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Abstract: The significance of Hume’s positive attitude towards luxury might 
have been overemphasized by his commentators. In fact, arguments in favor 
of “moderate” luxury had already been entertained before the emergence 
of Hume’s position. Therefore to argue that Hume’s argument entailed the 
defense of moderate luxury is not to identify in it anything particularly 
unique. Thus, the first aim of this paper is to clarify the nature of Hume’s 
contribution to the ongoing luxury debates. This does not consist merely 
of an assertion of the compatibility of moral virtue with the enjoyment of 
luxury, but lies rather in Hume’s emphasis on two aspects of the beneficial 
interaction between morality and luxury. First, the historical process of the 
introduction of luxury is regarded by Hume as fostering new morals peculiar 
to the commercial age; and secondly, the enjoyment of luxury is seen as a 
condition favorable to the maintenance of morals. The second aim of this 
paper is to shed some new light on an aspect of Hume’s thought that, so far, 
has been relatively neglected, namely, his distinction between “innocent” 
and “vicious” forms of luxury, as well as his acknowledgement of the pos­
sibility of the emergence of the latter, as well as the former, in the modern 
commercial world. However, this does not necessarily lead us to a more pes­
simistic interpretation of Hume’s view of luxury than those accepted thus 
far; only to the awareness of how difficult and delicate, in Hume’s view, is the 
maintenance of the balance between the interlinked concepts of industry, 
knowledge, and humanity. 
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Introduction 

Hume’s intention in the essay “Of Refinement in the Arts” was to steer a middle 
course between “libertine principles” and “severe morals” (E 269),1 and to offer 
a more balanced account of luxury than the more sanguine one articulated by 
Mandeville.2 So far, most commentators have concentrated on Hume’s notion 
of luxury, as elaborated in the essay “Of Refinement in the Arts,” and analyzed it 
mainly from the viewpoint of his economic thought. However, Hume’s treatment 
of the topic of luxury in the second Enquiry3 and the History of England4 indicates 
that it is relevant not only to economic matters, but also to moral, political, and 
historical themes. Thus, to clarify the difference between Hume’s view of luxury 
and other defenses of “moderate” luxury, we must treat it as a theme relevant to 
the whole spectrum of social phenomena, rather than concentrating on a single 
perspective. This paper has two aims. First, we shall discuss the nature of Hume’s 
contribution to the luxury debates. In contrast to Christopher Berry’s suggestion 
that Hume’s primary intention was to “de-moralize” luxury,5 this paper claims that 
Hume endeavored to achieve a much more ambitious aim, in that he also tried 
to present a new morality appropriate to the commercial age. This would partly 
explain why his ideas provoked such dissatisfaction amongst his contemporaries. 
Second, we shall try to shed some light on an aspect of Hume’s thought that has 
thus far been relatively neglected, namely his distinction between “innocent” and 
“vicious” luxury, as well as his acknowledgement of the possibility that the latter, 
as well as the former, had emerged in the modern commercial world. 

What follows is a summary of the ideological context of luxury debates before 
Hume (section 1) and his defense of luxury, as presented mainly in “Of Refinement 
in the Arts” (section 2). Based on the above discussion, the focal points of Hume’s 
defense of luxury can be seen to fall into two categories; one is his analysis of his­
torical changes in morals (section 3) and another is the significance of “a sense of 
honour” (section 4). Finally, we shall deal with Hume’s awareness of the problems 
posed by vicious luxury and examine its plausibility in the contemporary world 
(sections 5 and 6). 

1. Ideological Context: Theories of Luxury before Hume 

The individuality of Hume’s treatment of, and positive attitude towards, luxury 
might have been overemphasized by later commentators. In fact, arguments in 
favor of “moderate” luxury had already been entertained before the emergence of 
Hume’s position. To demonstrate this, I will discuss the figures that can be regarded 
as having influenced Hume’s discussion of the subject. 

In the field of economic thought, Jean-François Melon, a French theorist of 
the early part of the eighteenth century, had already argued that luxury was “the 
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destroyer of sloth and idleness.”6 Although Hume criticizes Melon in the Political 
Discourses (E 256, 288, 636), it is clear that his main arguments influenced Hume’s 
own enquiries, particularly those concerned with the notion of luxury. For Abbé le 
Blanc, the French translator of the Political Discourses, it was easy to discern Hume’s 
indebtedness to Melon.7 Whilst diverging from Melon’s essentially physiocratic 
philosophy and his financial theory,8 Hume adopts his basic idea that the growth 
of luxury, based on the division of labor between farmers and artisans,9 serves to 
increase the power of the state. 

In the Essays, Moral and Political, which was first published in 1741, stylistic 
clues indicate the likelihood that Hume knew and absorbed the Addisonian tone 
of voice as well as the style of the Spectator newspaper, which Joseph Addison co­
founded in 1711. In issue 55 of the Spectator, Addison introduces an allegorical 
story suggesting that the opposition between Luxury and Avarice, represented as 
two competing tyrants, is neither direct, nor a result of their respective qualita­
tive identity, but is instigated by auxiliary forces: Plenty and Poverty, represented 
allegorically as privy-councilors. Thus, the enmity between the two tyrants ends 
with the dismissal of their councilors, which transforms the aforementioned rulers 
into good confederates.10 Hume’s use of what Nicholas Phillipson calls “Addisonian 
politeness”11 points to another substantial influence of Joseph Addison, as we will 
see in section 4. 

Even in the more academic field of moral philosophy, similar views could be 
found: Francis Hutcheson remarks that “the utmost improvement of Arts, Manu­
factures, or Trade, is so far from being necessarily Vicious, that it must rather Argue 
Good and Virtuous Dispositions.”12 In his Letters to the Dublin Journal and An Essay 
on the Nature and Conduct of the Passions and Affectations, Hutcheson criticizes the 
extremely rigorous notion of luxury as defined by Mandeville, and vindicates the 
enjoyment of moderate luxury by virtuous men. As Maxine Berg and Elizabeth 
Eger point out, throughout the eighteenth century many commentators made a 
distinction between the rise of “new” luxury as opposed to “old” luxury. While 
the latter was regarded as simply wasteful extravagance among the upper classes, 
the former was thought to have a beneficial effect by increasing and extending the 
scope of both industry and consumption.13 Behind this change in the conception 
of luxury lies the rise and progress of the middle class in British society. When 
placed in this context, therefore, it comes as little surprise that Hume, like his 
predecessors, defended moderate luxury. 

However, it is clear that strong opposition to luxury remained deeply rooted 
among many individuals of the age. As has been repeatedly pointed out, one 
bulwark of the opposition was constituted by the republican argument that the 
growth of luxury enervates virtue and public spirit.14 Nonetheless, Hume’s criti­
cism was directed not only towards republican, but also towards militant Christian 
moralists.15 In the opening passage of the essay “Of Refinement in the Arts” Hume 
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cites fanatical asceticism as one of the unduly extreme attitudes towards luxury. 
It should be stressed again, therefore, that the range of his critique included argu­
ments that automatically linked virtue with religion.16 

We can trace the amalgamation of the concepts of virtue and religion back 
to the “moral revolution” in 1690s England,17 at the very latest. As David Hayton 
points out, the reformation of manners movement was deeply involved with the 
activities of the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge and the politicians of 
the Country party.18 They attributed to luxury the growth of corrupted manners 
in urban life.19 One of their major premises was that the process of urbanization 
results in a confusion of the established hierarchy, fuelled by people’s detachment 
from one another, leading to the creation of a false sense of superiority based on 
superficial matters such as quality of attire. Thus, the opponents of luxury alleged 
that the prevalence of luxurious manners caused confusion in the established 
social hierarchy.20 

It may be worth mentioning that this popular critique of urbanization finds 
its way, in an oblique manner, into Hume’s writings. This is particularly evident 
in the following remarks from the Political Discourses: 

These are men, who have no connexions with the state, who can enjoy 
their revenue in any part of the globe in which they chuse to reside, who 
will naturally bury themselves in the capital or in great cities, and who 
will sink into the lethargy of a stupid and pampered luxury, without spirit, 
ambition, or enjoyment. Adieu to all ideas of nobility, gentry, and family. 
(E 357–58; my emphasis; see also E 354 and 448) 

The passage cited above appears in the essay “Of Public Credit.” These remarks 
show that Hume was fully aware of the arguments used to attack luxury as the 
root of contemporary urban ills. Yet, it is also important to note that he does not 
employ such reasoning in the essay, which is primarily concerned with luxury 
itself. His strategy in the Political Discourses is to divert the common criticism of 
luxury towards his attack on the dangerous effects of the public credit. Unlike the 
case of luxury, the argument holds strong against public credit, thereby revealing 
that the widespread conflation of the arguments against the two misses the mark. 
In other words, Hume drives a wedge between the two phenomena, otherwise 
presumed to be similar or even coextensive. At the same time, the sentence cited 
above suggests that Hume did not unconditionally approve of any kind of luxury. 
This point leads us to his distinction in the latter half of “Of Refinement in the 
Arts” between what he calls refinement, the product of innocent luxury, and vi­
cious luxury. However, before entering into a discussion of this distinction, it is 
necessary to outline Hume’s basic argument in this essay. 
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2. Hume’s Defense of Luxury in “Of Refinement in the Arts” 

This section traces Hume’s argument concerning luxury, as it appears in the first 
half of the essay “Of Refinement in the Arts.” Like many contemporaries, he begins 
his discussion by pointing out the ambiguities of the word “luxury.” He therefore 
evolves his own definition of luxury, and on that basis proceeds to criticize two ex­
treme attitudes towards it. This allows him to qualify his own conception of luxury, 
which he defends in the discussion that follows. Refinement, the form of luxury 
he is prepared to accept as beneficial, must meet three conditions: 1) it does not 
require those who enjoy it to neglect other virtues such as benevolence, generosity, 
or paternal duties; 2) it does not force one to forego the pleasures of conversation 
with friends; and 3) it does not cause a loss of reputation (E 269; see also E 279; 
EPM 9.25; SBN 283–84; in this point Hume basically follows Hutcheson21). Thus, if 
luxury is redefined as “refinement,” then Hume can safely conclude that “the ages 
of refinement are both the happiest and most virtuous” (E 269), and that the links 
between industry, knowledge, and humanity are “peculiar to the more polished, 
and what are commonly denominated, the more luxurious ages” (E 271).22 

The expression “commonly denominated” plays a central role in the efficacy of 
Hume’s argument. The change of the title of this essay in the edition of 1760 from 
“Of Luxury” to that which it now bears afforded him the possibility of stating his 
message without using the word luxury, which brought to the minds of so many of 
his contemporaries such negative connotations as effeminacy, decline, inequality, 
and lack of virtue. Etymologically, the word “luxury” (luxuria in Latin, from luxus) 
denotes “excess.” Therefore, Hume’s careful wording allows him to separate what 
he calls refinement from the negative connotations of the word luxury.23 

Hume explains the influence of the introduction of luxury on the manners 
of people in both private and public life. In terms of private life, by enjoying 
new and splendid things, he argues that people achieve “a relish for action 
and pleasure” (E 270). By engaging in their profession in order to acquire such 
things, he contends that they also acquire new vigor and spirit, in contrast to 
the indolence, inactivity, and lethargy that Hume argues had characterized their 
former ways of life. The objects of luxury are thus not only appreciated by the 
few who have a taste for them and the ability to acquire them, but also function 
to stimulate the industriousness of common people who are desirous of luxury. 
As Hume acknowledges, avarice is universal to human nature (E 113), but luxury 
is indispensable to unfold it thoroughly. 

In terms of public life, once luxury awakens the spirit of industry and promotes 
commerce, Hume argues that it has a ripple effect, improving not only the knowl­
edge of mechanical arts, but also refinement in the liberal arts. As for international 
relations, Hume emphasizes a further merit, which luxury brings about: it naturally 
promotes imitation of prosperous neighboring countries, a phenomenon which 
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he calls “noble emulation” (E 135; see also E 119). Provided a nation does not aim 
to become “a monopolizer of wealth,”24 rather attempting to activate the spirit of 
industriousness in other nations (“[i]f the spirit of industry be preserved” [E 330], 
or “as long as they all remain industrious and civilized” [E 329]), imitation and 
emulation will bring out the capacity of each country to the full.25 

Moreover, according to Hume’s analysis, we need not fear the enervation of 
the martial spirit. In the discourse of the age, it was often believed that luxury 
tended necessarily to make men corrupt and effeminate. This assumption rested 
upon the classical ideal of the rude but courageous people of the ancient republics. 
Hume dismisses such worries, and explains that “a sense of honour” (E 274) and 
discipline, if regulated well, could be an adequate substitute for the martial spirit, 
and as such is more suitable for “ages of knowledge and refinement” (E 276).26 As is 
well known, Hume did not conceal his apprehensions about the possible dangers 
of a standing army in his other writings (in one instance he referred to them as 
suffering from “mortal distemper” [E 647]). Although Hume’s emphasis upon the 
development of military discipline and knowledge seems to be more suited to a 
standing army than to militia, he nevertheless upholds the view that the sense of 
honor and military discipline are not confined to the former, as he lays out a plan 
for the latter in the essay “Of Idea of a Perfect Commonwealth.”27 

As we saw above, it is true that Hume’s discussion of luxury in the Political 
Discourses is oriented towards its economic implications, but his discussion of the 
term “refinement” also moves beyond economics. For the following discussion, 
an appreciation of the difference between Hutcheson and Hume is essential to 
the task of clarifying the nature of Hume’s contribution to the luxury debates. As 
mentioned above, both writers suggest that the enjoyment of moderate luxury 
is compatible with the maintenance of morals. Similarly to Hume, Hutcheson 
asserts that the enjoyment of moderate luxury by those who are fully virtuous 
is beneficial rather than harmful. However, Hutcheson merely demonstrates the 
compatibility of moral virtue with the enjoyment of luxury, unlike Hume who 
emphasizes two auxiliary phenomena which luxury brings out. The first of the 
two phenomena of which Hume speaks is the historical process, which produces 
alterations in people’s manners and fosters new morals peculiar to the commer­
cial age. The second is the process of continuous enjoyment of moderate luxury, 
which produces conditions favorable to the maintenance of morals. In the next 
two sections, we shall discuss these two points in turn. 

3. Luxury and Morality 

In the essay “Of Commerce,” which is placed directly before “Of Refinement in the 
Arts” in the Essays, Hume describes how “the pleasures of luxury and the profits of 
commerce” awaken in those who already feel their own “delicacy and industry” and 
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how they can produce “a certain turn of thinking” in a nation (E 264–65). In the 
History of England, Hume repeatedly discussed the historical contingency of how 
the general “manners of the age” shifted with societal change, giving rise to “[t]he 
habits of luxury” (H 4:384). Those changes in manners are related to the historical 
emergence of what Hume refers to as the middling rank of men, “who are the best 
and firmest basis of public liberty” (E 277) and who “rose by slow degrees to their 
present importance; and in their progress made arts and commerce, the necessary 
attendants of liberty and equality, flourish in the kingdom” (H 2:109). According 
to Hume, this process is bound to occur steadily because “[t]he advantages, which 
result from opulence, are so solid and real,” while “[t]he distinctions of birth and 
title” are “more empty and imaginary” (H 5:132).28 Furthermore, when dealing 
with the Cromwellian era, he related the prevalence of democratical principles to 
the shift in attitudes meaning “commerce has ever since been more honourable 
in England than in any other European kingdom” (H 6:148; compare with the 
following sentence: “Commerce . . . is apt to decay in absolute governments, not 
because it is there less secure, but because it is less honourable” [E 93]). 

Hume argues that such a change of situation as that which took place in 
England following the civil war forms and fosters moral virtues peculiar to mod-
ern society—namely, industry, diligence, frugality, and honesty—which appear 
more valuable than courage or military prowess. He emphasizes the importance 
of commercial virtues in his second Enquiry: “What need is there to display the 
praises of industry . . . ?” (EPM 6.10; SBN 237).29 In contrast, in the earlier Treatise 
of Human Nature, with its catalog of virtues, the commercial values play a less 
important role (T 3.3.1.24; SBN 587, T 3.3.4.7; SBN 610).30 This suggests that, at 
this stage, Hume had not yet paid much attention to the full implications of the 
historical shift in morality. 

Hume’s unabashed defense of luxury in social interaction was bound to lead 
him onto more sensitive ground. In “Of Refinement in the Arts,” he remarks 
that “[b]oth sexes meet in an easy and sociable manner” (E 271), emphasizing 
positive aspects of the increase in social interaction between men and women. 
Here, he must have had in mind the historical connotations of the theme in ques­
tion. Traditionally, women and luxury had been seen as inextricably connected. 
Many eighteenth-century moralists and philosophers linked licentiousness and 
“libertine love” closely to their discussion of the perils of a luxurious way of life, 
especially in their analyses of the corruptions of urban life.31 

Hume’s way of defending this type of social intercourse is dextrous. Firstly, 
he concedes that “libertine love, or even infidelity to the marriage-bed, [are] more 
frequent in polite ages, when it is often regarded only as a piece of gallantry.” Yet, 
he immediately goes on to remark, “drunkenness, on the other hand, is much 
less common” (E 272). For Hume, the increase of infidelity is a kind of neces­
sary evil and relatively less harmful than drunkenness.32 Such a view must have 
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been provocative to his contemporaries, especially since it appears consistently 
throughout his essays. In the second Enquiry, he contrasts French and Greek gal­
lantry in order to highlight the latter’s bad influence on public order and standards 
of decency. What Hume means by “Greek gallantry” here is homosexuality and 
the marriage of half-brothers and sisters (EPM A Dialogue 28–29; SBN 334), while 
the French variety is “that of amours and attachments, not that of complaisance” 
(EPM A Dialogue 48n93; SBN 340n2). He acknowledges the difficulty in choosing 
which form is more acceptable, but remarks that French gallantry is “much more 
natural and agreeable” (EPM A Dialogue 32; SBN 335). Why, then, does Hume 
consider love between man and woman less pernicious than other passions such 
as drunkenness? He explains in “Of National Characters” that “the passion for 
liquor [is] more brutal and debasing than love, which, when properly managed, 
is the source of all politeness and refinement” (E 215; my emphasis). For Hume, the 
defender of civilization in the modern world, social intercourse between men 
and women is a means to “softening” people’s manners through the formalities 
of politeness involved in social interaction between the two sexes. 

Hume maintains, therefore, not only that luxury can foster a new form of 
morality in commercial and refined nations, but also that the enjoyment of luxury 
should be regarded as a condition favorable to the maintenance of morals. Thus what 
remains to be shown is how a refined nation, through economic improvement, can 
enjoy conditions favorable to the preservation of morality. This is another reason 
that Hume’s discussion appeared sensational to his contemporaries: his claim that, in 
the modern age, the virtue of the citizens can surpass that of earlier ages by means of 
refinement. His theory of social intercourse also plays a central role in this claim. 

4. Luxury and “A Sense of Honour” 

In “Of Refinement in the Arts,” Hume emphasizes the increase in social interaction 
brought about by urbanization. As people “flock into cities” (E 271), they begin 
to vie with one another over knowledge, clothes, and polite demeanor. Thus, the 
modern world becomes simultaneously more urban and urbane. This process makes 
people increasingly dependent on one another, leading to the general civility of 
modern society. The question remains, however, as to why such an increase in inter-
action between people tends to produce refinement and humanity. Hume’s answer 
is that it tends to promote a “spectatorial” basis for honor and reputation; in other 
words, it increases the number of onlookers evaluating our behavior. The process 
in question is referred to by Hume as the development of “a sense of honour”: 

Nor can any thing restrain or regulate the love of money, but a sense 
of honour and virtue: which, if it be not nearly equal at all times, will 
naturally abound in ages of knowledge and refinement. (E 276) 
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This passage refers to the consciousness of another’s scrutiny of our actions, upon 
whose judgment of our conduct depends our reputation. The emergence of this 
new type of honor is conditioned by refinement, the product of innocent luxury, 
which Hume argues was most commonly found in commercial societies. This 
view contrasts with that of Montesquieu, who restricts this sense of honor to aris­
tocrats. In fact, Hume also regards the sense of honor referred to by Montesquieu 
favorably, as preserving “all ideas of nobility, gentry, family” and stabilizing the 
existing social order (E 358). Nonetheless, what Hume calls a “sense of honour” 
in “Of Refinement in the Arts” is quite different from the inherited honor of the 
landed aristocracy. 

A similar notion of a sense of honor appears in the second Enquiry. Although 
Hume does not use the phrase “a sense of honour” in this book, he refers to a 
notion coextensive with it, namely “the love of fame,” which plays a central role 
in his moral theory (EPM 9.10; SBN 276). “The love of fame” is not intended to 
signify the wish to acquire wealth or temporal reputation, rather it is pride based 
upon the perceived praiseworthiness and creditability of one’s character. Hume 
deems absurd and nonsensical the successful acquisition of the “worthless toys 
and gewgaws” of worldly wealth if it requires sacrificing one’s good character. The 
second Enquiry concludes with the following remark: 

And in a view to pleasure, what comparison between the unbought satisfac­
tion of conversation, society, study, even health and the common beauties 
of nature, but above all the peaceful reflection on one’s own conduct: 
What comparison, I say, between these, and the feverish, empty amuse­
ments of luxury and expense? These natural pleasures, indeed, are really 
without price; both because they are below all price in their attainment, 
and above it in their enjoyment. (EPM 9.25; SBN 283–84)33 

On a superficial reading, this passage appears to contradict Hume’s vindication of 
luxury expressed elsewhere. However, as we saw above, it is important to bear in 
mind Hume’s distinction between refinement and the vicious luxury to which he 
refers here. Hume believes that the tendency to reflect upon one’s own behavior, as 
he does here, is strongest in ages of refinement, because people are more concerned 
with their behavior towards one another. 

Hume’s emphasis upon social interaction can be traced back to the Treatise 
of Human Nature, where he states that “the rules of good-breeding” (T 3.3.2.10; SBN 
597) are requisite in order to prevent selfishness. His positive terms, “decency” 
and “good breeding,” contrast strongly with Mandeville, who describes the 
same concept as “hypocrisy” while nevertheless acknowledging its merit.34 The 
development of urban culture, in Hume’s mind, provided conditions favorable 
to acquiring manners with which others can sympathize. The same viewpoint 
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forms the keynote of his moral philosophy in the second Enquiry and the Political 
Discourses. This is why Hume claims that refinement prevents the growth of un­
natural appetites and promotes humanity. 

We should be well equipped, by this stage, to reconsider the nature of Hume’s 
contribution to the contemporary debates surrounding luxury. As Christopher 
Berry suggests, throughout the eighteenth century, thinkers from Mandeville to 
Smith “de-moralized” luxury by highlighting its economic advantages.35 Hume 
undoubtedly took this argument a step further, emphasizing the overall economic 
advantages that luxury and refinement in the arts could bring about. However, 
this does not explain why his essay provoked such displeasure among his contem­
poraries. It is clear that Hume attempted not only to “de-moralize” luxury in an 
economic context, but also to argue that the growth of luxury had produced a new 
morality. Here, Hume’s strategy, as we saw above, is two-fold: first, he emphasizes 
the birth of new “commercial” virtues from social change. Second, he suggests 
that an increase in social intercourse has a favorable effect on morality, by making 
individuals more conscious of their public reputations. 

On the basis of these arguments, Hume dares to add a moral tone to his 
vindication of luxury. In the second Enquiry, published just before the Political 
Discourses, he states that: 

those who prove or attempt to prove, that such refinements rather tend to 
the encrease of industry, civility, and arts, regulate anew our moral as well as 
political sentiments and represent as laudable and innocent what had for­
merly been regarded as pernicious and blameable. (EPM 2.21; SBN 181) 

James Steuart, by contrast, asserted in his An Inquiry into the Principles of Political 
Œconomy, that “[his] subject is different from the doctrine of morals, [he has] 
no occasion to consider the term luxury in any other than a political sense.”36 

Steuart and Adam Smith are far less provocative than Hume when it comes to 
the separation of moral and political arguments. Steuart defined luxury in terms 
of economics,37 trying to avoid entering into moral matters. Smith cautiously 
mentioned the ambiguities, not of “luxury,” but of “the necessaries.”38 The very 
way in which Smith and Steuart discussed the notion indicates how sensitive an 
issue it was at the time. Thus, it comes as no surprise that Hume’s contemporaries 
attacked his view of luxury for reinstating the moral dimension of the argument. 
A popular moralist, the Reverend John Brown, who characterized the principles 
of his times as “vain, luxurious, and selfish effeminacy,” chastised Hume for being 
“a modern Writer [who] felicitates the present Times.”39 In the same vein, the 
anonymous essay The Quintessence of Modern Philosophy, Extracted from Ten Late 
Essays . . . mocked Hume’s theses by exaggerating his claim “that Luxury is a most 
innocent Thing, and never ruined any State.”40 
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However, Hume’s defense of luxury was, in fact, neither as straightforward, 
nor as unconditional as Brown or the unnamed satirist estimated, as we will see 
in the following two sections. 

5. The Distinction between Vicious Luxury and Refinement 

After discussing the positive effects of luxury, Hume goes on to deal with the 
problems of vicious luxury. Since many contemporaries and scholars have taken 
Hume to be an ardent advocate of luxury, this part has been little commented on. 
His assertion that “the more men refine upon pleasure, the less will they indulge 
in excesses of any kind” (E 271) constitutes a denial that physical pleasures have 
any natural or intrinsic tendency to produce vice. This standpoint on luxury is 
consistent with his observation in the Treatise that “prodigality, luxury, irresolution, 
uncertainty, are vicious, merely because they draw ruin upon us, and incapacitate 
us for business and action” (T 3.3.4.7; SBN 611).41 Refinement does not have to, but 
can, if taken to extreme, degenerate into morally vicious forms of luxury. 

According to Hume, it is when people violate the three conditions set for the 
moderate and beneficial enjoyment of luxury that it becomes a vicious and harm­
ful force (E 279). Vicious luxury makes individuals disregard the moral standards 
that they should maintain. If this process remains an individual affair, this does 
not greatly matter, because it merely results in a single corrupt person. However, 
if this disregard of moderation becomes collective, Hume warns that political 
repercussions will follow. The refined man will be restrained, whereas the man 
who is a slave to luxury will disregard his duties and fall into immorality, result­
ing finally in a general state of unhappiness. Thus, if a society comes to consist 
of unrestrained individuals, it will cease to be virtuous, for people will no longer 
regard one another with the same care or recognize the interdependency holding 
the society together. 

In the last few passages of “Of Refinements in the Arts,” Hume proposes an 
imaginary state in which all people are relieved from suffering, including that 
produced by the harmful effects of vicious luxury. However, such a theoretical 
construct serves primarily to highlight the impossibility of such a state in real­
ity. In the real world, Hume considers that, “the magistrates, who aim only at 
possibilities” can never “free [men] from every species of vice” and are therefore 
obliged to “cure one vice by another” (E 279–80).42 Hence, he alleges that even 
extreme luxury might be a remedy for “indolence, selfishness, inattention to 
others” (E 279). Certainly, the growth of manufacture can serve to produce more 
employment, which cures the ills of “sloth and idleness.” However, Hume does not 
commit himself to the question of whether the advantages produced by luxury 
could compensate for other deficiencies thus created. He was well aware that the 
pleasures of consumption could stimulate not only industry but greed, not only 
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interdependency but exploitation, and not only the search for knowledge but the 
use of it for evil purposes. That is why Hume acknowledges the impossibility of 
luxury producing only the positive effects of refinement and economic prosperity. 
Thus, we should not over-emphasize Hume’s optimism regarding the economic 
advantages of luxury, but keep in mind his own qualifications of his position. 

Hume’s strategy in “Of Refinements in the Arts” is to advise legislators to 
choose the courses of action that are the least evil for society overall, rather than 
attempt to recommend social reformation in a fruitless quest for perfection. In 
another essay, “Of Money,” he replies to the question of which mode of living, the 
simple or the refined, is the most advantageous to the state or public, as follows: 
“I should, without much scruple, prefer, the latter, in a view to politics at least” 
(E 293). The emphasis on politics is because moral individuals who live simply do 
not develop economies, which give power to great states and may not develop the 
relations of interdependence, which make for trade and peace among them. 

As we saw above, even in the Political Discourses Hume did not unconditionally 
approve of the diffusion of luxury. When we turn our eyes to his other writings, we 
can see other evidence of his conviction that the vicious form of luxury exerted a bad 
influence. The following discussion is an attempt at reconstruction; its aim is to dem­
onstrate in more detail Hume’s apprehension regarding the vicious form of luxury 
without limiting itself to his remarks on the subject in the Political Discourses. 

6. The Process of Degeneracy Caused by the Vicious Form of Luxury 

Now let us examine Hume’s view of the process of degeneracy caused by the vicious 
form of luxury. Some light is shed on it by Hume’s description of misers. “A griping 
miser, for instance, praises extremely industry and frugality even in others, and sets 
them, in his estimation, above all the other virtues” (EPM 6.3n26; SBN 234n).43 The 
misers, who repeatedly appear in Hume’s texts, are often caricatures (see the essay 
“Of Avarice”), but the aforementioned comment is based on neither caricature 
nor exaggeration. As we have seen, Hume believed that when commercial nations 
flourish, their members acquire characteristics, such as frugality or industry, which 
further their economic activities. As he shows in “Of Commerce,” there is a surplus 
of misers among merchants, whereas “among the possessors of land, there is the 
contrary” (E 301). Thus, the virtues of people in a commercial state, if extended 
beyond their capacity or usefulness, may turn into vices, just as love, if taken beyond 
a certain level, “renders men jealous, and cuts off the free intercourse between the 
sexes, on which the politeness of a nation will commonly much depend” (E 215). 

Hume does not consider, therefore, that the sense of honor or love produced 
by the increase of luxury and social intercourse can afford us the certainty of 
escaping the danger of falling into vice posed by luxury or refinement. Interde­
pendency will succeed only by having “a duly limited object,” but may produce 
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narrow-mindedness in a limited circle (EPM 5.38n22; SBN 225n). The same regard 
for others which makes for morality also makes for “[p]opular sedition, party zeal, 
a devoted obedience to factious leaders,” which Hume saw as some “of the most 
visible, though less laudable effects of this social sympathy in human nature” 
(EPM 5.35; SBN 224). Moreover, “[h]onour is a great check upon mankind: But 
where a considerable body of men act together, this check is, in a great measure, 
removed” (E 43), which may undercut societies’ ability to sustain refinement.44 The 
same considerations apply to economic and political relations among neighbor­
ing states. While he advises the legislators to discard the jealousy of trade, Hume 
acknowledges such jealousy as “reasonable and well grounded” (E 315), because 
“nature has implanted in every one a superior affection to his own country” (EPM 
5.38n22; SBN 225n). Thus, patriotism in a reasonable measure is beneficial to the 
nation, but nurturing patriotic feelings to an extreme causes, in the long run, a 
reduction in public luxury, which is unsustainable in societies that are restricting 
trade, fighting wars with other nations, or being torn apart by civil conflict. 

Hume’s arguments against the contemporary concern over the alleged decline 
in the martial spirit are not unconditional, but indirect and oblique. As we have 
seen above, he does not subscribe to the view that the increase of luxury necessarily 
enervates the martial spirit, and, in “Of Refinement in the Arts,” illustrates this by 
reference to the military strength of France and England. However, it is interesting 
to note that Hume carefully excludes Italy from what he calls the “refined” coun­
tries (E 275). Like many of his contemporaries,45 though for different reasons, he 
considers Italy to be an “effeminate” nation. Whilst others attributed this alleged 
effeminacy to the indulgence of the Italians in luxury, Hume attributes it to “an 
ill modelled government” (E 276), which had failed to keep the harmful effect of 
luxury in check. As we said earlier, an increase in luxury is not necessarily beneficial 
to either an individual or a nation. It must be carefully controlled, by self-discipline 
in the first case or by the efforts of the ruler in the second. In the History of England, 
Hume depicts the situation of the Dutch, who were regarded as the most commercial 
nation in the late seventeenth century, as follows: 

By a continued and successful application to commerce, the people were 
become unwarlike, and confided entirely for their defence in that merce­
nary army, which they maintained. After the treaty of Westphalia, the 
States, trusting to their peace with Spain, and their alliance with France, 
had broken a great part of this army, and did not support with sufficient 
vigilance the discipline of the troops which remained. (H 6:258) 

We find a similar opinion in A True Account of the Behaviour and Conduct of Archibald 
Stewart.46 In this pamphlet, Hume claims that the surrender of the town in the face 
of the Jacobite rebellion of 1745 was not Archibald Stewart’s personal fault, but an 
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inevitable result of general negligence in not maintaining fortifications or keeping 
proper vigilance and discipline. These passages reveal that Hume does not think 
that the devotion to commercial activities automatically leads to the cultivation 
of a martial spirit. Rather, an increase in military knowledge, together with the 
effective exercise of discipline and honor, could compensate for the lack of martial 
spirit. That is to say, if a nation ceases to be vigilant, the increase of commerce, far 
from promoting the martial spirit, can produce its decay. Such a stalemate can only 
be resolved when industry is accompanied by “[k]nowledge in the government” 
manifested by “[l]aws, order, police, [and] discipline” (E 273). 

That is not to say that Hume believed that, as Mandeville argued, the clash 
between the needs of an individual and those of a state, or between morality 
and political effectiveness, must necessarily lead to a paradox. In the essay “Of 
Commerce,” Hume dismisses the dichotomy of state and individual found in pre-
modern societies as “violent, and contrary to the more natural and usual course 
of things” (E 259) as they exist in modern states. In other words, the ancient state 
is conceived of as a force restricting the individual in order to appropriate labor or 
military prowess, while in the modern state, an individual’s private interests and 
appetites are more free-ranging, and are utilized as such by the state. He certainly 
admits the truth of the maxim that “[t]he greatness of a state, and the happiness of 
its subjects” are generally “inseparable with regard to commerce.” Yet, importantly, 
he also recognizes that this maxim “may possibly admit of exceptions,” and that 
there are some circumstances that produce quite different or even contrary effects 
(E 255). How luxury affects particular societies varies, as he notes in “A Dialogue,” 
found in the second Enquiry: 

A degree of luxury may be ruinous and pernicious in a native of Switzer­
land, which only fosters the arts, and encourages industry in a Frenchman 
or Englishman. We are not, therefore, to expect, either the same senti­
ments, or the same laws in Berne, which prevail in London or Paris. (EPM 
A Dialogue 41; SBN 337) 

Scottish thinkers have been characterized, not as blind optimists about the 
possibility of human perfection, but as moderate supporters of gradual progress. 
Hume was no exception on this point. As we have already noted, Hume not only 
vindicates the links between industry, knowledge and humanity, but at the same 
time recognizes their harsh realities.47 In 1768, Hume wrote to Turgot who, Hume 
thought, had “the agreeable and laudable, if not too sanguine hope, that human 
Society is capable of perpetual Progress towards Perfection,” as follows: 

You will say, perhaps, either that all these Evils are Trifles: So perhaps 
they are; but they tend to great Mischiefs: Or that they proceed from the 
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still imperfect State of our Knowlege [sic]: That is very true; but will Men 
ever reach a much more perfect State; while the rich have so many more 
alluring Appetites to gratify than that for Knowlege [sic], and the poor 
are occupyed in daily Labour, and Industry. . . . You see, I give you freely 
my Views of things, in which I wish earnestly to be refuted: The contrary 
Opinion is much more consolatory, and is an Incitement to every Virtue 
and laudable Pursuit.48 

Seen in the light of Hume’s realistic, or even skeptical, view of luxury, these words are 
neither complaints nor a series of contradictions, but represent a balanced and plu­
ralistic view of the possible results produced by the evolution of modern society. 

Conclusion 

This paper’s aim is two-fold. First, it presents Hume’s contribution to the luxury 
debates as having two major points: one is his well-grounded belief that an advan­
tageous change in morals occurs in commercial society; the other is his emphasis 
on the introduction of luxury as a process that establishes conditions favorable to 
the maintenance of morality, namely by encouraging the prevalence of “a sense 
of honour.” These points are Hume’s main contribution to the luxury debates, 
aside from his economic arguments. Second, the paper elucidates Hume’s distinc­
tion between what he calls “refinement” and the vicious form of luxury, placing it 
alongside his acknowledgment that the former can degenerate into the latter. The 
points made here do not necessarily lead us to a more pessimistic interpretation of 
Hume’s view of luxury than has previously been accepted, but to the realization that, 
as with most topics in his social thinking, his views varied according to context and 
evolved over time. This tendency towards instability is characteristic of Hume’s phi­
losophy, especially since, as he observed, human nature is vulnerable when pushed 
to extremes. Consequently, he attempts to reach a moderate solution, arguing that, 
however difficult, it is essential to realize and preserve the links between industry, 
knowledge, and humanity. On the whole, therefore, Hume’s view of luxury should 
be regarded as part of his defense of modern civilization against extreme notions of 
its evils derived from both “libertine principles” and “severe morals” (E 269). 

NOTES 

This is a revised version of the paper that was read at the 29th International Hume 
Society Conference, Helsinki, Finland, 2002. I would like to thank Professor Tom Velk 
and Toshihiko Ise for participating in the session and the audience for their useful 
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comments and questions. The style and content of this paper owes much to a number 
of suggestions received from Professor Roger Emerson. I also wish to thank Professor 
Ian S. Ross, Professor Carl Wennerlind, and two anonymous Hume Studies referees for 
their valuable comments. 
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