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1711 26 April: born in Edinburgh, minor branch of a noble family 
1713 father dies 
1715 first Jacobite rebellion 
1723–33 studies at Edinburgh University, leaves without qualification 
 “Every one, who is acquainted either with the Philosophers or Critics, 

knows that there is nothing yet establisht [...] & that they contain little 
more than endless Disputes [...]” “[W]hen I was about 18 Years of Age, 
there seem’d to be open’d up to me a new Scene of Thought, which [...] 
made me, with an Ardor natural to young men, throw up every other 
Pleasure or Business to apply entirely to it. The Law which was the 
Business I design’d to follow, appear’d nauseous to me, & I cou’d think of 
no other way of pushing my Fortune in the World, but that of a Scholar 
& Philosopher. I was infinitely happy in this Course of Life for some 
Months; till at last, about the beginning of Sept. 1729, all my Ardor 
seem’d in a moment extinguisht, & I cou’d no longer raise my Mind to 
that pitch, which formerly gave me such excessive Pleasure.” (Letter to 
George Cheyne, March/April 1734)1 

1734–7 La Flèche (Descartes), works on the Treatise 1739 Treatise Books I and II, 
published anonymously. 

1740 Abstract, Appendix (revokes approach to personal identity) and Treatise 
Book III: “It fell dead-born from the press, without reaching such 
distinction, as even to excite a murmur among the zealots.” (My Own 
Life); not reprinted until 1817. 

 
 
1740s begins publishing essays on several topics: “passion for literature, which 

has been the ruling passion of my life, and the great source of my 
enjoyments” (My Own Life). 

1744 Fails to get academic position in Edinburgh, tutors an unstable noble-
man, undertakes diplomatic travels (private secretary); growing reputation 

                                            
1  Greig, J. Y. T. (ed.) (1932). The Letters of David Hume. Vol. I. (p. 13). Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 
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as anti-religious and overly sceptical; in spite of removing virtually all 
discussion of religion and theology from the Treatise; but the charge is that 
there is too little religion, that theological discussion is conspicuously absent; 
‘comes clean’ in the (first) Enquiry: Of Miracles, and Of a Particular 
Providence and of a Future State. 

1745 second Jacobite rebellion; defends Treatise in A Letter from a Gentleman; 
addressed to the Provost of the University of Edinburgh 

1748 An [Essay] Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, ten editions during his 
life. 

1751 An Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals: “of all my writings [...] 
incomparably the best” (My Own Life). 

1752 Political Discourses; librarian (Faculty of Advocates, Edinburgh) until 1757; 
applies unsuccessfully for chair in philosophy at Glasgow 

1750s History of England in six volumes; Essays 
and Treatises on Several Subjects, which 
he keeps revising and re-editing until 
his death. 

1760s under-secretary at the British Embassy 
in Paris (for a few months: 
ambassadorial duties); feted celebrity of 
the salons, meets d’Alembert, Diderot, 
Mme de Boufflers; brings Rousseau 
back to England as refugee, which ends 
not well.2 

1770s settles in Edinburgh (St. Andrew’s Sq.), 
Nancy Orde (cf. letter of 10 June 1776) 

1776 prepares definite edition of his 
collected works 

 25 August: probably dies of bowel 
cancer 

1777 My Own Life; Two Essays (Of Suicide; 
Of the Immortality of the Soul), 
anonymously. 

1779 Dialogues concerning Natural Religion; 
published by his nephew. 

1783 wakes Kant from his ‘dogmatic 
slumber’ (Prolegomena, Preface) 

 

                                            
2  See Edmonds, D. & Eidinow, J. (2006). Rousseau’s Dog. London: Faber and Faber. 


