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I. A valuable disposition.
Hume on the great value of a cheerful temperament.
= “a turn of mind which it is more happy to possess, than to be born to an estate of
ten thousand a year” (MOL 9, Mil xxxvi). [≈ 1.2 million USD now!]

Hume portrays his literary career as full of disappointments.
But “being naturally of a cheerful and sanguine temper, I very soon recovered the blow,
and prosecuted with great ardor my studies” (MOL 6, Mil xxxiv).

“The Sceptic” agrees: “To be happy, the passion must be chearful and gay, not gloomy
and melancholy. A propensity to hope and joy is real riches: One to fear and sorrow,
real poverty” (Sc 22, Mil 167).

My goal today: Explain and justify this statement.

Basic takeaways: (i) cheerfulness is a special virtue.
(ii) crucial for thinking about Hume & Stoics, Skeptics.

II. Two sides of cheerfulness.
Cheerfulness as a virtue: Immediately agreeable to oneself (EPM 7.1–2, SBN 250).

. . . propensity to feel hope, joy, love; seek pleasures.
Enables, safeguards other virtues in the face of misfortune.

. . . e.g.: Hume’s industriousness post-Treatise’s flop.

Compare: 2ndEnq.: Cleanthes’s “tranquillity” (EPM 9.2, SBN 269–70).
History : Anne Boleyn, Mary Queen of Scots (H 31.34, 42.37).

III. Transfigured Stoicism.
The ‘safeguarding’ side of cheerfulness sounds a bit like Stoic tranquility!

. . . secure: “The temple of wisdom[,]. . . seated on a rock, above the rage of the
fighting elements, and inaccessible to all the malice of man” (Sto 12, Mil 150).

. . . withdrawn from worldly affairs : “Happiness cannot possibly exist, where there
is no security; and security can have no place, where fortune has any dominion” (Sto
11, Mil 150).

. . . inwardly oriented : self-perfection through philosophical reflection.
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Hume’s critiques of Stoicism
– ineffectual, e.g., gout (EHU 8.34, SBN 101)
– inhumane, e.g., Epictetus’s “counterfeit sympathy” (MP 3, Mil 540)

How is cheerfulness not Stoic tranquility?

Analogy with commerce = “superfluous labour” (“Of Commerce”)
= “real riches” (Co 13, Mil 262)

Helpful for (i) happiness, (ii) defense of state.
(i) by creating an incentive to produce beyond subsistence → industry.
(ii) “stock of labour” available to support army, fund disaster relief.

Commercial society Cheerful person Stoic sage
economy : : engagement vs. withdrawal
mettle strength of mind apathē

fortification resilience immunity
mobility alacrity immutability

IV. The role of philosophy in living well.
Hume’s Sceptic deems cheerfulness “real riches” in part to emphasize philosophy’s
ineffectiveness for helping us live well. Is Hume as pessimistic?

Many : Yes. Me: No. He tempers Stoical optimism, yet finds philosophy salutary.

Sceptic’s ‘principle’: “there is nothing, in itself, valuable or despicable, desirable or
hateful, beautiful or deformed; but that these attributes arise from the particular
constitution and fabric of human sentiment and affection. . . What affects the feeling
of one with delight, produces uneasiness in another” (Sc 8, Mil 162).

Arg. 1: Philosophical maxims can harm certain tempers.

Reply : A medicine needn’t heal everyone to be valuable!

Arg. 2: Philosophical maxims are only salutary to the virtuous/healthy, ∴ useless.

Reply : Medicines can also maintain health!
Dichotomous thinking: Many between perfectly vicious/virtuous.

(IS 23, Mil 594)

How can philosophy make us happy, for Hume?
(i) soften passions by “painting” virtue “in. . . amiable colours” (EHU 1.1, SBN 5).
(ii) perplexity, consciousness of philosophy’s limitations (cf. EHU 12.24, SBN 162).
→ “abate [the] pride” of those “inclined. . . to haughtiness and obstinacy.”
→ tempers arrogance → maintains cheerfulness → happiness.


