history of england by david hume

history of england by david hume represents one of the most significant works
in the field of historical literature. Authored by the renowned Scottish
philosopher and historian David Hume, this multi-volume series offers a
profound analysis of England’s political, social, and cultural development
from the earliest periods to the late 17th century. Known for its critical
approach and philosophical underpinnings, Hume'’s History of England not only
shaped the study of history in the 18th century but also influenced later
historians and political thinkers. This article explores the origins,
structure, themes, and impact of the History of England by David Hume,
providing a comprehensive understanding of its historical significance and
literary merit. The discussion will cover Hume'’s methodology, notable
volumes, key historical interpretations, and the legacy left by this
monumental work.

Background and Context of David Hume’'s History

Structure and Content of the History of England

Philosophical Approach and Methodology

Major Themes and Interpretations

Impact and Legacy of Hume’s Historical Work

Background and Context of David Hume’s History

The History of England by David Hume was composed during the mid-18th
century, a period marked by Enlightenment ideals and a growing interest in
empirical research. Hume, primarily known as a philosopher, ventured into
historical writing to offer a secular and rational account of England’s past.
His work was groundbreaking in its attempt to move beyond traditional
chronicles and religious narratives, instead emphasizing political and social
factors that shaped events. The political climate of Britain, with its
evolving monarchy and parliamentary system, provided fertile ground for
Hume’s historical inquiry. Moreover, his background in philosophy heavily
influenced his interpretation of causality and human nature within historical
contexts.

David Hume’s Life and Intellectual Environment

Born in 1711 in Scotland, David Hume was a central figure of the Scottish
Enlightenment. His intellectual pursuits ranged from philosophy and economics



to history. The History of England was written between 1754 and 1762, during
which Hume established himself as a historian. The work reflects his
empirical skepticism and emphasis on human passions as driving forces in
history. His approach stood in contrast to other historians of his time, who
often relied on anecdotal or religious explanations.

Historical Writing Before Hume

Prior to Hume’s undertaking, English history was frequently recorded by
clerics or political partisans, often blending myth with fact. Histories were
typically descriptive rather than analytical, lacking a coherent
philosophical framework. Hume’s History of England introduced a critical,
analytical style that combined narrative with moral and political evaluation,
setting new standards for historiography.

Structure and Content of the History of England

The History of England by David Hume spans multiple volumes, each addressing
specific periods in England’s past. The work covers the history from the
invasion of Julius Caesar around 55 BC to the Revolution of 1688. Hume
intended to complete a comprehensive history but ultimately focused on the
most formative centuries of English political development. His narrative is
chronological yet thematic, focusing on the causes and consequences of
events, the interplay of personalities, and institutional changes.

Overview of Volumes

Hume’s History of England is divided into six volumes:

e Volume 1: From the Invasion of Julius Caesar to the Accession of Henry
VII

e Volume 2: From the Reign of Henry VII to the Death of Elizabeth I

e Volume 3: From the Accession of James I to the Death of Charles I

e Volume 4: The Civil Wars and Commonwealth Period

e Volume 5: From the Restoration of Charles II to the Glorious Revolution

e Volume 6: Supplementary Essays and Reflections



Key Historical Periods Covered

Hume’s narrative addresses crucial eras such as the Tudor dynasty, the Stuart
period, the English Civil War, and the Glorious Revolution. Each phase 1is
analyzed with attention to political power struggles, religious conflicts,
and constitutional developments. The work sheds light on the evolution of
parliamentary government and the gradual limitation of monarchical authority.

Philosophical Approach and Methodology

Hume’s historical writing is deeply rooted in his philosophical principles,
particularly his empiricism and skepticism. His method involved critical
examination of sources, rejection of superstition, and an emphasis on human
nature as a key factor in historical causation. He sought to explain events
through natural causes and human motivations rather than divine intervention
or fate.

Empiricism and Skepticism in History

As an empiricist, Hume prioritized evidence-based conclusions, carefully
assessing the reliability of historical records. His skepticism led him to
question accepted stories and legends, favoring plausible explanations
grounded in political and social realities. This approach contributed to the
development of history as a scientific discipline.

Human Nature and Political Theory

Hume integrated his understanding of human passions, interests, and
rationality into his historical analysis. He viewed political events as
outcomes of competing interests and power dynamics rather than idealistic or
moralistic struggles. This realistic portrayal of politics underscored the
complexity of governance and the interplay between rulers and subjects.

Major Themes and Interpretations

The History of England by David Hume explores a variety of important themes
that reveal his interpretation of England’s past. These themes include the
balance of power, the role of religion, constitutional development, and the
nature of revolution.

Balance of Power and Constitutionalism

Hume emphasized the gradual establishment of a constitutional monarchy in
England. He highlighted how the monarchy’s power was increasingly checked by



Parliament and legal institutions. His analysis suggests that political
stability emerged from a delicate balance between authority and liberty,
rather than through radical change.

Religion and Political Conflict

The religious turmoil of England, especially during the Reformation and the
Civil War, receives significant attention. Hume approached these conflicts
from a pragmatic angle, illustrating how religious factions often intertwined
with political ambitions. He was critical of fanaticism and advocated for
tolerance and moderation.

Revolution and Change

Hume’s treatment of revolutions, particularly the Glorious Revolution,
reflects his cautious stance toward upheaval. He viewed revolution as a
necessary but dangerous means of resolving political crises, emphasizing the
importance of lawful and orderly transitions of power.

Impact and Legacy of Hume’s Historical Work

The History of England by David Hume had a profound impact on historical
scholarship and political thought. It set new standards for historiography by
combining rigorous analysis with literary elegance. The work influenced later
historians, political philosophers, and even policymakers who sought to
understand the foundations of British constitutional government.

Influence on Historiography

Hume’s emphasis on critical source evaluation and philosophical reflection
inspired subsequent generations of historians. His narrative style, blending
clarity with insight, made history accessible and engaging, contributing to
the broader Enlightenment project of spreading knowledge.

Political and Cultural Legacy

The History of England helped shape the modern understanding of British
political development, particularly the evolution of constitutional monarchy
and parliamentary democracy. Hume'’'s reflections on human nature and
governance continue to resonate in political theory and historical studies.



Enduring Relevance

Today, the History of England by David Hume remains a key reference for
scholars exploring the intersection of history, philosophy, and politics. Its
methodical approach and insightful interpretations provide valuable lessons
for the study of historical processes and the complexities of political
power.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was David Hume and what is his significance in
writing the History of England?

David Hume was an 18th-century Scottish philosopher, historian, and essayist.
He is significant for writing the multi-volume 'History of England,' which
was widely read and influential in shaping the understanding of English
history during his time.

What time period does David Hume's History of
England cover?

David Hume's History of England covers English history from the invasion of
Julius Caesar in 55 BC up to the Revolution of 1688.

How did David Hume's philosophical background
influence his History of England?

Hume's philosophical skepticism and empiricism influenced his historical
writing by encouraging a critical approach to sources and an emphasis on
causality and human nature in historical events.

What are some criticisms of David Hume's History of
England?

Critics have pointed out that Hume's History of England sometimes reflects
his own political and religious biases, particularly his conservative views
and sympathy towards the Stuart monarchy.

How was David Hume's History of England received
during his lifetime?

Hume's History of England was very popular and financially successful during
his lifetime, praised for its engaging style and comprehensive coverage,
making him one of the most prominent historians of his era.



In what way did David Hume's History of England
influence later historians?

Hume's work set a precedent for writing narrative history with an analytical
approach, influencing later historians to adopt a more critical and
philosophical perspective in historical writing.

What distinguishes David Hume's History of England
from previous historical accounts?

Hume's History of England was distinguished by its literary style,
philosophical insight, and critical examination of sources, moving away from
mere chronicle to interpretative history.

Did David Hume write the entire History of England
himself?

Yes, David Hume wrote the entire multi-volume History of England himself,
which was published between 1754 and 1762.

Where can one access David Hume's History of England
today?

David Hume's History of England is available in public domain and can be
accessed through various online platforms such as Project Gutenberg, Google
Books, and in print editions from academic publishers.

Additional Resources

1. The History of England, from the Invasion of Julius Caesar to the
Revolution in 1688

David Hume'’'s seminal work traces the political, social, and cultural
evolution of England from ancient times through the Glorious Revolution.
Known for its elegant prose and philosophical insight, the book covers major
events and figures, offering a critical analysis of monarchy and governance.
It remains a foundational text in the study of British history.

2. The History of England, Vol. 1: The Roman and Anglo-Saxon Periods

This volume explores England’s early history, focusing on the Roman
occupation and the subsequent Anglo-Saxon settlements. Hume delves into the
cultural transformations and conflicts that shaped the foundation of English
society. The narrative provides context for understanding England’s early
political structures.

3. The History of England, Vol. 2: The Norman Conquest and the Plantagenet
Dynasty
Covering the Norman invasion of 1066 and the Plantagenet reign, this book



examines the consolidation of royal power and the development of English law
and institutions. Hume presents a nuanced view of the complex relationships
between kings, nobles, and the church. The volume highlights key events such
as the Magna Carta and the Hundred Years’ War.

4. The History of England, Vol. 3: The Tudor Era

Focusing on the Tudor dynasty, this volume discusses the religious upheavals,
political intrigue, and cultural renaissance of 16th-century England. Hume
evaluates the reigns of monarchs like Henry VIII and Elizabeth I, emphasizing
their impact on national identity. The book also addresses the beginnings of
England’s expansion overseas.

5. The History of England, Vol. 4: The Stuart Period and the English Civil
War

This installment covers the turbulent 17th century, including the Stuart
monarchy, the English Civil War, and the Commonwealth period. Hume provides
insight into the conflicts between monarchy and Parliament, as well as the
shifting religious landscape. His balanced perspective sheds light on the
causes and consequences of civil strife.

6. The History of England, Vol. 5: The Restoration and the Glorious
Revolution

Detailing the return of the monarchy under Charles II and the subsequent
Glorious Revolution, this volume explores the re-establishment of
constitutional monarchy. Hume discusses the political and religious
compromises that shaped modern Britain. The work concludes with reflections
on the evolving balance of power between the crown and Parliament.

7. Essays on the History of England

A collection of shorter works where Hume examines specific events and themes
in English history with his characteristic philosophical approach. These
essays provide deeper analysis on topics like the nature of government,
historical causation, and the role of individuals in shaping history. They
complement his larger historical volumes by offering focused reflections.

8. Reflections on the Revolution in England

In this book, Hume reflects on the significance and outcomes of the Glorious

Revolution, assessing its impact on English society and governance. He argues
for the importance of stability and gradual change over radical upheaval. The
text reveals Hume'’s political philosophy and his views on constitutionalism.

9. The Philosophical Foundations of English History

This work explores the underlying ideas and principles that informed
England’s historical development, drawing on Hume's expertise as a
philosopher and historian. It discusses concepts such as human nature, power,
and progress in the context of England’s past. The book serves as an
intellectual companion to Hume’s historical narratives.
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