david hume history of england

david hume history of england stands as a monumental work in the field of historical
literature, marking a significant contribution by the Scottish philosopher and historian David
Hume. This multi-volume series, published between 1754 and 1762, offers a comprehensive
narrative of English history from the Roman invasion to the Glorious Revolution. Hume’s
approach combined rigorous scholarship with literary elegance, setting new standards for
historical writing in the 18th century. His interpretation of events, political dynamics, and
social changes has influenced both contemporaries and modern historians alike. This article
delves into the origins, content, methodology, and impact of the David Hume History of
England, highlighting its enduring significance in historiography. Below is an outline of the
main topics covered.

Origins and Publication History

Scope and Structure of the Work

Philosophical Approach and Historical Methodology

Key Themes and Interpretations

Reception and Influence

Origins and Publication History

The genesis of the David Hume History of England can be traced back to the mid-18th
century when Hume, already recognized for his philosophical works, sought to apply his
intellectual rigor to the study of history. Motivated by a desire to produce a secular and
analytical account of England’s past, Hume began compiling his history in the early 1750s.
The work was released in several volumes over nearly a decade, beginning with the first
volume in 1754 and concluding with the final volume in 1762. This staggered publication
allowed Hume to refine his narrative style and incorporate contemporary scholarship.

Background and Motivation

David Hume’s interest in history was closely tied to his broader philosophical inquiries into
human nature, politics, and society. He aimed to create a history that went beyond mere
chronicling of events by interpreting the causes and effects underlying historical
developments. His moderate Whig perspective influenced his portrayal of constitutional
monarchy and political evolution in England.



Publishing Challenges

Despite Hume’s standing as a philosopher, the History of England faced challenges in
gaining immediate acceptance due to its candid assessments of monarchy and religion.
However, the work gradually garnered respect for its scholarly depth and literary quality,
paving the way for its lasting legacy.

Scope and Structure of the Work

The David Hume History of England encompasses a vast temporal span, covering England’s
history from the Roman conquest in 55 B.C. through to the Revolution of 1688. The work is
divided into multiple volumes, each focusing on distinct historical periods and key figures.
This comprehensive scope allowed Hume to trace the political and social transformations
that shaped modern England.

Chronological Coverage

The volumes are organized chronologically, with early volumes detailing ancient and
medieval England, while later volumes focus on the Tudor and Stuart eras. Hume’s
narrative culminates with the Glorious Revolution, which he regarded as a pivotal moment
in establishing constitutional government.

Volume Breakdown

e Volume 1: Roman Britain to the Norman Conquest

e Volume 2: The Norman and Plantagenet Dynasties

e Volume 3: The Wars of the Roses and Early Tudor Period

e Volume 4: The Reigns of Henry VIll, Edward VI, Mary |, and Elizabeth |

e Volume 5: The Stuart Dynasty up to the Glorious Revolution

Philosophical Approach and Historical
Methodology

David Hume’s history is notable for its philosophical underpinnings and methodological
innovation. He employed a critical approach that emphasized empirical evidence, causality,
and human motivations. His skepticism toward traditional religious and political dogmas
informed a more secular and analytical narrative.



Empiricism and Causality

Hume’s commitment to empiricism is evident in his reliance on primary sources and careful
evaluation of historical evidence. He sought to uncover the causes behind political
upheavals and social changes, avoiding simplistic explanations and focusing instead on
complex human factors.

Secular Perspective

Unlike many historians of his time, Hume adopted a secular viewpoint, minimizing the role
of divine providence in historical events. This approach allowed for a more objective
analysis of political power, religion, and societal change.

Key Themes and Interpretations

The David Hume History of England explores numerous themes central to understanding
English history and political development. Hume’s interpretations often challenged
prevailing narratives and offered nuanced insights into governance, liberty, and national
identity.

Monarchy and Constitutionalism

Hume advocated for constitutional monarchy as the optimal form of government, balancing
authority and liberty. He praised the English political system for evolving through a series of
compromises and power struggles that avoided tyranny.

Religion and Society

Religion is examined critically, with Hume highlighting its influence on politics and social
cohesion, while also cautioning against sectarian conflict. His analysis reflects
Enlightenment ideals of tolerance and rational inquiry.

National Character and Progress

Hume emphasized the gradual progress of English society through legal reforms, economic
growth, and cultural achievements. He portrayed history as a dynamic process shaped by
human agency and collective experience.

Reception and Influence

The David Hume History of England was both acclaimed and critiqued in its time but
ultimately established itself as a foundational work in historical writing. Its blend of
philosophical insight and narrative skill influenced subsequent historians and the



development of modern historiography.

Contemporary Reception

Upon publication, reactions varied. Some praised Hume's elegant prose and analytical
depth, while others criticized his secular stance and perceived political biases.
Nevertheless, the work enjoyed widespread readership and sparked debates on historical
interpretation.

Legacy and Impact

Hume’s History of England shaped the approach to history by emphasizing critical analysis
and empirical research. It inspired later historians to adopt more scientific methods and
contributed to the rise of history as a professional discipline. The work remains a reference
point for understanding both English history and Enlightenment thought.

1. Established new standards for historical narrative and analysis
2. Influenced political philosophy and constitutional studies
3. Contributed to secular and empirical approaches in historiography

4. Became a widely read and respected historical account in the English-speaking world

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was David Hume and what is his significance in
history?

David Hume was an 18th-century Scottish philosopher, historian, and essayist, known for
his influential works in philosophy and history, including his multi-volume 'History of
England' which provided a comprehensive narrative of English history from ancient times to
the 17th century.

What periods does David Hume's 'History of England’
cover?

David Hume's 'History of England' covers English history from the Roman invasion up to the
Glorious Revolution of 1688, spanning ancient Britain through the medieval era and into the
early modern period.



How did David Hume approach writing the 'History of
England'?

David Hume approached writing 'History of England' with an empirical and philosophical
perspective, emphasizing causation and human nature, aiming to provide a balanced and
rational account rather than a purely chronological narrative.

What impact did David Hume's 'History of England' have
on historical writing?

David Hume's 'History of England' set new standards for historical writing by combining
rigorous scholarship with engaging prose, influencing later historians and popularizing
history among the general public in the 18th and 19th centuries.

Is David Hume's 'History of England' considered
accurate by modern standards?

While pioneering for its time, some of David Hume's interpretations and perspectives in
'‘History of England' are now considered outdated or biased, reflecting 18th-century
Enlightenment views rather than modern historiographical methods.

How many volumes are there in David Hume's 'History
of England'?

David Hume's 'History of England' was originally published in six volumes between 1754
and 1762, each covering different periods and themes of English history.

What themes does David Hume emphasize in his
'History of England'?

In his 'History of England’, David Hume emphasizes themes such as political power,
constitutional development, human nature, and the influence of religion and economics on
historical events.

Did David Hume face any criticism for his 'History of
England'?

Yes, David Hume faced criticism from contemporaries who disagreed with his political and
religious views, particularly his skepticism and perceived sympathy towards monarchy,
which some felt biased his historical interpretations.

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

David Hume's 'History of England' is widely available in print and digital formats, including
public domain versions accessible through online libraries such as Project Gutenberg and



Google Books.

Additional Resources

1. A History of England, Volume 1 by David Hume

This foundational work by David Hume covers the history of England from the Roman era
through the reign of Henry VII. Known for its elegant prose and philosophical insights, it
reflects Hume’'s skeptical approach to historical narrative. The book combines political,
military, and cultural history, emphasizing the causes and effects of events rather than
mere chronology.

2. A History of England, Volume 2 by David Hume

Continuing from Volume 1, this installment explores the Tudor and early Stuart periods,
detailing the complex political and religious transformations of the time. Hume’s analysis
delves into the interplay between monarchy and Parliament, as well as the social changes
influencing England’s development. His impartial tone and critical perspective make it a
significant contribution to Enlightenment historiography.

3. The Political Thought of David Hume by Donald Livingston

This book examines David Hume'’s political philosophy, particularly as it relates to his
historical writings like the History of England. Livingston explores how Hume’s ideas about
governance, liberty, and social order underpin his interpretation of English history. The
work provides valuable context for understanding Hume's approach to history beyond mere
narration.

4. David Hume: The Philosopher as Historian by J.C.A. Gaskin

Gaskin’s study highlights Hume’s dual role as a philosopher and historian, focusing on his
History of England. The book discusses Hume’s methodology, his use of sources, and the
philosophical assumptions that shape his historical narrative. It is an insightful resource for
readers interested in the intersection of history and philosophy.

5. The Enlightenment and the History of England by Peter Jones

This book situates Hume’s History of England within the broader intellectual movement of
the Enlightenment. Jones analyzes how Hume and his contemporaries redefined historical

writing by emphasizing reason, progress, and secularism. The work also compares Hume’s
history with other Enlightenment historians to highlight its unique contributions.

6. History and Philosophy in David Hume’s England by Emily Thomas

Focusing on the philosophical underpinnings of Hume’s historical work, Thomas explores
how skepticism and empiricism influence his portrayal of English history. The book assesses
Hume's critical stance on sources and his narrative style, revealing the complexities of
writing history in the eighteenth century. It is particularly useful for understanding the
epistemological challenges Hume faced.

7. The Making of Modern British History: From Hume to the Present by Richard Evans
Evans traces the development of British historiography starting with Hume’s influential
History of England. The book discusses how Hume’s approach set the stage for modern
historical scholarship and how subsequent historians built upon or reacted against his
legacy. It provides a comprehensive overview of the evolution of British historical writing.



8. David Hume'’s History of England: A Critical Edition edited by J. C. Bryce

This critical edition offers the original text of Hume’s History of England alongside scholarly
commentary and notes. It provides insights into textual variations, Hume’s sources, and the
historical context of the work’s publication. Ideal for students and scholars, it facilitates a
deeper understanding of Hume’s narrative and style.

9. From Myth to History: The Historical Imagination of David Hume by Sarah Mitchell
Mitchell’s book investigates how Hume transforms traditional myths and legends into
historical narratives in his History of England. The study explores Hume’s techniques for
distinguishing fact from fiction and his role in shaping national identity through history. It is
a compelling read for those interested in the relationship between history and storytelling.
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