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 McGill University’s David Hume Collection begun with the chance discovery of Hume’s 

personal copy of the works of Cicero in the Faculty Club cupboard by Prof. Raymond Klibansky is 

one of the finest and most comprehensive in the world. The collection is notable for having 

extensive items of Hume’s personal correspondence as well as several editions of Hume’s works 

brought to press by Hume himself with the help of his printer, Strahan, and bookseller, Millar. 

 With the generous support of the McGill David Hume Research Grant, I spent three weeks 

in the McLennan Library Rare Books reading room engaging with this impressive collection while 

working on two components of a larger project on virtue theory in Hume’s philosophy. What is a 

virtue theory? Roughly, any theory that uses character traits, virtues and vices, as central explanatory 

units in accounting for phenomena. What kinds of phenomena concern Hume? Hume’s Essays and 

Treatises on Several Subjects, a mélange of works with roots in Hume’s A Treatise of Human Nature (a 

commercial failure when first published in 1739-40) that came to be published as single works in our 

own time, inquires about the origin of ethical principles, religious beliefs, beliefs in cause and effect, 

views about beauty and taste, amongst other things. Using virtues and vices, Hume roots all of these 

cognitive achievements in human nature itself. That Hume used character traits to explain our moral 

judgments is the orthodox view, but Hume’s use of character traits to explain belief formation and 

aesthetic judgments is largely unexplored. Hume is known as a sort of virtue ethicist, but he is not 

generally regarded as a virtue epistemologist or virtue aesthetician.  My project explores ways to 

make the case that Hume is a virtue theorist broadly construed, including a virtue epistemologist and 

a virtue aesthetician. The evidence is to be found across Hume’s oeuvre, so access to an extensive 

collection of several editions of all of Hume’s works was very beneficial. 

One component of this works concerns Hume’s views on the rationality of belief in miracles 

and other religious doctrines, more specifically what kinds of intellectual traits contribute to forming, 

or resisting the formation of, such beliefs. As noted above, Hume’s Essays and Treatises on Several 

Subjects (henceforth, ETSS) is a collection of Hume’s works on a broad range of topics published as 

two volumes appearing in several editions between 1751-1777.  Volume I contains Hume’s Essays, 

Moral, Political and Literary.  Volume II contains Hume’s Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, 

Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals, and Natural History of Religion. My research focused largely on 

Section X of Hume’s Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, “Of Miracles,” and his Natural History of 

Religion. I also consulted Hume’s posthumously published Dialogues concerning Natural Religion, a work 

not contained in the ETSS. What might a philosopher be looking to discover in examining several 

early editions of works she is studying? First, given the controversial nature of Hume’s views on the 

rationality of belief in miracles, one might expect to see emboldening or softening of presentation 

between editions depending on changes in climate and the reception of previous editions. However, 

the passages of interest to me did not undergo significant revision between editions. Secondly, one 

might be curious about the reception of the works by early readers. To that end, I found a copy of 

Volume II of a 1764 edition of the ETSS with extensive notes in the flyleaf pages, which I will 

delineate below. 



The manuscript in question is call number B1455 1764 v.2b and, again, it is a copy of 

Volume II of the ETSS, which, as noted above, contains Hume’s first and second Enquiries and 

Natural History of Religion. The manuscript contains a bookplate with “HEN: KNELLER, MED: 

SOC: TEM: AR 1756,” but “HEN:KNELLER” is crossed out by hand and above it is written, I 

believe, “Thomas Pargues, 1798” (the handwriting is a bit difficult to read). As far as I can tell, little 

is known about Thomas Pargues (if my reading of the handwriting is correct). The surname appears 

in some clergy almanacs of the Reformed tradition, and it would make sense that a Huguenot, or 

descendant of Huguenots, would be interested in Hume’s works on religion, even if from a critical 

perspective. He also indicates that his place of residence is Quebec, though he is no more specific 

than that. Above the bookplate, Pargues has written a quote from Tacitus’s Histories in Latin, which 

translates: “What uncommon fate of these times, where you can think what you want and say what 

you think.” This is potentially telling, for it suggests that he finds Hume’s views bold, so bold that in 

another time he might not have been able to share them. Pargues has also manually inserted the 

“Advertisement” published in the 1777 edition of the ETSS in his copy of the 1764 edition, which 

suggests that he was a careful reader of this work who wanted to keep Hume’s views up to date.  

Of particular interest to me, is what appears to be a handwritten précis of none other than 

Section X, “Of Miracles,” by the owner on the flyleaf pages following where the 1777 

“Advertisement” has been manually inserted. It reads (to the best of my knowledge): “Experience is 

our only guide in reasoning concerning matters of fact: now we know from experience, that the laws 

of nature are firm & invariable. On the other hand, testimony is often variable & false: therefore 

since our evidence for the reality of miracles rests solely on testimony which is variable, and our 

evidence for the laws of nature is invariable, miracles are not to be believed. -E.G.P.” Again, “Of 

Miracles” is the passage with which I was primarily concerned while at the McLennan Library, so 

this was a very interesting discovery. The handwriting appears to be the same as the other flyleaf 

notes, but the initials read “E.G.P.” Is Thomas Pargues the same person as E.G.P.? Though we 

rarely know much about early readers of historical works, and though the signs they leave can be 

difficult to interpret, it is still quite gratifying to find that someone over 200 years ago engaged with 

the very same pieces of text that drive one’s own research program. Pargues/E.G.P. argues that 

Hume’s view is that miracles never have sufficient evidence to justify belief in them, but this is a 

question that remains open to this day. 

This experience reaffirmed my appreciation of the fantastic Clarendon Edition of Hume’s 

works, for which the editors pored over every edition of Hume’s works and carefully noted all 

changes between editions. Though their editorial notes are extensive and clear, there is no substitute 

for seeing before your eyes the Herculean task they undertook in developing their edition from 

those that came before. I close with a note of gratitude to the McGill University Library Rare Books 

and Special Collections, its generous benefactors, and its helpful staff.  


