occurred in Senlis, France7

10–11 January 1766 Crossing the Channel together from Calais to Dover

22 March 1766 Rousseau arrives and moves into Wootton in Staffordshire, a little-used residence
owned by Richard Davenport

12 May 1766 Rousseau’s equivocal letter to Conway, not accepting (nor conclusively refusing) the
pension

23 June 1766 Rousseau’s first open declaration to Hume of enmity

10 July 1766 Rousseau’s mammoth memorial/letter, the last to Hume

15 July 1766 Hume encourages Davenport to continue his accommodating of Rousseau

22 July 1766 Hume’s last letter to Rousseau

2 September 1766 Hume reiterates to Davenport to continue his accommodating of Rousseau

21 October 1766 Exposé succinct published in Paris

November 1766 Concise and Genuine Account published in London

1 May 1767 Rousseau vacates Wootton

21–22 May 1767 Rousseau crosses from England to Calais

February–July 1767 Hume advises officials (successfully) to sustain/rehabilitate the offer of the pension

Did Rousseau suspect that Hume’s aim was to subvert his legacy? To my
knowledge, Rousseau never came out and said that was Hume’s aim. If Rousseau
had felt that it was, would Rousseau have accused him of it, explicitly and publicly?
Maybe not, because he might then be in a position of needing to explain why
settling in England and accepting a royal pension would, at least in Hume’s
imagination, have tended to subvert his legacy.

We need to clarify the sort of outcome Hume hoped for. For us, it is counter-
factual. The counterfactual is a changed history from sometime after they land in
Dover 11 January 1766. Suppose that the ‘English Settlement,’ if you will—that is,
accommodation in England and the royal pension—were accepted by Rousseau.
Suppose that he settled in England for many years or even to 1778, the year he died.

7. In the 10 July letter, Rousseau writes of “Je tiens” having happened “the first night after our departure
from Paris” (see Hume 2021/1766, 318), which would be Senlis, but elsewhere he says, twice, Roye,
France. Evidently, as Mossner (2001, 516 n.2) explains, it could not have happened there because they
did not sleep in the same chamber.
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Perhaps Rousseau would have produced works like:

1. Dictionary of Music, (1767)

Published after Rousseau’s death in 1778:

2. Confessions (written 1765–1770)
3. Considerations on the Government of Poland (written 1772)
4. Dialogues: Rousseau, Judge of Jean-Jacques (written 1772–1776)
5. Reveries of the Solitary Walker (written 1777)

As a set of activities and as a single, protracted decision, Hume’s arranging of
things for Rousseau gets started July 1762. Going into the decision, Hume surely
knew the following four works:

• Discourse on the Arts and Sciences, 1750
• Discourse on the Origin and Foundations of Inequality Among Men, 1754
• Discourse on Political Economy, 1755
• Julie; or, The New Heloise, 1761

As for the following three works, Hume surely came to know them shortly
after publication:

• The Social Contract, or Principles of Political Right, 15 May 17628

• Emile, or On Education, 22 May 1762
• Letters Written from the Mountain, 1764

The three Discourses would have been quite sufficient to lead Hume to regard
Rousseau as profoundly wrongheaded in morals and politics. Rasmussen writes:

Hume’s thoroughgoing defense of the modern, liberal, commercial order was
matched by Rousseau’s blistering attack on that order. Hume believed, more
strongly than even Smith, that civilization, refinement, and commerce brought
in their wake an indissoluble chain of industry, knowledge, and humanity,
while Rousseau insisted that they led to little more than inequality, depen-
dence, and corruption. Where Hume was moderate and pragmatic, Rousseau
was radical—radical in both his critique of the existing order and in the various
prescriptions he offered to fix it. (Rasmussen 2017, 134–136)

8. The day of publication of The Social Contract and Émile are given in Gourevitch’s chronology, provided
in both of his Rousseau Cambridge Texts volumes (Rousseau 1997a; b).
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I believe if someone asked Hume in 1765, ‘Do you think that, irrespective of
Rousseau’s personal well-being, the world would be better off from his settling in
England with a royal pension?,’ he would have said yes. He would sense that the
English Settlement would reduce the sway of the wrongheadedness of Rousseau’s
works through 1762, as well as any future works. As for how the English Settlement
would affect Rousseau’s activities going forward, that too is something that Hume
might have had hopes for. Hume might have, firstly, hoped that the pension and
peaceful settlement in English would have subdued Rousseau. In Volume 3 of
his History of England (1983, 3:135–136), Hume had highlighted the social benefits
of putting the leaders of otherwise enthusiastic and troublesome religious sects
on state salaries “to bribe their indolence.” Second, the English Settlement might
help to bring Rousseau around to better thinking; it is possible that Hume hoped
for Rousseau to become improved and produce less pernicious ideas. These
possibilities might be summarized as taming Rousseau, and that, too, is something I
include in ‘subverting Rousseau’s legacy’—I mean a legacy and a Rousseau like those
of our history. But even apart from the either turning Rousseau into ‘dead wood’
or improving his ideas, the English Settlement would have significantly deflated his
legacy, I think, and I think Hume sensed that.

If there is merit in my explanation, that merit need not exist over against
the other explanations. It can be but an element within a bevy of explanations.
My explanation, or strand of explanation, would be quite dependent on the other
strands for cover. Were my strand true, even if Hume were conscious of it he
could hardly reveal it plainly to Rousseau: ‘Jean-Jacques, I wish to fix things for
you in England so as to mitigate the sway of your pernicious writings.’ Nor, on the
improvement angle, could he say: ‘Dear Jean-Jacques, I wish to fix things for you
in England so as to cure your wrongheadedness.’ Instead, Hume would play up the
agreeable explanations.

We all know that motives that need to be kept underground on some
occasions typically therefore also need to be kept underground on other occasions
as well, or even all occasions, because occasions cannot reliably be kept separate.
(‘But Le Bon David told me his real aim is…’). That is, people talk, word gets around.
One needs to habitualize his story, both to ensure that he performs it accurately on
needful occasions and to make it convincing, as flowing naturally from frankness
and openness. In a course of action of such sort, when one first commences,
the articulated motive will usually be of the public-story sort, and, once set out,
one’s subconscious is chary to ever reveal that some other impetus was at work
all along (‘Fooled ya!’). The unsaid impetus may remain hidden, and inarticulate
or subconscious. Scholars say that consciousness accounts for no more than five
percent of brain activity, and perhaps as little as one percent (McGilchrist 2009,
187); there’s a lot that your consciousness is not privy to.
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One might be so habitualized to his public story that he might deny the
unsaid impetus even to himself (‘in denial’), though real. There is no necessary scandal
in any of this, contrary to how Rousseau painted it. It’s the way things are once
society and language get beyond the primeval band, and post-band existence is not
something to scandalize.

For these reasons, lack of direct evidence is not necessarily conclusive. We
would not particularly expect to find direct evidence for my explanation, even if
real. Maybe there was a dog in the night that didn’t bark. One line of evidence is
that Hume continued to work to salvage the plan, or parts of it, as much as a year
after mutual enmity had become common knowledge, though Hume may have had
other reasons to salvage what could be salvaged of the plan.

Throughout our rumination, we should bear in mind that Hume’s
motivations might have been not only multiple but shifting in balance over time.
Certain motivations may have waxed and waned as things went on.

Hindsight bias
After making a start on the present paper in the summer of 2021, I

experienced a progression of sentiment, from greater confidence in my explanation
to lesser confidence. A cause of that progression had been a growing awareness
of the 1765 Hume not having known certain things that I know. I felt that the
advantage of hindsight had distorted my impressions. Two aspects of our post-
January 1766 history stand out.

First, Rousseau rejected the English Settlement, and, moreover, from all we
know about Rousseau’s 66 years (1712–1778), accepting the English Settlement
would have been highly out of character. If one ascribes to Hume such impressions
of a scarcely-tamable Rousseau, then one wonders: Why undergo such difficulties
if the chance of success is close to zero? Hume’s declared motives begin to seem
inadequate and dubious. When I first immersed myself in the account of the affair,
I kept asking myself: What was Hume thinking? His actions seem vain and foolish,
as Adam Smith seemed to indicate when he wrote: “I am thoroughly convinced
that Rousseau is as great a Rascal as you, and as every man here believes him
to be” (Smith 1986, 112). Hume’s copious epistolary remarks on the affair often
have a frenetic air, as though he is confused and afraid that perhaps the warnings
of Baron d’Holbach—“you’re warming a viper in your bosom” (Mossner 2001,
515)—might be right. Writing to his friends, Hume’s estimations of Rousseau are
variably complimentary and depreciating. To smooth the path for Rousseau, Hume
(2021/1766, 290) practices small manipulative guiles, such as his effort to secretly
subsidize production of a recent work of his and to fix lodging and secretly pay
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more for it than he would tell Rousseau he paid.9 And sometimes Hume’s letters
to his friends have an air of false confidence. In hindsight, it all seems to drive
inexorably toward mutual hatred and disgust. Rasmussen says “the break between
them was all but inevitable” (2017, 137).

I’ve come to realize, however, that, while the break may have been inevitable,
hindsight was distorting my view, that Hume might not have realized how
improbable the English Settlement was; he might have been far off in his estimate
of chance of success. If Hume had thought that settling Rousseau in England
would be simple, that increases the plausibility of his motives having been primarily
of the simpler sort, notably the doing of a good turn, like holding the door for
someone.

Second, there is Rousseau’s influence or legacy. This has two dimensions.
One is magnitude, which has been enormous. But did Hume foresee its full extent?
Almost certainly not. But if he anticipated half, even a quarter, that might be
enough to give life to my explanation. Another is its value, positive or negative. I
think it negative. Hume did as well, as I’ll show, but again hindsight might make
me more confirmed in that valence than Hume could have been. In her excellent
article, Goodman quotes Friedrich Melchior Grimm about Rousseau having come
200 years after his time, namely the 16th-century age of religious factions organized
around a charismatic personality. Goodman exclaims, “How wrong he was!,” and
shows the pro-Rousseau public reaction in France that quickly emerged after
Grimm had made his remark (Goodman 1991, 198). “[T]hey responded rather
in a Rousseauian fashion,” writes Goodman (ibid., 199), though the reaction was
otherwise among Rousseau’s dwindling associates in France (Damrosch 2005,
428). In a budding age of proto-social-media, Hume, like Grimm, simply might

9. Edmonds and Eidinow (2006, 268–270) offer a listing of recriminations against Hume, highly unreliable
and biased, I feel. Some of Hume’s other small fibs include: In his 22 October 1765 letter to Rousseau,
Hume should not have told of “the Respect, which every one there [England] bears to your Character” (as
translated by Mossner 2001, 510; Hume’s original French is at I:526). Hume knew, but said otherwise to
Rousseau, that Davenport arranged a chaise for Rousseau for a journey he was to make, arranged under
some false pretenses of it being available just coincidentally (II:29–30, 33). Hume’s diminishing of the
derisiveness of Horace Walpole’s spoof Frederick the Great letter seems forced.

Also, though not fibs to Rousseau: Hume seems to overlook several of his friends when he says
that his friends came round to supporting his publishing his account of the affair, as noted by Rasmussen
(2017, 143; see also Mossner 2001, 529).

And I would not say, as Hume does, that Rousseau’s letter to him of March 29 was written “in the
most amicable terms imaginable” (Hume 2021/1766, 295) and was “very cordial” (ibid., 312 n.29), nor
that in that of March 22 “there is a most unreserved Cordiality; not the least Appearance of Suspicion”
(308 n.20) and was “entirely cordial” (322 n.40). Indeed, in retrospect, Rousseau’s words take on a definite
antagonistic meaning, for example the following from the March 22 letter: “To make another happy, is
to deserve to be happy one’s self. May you therefore find in yourself the reward of all you have done for
me!” (291). Such double-entendre recurs in those two letters, and I find it inconceivable that Hume did not
sense a deep enmity in them, if only subconsciously.
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not have seen how irresponsible people—the public—are, and hence how large
Rousseau’s influence would be.

I came to recognize that, if we can reasonably imagine a 1765 Hume who:

a. thinks the English Settlement will be easy; or
b. does not expect Rousseau to ever have much future influence, regard-

less; or
c. does not sense the value of that influence to be particularly negative,

then my explanation suffers. I have put the premises (a), (b), and (c) rather starkly.
Indeed, if either (b) or (c) is strongly the case, then my explanation simply dies.

By the time I completed this article, however, I had experienced yet another
progression of sentiment, recovering much of the original confidence I had had
for some time and up to when I made a start on writing the article. The theorized
Hume is somewhere between the Hume of those stark assumptions and the Hume
I had thought up to then. My own sense of the theorized Hume now has moved
a little toward the starkly-stated Hume, but only a little. An anxiety about possible
hindsight bias induced me to think more carefully about these considerations.

Rousseau’s legacy,
had the English Settlement succeeded

Would Hume have sensed that the English Settlement would greatly dimi-
nish Rousseau’s legacy? The “greatly” refers not to the magnitude of Rousseau’s
legacy, but to the reduction in it, as if multiplying by a scalar like 0.3. I think Hume
would recognize that Rousseau’s legacy would be reduced substantially. Let us look
at some of Rousseau’s words, to 1762, and ponder how the English Settlement
would have affected their legacy.

Near the beginning of the Discourse on the Arts and Sciences, Rousseau describes
modern enslavement:

While the Government and the Laws see to the safety and the well-being
of men assembled, the Sciences, Letters, and Arts, less despotic and perhaps
more powerful, spread garlands of flowers over the iron chains with which
they are laden, throttle in them the sentiment of that original freedom for
which they seemed born, make them love their slavery, and fashion them into
what is called civilized Peoples. Need raised up Thrones; the Sciences and
Arts have made them strong. Earthly Powers, love talents and protect those
who cultivate them! Civilized peoples, cultivate them: Happy slaves, you owe
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them the delicate and refined taste on which you pride yourselves; the sweet
character and urbane morals which make for such engaging and easy relations
among you; in a word, the appearances of all the virtues without having a single
one. (Rousseau 1997a, 7)

Rousseau is rich, but think how much richer this becomes on the English
Settlement. He ironically advises Earthly Powers: “love talents and protect those
who cultivate them!” That’s how Earthly Powers enslave us! Meanwhile, Rousseau
flies to “iron chains,” contrived by none other than David Hume, the most
illustrious exponent of slavery’s devices, “the Sciences, Letters, and Arts.”

In a footnote to the passage just quoted, Rousseau explains: “Princes always
view with pleasure the dissemination among their subjects of a taste for the
agreeable Arts… For besides thus nurturing in them that pettiness of soul so suited
to servitude, they well know that all the needs which a People imposes on itself
are so many chains which it assumes” (1997a, 7 n.). On the English Settlement,
people might wonder: Does that princely pension likewise work a pettiness of soul
so suited to servitude? Rousseau concludes the footnote: “the Savages of America
who go about altogether naked and live entirely off the products of their hunt have
proved impossible to tame. Indeed, what yoke could be imposed upon men who
need nothing?” How would this sound when spoken by a man in a royal yoke?

Imagine how the following would sound from a Rousseau who had
embraced the English Settlement, from The Social Contract (1762): “As for you,
modern peoples, you have no slaves, but are yourselves slaves; you pay for their
freedom with your own. Well may you boast of this preference; I find in it more
cowardice than humanity” (1997b, 115).

Thusly did Rousseau explain modern enslavement. Turn now to the life of
virtue, from the Discourse on Political Economy, which appeared in 1755 in volume V
of Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopedia:

Certain it is that the greatest marvels of virtue have been produced by love of
fatherland… It is patriotism that produced the many immortal actions whose
brilliance dazzles our weak eyes, and the many great men whose antique virtues
are treated as fables ever since patriotism has been turned into derision. That
should not surprise us; the transports of tender hearts look like so many
chimeras to anyone who has not felt them; love of fatherland, a hundred times
more lively and delightful than the love of a mistress, can also be conceived
only experiencing it; but it is easy to recognize in all the hearts it excites, in all
the actions it inspires, this seething and sublime ardor which even the purest
virtue does not radiate when separated from love of fatherland. (1997b, 16)

Undeceive yourself, he urges, by knowing from experience love of fatherland; only
then will you radiate that sublime ardor a hundred times more lively than the love
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of a mistress (a thousand times that of your children, no doubt), from his home in a
country where he cannot speak the language, on the English Settlement.

Perhaps Rousseau would, however, have learned the language and love of his
adopted fatherland—England! How would the following remarks would strike a
reader, given that Rousseau had accepted the English Settlement?:

[From Essay on the Origins of Languages, probably written before 1762:]
At Homer’s feast an ox is slaughtered to regale one’s guests, as one might
nowadays slaughter a suckling pig… To get a notion of the meals of the
ancients one need only consider the meals of present-day Savages; I almost
said of Englishmen. (1997a, 270)

[From Émile, 1762:]
The English are noted for their cruelty [footnote: I am aware that the English
make a boast of their humanity and of the kindly disposition of their race,
which they call ‘good-natured people;’ but in vain do they proclaim this fact;
no one else says it of them.] (Rousseau 1911, 118, n.1)

[From The Social Contract, 1762:]
Any law which the People has not ratified in person is null; it is not a law. The
English people thinks it is free; it is greatly mistaken, it is free only during the
election of Members of Parliament; as soon as they are elected, it is enslaved, it
is nothing. The use it makes of its freedom during the brief moments it has it
fully warrants its losing it. (1997b, 114)

[From Considerations on the Government of Poland, written 1772:]
The Lawgiver as a body is impossible to corrupt, but easy to deceive.

Its representatives are difficult to deceive, but easily corrupted, and it rarely
happens that they are not corrupted. You have before your eyes the example
of the English Parliament… (1997b, 201)

These four passages on England (only two of which could have been known to
Hume at the time) help us understand how England in particular, as a place for
settling, would have subverted Rousseau’s legacy. They also speak to why a pension
from the English Crown would have been rather different from the support he
received from others.10

10. Regarding offers of monetary support that Rousseau accepted, it is not something I have researched
thoroughly. Damrosch (2005, 419) indicates that circa 1765 Rousseau enjoyed a guaranteed annual income
of 600 livres (about 30 pounds) from George Keith Earl Marischal, who, it seems cut off Rousseau after
the blowup (ibid., 428), 300 livres from Marc-Michel Rey, and 300 livres from publisher Pierre Guy.
Other forms of support—protection, hospitality, lodging, etc.—Rousseau received from numerous other
individuals, over the years.
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Someone like Rousseau can appeal to people with literary politics, but the
seduction would falter when it is common knowledge that the author enjoyed a
royal pension and caretaking by Hume and the British establishment. It is hard to
imagine that Hume would not have sensed the huge hit that Rousseau’s persona,
and legacy, would take. After the blowup, Hume wrote to Smith (August 1766) that
exposing Rousseau’s conduct “would blast him for ever; and blast his Writings at
the same time: For as these have been exalted much above their Merit, when his
personal Character falls, they would of Course fall below their Merit” (II:83).

Accepting the English Settlement would have subverted Rousseau’s legacy
partly in the way it would have served the English Crown and Britain’s reputation as
a tolerant and liberal nation—as a refuge for persecuted intellectuals. As early as 1
July 1762, Hume wrote to the Comtesse de Boufflers, “as I have some connexions
with men of rank in London, I shall instantly write to them, and endeavour to make
them sensible of the honour M. Rousseau has done us in choosing an asylum in
England” (I:363). On 5 July 1762, he wrote to Gilbert Elliot:

Our present King and present Minister [Lord Bute] are desirous of being
thought encouragers of learning: can they have a more proper opportunity
of showing to the whole world that they are in earnest? Monsieur Rousseau
is now thrown out of his ordinary course of livelihood; and tho he rejects
presents from private persons, he may not think himself degraded by a pension
from a great monarch: and it would be a singular victory over the French,
worth a hundred of our Mindens,11 to protect and encourage a man of genius
whom they had persecuted. (I:367)

In a 19 January 1766 letter to the Comtesse de Boufflers, Hume reported how
General Conway “seemed to embrace with zeal the motion of giving him
[Rousseau] a pension, as honourable both to the King and nation. I shall suggest
the same idea to other men in power whom I may meet with, and I do not despair
of succeeding” (II:3). Rousseau, then, would be helping the British in a victory
over the French. The optics of falling in with—or becoming a pet of— the British
establishment would not have enhanced his appeal with would-be enthusiasts.

That the English Settlement would have hurt Rousseau’s legacy is something
of which readers are vaguely aware. Such vague awareness gives an unaccountable
pungency to “Je tiens J. J. Rousseau.” Rousseau cannot come out and accuse Hume
of aiming to subvert his legacy. But nonetheless Rousseau could have used aspects
of the subversion idea to suggest ulterior motivation and to embellish his
victimization. In his 10 July 1766 letter, he writes: “I saw very well there was
something in the affair which I did not comprehend” (quoted in Hume 2021/1766,

11. On 1 August 1759, at Minden, during the Seven Years War, Britain and allies defeated France and allies.
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308). And he explains that a reason for his taking up Hume’s invitation was to set
“an example to men of letters, in a sincere union between two men so different
in their principles” (ibid., 301). Rousseau highlights Hume’s initial “good offices”
to him, including “the zeal” Hume exerted in soliciting the royal pension and the
trouble he took to find suitable accommodation (302, 303, 308, 314). Rousseau
explains to Hume that, to confirm his suspicions of Hume, he embarked on a
determined plan of disdaining Hume, enumerating a first, second, and third “slap
of the face” dealt to Hume (312–313). Rousseau’s 10 July letter opens by addressing
Hume in the second person but soon shifts to the third person: “Could Mr. Hume,
after so many instances of disdain on my part, have still the astonishing generosity
as to persevere sincerely to serve me?… [H]e must have supposed me to have
been an infamous scoundrel. It was then in behalf of a man whom he supposed
to be a scoundrel, that he so warmly solicited12 a pension from his Majesty” (318).
Rousseau drives home that Hume had to have an ulterior motive.

And what, according to Rousseau, was it? What sense, after all, did Rousseau
propose that we make of “Je tiens J. J. Rousseau”?

Rousseau tells us, in effect, that Hume, motivated perhaps by envy,13 plotted,
since Paris,14 to draw Rousseau to England and then proceed to deceive, torment
and humiliate him by conspiring associates to deride, slight, and ignore Rousseau,
by tampering with his mail, by suppressing publication of two pieces Rousseau
sought to be published (see Hume 2021/1766, 306, 311), and by plotting to dis-
grace Rousseau over the royal pension, somehow (cf. Rasmussen 2017, 140).15

The ulterior motive for this most marvelous plot of petty torments, according to
Rousseau, is completely unsatisfying; it lacks substance and coherence. Far from
wanting to trouble himself with tending Rousseau’s comforts, and even farther
from wanting to torment Rousseau, Hume wanted to realize the English
Settlement, maintain an awkward yet peaceful cordiality with Rousseau, and
otherwise be over with it.

My point is: That the English Settlement would subvert Rousseau’s legacy
lurked in the shadows of some people’s minds, but no one could come out and say
it.

12. Where Rousseau writes “solicited a pension,” think: labored to maintain the plan of a royal pension.
13. “He [Hume] saw [in Paris], and perhaps saw too much of, the favourable reception I met with from a
great Prince, and I will venture to say, of the public. I yielded, as it was my duty, though with reluctance, to
that eclat; concluding how far it must excite the envy of my enemies” (quoted in Hume 2021/1766, 301).
14. “I saw the plot which was put in execution at London, had been laid in Paris” (quoted in Hume 2021/
1766, 310).
15. Rousseau’s explanation of how Hume would “disgrace” him over the pension is unintelligible to me
(quoted in Hume 2021/1766, 318).
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Further on Hume’s motives

Figure 1. Subverting an impetus? Conscious?

Figure 1 is not a sequence of Hume’s thoughts or decisions. Rather it helps us
analyze our questions about Hume’s impetus. I suggest that subverting Rousseau’s
legacy was an impetus, which would put us to node Y. As for whether Hume was
conscious of that impetus, I think basically no, which would put us at B. My feeling
is that Hume may have been a little bit conscious of it, putting him between B and
C, but closer to B.

Again, Hume must have seen how the English Settlement would have dimi-
nished Rousseau’s would-be legacy, whatever its magnitude, like multiplying by 0.3,
and that he thought that legacy bad. Here I elaborate on these matters, and on
Hume’s consciousness of the conjectured impetus.

By the time the business starts in early July 1762, it was plain to everyone
that Rousseau spoke to something in people, and the world responded, as he was
very famous. Hume shows awareness of that from the start. In Paris in 1765, Hume
marveled at the reception of Rousseau: “It is impossible to express or imagine
the Enthusiasm of this Nation in his favour… Voltaire and every body else, are
quite eclipsd by him” (I:529). Enjoying his role as Rousseau’s designated conductor
and protector, Hume elaborates colorfully on Rousseau’s fame and popularity. He
remarks on it frequently in his letters, for example in letter of 22 March 1766:
“[O]f all the Writers that are or ever were in Europe, he is the man who has ac-
quird the most enthusiastic and most passionate Admirers” (II:27). I recognize
that witnessing the mania for Rousseau in the 1760s does not convince one that
Rousseau will have a powerful influence for decades and centuries to come. After
the blowup and the publication of Hume’s Concise and Genuine Account of the affair,
Hume says that Rousseau’s popularity has been punctured and deflated, even
“consign’d to perpetual Neglect and Oblivion,” because Rousseau’s rascality has
been exposed (II:166; see also 168).
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As for Hume’s assessment of Rousseau’s works and their influence, prior to
the blowup it is ambivalent. First, we highlight the negative. Hume did not write
anything of Rousseau until early July 1762, in correspondence with the Comtesse
de Boufflers, who, importantly, is both highly sympathetic (at that time, but not
later) to Rousseau and is becoming romantically entangled with Hume.16 Hume
eagerly responds to the idea of helping to settle Rousseau in Britain, writing back
to Boufflers and writing to Rousseau. He also writes, 5 July 1762, to Gilbert Elliot
and comments on Rousseau’s works: “For my part, tho I see some tincture of
extravagance in all of them, I also think I see so much eloquence and force of
imagination, such an energy of expression, and such a boldness of conception, as
entitles him to a place among the first writers of the age” (I:366). In this passage,
written to a friend and fellow Scot, we see an ambivalence from the outset: The
praise is about technique and style, not character and substance; he sees “some
tincture of extravagance in all of them.” In a letter of early 1765, he ventures to
remark to the Comtesse on Letters Written from the Mountain, in which Rousseau
sought vengeance on the rulers of Geneva after the city censored and burned The
Social Contract and Émile:

I have read a great part of Les Lettres de la Montagne. The book in my humble
opinion will not do credit to M. Rousseau, though it might to another. I
disapprove particularly of the seditious purpose of the last letters, which have
succeeded but too well at Geneva: for the magistrates of that city, which the
author had formerly celebrated with reason as one of the best governed in
the world, are in mortal fear every hour of being massacred by the populace.
(I:493)

Hume does not endorse censorship, of course, but duty and justice call also upon
Rousseau, who wields his own powers. Hume is quite right that Letters Written
from the Mountain is incendiary. It says that “if one remarked an inclination toward
violence in a Government” then “there would remain a sad but legal remedy, which
in this extreme case could be employed as one employs the hand of a Surgeon when
gangrene breaks out” (Rousseau 2001/1764, 305). The final paragraph urges the
people to “come together” against Geneva’s ruling council, for united makes right:

But above all come together. You are ruined without resource if you remain
divided. And why would you be divided when such great common interests
unite you? How do base jealousy and petty passions dare to make themselves

16. Edmonds and Eidinow (2006, 266) suggest that perhaps Hume wanted to please the Comtesse de
Boufflers. I have not much explored the idea (their correspondence is mostly in French, which I cannot
read). I incline toward thinking that it may have initially prompted Hume to help Rousseau as she desired,
but that other motives quickly became the dominant ones.

HUME AND ROUSSEAU

VOLUME 18, NUMBER 2, SEPTEMBER 2021 341



heard in such danger? Are they worth being satisfied at such a high price,
and will it be necessary for your children to say someday while weeping over
their chains: here is the fruit of our fathers’ dissentions? In a word, it is less a
question of deliberation here than of concord; the choice of which course you
will take is not the greatest question: Were it bad in itself, take it all together;
by that alone it will become the best, and you will always do what needs to be done
provided that you do so in concert. There is my advice, Sir, and I end where
I began. By obeying you I have fulfilled my final duty toward the Fatherland
[Geneva]. (Rousseau 2001/1764, 306)

In a letter to Hugh Blair, 28 December 1765, Hume tells of Rousseau’s recent
travels through Switzerland on the road to Paris: “The Council of Berne, frightend
for his Neighbourhood, on account of his democratical, more than his religious
Principles, orderd him immediately to withdraw from their State” (I:528). Leo
Damrosch (2005, 424) notes, “the British government was certainly alarmed by the
inflammatory politics of Letters Written from the Mountain.”

Perhaps Hume did not foresee the influence that Rousseau’s moral and
political writings would have. Still, we should ask: What did he think of the political
works? He wrote Blair in a letter of 25 March 1766: “I think this Work [Heloise]
his Master-piece; tho’ he himself told me, that he valu’d most his Contract sociale;
which is as preposterous a Judgement as that of Milton, who preferd the Paradise
regaind to all his other Performances” (II:28). In the letter of 25 March 1766, to
Blair, Hume reports that Rousseau himself had told him, “I still dread, that my
Writings are good for nothing at the bottom, and that all my Theories are full of
Extravagance” (II, 31).

After the blowup, Hume expresses—so quickly—a damning assessment of
Rousseau’s work, without ever denying Rousseau’s eloquence. He would repeat
the story about Rousseau confessing disgust at his own attempts at thought (see
II:103–104). He writes 15 July 1766 to the Comtesse that Rousseau is “a man
who has but too long deceived a great part of mankind” (II:62). In late Sept 1766,
to Turgot, he suggests that, of course, he had always thought Rousseau’s works
sophistical and dangerous: “You know, that I always esteemed his Writings for
their Eloquence alone and that I looked on them, at the bottom, as full of
Extravagance and Sophystry… Is there any Harm that the Public in general shou’d
adopt the same Sentiments, and shou’d appreciate at their just Value Compositions
whose general Tendency is sure rather to do hurt than Service to Mankind?” (II:91, italics
added). Writing to Blair in May 1767, anticipating Rousseau’s memoirs, Hume
predicts that they “will be full of Eloquence & Extravagance; tho’ perhaps as
reasonable as any of his past Productions. For I do not imagine he was ever much
more in his Senses than at present” (II:141).

Hume’s ambivalence about Rousseau pertains both to whether he might see
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danger in Rousseau’s influence and whether he was conscious of an impetus within
himself to reduce that danger. Similarly, we should reflect on the respect that Hume
had for Rousseau, as a man.

Hume’s trail of remarks about Rousseau begins with his initial and enthusi-
astic response (1 July 1762) to the Comtesse about “asylum in England,” saying, “I
revere his greatness of mind” (I:363). The next day (2 July 1762), Hume writes his
first communication to Rousseau, including:

I have long coveted, the Pleasure of your Acquaintance; and in time, as I
wou’d fain flatter myself, the Honour of your Friendship. For I will use the
Freedom of telling you bluntly, without affecting the Finesse of a well-turnd
Compliment, that, of all men of Letters in Europe, since the Death of
President Montesquieu, you are the Person whom I most revere, both for
the Force of your Genius and Greatness of your Mind. … Permit me also
some Liberty of boasting on this Occasion while I pretend, that my Conduct
& Character entitle me a Sympathy with Yours; at least, in my Love of
philosophical Retreat, in my Neglect of vulgar Prejudices, and in my Disdain
of all Dependence: And if these Circumstances had happily prov’d the Foun-
dation of an amicable Connexion between us; I shou’d have entertain’d the
Project of engaging you to honour this part of the World with your Com-
pany… (I:364–365).

Hume’s praises are frequent, but always followed by ‘buts,’ sometimes a consider-
able list of ‘buts,’ such as in his February 1766 letter to the Marquise de Barbentane
(II:14).

But the lack of respect is also looming before the acrimony begins to surface.
For example, to Blair, 28 December 1765, Hume writes: “I am well assurd, that at
times he believes he has Inspirations from an Immediate Communication with the
Divinity: He falls sometimes into Ecstacies which retain him in the same Posture
for Hours together” (I:530). To the Comtesse in January 1766, he says of Rousseau,
“I believe at the same time that nobody knows himself less” (II:2).

Consider the start of Hume’s short letter to Smith of January 1766:

Dear Smith
I can write as seldom and as Short as you—I am sorry I did not see you

before I left Paris. I am also sorry I shall not see you there soon. I shall not be
able to fix Rousseau to his Mind for some Weeks yet: He is a little variable
& fanciful, tho’ very agreeable. (II:5–6, boldface added)

Hume tells Smith that he will fix Rousseau “to his Mind.” The remark is striking in
its terseness and confidence, as though counting down to saying ‘mission accom-
plished!’ Although I think Smith disliked Rousseau and thought his influence was
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bad,17 I rather doubt that Smith ever encouraged the mission or ever expected it to
succeed.

After the blowup, which happens June–July 1766, the ambivalence is gone
entirely; afterward there is only enmity, often mixed with pity. To Blair, 1 July,
he writes that Rousseau “is surely the blackest and most atrocious Villain, beyond
comparison, that now exists in the World; and I am heartily asham’d of any thing I
ever wrote in his Favour” (II:57). Later that month, Hume reflects on Rousseau’s
abusiveness: “I do not however find, that, in other Respects he is madder than
usual; nor is his Conduct towards me much worse than toward M. Diderot about
seven Years ago” (II:70). To Turgot in September 1766 he writes: “The Life of such
a Man is to be regarded as one contu’d Lye and Imposture” (II:90)

Salvage efforts even after the blowup
After the blowup in July 1766, it is a full ten months before Rousseau departs

England, on 21 May 1767, never to return (see Zaretsky and Scott 2009, 194–197).
Hume tells Blair of Rousseau’s departure from Wootton, Davenport’s extra house:
“You may perhaps have heard, that Rousseau has elop’d from Mr Davenport
without any Warning; leaving all his Baggage except Madlle [Marie-Thérèse La
Vasseur], about thirty pounds in Davenport’s hands, and a Letter on the Table
abusing him in the most violent Terms, insinuating that he was in a Conspiracy with
me to ruin him” (II:135; cf. Edmonds and Eidinow 2006, 241, 251). The last piece
of correspondence between Hume and Rousseau was 22 July 1766. Yet Hume’s
efforts to salvage what he could of the English Settlement continued to at least July
1767, a full year after open mutual enmity.

After Hume has received the hateful letter of 10 July 1766, he writes to
Davenport on 15 July: “if I may venture to give my Advice, it is, that you wou’d
continue the charitable Work you have begun, till he be shut up altogether in
Bedlam, or till he quarrel with you and run away from you” (II:65). Hume reiterates
to him the same advice on 2 September 1766: “I shall use the Freedom to repeat my
Exhortations to you, that you continue, as long as possible, the same good Offices
towards him, which you have so charitably begun” (II:87). And Hume says in the
Account: “Even since M. Rousseau’s Rupture with me, I have employed my good
Offices with Mr. Davenport to continue the same charitable care of his unhappy
guest” (2021/1766, 303 n.7).

As for the pension, the possibility of which Rousseau himself continued to

17. I treat Smith’s attitude toward Rousseau in Klein 2014a and Klein 2021. Lund (2021) argues that Smith
repeatedly twisted Rousseau’s words and arguments.
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inquire after with the King’s agents, Hume reports to Blair on 24 February 1767:

General Conway told me on my Arrival, that Rousseau had made an
Application to him, thro’ the Canal of Mr Davenport, to have his Pension
granted to him. The General’s Answer was, that I was to be in town in a few
days; and without my Consent and even full Approbation he would take no
Step in that Affair. You may believe, that I exhorted him to do so charitable an
Action. (II:121)

On 19 March 1767, Hume writes to William Robertson:

When the matter was proposed to me, I exhorted the General to do this act
of charity to a man of genius, however wild and extravagant. The King, when
applied to, said, that since the pension had once been promised, it should be
granted, notwithstanding all that had passed in the interval. And thus the affair
is happily finished, unless some new extravagance come across the philosopher,
and engage him to reject what he has anew applied for. (II:131, italics added)

The italicized bit is curious: “thus the affair is happily finished.” Does Hume mean
that this finish to the affair, that is, Rousseau receiving the pension, is a happy one?
Or simply that we are happy to be finished with the affair?

In the 1 July 1767 letter to Davenport, Hume writes: “I know not, what can
be done with regard to his Pension: It has pass’d all the Forms in the Treasury; but
unless he appoint some Person to receive it, it never can be pay’d. Be so good as to
mention that Matter to him, and desire him to write a Letter to Charles Lowndes
Esqr Secretary to the Treasury, appointing him to pay the Money to some Person,
whom he, Rousseau, shall chuse” (II:147).

Rousseau never received any pension payments.18 A final snippet about the
pension from Hume’s correspondence is of note. He writes to the Comtesse on 26
April 1768: “I think that this philosopher [Rousseau] now speaks less of his return
to this country; which indeed does not well suit him, as he would here be neither
courted nor persecuted. He does well to enjoy his pension at a distance from us” (II:176,
italics added). I suppose Hume means, if there is still life in the pension possibility,
Rousseau would do well to enjoy it at a distance from Britain.

Why did Hume try to salvage what he could of the English Settlement?
Maybe to display that he was not embittered against Rousseau, to show that he was
bigger than the personal acrimony, and maybe to burnish the reputation of England
as a tolerant nation and to serve British elites. I confess that those are reasonable

18. I asked around with several Rousseau scholars, and the responses were all to the effect: No, not as far
as we know. Edmonds and Eidinow (2006, 253) indicate that as of 1770 Rousseau had not received any
payments of the pension.
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enough. Still, another possible reason is that he continued to sense that the royal
pension and settling in England would tend to subvert Rousseau’s legacy.

“I have Themistocles, I have Themistocles”
In December 1766, Hume wrote to the London bookseller Thomas Becket,

who had worked with Strahan in publishing A Concise and Genuine Account. In the
letter Hume gives a dozen revisions, mostly very minor, to be made, in the event
of a second edition, which never happened. One revision is an insertion about
Themistocles. So far as I know, it has not been noted in any of the treatments of the
affair.

The Themistocles insertion pertains to “Je tiens J. J. Rousseau.” The insertion is
an addition to the footnote given when Rousseau reports Hume saying “Je tiens J. J.
Rousseau,” a footnote supposedly by Hume. It appears, however, that that footnote
was one of those that was entirely the creation of the editors in France. With the
insertion, then, Hume is adding something to something he did not write but which
he could not simply undo or disavow as not of his composing. The footnote reads:

I cannot answer for every thing I may say in my sleep, and much less am I
conscious whether or not I dream in French. But pray, as Mr Rousseau did not
know whether I was asleep or awake when I pronounced those terrible words,
with such a terrible voice, how is he certain that he himself was well awake
when he heard them? (Hume 1766b, 79)

To that, Hume, in his December 1766 letter to Becket, instructs the following
addition for a never-realized second edition:

If M. Rousseau consult his Plutarch, he will find, that when Themistocles fled
to Persia, Xerxes was so pleas’d with this Event, that he was heard to exclaim
several times in his sleep, I have Themistocles, I have Themistocles. Why will
not M. Rousseau understand my Exclamation in the same Sense? (II:117)

Hume’s allusion conforms to the text of Plutarch’s Lives of the Noble Grecians
and Romans. Themistocles had been run out of Athens and fled to Persia. Plutarch
(1975, 150) says that accounts differ as to whether the Persian king in the story was
Xerxes or his son, as Xerxes died about that time, so Plutarch proceeds to speak
simply of “the king.” Prior to encountering the king, Themistocles applied to a
Persian commander to approach the king with the following message: “I, that come
hither to increase the power and glory of the king, will not only submit myself to
his laws, since so it hath pleased the god who exalteth the Persian empire to this
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greatness, but will also cause many more to be worshippers and adorers of the king”
(ibid.). Themistocles afterwards encounters the king and says: “If you save me, you
will save your suppliant; if otherwise, will destroy an enemy of the Greeks” (ibid.,
151). Plutarch continues:

The king heard him attentively, and, though he admired his temper and
courage, gave him no answer at that time; but, when he was with his intimate
friends, rejoiced in his great good fortune, and esteemed himself very happy
in this, and prayed to his god Arimanius, that all his enemies might be ever of
the same mind with the Greeks, to abuse and expel the bravest men amongst
them. Then he sacrificed to the gods, and presently fell to drinking, and was so
well pleased, that in the night, in middle of his sleep, he cried out for joy three
times, ‘I have Themistocles the Athenian.’ (Plutarch 1975, 151, italics added)

Themistocles the Athenian was well treated by the Persian king. Once they could
converse in the Persian language, “the king invited him to partake of his own
pastimes and recreations both at home and abroad, carrying him with him a-
hunting, and made him his intimate so far that he permitted him to see the queen-
mother, and converse frequently with her.” The king assimilated Themistocles to
Persian customs: “[T]he favours shown to other strangers were nothing in com-
parison with the honours conferred on him” (152).

The Themistocles would-be insertion regarding “Je tiens J. J. Rousseau” is
significant. Hume casts Rousseau as Themistocles, who migrates in attitudinal
space across empires to settle down in peace with a pension from the king. On the
notion that Hume’s Persia is worth fortifying, everyone is better off, including the
good soul of J. J. Rousseau. On that notion, Hume is helping Rousseau to become,
in spite of himself, a better person.

Concluding remarks
In 1767 there appeared a pseudonymous squib titled, “Heads of an Indict-

ment Laid by J. J. Rousseau, Philosopher, Against D. Hume, Esq.” (reprinted in
II:446–448). Its author, “Freebody,” lays out twelve indictments. Here are words
from the first indictment:

1. That the said David Hume, to the great scandal of philosophy, and not
having the fitness of things before his eyes, did concert a plan…to ruin
the said J. J. Rousseau for ever, by bringing him over to England, and
there settling him to his heart’s content.
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Those words fit my suggested explanation for Hume’s puzzling and perseverant
endeavor to settle Rousseau in England with a royal pension. If Rousseau had
embraced the settlement and royal pension in England, his legacy would have been
diminished, maybe much diminished.

I think Hume strove to do things that would make the world better off,
and with more scruple than most. I daresay the world would have been much
better off if Hume had gotten Rousseau to settle in England with a royal pension.
I believe that Hume never had any interest or inclination to torment Rousseau.
On my speculation, Hume was manipulative, but it was a manipulation that, if
successful, Rousseau would have consented to and participated in. It would have
been, in a sense, the assisting of Rousseau in his own effort to manipulate himself.
It would be Hume and Rousseau cooperating in the manipulation of Rousseau.
Hume endeavored to bring Rousseau, with his own consensual participation, to a
better state of being.

People are always somewhat confused about their personal affairs. But the
period July 1762 to July 1766 was especially disorienting for Hume. He was
appointed in 1763 secretary of the embassy in France, and in Paris he enjoyed
a tremendous cultural celebrity wholly new to him. He was confused about his
relationship with the Comtesse de Boufflers, and, relatedly, about where to live out
his remaining years, and whether he would ever again write works that enhanced
his oeuvres and legacy. Hume was flustered by various trends and machinations in
English politics, including a hostility toward the influence of Scots in government
office.

Amid all these commotions within Hume’s selfhood was the affair with
Rousseau. That an impetus works subconsciously gains plausibility if the person is
in a state of novelty, distraction, and perplexity. Sometimes we don’t know what
we’re doing.

Psychologizing the terrestrial transactions of an important person in history,
occurring more than 250 years ago, is a novelty for me. I share my ponderings to
the extent of my knowledge. I encourage others to tell me what I’ve missed and to
criticize this essay, not least as concerns French-language materials.
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