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74. 
Sister Peq: A Pamphlet Hitherto Unknown by David Hume, 
edited by David Raynor, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridqe 1982. Pp. vii, 127. $24.95 (U.S.) 

The deceotive title of this volume promises more 
than its editor has in fact given us. He cannot show that 
there is much more than a mere possibility that Hume did in 
fact write this satirical political pamphlet dealinq with 
the failure of the British Parliament to create a Scottish 
militia in 1760. The pamphlet has long been known to 
scholars, who have attributed it to Adam Ferguson rather 
than to David Hume and will continue to do so. Before exam- 
ining Raynor's arguments it is worth asking if their truth 
would materially alter our view of Hume's literary abili- 
ties, his pol_itics or character? The short answer to this 
question is no. It has long been known that Hume supported 
the creation of a Scottish militia and that he belonged to 
a club dedicated to promoting its creation. And, it is even 
better known that he was a humorous man with a facile and 
facetious pen who loved a joke and was capable of writing 
a pamphlet imitative of John Arbuthnot's The History of 
John Bull. The author of Sister Peg was clearly a patriotic 
Scot who shared many of Hume's views but this is no guaran- 
tee that Hume wrote the work. 

1 

\ 

Before considering Raynor's case to establish 
Hume's authorship, it will be useful to point out several 
things about the groups in which Hume moved and in which 
this pamphlet clearly originated. Between 1752 and 1760 
when this satire was written, Edinburgh was agitated by a 
number of controversies which involved Hume and his friends, 
among whom were the Moderate clergymen William Robertson, 
John Jardine, Hugh Blair, John Home, Alexander Carlyle and 
Adam Ferguson. They defended Hume and Lord Kames from 
attacks by Presbyterian bigots. Hume and Kames returned the 
favour when the same bigots caused a furore over a play 
written by Home whose performance had been attended by 
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Carlyle and others. Hume, the Moderates and others had 
been involved with the promotion of James MacPherson's 
poetry and they had been busy in a variety O F patrmage 
and political matters both civil and ecclesiastical. By 
1754 Hume was associated with some of these men not only 
in the Philosophical Society, in which he and Kames were 
officers, but also in the Select Society where the militia 
question was formally debated on several occasions. After 
1762 Hume was to join them in smaller, more exclusive and 
intimate convivial clubs such a s  the Poker Club or the 
Tuesday Club. These clubmen shared a comon Scottish 
patriotism, an interest in improvements, a politically 
conservative outlook and a dedication to actions to promote 
their various concerns among which pamphleteering was 
certainly included. They were also a prankish lot who 
elected as an officer of the Poker Club an Assassin. I n  

1760 they shared a sense of being somewhat embattled becailse 
of their enlightenment and dedication to politeness. This 
feeling was reinforced by the realities of local politics 
which constituted a game in which they were all avid par- 
ticipants but in 1760 not yet regular winners either in the 
church courts or as the recipients of extensive patronage. 
Here real success would not come to them until Lord Bute 
became the principal dispenser of Scottish patronage in 
1761. In 1760 the Moderate clerics formed somethiqg of a 
clique within polite Edinburgh. They were not yet secure 
in positions of power and prestige and were indeed vulnerable 
to attacks such as those they had recently endured. They 
acted with a good deal of circumspection and secrecy and 
they sometimes joined with discrete laymen who shared their 
views. It is perhaps worth noting that an earlier militia 
pamphlet by Alexander Carlyle, The Question Relatinq to a 
Scots Militia (Edinburgh, 17601, had been written at the 
request of William.Johnstone Pulteney and Adam Ferguson and 
was edited by William Robertson who added a paragraph to it. 
Carlyle concealed his identity because, "The parties here 
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were so warm a t  t h i s  t i m e  ... t h a t  t hose  pamphlets, which 
w e r e  a sc r ibed  t o  clergymen, had r a i s e d  a s p i r i t  of envy 

and j ea lousy  of t h e  c l e rgy ,  which i t  would not  be easy t o  

Stand."2 T h e r e  w e r e  good reasons f o r  anonymity. F i n a l l y ,  
one should a l s o  recognize t h a t  while  Hume was c l o s e  t o  t h e  

Moderates and supported them, he was a l s o  o l d e r ,  an i n f i d e l  
and less in t ima te  with them than they w e r e  wi th  each o the r .  
There i s  no reason t o  think he knew who among them might 
have w r i t t e n  S i s t e r  P e q  although t h e r e  i s  good reason t o  
suppose he would have ac t ed  t o  p r o t e c t  t h e  author  a s  Car ly l e  
bel ieved he did.  Now t o  Raynor's arguments. 

The f i r s t  and weakest reason f o r  be l i ev ing  H u m e  
wrote SiAter  Peq  i s  found i n  a l e t te r  from Rear-Admiral 
George Murray t o  h i s  b ro the r  General James Murray, then 

Governor of Quebec, dated 3 March 1761, i n  which Admiral 
Murray says H u m e  was i t s  a ~ t h o r . ~  
o f t e n  wrong about t h e  a t t r i b u t i o n  of anonymous pamphlets 
and Murray may wel l  have been misled,  perhaps even by Hume 
himself .  There i s  a prima f a c i e  case t h a t  Murray was i n  

e r r o r  which depends on a document which Raynor d id  not know. 

This i s  a copy of Sister Peq given t o  S i r  Walter S c o t t  by 
h i s  c l o s e  f r i e n d  S i r  Adam Ferguson, t h e  son of Professor  
Adam Ferguson. On t h e  back of t h e  pamphlet 's  t i t l e  page 
S c o t t  wrote: 

3 

Contemporaries w e r e  

This e x c e l l e n t  s a t i r e  was w r i t t e n  on 
occasion of Scotland being denied t h e  
advantage of a m i l i t i a  t o  p r o t e c t  t h e  - country. 

The e m i n e n t  author  P ro fes so r  Adam 
Ferguson no less a warm p a t r i o t  than an 
a rden t  i n v e s t i g a t o r  of h i s t o r i c a l  and 
ph i losoph ica l  t r u t h  co r rec t ed  t h i s  copy 
with h i s  own hand.5 

I f  t h i s  no te  i s  accu ra t e  and t h e  c o r r e c t i o n s  r e a l l y  Ferguson' 

then the  case f o r  H u m e ' s  s o l e  au tho r sh ip  and therewith most 
of t h e  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h i s  pamphlet f o r  Hume s c h o l a r s  i s  closed. 
There i s  a t  p re sen t  no reason t o  th ink  t h a t  S c o t t  was wrong 
o r  t h e  c o r r e c t i o n s  not  by i t s  reputed author .  Despite t h i s ,  

problems remain, o r  so D r .  Raynor would have us think.  
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Hume e i t h e r  d i d  not  know who wrote  t h e  pamphlet 

o r  f o r  some t i m e  p re tended  he d i d  n o t  s i n c e  he  a t t r i b u t e d  
i t  bo th  t o  t h e  Rev. M r .  John J a r d i n e  and t o  Alexander 

C a r l y l e .  When J a r d i n e  denied  having  w r i t t e n  i t ,  Hume 
claimed a u t h o r s h i p  himself  and t o l d  J a r d i n e  t o  sp read  

t h e  s t o r y  t h a t  t h e  blame "might n o t  f a l l  on some of u s ,  
who w e r e  n o t  so  a b l e  t o  b e a r  it."6 
t o  C a r l y l e  on 3 February 1761 c l a iming  t h e  p i e c e  a s  h i s  
own.' 
a s  C a r l y l e  a l l e g e d , 8  then  he  probably  d i d  no t  know t h e  
a u t h o r  and t h e  Moderates,  worr ied  about  t h e i r  r e p u t a t i o n ,  
might no t  have been eage r  t o  t e l l  him t h e  t r u t h .  Sensing 
t h i s ,  Hume probably sought  t a  p r o t e c t  them, g a r t i c u l a r l y  
C a r l y l e ,  who was h i s  second guess  a s  i t s  au tho r .  I t  

would have been a sp l end id  joke  t o  send  C a r l y l e  t h e  l e t t e r  
and a generous a c t i o n  from a man who had h imsel f  l i t t l e  t o  
f e a r .  This  seems t o  m e  most p robab le .  Had C a r l y l e  w r i t t e n  
t h e  p i ece ,  Hume's b labbing  t o  o t h e r s  about  a u t h o r s h i g  

would not  have been q u i t e  s o  harmless  i n  1761 a s  Raynor 
imagines .  Hume's l e t t e r  t o  C a r l y l e  acco rds  wi th  h i s  known 
love  of j o k e s  a s  would h i s  b e l i t t l i n g  of t h e  pamphlet,  
which he may s t i l l  have thought  w r i t t e n  by t h i s  f r i e n d ,  and 
h i s  c l a im t h a t  C a r l y l e  had r e v e a l e d  him a s  t h e  a u t h o r .  The 
l a s t  p o i n t  is of some importance s i n c e  i t  i s  f l a t l y  denied  
i n  C a r l y l e ' s  Autobioaraphy where t h e  l e t te r  i s  t r e a t e d  a s  
a j o k e  and/or w i th  amazement.' 
wondered why Hume never  suspec ted  Adam Ferguson of  having 
w r i t t e n  i t .  

H e  t hen  wrote  a l e t te r  

I f  Hume was "a  g r e a t  b l a b "  unable  t o  keep secrets 

C a r l y l e ,  l i k e  Raynbr, 

P r o f e s s o r  Raynor t h i n k s  (p.  6 )  Ferguson could  no t  

have w r i t t e n  S i s t e r  Peq  f o r  s e v e r a l  r easons ,  none of  them 
ve ry  convincing.  H e  c l a ims  Ferguson lacked  humor and w i t  

b u t  t h i s  was n o t  an opin ion  h e l d  by h i s  f r i e n d s .  C a r l y l e  

b e l i e v e d  him capable  of w r i t i n g  a w i t t y  s a t i r e  and he was 
c e r t a i n l y  regarded  a s  a c o n v i v i a l  man dur ing  t h e s e  y e a r s  by 
men who w e r e  w i t t y ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h o s e  i n  t h e  Poker Club which 

d e r i v e d  i t s  name from one of  Ferguson ' s  a l l i e s . ' '  Ferguson 
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grew up among Gaelic speakers and Raynor imagines (p. 6) 
that he never mastered polite English. This is plain non- 
sense and his claim that Ferguson's works exhibited "a 
poor style" (p. 6) i s  little better. In 1757 Alexander 
Wedderburn wrote to Gilbert Elliot that "Ferguson is writ- 
ing a very ingenious System of Eloquence or Composition in 
general"" which he classed with works in progress by Hume, 
Robertson, Home, Wilkie and Kames. Hume in 1759 wrote of 
another of Ferguson's projects: the book h a s  a g r e a t  d e a l  
of g e n i u s  and f i n e  w r i t i n g .  l2 Ferguson's militia pamphlet 
of 1756 had not been thought poorly written and his 
Essay on Civil Society (1766) was praised by many of Hume's 
English' acquaintances who certainly did not see it as the 
work of a man who had not "adequately mastered the English 
language" (p.  6) . I 3  Ferguson was familiar with the arqu- 
nents employed in Sister Peq and able to present them as 
they appear. Finally, there is no reason to accept the 
editor's claim (p. 6) that no Highlander would have treated 
his countrymen so roughly as they are treated in =er Peq. 
This is not true. In his 1756 pamphlet Ferguson called the 
Highland rebels of 1745 "Banditti from the Mountains" 
while in 1766 Highlanders generally are discussed in the 
Essay in the sections dealing with "rude" nations progress- 
ing toward civility and politeness. Ferguson would not 
have found "MacLurchar" an objectionable name for cattle 
thieves, blackmailers and rebels described in a satirical 
work. None of these questions is as carefully examined as 
it should be. Professor Raynor is too eager to make his 
case and ends by asserting rather than demonstrating his 
conclusions. 

1 

14 

The other arguments used to make Hume's authorship 
probable rest upon the exhibition of similarities between 
the views expressed in Sister Peq and opinions Hume is known 
to have held or upon similarities of'phrasing in the pam- 
phlet and in other of Hume's writings. Since Ferguson and 
Hume shared these views, the first set of arguments, which 
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are continued in the notes to the text, prove nothing. 
The similarities of phrasing which Raynor points out are 
more persuasive but they are often general and imprecise 
enough to make one suspect that a careful combing of 
Ferguson's works would yield as many plausible but equally 
inconclusive cases. No real attempt has been made to show 
from stylistic evidence that the writing resembles Hume's 
more than Ferguson's. This could and should have been 
done. 

Raynor's final problem is why Hume suppressed Sister 
Peq and never claimed it as his own after 1761. His answer 
is "that he [probably] came to regard it as an inferior 
production." Although it was badly reviewed in some 
journals, perhaps for political reasons, the book sold 
well enough and did make something of a stir. Hume was not 
overly sensitive to reviewers and a man who was willinc; to 
own this production in Edinburgh cannot have worried over- 
much about how Pitt and Lord President Dundas would have 
regarded the caricatures given of them. Had the book been 
Hume's, there was little reason for him to disown it and 
doing so might, indeed, have been difficult. No one else, 
however, seems to have thought it his. Ferguson seem not 
to have boasted of it either but he had better reasons not 
to do so outside his family, which certainly took him to be 
the author. The book was a clever but ephemeral and anon- 
ymous work and not one likely to enhance the reputation of 
a professor at Edinburgh University. 

I 

Raynor has neither shown conclusively that this work 
is not and could not be Ferguson's nor has he given us many 
reasons to think that it was or could have been written by 
David Hume. His whole account of this matter really turns 
upon h i s  reading of Hume's letter to Carlyle. Carlyle was 
an old man when he wrote his generally reliable Autobioqraphy 
but there'is no reason to think he was confused about this 
affair or the context in which he put it. He says quite 
clearly that Ferguson "executed that little work called 
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Sister Peq" and that he, Jardine and Carlyle himself were 
among the "ten or a dozen males and females" in on the 
secret although Eiume was not. He mentions no collaborators 
with Ferguson and he implicitly denies having named Hume 
as the work's author.15 
ship ( 3  February 1761) to be credible, Carlyle would have 
had to have done some of the things mentioned in it, such 
as telling othek that Hume wrote the pamphlet, but he 
denies having done any of them. If someone other than 
Carlyle had done them, and thus misled Hume, Carlyle's 
amazement at Hume's audacious claim to having written the 
pamphlet,would have been equally great. He included Hume's 

For Hume's letter claiming author- 

letter with the manuscript of his Autobiosraphy as a 
curiosity. In the end we are left with an unconvincing 
argument whi-ch at best is barely probable and with the 
feeling that David Raynor has even less of a sense of 
humor than Ferguson possessed. It is good to have a new 
edition of this pamphlet, which is nicely reprinted here 
with useful notes, but we should not, I think, credit it 
to Hume but to Adam Ferguson, as did most men of the eight- 
eenth and early nineteenth centuries. 

. 

Roger Emerson 
University of Western Ontario 
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