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The end of economic statecraft: 

David Hume’s History of England

The chronologies of David Hume’s career as a political economist and 
his career as a historian are closely intertwined.1 Political Discourses, 
the collection of essays containing his principal contribution to polit-
ical economy, was published in January 1752.2 The work went on 
to secure Hume a Europe-wide reputation as a writer on economic 
affairs and was, as he noted in his autobiography, his only book 
‘successful on the first publication’.3 A second edition emerged later 
in 1752, and further versions – now forming the final section of his 
Essays and Treatises on Several Subjects – were issued in 1754, 1757, 
1758, 1760, 1764, 1767, 1768, 1770, 1772 and 1777. Revisions, 
some minor, others more substantial, were included in each of these 
publications, and a new economic essay, ‘Of the Jealousy of Trade’, 
was attached to later versions of the 1758 text and all subsequent edi-
tions. At the same time, Hume continued to elaborate on and clarify 
the essays’ arguments in his correspondence, entering into a series 
of exchanges with some of Europe’s foremost economic thinkers, 
among them Josiah Tucker, Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot, André 
Morellet and Adam Smith.4

The idea for a history, meanwhile, had first been mooted by Hume 
in the second half of the 1740s. Work began in the late summer of 
1752 and the first volume, covering the reigns of James I and Charles 
I, was published as The History of Great Britain in the autumn of 
1754.5 Hume added a second volume in 1757, extending the narra-
tive up to the Glorious Revolution, while 1759 saw the publication 
of the two-volume History of England under the House of Tudor.6 The 
project was completed with two further volumes, published in 1761 
and 1762, covering the period from the Roman invasion to the Battle 
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170 COMMERCE, FINANCE AND STATECRAFT

of Bosworth Field.7 The entire narrative was then republished as a 
single work later in 1762 under the title The History of England from 
the Invasion of Julius Caesar to the Revolution in 1688.8 New editions, 
each containing significant revisions, followed in 1770, 1773 and 
1778.9

Alongside the chronological coincidence between Hume’s writings 
on history and political economy are, perhaps unsurprisingly, a series 
of intellectual links. This chapter explores these connections and 
provides an account of the relationship between the historical and 
economic facets of Hume’s work.10 My approach is, in a sense, analo-
gous with that of a number of scholars, among them Duncan Forbes, 
Nicholas Phillipson and James A. Harris, who have discussed the 
relationship between Hume’s historical and political writing.11 For 
these commentators, the History formed part of Hume’s career-long 
enterprise to, in the words of Forbes, develop a ‘programme of polit-
ical education’.12 Only through such an endeavour, Hume assumed, 
could the disruptive influence of political factionalism be countered, 
and ‘the established, Hanoverian regime’ be provided with a ‘a proper 
intellectual foundation’.13 Running parallel with this project, and 
stretching across the Political Discourses, the Essays and the History, 
I argue, was an attempt to give England’s commercial and financial 
interests – which were in Hume’s estimation of vital importance to 
government – a similar grounding.14 Such a programme contained a 
number of elements: an analysis of the conditions on which economic 
life in England depended; an account of the processes through which 
those conditions had been established; and commentary on the role 
that England’s statesmen had played in its commercial and financial 
history. In discussing these matters, Hume developed a damning 
critique of the economic statecraft tradition; indeed, it was, in part, 
the misunderstandings of economic affairs committed by previous 
generations of historians that he sought to warn his readers against 
and correct.

The chapter is divided into six sections. Section one provides an 
account of Hume’s views on history, commerce and finance as devel-
oped in his essays. Section two gives a general introduction to the 
History of England. Sections three, four and five look respectively 
at his discussion of Stuart, Tudor and pre-Tudor England. Section 
six investigates the changes Hume made to the History in its later 
editions.

Ben Dew - 9781526151605
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:04:44AM

via free access



 THE END OF ECONOMIC STATECRAFT 171

1.1 Essays: ‘Of the Rise and Progress of the Arts and Sciences’

Hume’s approach to the histories of commerce and finance has its 
roots in the account of causality first advanced in A Treatise of Human 
Nature (1739–40) and subsequently adapted in the Enquiry Concerning 
Human Understanding (1748). His underlying claim in these works 
was that human perception of causality is rooted not in any necessary 
connection between objects, but rather in experience; it is the regular 
conjunction of events that leads individuals to the attribution of a 
causal relationship. In the opening section of the 1742 essay ‘Of the 
Rise and Progress of the Arts and Sciences’, Hume used this idea as 
the basis for an account of the epistemology of historical causation.15 
His aim here was to establish the types of events that are attributable 
to causes and, consequently, potential sites for the discovery of pro-
found knowledge, and those that are a product of chance and thus not 
susceptible to further enquiry. The argument proceeded through two 
stages. In the first, Hume outlined his core thesis: events arising from 
a great number of people can be accounted for by ‘determinate and 
known Causes’, as the presence of a large sample provides the observer 
with the regular conjunction of events required to attribute causa-
tion.16 In contrast, events that depend on a few people do not provide 
a large enough sample for such a judgement, and may ‘be ascrib’d to 
Chance, or secret and unknown Causes’.17 Such arguments led Hume 
to conclude that some subjects were more suitable for ‘general’ analysis 
than others. ‘The domestic and the gradual Revolutions of a State’ – 
such as the ‘Rise of the Commons in England ’ and the ‘Increase of 
Trade and Industry’ – depended on the passions of many and were, 
therefore, ‘a […] proper Subject of Reasoning and Observation’.18 
In contrast, ‘the foreign and the momentary’ revolutions, ‘which are 
commonly produc’d by single Persons, […] are more influenc’d by 
Whim, Folly, or Caprice, than by general Passions and Interests’.19 
‘For the same reason’, Hume continued, ‘tis more easy to account for 
the Rise and Progress of Commerce in any Kingdom, than for that 
of Learning.’20 The former relied on ‘Avarice, or the Desire of Gain’, 
which was ‘an universal Passion, that operates at all Times, in all 
Places, and upon all Persons’.21 The latter was dependent on curiosity, 
or the love of knowledge, which has ‘but a very limited Influence, and 
requires Youth, Leisure, Education, Genius, and Example, to make it 
govern any Person’.22
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172 COMMERCE, FINANCE AND STATECRAFT

In the second stage of his argument, Hume considered the rela-
tionship between ‘chance’, particular occurrences, and ‘caused’ or 
‘general’ ones. The historian of the arts and sciences, Hume warned, 
needed to proceed with caution; the small number of people who 
cultivate these subjects and the limited, delicate nature of their pas-
sion mean that chance must always play a significant part in their 
development. However, Hume continued, there was a sense in which 
general causes did influence scientific and artistic endeavour.

Tho’ the Persons, that cultivate the Sciences with such astonishing 
Success, as to attract the Admiration of Posterity, be always few, in all 
Nations, and all Ages; ’tis impossible but a Share of the same Spirit and 
Genius must be antecedently diffus’d thro’ the People among whom 
they arise, in order to produce, form, and cultivate, from their earliest 
Infancy, the Taste and Judgement of those eminent Writers. The Mass 
cannot be altogether insipid. […] The Question, therefore, concerning 
the Rise and Progress of the Arts and Sciences, is not altogether a 
Question concerning the Taste, Genius, and Spirit of a few, but con-
cerning those of a whole People; and may, therefore, be accounted for, 
in some Measure, by general Causes and Principles.23

For Hume, therefore, ‘chance’ and ‘causation’ were not mutually 
exclusive categories. General causes, he acknowledged, do not have 
the capacity to explain specific individual events, such as the existence 
of Homer at a particular time or place.24 Equally, though, as the 
‘Arts and Sciences’ require certain conditions to prosper, an analysis 
of general causes has the potential to offer a partial explanation even 
for seemingly ‘chance’ occurrences. Given such an approach, a key 
task for the historian was to select an appropriate form of analysis for 
the phenomena being described. Certain events required a ‘general’ 
form of cultural history, which looked at changes in the behaviour of 
large groups and sought to identify clear patterns of causation. Other 
occurrences demanded the use of a ‘particular’ mode of analysis con-
cerned with the actions of specific individuals. Moreover, the use of 
this latter approach obliged the analyst to distinguish between those 
historical phenomena that were a product of the general cultural 
 context – and thus subject to causal analysis – and those that were 
not.

Ben Dew - 9781526151605
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:04:44AM

via free access



 THE END OF ECONOMIC STATECRAFT 173

1.2 Essays: Political Discourses

Hume’s comments on the development of commerce in ‘Of the Rise 
and Progress of the Arts and Sciences’, brief as they are, raise a 
number of important questions. His analysis presents avarice as the 
root of all commercial activity. However, while Hume assumed that 
avarice is a universal human phenomenon, one which ‘operates at all 
Times, in all Places, and upon all Persons’, commerce is not; rather, 
its emergence is a subject on which ‘Reasoning and Observation’ have 
the potential to shine some light.25 Given such assumptions, what 
was it that enabled human beings’ innate avarice to take a commercial 
turn?

An answer to this question was to be formulated in ‘Of Commerce’, 
the first essay in the Political Discourses. For Hume, there were sig-
nificant differences between the behaviour of the populace in soci-
eties where manufactures and mechanic arts are not cultivated and 
those where they are. In the former, a habit of indolence prevails, as 
individuals have no motivation to produce more than they need. In 
the latter, proprietors of land and farmers have the opportunity to 
purchase a range of desirable commodities. Consequently, they ‘study 
agriculture as a science […], redouble their industry and attention’, 
and, as a result, produce more from the land than they need for 
mere survival.26 In most societies, Hume explained, the emergence 
of manufacturing was a consequence of the development of foreign 
trade and, more specifically, the introduction of luxury goods. The 
power of such products lay in their sudden entry on to the market; 
whereas domestic manufactures ‘advance by slow degrees’ and lack 
the capacity to ‘affect us by their novelty’, foreign commodities are 
experienced as something entirely new.27 At the same time, the profit 
available through trading abroad is high, as goods that are unwanted 
and cheap in one country can be non-reproducible, highly desirable 
and consequently expensive in another locale. This ensured that it 
was overseas commerce that had provided the objects that could 
attract people’s previously latent avarice. Through it ‘men become 
acquainted with the pleasures of luxury and the profits of commerce; 
and their delicacy and industry, being once awaken’d, carry them to 
farther improvements, in every branch of domestic as well as foreign 
trade’.28 What is particularly significant is that the historical narrative 
that Hume develops here is a ‘general’ history; as such, it depends not 
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on the actions of particular elite individuals, but rather on a ‘general’ 
cause – the introduction of luxury goods – which exerts an influence 
on the passions of the multitude.

This ‘general’ approach to commercial history helped Hume to 
define his place within existing economic debates. Despite being 
the most important aspect of public affairs, he argued, commerce 
and finance were ‘commonly treated in the loosest and most careless 
manner’, with writers building their analyses on a series of ‘ground-
less’ assumptions.29 In contrast to this, Hume emphasised, his own 
work would be concerned with a ‘multitude of cases’ and ‘universal 
propositions, which comprehend under them an infinite number of 
individuals’.30 These would then be used, albeit with extreme cau-
tion and an awareness of possible exceptions, to establish ‘general 
principles’.31 Such a ‘refin’d’ and ‘subtile’ method, Hume argued, 
was ‘uncommon’ and ‘out of the common road’.32 It served, how-
ever, to highlight the magnitude of the errors committed by previous 
economic commentators. Underpinning their conceptions of finance 
and commerce was an understanding of ‘plenty of money’ as the 
cause of national prosperity.33 To an extent, this idea was simply 
misguided; as Hume forcefully demonstrated, the level of money 
in a country would naturally adjust itself to the level of industry, 
thereby ensuring that any sudden acquisition or loss of specie had no 
long-term consequences. Equally, however, attempts to retain money 
could be highly pernicious, as they led nations to adopt ‘bars, obstruc-
tions, and imposts’ on the movement of goods, which served to 
‘check industry, and rob ourselves and our neighbours of the common 
benefits of art and nature’.34 The point being made here, it should be 
emphasised, was not that such regulations were wrong per se. Indeed, 
Hume endorsed a tax on German linen as it encouraged ‘home man-
ufactures, and  thereby [multiplied] our people and industry’, and 
supported the tax on brandy, noting that it increased the sale of rum 
and supported the southern colonies.35 In ‘Of Taxes’, meanwhile, 
he showed that the general effect of a moderate increase in taxes on 
commodities was to increase the industry of the poor by obliging 
them to work harder to maintain their standard of living.36 Hume’s 
contention, therefore, was that the needs of commerce and industry, 
phenomena that could only be understood through a knowledge of 
people’s natural passions and desires, provided the criteria for assess-
ing economic policy.
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2. Hume’s History of England

The History of England was anchored in the broad historiographical 
framework that Hume had established in ‘Of the Rise of the Arts and 
Sciences’. The result, as Pocock has argued, was a work written in ‘the 
double key of political narrative and sociological generalisation’.37 On 
the one hand, therefore, Hume conceived of his history in classical 
terms as a narrative of the deeds performed by particular individuals.38 
Indeed, as the letters he wrote in the period surrounding the publica-
tion of the History demonstrate, his aim was to overcome the failings 
in ‘style, judgement, impartiality, [and] care’ of previous historians 
of England by mimicking the practices of classical historiography.39 
Party polemics, transcribed documents, pedantic footnotes and the 
trivial and frivolous were all avoided and replaced by what Hume 
referred to as a conciseness ‘after the manner of the Ancients’.40 
On the other hand, however, Hume provided a general ‘cultural’ 
history, an account of the various shifts in manners and opinions 
experienced by the general mass of England’s population as they 
moved from a state of barbarism to one of civilisation.41 And it was, 
for Hume, manners and opinions that determined the character of a 
particular age, shaping its approach to matters such as government, 
military affairs, learning and commerce. To an extent, and in the 
manner Hume had anticipated in the Essays, these different ‘keys’ of 
history are integrated. Indeed, Hume’s main point is that the political 
upheavals of the seventeenth century cannot be understood without 
a knowledge of England’s changing social and economic structure.

In structural terms, however, the ‘general’ cultural analysis is often 
separated from the main narrative. Sometimes this simply involves 
inserting a paragraph of contextual material into the discussion 
or an explanatory note. Elsewhere, the treatment of such issues is  
attached to the ‘characters’ of monarchs given after the narration of 
their deaths; as a consequence, these sections come to deal as much 
with the disposition of the age as they do with that of a particular 
king or queen. On four occasions, with regard to Norman, Saxon, 
Elizabethan and Jacobean England, Hume devotes a complete chap-
ter to such issues. These sections are conceived of as, in a sense, 
separate from the ‘main’ historical project. In the first edition of the 
Stuarts’ volume, Hume introduced his Jacobean chapter as a ‘pause’ 
in his account, which departed ‘a little from the historical style’.42 
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This phrase was deleted in later versions of the text, but the labelling 
of the four ‘cultural’ chapters as ‘appendices’ in all editions from 
1762 onwards served, perhaps more effectively, to emphasise their 
distinctiveness from the rest of the text. Equally, however, while 
such sections may not have quite been ‘history’, they were of vital 
importance to it. In relation to the Stuarts’ volume, Hume noted that 
without ‘cultural’ information ‘history can be very little instructive, 
and often will not be intelligible’.43 A similar point was made in a 
more forceful manner before the non-narrative section concerning 
Charles I and the Interregnum, when Hume observed that ‘The chief 
use of history is, that it affords materials for disquisitions of this 
nature; and it seems the duty of an historian to point out the proper 
inferences and conclusions.’44

Commerce and finance occupied a complex place within this 
schema. The narrative section of Hume’s account is concerned with 
commercial and financial issues in so far as they directly shaped or 
provided a context for political events. Indeed, one of Hume’s key 
aims was to show that the Civil War was, in part, a consequence of 
‘general’ changes in England’s social structure produced by the rise of 
commerce. His discussion of commerce in the non-narrative sections, 
meanwhile, accomplished three principal tasks. First, he outlined 
the organisation and extent of government revenue and commerce 
at particular moments in time. To provide a sense of perspective, 
particularly in relation to commerce, English approaches were then 
contrasted both with those of other European nations from the same 
period and contemporary practices. Second, he sought to account for 
changes in England’s economic infrastructure. In doing so, Hume 
developed the analysis of luxury he had forwarded in ‘Of Commerce’, 
fusing it with the account of changes in property ownership advanced 
by, among others, Bacon, Harrington and Bolingbroke. The result 
was a cultural history of commerce that conceived of England’s com-
mercial development over the longue durée as a product of a shift in 
the way in which the passions of the multitude functioned. Third, 
and in spite of this, Hume continued to believe that commerce had 
a political history made up of the specific commercial and financial 
measures pursued by individual monarchs. As an account of ‘the 
few’ – individual monarchs and, on occasion, the small cabal of min-
isters who surrounded them – this history was shaped by chance or 
unknown causes. ‘General’ principles, however, were also important 
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to such an endeavour. As Hume had demonstrated in his discussion 
of the arts and sciences, to be fully understood the actions of the few 
needed to be placed in the wider context of ‘general’ cultural history. 
Moreover, the ‘general’ principles concerning commerce that Hume 
had established in Political Discourses provided the criteria by which 
he judged the successes, and more commonly failures, of England’s 
monarchs in the History.

The next three sections explore the way in which these ideas were 
developed in Hume’s account. My treatment of the material here 
will be chronological by order of publication, and thus begins with 
discussion of the Stuarts, before moving on to the Tudor and then 
pre- Tudor volumes. To reflect the structure of Hume’s analysis the 
accounts of the Tudors and Stuarts will be divided into two sub- 
sections. The first will look at the narrative part of Hume’s analysis, 
where the economic material is primarily concerned with issues relat-
ing to finance. The second will be concerned with the non-narrative 
appendices and focus on their analyses of commerce. The less detailed 
discussion of pre-Tudor economic issues will be dealt with in a single 
section.

3.1 The Stuarts: narrative

The primary importance of Jacobean history, as Hume conceived of 
it, lay in its capacity to explain the origins of the conflict between 
‘Privilege & Prerogative’ which had generated the modern party 
system, and which, as such, continued to shape English political 
life.45 Hume was aware, as many previous historians had been, that 
disagreements regarding James’s handling of revenue had played 
a key part in determining the period’s emerging battle lines. His 
approach to the antagonists, however, as discussed in the narrative 
part of the first volume of his History, was at odds with that of both 
Whig and Tory accounts. Key to these analyses, as we have seen, 
had been an attempt to attribute blame. Thus for Whig writers, 
James’s absolutist designs had led him to embark on a programme 
of  revenue-raising that went against established constitutional 
precedents and threatened the liberties of the populace. For Tory 
historians, meanwhile, responsibility for the conflict lay with a group 
of power-hungry Presbyterians and Republicans who, in order to 
advance their own selfish agenda, had used Parliament to reject the 
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monarch’s  legitimate requests for revenue. Hume had no sympathy 
with this sort of polemic. Indeed, rather than viewing the conflict 
as the product of an unwarranted power seizure from either king or 
commons, he sought to show how disagreements had emerged from 
a series of complex shifts in England’s ‘general’ circumstances.

The key context for Hume was, in a sense, intellectual. In the first 
years of the seventeenth century, he argued:

the minds of men, thro’out all Europe, but especially in England, seem 
to have undergone a general, but insensible revolution. Tho’ letters 
had been revived in the preceding age, they had been little cultivated 
beyond the limits of the college; nor had they, till now, begun to 
spread themselves, in any degree, among men of the world. Arts, both 
mechanical and liberal, were every day receiving great improvements. 
Navigation had extended itself over the whole globe. Travelling was 
secure and agreeable. And the general system of politics, in Europe, 
was becoming more enlarged and comprehensive.46

However, just as the force of this revolution was different in England 
and mainland Europe, so were its effects. In the former, it was argued:

the love of freedom, which, unless checked, flourishes extremely in 
all liberal natures, acquired new force, as well as more enlarged views, 
suitable to that cultivated understanding, which became, every day, 
more common, among men of birth and education.47

On the Continent, however, ‘where the necessity of discipline had 
begot mercenary armies, the prince commonly established an unlim-
ited authority, and overpowered […] the liberties of the people’.48 For 
Hume, the actions of the commons, specifically their increasing desire 
to defend their ‘privileges’, were a direct product of the English form 
of this ‘general revolution’. The King’s behaviour, meanwhile, was 
shaped by his contrasting understandings of English and European 
developments. ‘Happily’, Hume noted, he was entirely ignorant of 
the transformation taking placed in England, possessing ‘neither 
sufficient capacity to perceive the alteration, nor sufficient art and 
vigour to check it in its early advances’.49 Equally, however, he had 
full knowledge of the powers exercised by other European princes, 
even if he was unaware of how recently they had been acquired. It was 
this that led him to claim, even though he lacked the military backing 
of his fellow monarchs, the same kind of rights that they enjoyed and 
to assume, as they did, that his power was divine in origin.
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The tensions between monarch and people created by such devel-
opments were further exacerbated by England’s economic situation. 
The discovery and conquest of the West Indies in the 1490s, Hume 
argued, had produced a rise in the price of goods that served to 
reduce the relative wealth of the monarch. As a result, not only did 
the royal income fail to rise in proportion to that of his subjects, 
but the pressure for expenditure increased as improvements in ‘art 
and industry’ raised the expectations and financial demands of royal 
servants, courtiers and ministers.50 At the same time, however, the 
very gold that had undermined the King’s position also turned the 
populace against him. As Hume noted, ‘riches’, in association with 
the ‘increasing knowledge of the age’, produced in the people ‘a spirit 
of freedom and independence, [disposing] them to pay little regard, 
either to the entreaties or menaces of their sovereign’.51 Drawing on 
Harringtonian ideas about the relationship between property and 
power, Hume went on to attribute the origins of this ‘spirit’ to an 
alteration in landownership.52 The ‘increase of commerce’ and regu-
lations permitting the barons to alienate their lands had shifted the 
‘ballance of property’ from the lords to the commons.53 This devel-
opment initially served to strengthen the influence of the monarchy, 
as free from the threat of the peers, sovereigns were able to expand 
their prerogative to the point where it threatened the survival of the 
constitution. Ultimately, however, the commons ‘recovered from 
their lethargy’ and, no longer tied to the monarch by a shared fear 
of the disruptive barons, sought ‘to secure liberty by firmer barriers, 
than their ancestors had hitherto provided for it’.54

For Hume, it was the simultaneous presence of a necessitous 
monarch, with only a limited understanding of the contemporary 
economic situation, and an increasingly wealthy, knowledgeable and 
rebellious commons that had generated the period’s disputes about 
revenue. The King, Hume emphasised, desirous of raising his ‘pomp 
and splendor’ to the levels enjoyed by previous English monarchs and 
contemporary European ones, sought to enlarge his revenue.55 The 
newly acquired ‘spirit and judgement’ of the House of Commons, 
however, led it to protect what it considered its privileges, and attempt 
a series of economic reforms.56 Constitutional precedent, meanwhile, 
provided only limited help in adjudicating between conflicting claims. 
On occasions, the problem here was a lack of clarity. Describing 
James’s attempts to increase his income through raising customs and 
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levying new impositions on goods, Hume noted that ‘the precedents 
for so dangerous an exercise of power were neither very recent nor 
very numerous’.57 However, the fact that there were precedents in 
the reigns of Mary and Elizabeth served ‘to throw a kind of doubt 
and ambiguity on this question, which was of so great moment to 
the constitution’.58 Elsewhere, measures advanced by the King and 
opposed by the Commons – for example monopolies – were sup-
ported by ‘many and recent precedents’.59 They remained, nonetheless, 
both ‘diametrically opposite to all the principles of a free government’ 
and highly damaging to the nation’s growing commercial interests.60

Hume’s account, therefore, was premised on the notion that the 
origins of the struggle between privilege and prerogative could not 
be understood without an account of the ways in which general, 
contextual factors shaped action. This is not to claim, it should be 
emphasised, that his account was rooted in a form of economic 
determinism. As he made clear though a series of counterfactual 
speculations, war was not inevitable. If the King had possessed ‘a very 
rigid frugality’ or if the Commons had acted ‘with more generosity 
and kindness’, events would have unfolded in a very different way.61 
Moreover, as the History consistently emphasised, the conflict would 
not have taken the direction it did without the pernicious influence 
of religious enthusiasm. Nevertheless, it was through giving ‘general’ 
factors a much more significant role than other writers that Hume 
was able to reduce the culpability of both the Commons and the 
King. Thus, despite accepting the argument of Salmon and Carte 
that the Commons were an innovating force, by presenting the lower 
house’s actions as part of a wider, intellectual and economic shift, 
Hume was able to account for and justify their actions. Similarly, 
while Hume’s discussion of changes in the balance of property has 
something in common with Bolingbroke’s equally Harringtonian 
account, there is an alteration of emphasis. Bolingbroke had used 
James’s failure to act in a manner appropriate for a ‘popular’ polity as 
evidence of his fundamental demerit, emphasising both that the con-
duct of his predecessor and the ‘constitution’ provided clear markers 
of the sort of conduct required.62 Hume, in contrast, maintained that 
the King’s only crime – if it could be so labelled – was his failure to 
fully comprehend a series of complex and highly novel circumstances. 
What James lacked, therefore, was not virtue, but knowledge and 
understanding of economic and intellectual change.
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3.2 The Stuarts: non-narrative

Ideas regarding knowledge and understanding were also key to 
Hume’s account of commerce in the non-narrative sections of the 
Stuarts’ volume. James’s reign, Hume sought to demonstrate in the 
first of the Stuart ‘appendix’ chapters, was a time of rapid economic 
development. Indeed, ‘during no period of English history, was there 
a more sensible increase […] of all the advantages, which distinguish 
a flourishing people’.63 When judged in relation to other European 
countries of the time and modern standards, however, the nation’s 
commerce appeared rather less successful. The Dutch, it was noted, 
possessed three times more shipping, and ‘all the more elaborate 
and curious arts were only cultivated abroad, particularly in Italy’.64 
Similarly, ‘a catalogue of manufactures, for which the English were 
then eminent, would appear very contemptible, in comparison of 
those, which flourish among them at present’.65 Fine linen manu-
facture was ‘totally unknown’, silk manufacture ‘had no footing’ and, 
because of a lack of expertise, wool, which accounted for nine-tenths 
of the commerce of the kingdom, had to be exported to be dyed and 
dressed.66

This general picture of English economic development was then 
placed alongside an account of James’s performance as a manager 
of the nation’s financial and commercial interests. While a range of 
material is drawn upon, including Rymer’s Foedera and the Journal 
of the House of Commons, Hume’s greatest debt was to Howes, who 
Hume, under the misapprehension that a single author had written 
the whole of the Annales, referred to as ‘Stowe’.67 Thus Hume utilised 
the Annales as a source, quoted at length from the ‘honest’ historian’s 
work in a footnote, and endorsed his arguments about the increase in 
commerce that had taken place under James, arguing that:

Not only the peace, which he procured, was favorable to industry and 
commerce: His turn of mind inclined him to promote the peaceful 
arts: And trade being as yet in its infancy, all additions to it would be 
the more evident to every eye, which was not blinded by melancholy 
prejudices.68

What distinguished Hume’s account from Howes’s, however, was its 
analysis of James’s role in these changes. Indeed, whereas the English 
chronicler provided numerous examples of the King’s economic 
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 successes, the Scottish historian struggled to find any. A procla-
mation that James issued against exporting undressed cloth, Hume 
noted, was deeply unpopular and quickly retracted. His attempt to 
introduce silk manufacture was defeated by the English climate and 
he failed to protect English interests in the Spice Islands.69 Moreover, 
when James did recommend wise measures, such as ‘greater freedom 
of trade and an exemption from the restraint of exclusive companies’, 
the opposition he faced from ‘men […] imprisoned by their own 
prejudices’ made him, understandably in Hume’s estimation, reluc-
tant to force the issue.70

Similar differences are also apparent in Hume’s and Howes’s treat-
ment of the North American colonies. Howes would surely have 
endorsed Hume’s pronouncement that it was the commencement 
of the American colonies which ‘chiefly renders the reign of James 
memorable’.71 For Hume, however, this achievement was only 
indirectly attributable to the reigning monarch. The colonies had 
been ‘peopled’, he argued, by a group of ‘necessitous and indigent’ 
individuals, who were discontented with the established Church and 
monarchy and who had done little to increase the wealth or the 
population at home.72 Possessed of ‘the spirit of independency, which 
was reviving in England’, in America it was these individuals, not the 
monarch, who ‘promoted the navigation, encouraged the industry, 
and even multiplied the inhabitants of their mother-country’.73 His 
views, meanwhile, are made even clearer in his concluding comments. 
Outlining the relative progress of commerce and learning in the 
Jacobean era, Hume noted: ‘the endeavours of James, or more properly 
speaking, those of the nation, for the promotion of trade, were attended 
with greater success than those for the encouragement of learning’.74

Hume’s conception of the relationship between ‘general’ and ‘par-
ticular’ history here is a complex one. To an extent, while he moves 
rapidly between the two modes, they remain causally unconnected; 
James may well have been an ineffective manager of the nation’s 
commercial interests, but commerce, agriculture and manufacture 
continued to improve at an expeditious rate. Equally, however, there 
was a sense in which ‘general’ factors shaped ‘particular’ actions. 
Underlying Hume’s analysis is a conception of economic affairs as 
a discrete area of knowledge. In James’s reign, however, a series 
of ‘general’ factors had prevented this knowledge from making any 
headway. Self-interested tradesmen, seeking to protect their own 
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monopolies, had resisted reforms successfully, and, as a result, the 
King’s wiser actions had been defeated by the prejudice of the times. 
Consequently, knowledge had exerted little influence on policy.

These ideas shaped the rest of the Stuarts’ volume. The whole 
period, Hume maintained, was one of rapid and accelerating economic 
growth. During the ‘peaceable’ part of Charles’s reign, ‘commerce 
and industry […] encreased extremely’ and, although trade met with 
some ‘convulsions’ as a result of the Civil War, ‘it soon  recovered after 
the establishment of the Commonwealth’.75 Commerce,  meanwhile, 
‘did never, during any period, encrease so fast as from the restoration 
to the revolution’.76 Such developments are explained as products of 
three principal triggers. First, the ongoing persecution of religious 
minorities both in England and abroad is shown to have produced a 
series of beneficial economic consequences. The severities exercised 
by Laud ensured that by the start of the Civil War, 25,000 people 
were resident in New England, while the oppression of the Catholics 
following the Civil War helped to populate Maryland.77 Later, the 
restraints imposed on Dissenters served to further expand the colo-
nies and helped to ensure that England’s shipping doubled between 
the Restoration and the Glorious Revolution.78 At the same time, 
knowledge of dyeing woollen cloth, an innovation that saved England 
‘great sums of money’, was brought to England by a Dutchman, who 
fled the Low Countries fearing a French invasion.79

Second, English commerce had benefited from a series of for-
tuitous military conflicts. Hume’s position here was by no means a 
straightforward one. He believed, in general, that peace was nec-
essary for commerce.80 At the same time, he was unconvinced that 
war against a trading rival would necessarily, as was widely assumed, 
bring commercial benefits. As he argued in relation to the Anglo-
Dutch conflicts:

even were the naval force of Holland totally annihilated, the acquisition 
of the Dutch commerce to England could not be relied on as a certain 
consequence; nor is trade a constant attendant of power, but depends 
on many other, and some of them very delicate, circumstances.81

Despite such observations, however, Hume maintained that, in 
England’s case, war had proven to be advantageous. The conflicts 
with the Dutch during the Interregnum, ‘by distressing the commerce 
of so formidable a rival, served to encourage trade in England’.82 
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Similarly, the two Dutch wars waged under Charles II, ‘by disturbing 
the trade of that republic, promoted the navigation of this island; and 
after Charles had made a separate peace with the States, his subjects 
enjoyed unmolested the trade of Europe’.83

Finally, Hume argued that the ascendancy of ‘democratical prin-
ciples’ following the regicide produced an important cultural shift 
in English views on trade, as country gentlemen became willing to 
apprentice their sons to merchants, and commerce became ‘more hon-
ourable in England than in any other Europæan kingdom’.84 England’s 
commercial ascendancy, therefore, is presented as an unforeseen and 
unintended consequence of three of Hume’s principal bugbears: 
religious intolerance, war and republicanism. In no sense was it the 
product of a deliberate strategy pursued by the nation’s monarchs. 
Indeed, it is not until the reign of James II that Hume was able to find 
examples of a Stuart encouraging trade in a ‘judicious’ manner.85

4.1 The Tudors: narrative

Writing to the physician John Clephane in September 1757, Hume 
announced his plans to extend his history to cover the reigns of the 
Tudor kings. ‘I wish, indeed’, he observed,

I had begun [with the reign of Henry VII]: For by that means, I should 
have been able, without making any digression, by the plain course of 
the narration, to have shown how absolute the authority was, which 
the English Kings then possessed, and that the Stuarts did little or 
nothing more than continue matters in the former tract, which the 
people were determined no longer to admit.86

In the narrative sections of his account, Hume developed this thesis 
by emphasising that arbitrary measures were a consistent feature of 
the financial practices of the Tudor monarchs. With regard to Henry 
VII, Hume paraphrased Bacon’s discussion of the various perversions 
of the law through which the King, aided by his ‘instruments of 
oppression’ Empson and Dudley, raised his income.87 Attention is 
also drawn to Henry VIII’s attempt to arbitrarily impose taxes on his 
people in 1525, and his more successful schemes for seizing goods and 
land from the monasteries, and demanding loans and benevolences 
from his subjects.88 In relation to Elizabeth, meanwhile, Hume used 
material from the transcripts assembled by the antiquarian Simonds 
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D’Ewes to provide some detailed discussion of parliamentary debates 
that had taken place concerning the Queen’s various monopolies.89 
The arbitrary programme of the Tudors, he argued, had serious eco-
nomic consequences for England’s populace. Henry VII is presented 
as ‘enriching himself with the spoils of his oppressed people’, while 
Elizabeth’s monopolies are said to have put ‘invincible restraints upon 
all commerce, industry, and emulation’.90 As a consequence, these 
latter measures constituted grievances that were ‘the most intolerable 
for the present, and the most pernicious in their consequences, that 
ever were known in any age or under any government’.91

Hume’s primary interest, however, was less in the economic 
consequences of such incidents than their significance for Tudor 
politics. Arbitrary monarchical impositions, he maintained, were an 
unintended consequence of the populace’s ancient privileges. These 
privileges ensured, as was noted with regard to Henry VII, that 
the English were secured ‘from all taxations and impositions, except 
such as were levied by their own consent’.92 ‘Had the King’, Hume 
continued, ‘been empowered to lay on general taxes at his pleasure, 
he would naturally have abstained from these oppressive expedients, 
which destroyed all security in private property, and begot an univer-
sal diffidence thro’ the nation.’93 Similarly, Elizabeth’s limited income 
ensured that she lacked the financial means to reward those persons 
who had distinguished themselves in military and civil employments, 
and, consequently, had turned to monopolies to raise revenue.94

However, while such measures may have had their origins in 
financial weakness, that monarchs were consistently able to employ 
them demonstrated both the strength of the Crown and the supine 
nature of Parliament. Henry VII, for example, had such power over 
his parliamentarians that they were willing to make Dudley, ‘the very 
man who was the chief instrument of [the King’s] oppressions’, their 
speaker.95 Henry VIII, meanwhile, through his use of prerogative, 
imprisonment and extorted loans, became ‘in a manner, absolute 
master of the person and property of every individual’.96 Hume’s 
most detailed discussion of parliamentary weakness, however, came 
in his account of monopolies, which he presented as a corrective for 
those who ‘are prepossessed with an idea of the antient privileges of 
the people, and of the liberty enjoyed under the administration of 
Elizabeth’.97 In the 1601 debate about monopolies, the Commons 
asserted that:
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The Queen possessed both an enlarging and a restraining power: by her 
prerogative she might set at liberty what was restrained by statute or 
otherwise, and by her prerogative she might restrain what was other-
wise at liberty: That the royal prerogative was not to be canvassed nor 
disputed nor examined; and did not even admit of any limitation: That 
absolute princes, such as the sovereigns of England, were a species of 
divinity: That it was in vain to attempt tying the Queen’s hands by laws 
or statutes; since, by means of her dispensing power, she could loosen 
herself at her pleasure […].98

Hume went on to summarise the Commons’ reaction to Elizabeth’s 
decision to cancel the most grievous of the patents, drawing on mate-
rial from D’Ewes:

A member said, with tears in his eyes, that, if a sentence of everlasting 
happiness had been pronounced in his favour, he could not have felt 
more joy than that with which he was at present overwhelmed. […] 
And it was farther remarked, that in the same manner as the Deity 
would not give his glory to another, so the Queen herself was the only 
agent in their present prosperity and happiness.99

What is perhaps most noticeable about Hume’s account here is the 
information he does not include. Specifically, no mention is made 
of the sections of the debate, covered at length in his source mate-
rial, where speakers, among them Sir Francis Bacon and Sir Walter 
Raleigh, defended the social and economic efficacy of some types 
of monopoly. Indeed, Hume’s account assumed that there was an 
agreement concerning the pernicious nature of patents. As a result, 
Hume was able to use the monopolies debate to emphasise the shared 
sentiments that underlay the comments made by the various speakers, 
and to show that these sentiments were ‘more worthy of a Turkish 
divan than of an English house of commons, according to our present 
idea of this assembly’.100 Such a methodology served two purposes. 
On the one hand, it supported the claim that Hume had made in 
his letter to Clephane. As he presented them, the Stuart kings were 
not the unconstitutional innovators of Whiggish accounts, but were 
acting in accordance with well-established and widely supported ideas 
about English government. On the other hand, however, it served to 
emphasise the historical distance that lay between the mid- eighteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries. For Hume, the Elizabethan world he 
was describing, with its sycophantic and lachrymose parliamentari-

Ben Dew - 9781526151605
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:04:44AM

via free access



 THE END OF ECONOMIC STATECRAFT 187

ans, was one that was alien to the present to the point of absurdity. 
To comprehend the politics of the period, however, it was necessary 
to acquire some sort of understanding of the opinions and ‘general’ 
values on which government had been based.

4.2 The Tudors: non-narrative

Such an approach ensured that, while the tone of Hume’s discus-
sion of Tudor financial practices was sometimes supercilious, he also 
exhibited a good deal of sympathy for the actions both of monarchs 
and Parliament. Both, after all, were acting in conformity with 
established practices. When he came to deal in more detail with 
the  government’s management of commerce in the non-narrative 
sections of his discussion, however, he was a good deal more critical.

In his discussion of Henry VII, Hume provided both an account of 
the origins of English and European commercial development during 
the King’s reign, and an analysis of Henry’s skills in the management 
of commerce. With regard to the former issue, the History built 
directly on the argument advanced in ‘Of Commerce’, maintaining 
that an influx of luxury goods had transformed commerce and man-
ufacture in England, and later, as a consequence, its social structures 
and political institutions. However, whereas in his essay Hume had 
offered a historical generalisation – ‘in most nations foreign trade has 
preceded any refinement in home manufactures’ – in the History he 
outlined the specific events that had caused these developments to 
take place in fifteenth-century Europe:

It was during this reign, on the second of August 1492, a little before 
sun set, that Christopher Columbus, a Florentine, set out from Cadiz 
on his memorable voyage for the discovery of the western world; and 
a few years after, Vasquez de Gama, a Portuguese, passed the cape of 
Good Hope, and opened a new passage to the East Indies. These great 
events were attended with the most important consequences to all the 
nations of Europe, even to such as were not immediately concerned in 
those naval enterprizes.101

The most significant of these consequences, as Hume argued, was a 
change in the spending habits of the nobility; rather than using their 
income to fund an army of retainers, they spent their money, and 
sometimes exhausted it entirely, on luxury goods.102 Such actions 
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ensured that the common people were no longer ‘maintained in a 
vicious idleness’ and ‘were obliged to learn some calling or indus-
try’.103 At the same time, merchants and tradesmen directly benefited 
from the spending habits of their social superiors, and ‘both acquired 
a share in the landed property, and created to themselves a consider-
able property of a new kind, in stock, commodities, art, credit, and 
correspondence’.104

These developments meant that, for Hume, as for other historians 
operating in the Baconian/Harringtonian tradition, Henry VII’s 
reign constituted a key axis in English history. However, while Hume 
acknowledged the role played by Henry in fomenting beneficial polit-
ical change, his contributions to commercial policy are presented as 
a good deal less successful. The reasons for this distinction lay in the 
nature of the subjects:

The more simple ideas of order and equity are sufficient to guide a 
legislator in every thing that regards the internal administration of 
justice: But the principles of commerce are much more complicated, 
and require long experience and deep reflection to be well understood 
in any state.105

To an extent, Hume’s comments here echo his earlier statements 
concerning the difficulties inherent in commercial affairs. Their 
function, however, was rather different. In ‘Of Commerce’, Hume 
had sought to prepare his readers for an approach to commerce and 
finance that was ‘refin’d’, ‘subtile’ and ‘out of the common road’.106 
Here, however, Hume’s concern is with the pre-history of this 
understanding of commerce. As he observed, these matters were 
‘often misunderstood’ during Henry’s reign, and ‘even in the age of 
Lord Bacon, very imperfect and erroneous ideas were formed on that 
subject’.107

It is this conception of Tudor and Stuart ignorance concerning 
commerce that shaped Hume’s engagement with the work of Bacon 
and Camden. In relation to Henry VII, Hume repeated and endorsed 
Bacon’s account of the King’s character. It was, therefore, avarice 
that shaped Henry’s conduct and led him, ever anxious to increase 
his customs revenue, ‘to encourage commerce’.108 However, whereas 
Bacon had seen this encouragement as producing a series of benefi-
cial regulations, for Hume ‘trade and industry were rather hurt than 
promoted by the care and attention which were given to them’.109 In 
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demonstrating this, Hume did not use Bacon as a source, but rather 
followed his methodological lead by turning to the statute book and 
basing his analysis on the King’s record as a lawmaker. To give a 
sense of the general approach Hume took, a series of examples have 
been transcribed below:

Severe laws were made against taking interest for money, which was 
then denominated usury. Even the profits of exchange were prohibited, 
as savouring of usury, which the superstition of that age zealously 
proscribed. All evasive contracts, by which profits could be made from 
the loan of money, were also carefully guarded against. It is needless to 
observe how unreasonable and iniquitous these laws, how impossible 
to be executed, and how hurtful to trade, if they could take place.110

Laws were made against the exportation of money, plate, or bullion: 
A precaution, which serves no other purpose than to make more be 
exported.111

Horses were forbid to be exported; as if that exportation did not 
encourage the breed, and render them more plentiful. To promote 
archery, no bows were to be sold at a higher price that [sic] six shillings 
and four pence, reducing money to the denomination of our time. 
The only effect of this regulation must be either that the people would 
be supplied with bad bows or none at all. Prices were also affixed to 
woollen cloath, to caps and hats. And labourers wages were regulated 
by law. It is evident, that these circumstances ought always to be 
left free, and must be trusted to the common course of business and 
commerce.112

There is a law of this reign, containing a preamble, from which it 
appears, that the company of merchant adventures in London, had, 
by their own proper authority, debarred all the other merchants of the 
kingdom, from trading to the great marts in the low countries, unless 
each trader previously payed them the sum of near seventy pounds. It 
is surprising that such a by-law (if it deserves that name) could ever be 
carried into execution, and that the authority of Parliament should be 
requisite to abrogate it.113

Hume’s concern in these examples, as Bacon’s had been, was not with 
the specific empirical consequences of Henry’s legislation, and neither 
writer provided evidence to explore the ways in which legal changes 
had affected England’s fortunes. Rather, the laws themselves are the 
sole source material referred to, and an assessment of the King’s  success 
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is made by measuring his actions against a normative conception of 
good economic practice. Where the two writers differed, however, 
was in their conception of these norms. Bacon conceived of commerce 
as a powerful, unruly force that required careful regulation if it was 
to advance national interests. Prices, wages, interest rates, naviga-
tion and the organisation of individual trades and markets could, he 
argued, all benefit from legal control. Hume, in contrast, maintained 
that people’s natural avaricious desires were the key shaping factor in 
producing the world’s economy, something that he conceived of as a 
large, complex, but highly propitious economic system. Legislators, 
for Hume, still had a significant role to play in maintaining the order 
and justice that commercial exchange required, and in establishing a 
series of mechanisms for equitably collecting government revenue. 
At the same time, government could encourage industry, as Henry 
VII had done, by providing loans for his people.114 However, matters 
such as prices, wages, interest rates and the organisation of individual 
trades and markets should emerge naturally as products of interac-
tions between sellers and consumers. For Bacon, therefore, a history 
of economic development was necessarily an elite history, a narrative 
of how politicians had regulated commerce. Hume, however, as he 
had argued in ‘The Rise and Progress of the Arts and Sciences’, and 
demonstrated in ‘Of Commerce’, saw ‘the Increase of Trade and 
Industry’ and the ‘Rise and Progress of Commerce’ as developments 
requiring general analysis.115 Nevertheless, within Hume’s schema an 
elite account had a role to play either in showing how legislators had 
supported such ‘general’ developments or, as was the case with Henry 
VII, by examining how their actions had impeded them.

Bacon and Hume also conceived of the function of their analyses 
in contrasting ways. The former was careful to establish the basic eco-
nomic principles contained within Henry’s actions. For example, the 
law preventing wines being imported in anything but English ships 
was said to have arisen from the King subordinating plenty to power, 
while his regulation of the price of cloth was based on the notion not 
of ‘prescribing prices, but stinting them not to exceed a rate’.116 The 
implication here, in line with standard humanist ideas about history, 
was that these principles were still relevant, and that the reader might 
learn from the wise acts performed by historical figures. Hume also 
traced the ideas underlying Henry’s actions, but, in rejecting them, 
did not seek to justify his own economic principles. No attempt was 
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made, therefore, to explain why restricting exports of specie caused 
more to be exported, or why wages and prices ‘must be trusted to 
the common course of business and commerce’.117 Similarly, it was 
‘needless to observe’ the negative consequences that resulted from 
prohibitions on usury.118 The interested reader could, of course, find 
ample support for these principles both in Hume’s essays and in a 
range of other works of political economy. However, the key feature 
of Hume’s polemical strategy was, in a sense, his failure to develop 
his argument further. The ostensible assumption of the passages is 
that, while these principles may have been entirely alien to those 
such as Henry and Bacon living in Tudor and Stuart England, for his 
polite eighteenth-century readership they were obvious to the point 
of being self-evident.

Similar ideas underlay Hume’s account of Elizabeth’s management 
of commerce. The Queen’s awareness that England was dependent 
on its naval power made her, Hume argued, ‘desirous to encourage 
commerce and navigation’.119 Some success was achieved in this area, 
and Hume provided details of the Queen’s role in expanding the 
number of ships and protecting the interests of English merchants 
in the face of aggression from the Hans Towns.120 Nevertheless, 
‘the general train of her conduct was very ill calculated to serve the 
purpose at which she aimed’.121 The key problem was the Queen’s 
monopolies, which worked to ‘extinguish all domestic industry’ and 
acted as ‘an immediate check on foreign trade’.122 Hume went on to 
argue that ‘the spirit of the age was strongly bent on naval enterprizes’, 
and proceeded to examine the profitable trade links that England 
forged over the course of Elizabeth’s reign.123 However, his point 
here is that these developments were achieved in spite of, not because 
of, monarchical support. With regard to the East Indies and Turkey, 
Hume simply noted the Queen’s role in granting patents and, as a 
consequence, confining trade.124 In relation to Russia, however, a 
more extended analysis was provided which, paraphrasing Camden’s 
Annales, discussed the founding of the Muscovy Company and its 
acquirement of an exclusive patent for Russian trade; the successful 
attempt by the Tsar John Basilides (‘a most furious tyrant’) to obtain 
an alliance with Elizabeth; his unsuccessful attempt to secure an 
English wife; the trading of the Muscovy Company in Russia; and 
the attitude of Basilides’ successor Theodore to trade.125 Within these 
discussions, Hume acknowledged that the exclusive patent granted 
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by John Basilides had encouraged the English trade. Ultimately, 
however, his conclusion drew attention to Elizabeth’s failings:

After the death of John Basilides, his son Theodore revoked the patent, 
which the English enjoyed for a monopoly of the Russian trade; and 
when the Queen remonstrated against this innovation, he told her 
ministers, that princes must carry an indifferent hand, as well between 
their subjects as between foreigners; and not convert trade, which by 
the laws of nations ought to be common to all, into a monopoly for 
the private gain of a few. So much juster notions of commerce were 
entertained by this barbarian, than were practised by the renowned 
Queen Elizabeth!126

A comparison between Hume’s account of this incident and that 
of other historians is instructive. Camden passed over this incident 
without comment. Rapin and Salmon, seemingly unwilling to 
acknowledge that a tyrant might lecture Elizabeth on trade, ignored 
it. Guthrie, focusing on the resolution of the crisis, saw it as further 
evidence of Elizabeth’s skills as a statesman.127 Carte, meanwhile, 
drew attention to the fact that, in defending liberty of trade, the 
Tsar argued the case ‘very reasonably’.128 Hume would clearly have 
endorsed such a verdict. However, it is noteworthy that, uniquely 
among the sources discussed, he used the incident to develop a 
direct criticism of the Queen’s commercial policy. Indeed, as his 
jaunty exclamation mark implies, Hume revels in demonstrating that 
Elizabeth’s reign was not a glorious age of monarchical commercial 
endeavour, but rather, in economic terms, a period of sub-barbarian 
ignorance.

5. The early history of England

The concluding part of Hume’s discussion of economic affairs in the 
pre-Tudor volumes of the History performed two principal tasks. 
First, he developed an explanation of the reasons why commerce had 
been unable to prosper in England until the latter part of the period. 
Second, he provided an analysis of the changes that had ultimately 
enabled a successful trading culture to emerge. The result was both 
a direct challenge to the approaches of Rapin and Carte and the 
development of a pre-history to the analysis he had advanced in ‘Of 
Commerce’.
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For Hume, the avaricious desires of the populace functioned as the 
key motor driving economic development. While, as had been the 
case in the Essays, he treated these desires as innate, certain conditions 
were shown to be required to direct individuals towards economically 
useful forms of industry. In England’s early history these conditions 
were entirely absent. Economic activity, Hume maintained, required 
a stable and equitable legal system with the capacity to protect private 
property; without this, individuals could not have confidence that they 
would receive any benefits from their work. The precariousness of prop-
erty within both Saxon government and the feudal system that emerged 
under the Normans served, as a consequence, to reduce the potential for 
profit from trade and manufacture, and fundamentally inhibited these 
activities.129 At the same time, the period’s primitive bellicosity was 
incompatible with labour and commerce. The habitual plundering of 
the Danes, for example, rendered them ‘incapable of industry’.130 Under 
feudalism ‘every profession was held in contempt but that of arms’ and 
any merchant or manufacturer who acquired a degree of opulence ‘found 
himself but the more exposed to injuries, from the envy and avidity of the 
military nobles’.131 A few exceptional individuals, foremost among them 
Alfred the Great, had been able to transcend the values of their time 
and successfully promote England’s commercial interests.132 Ultimately, 
however, the long-term effects of such actions were negligible. Deprived 
of the peace and order it required to prosper, England’s commerce 
remained in a consistently ‘low’ and ‘languishing’ state.133

To explain how this commercial backwardness was overcome, 
Hume provided both a general and a more specific argument. The 
general argument was built on the assumption that the upshot of 
encounters between relative refinement and relative barbarity would 
be the civilising of the latter by the former. A key example of this 
process came in Hume’s discussion of the spread of Christianity from 
the conquered ancient Britons to the conquering pagan Saxons. The 
hostilities between the two peoples ‘naturally’ indisposed the Saxons 
against the faith of the Britons.134 Nonetheless, he continued,

however limited in their views [the Saxons were], they could not but 
have perceived a degree of cultivation in the southern counties [of 
Britain] beyond what they themselves possessed; and it was natural 
for them to yield to that superior knowledge, as well as zeal, by which 
the inhabitants of the Christian kingdoms were even at this time 
distinguished.135
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Similarly, when the English Court became filled with Normans 
during the reign of Edward the Confessor, the fact that the new 
arrivals were ‘distinguished, both by the favour of Edward, and by 
a degree of cultivation somewhat superior to that of the English in 
those ages, soon rendered their language, customs and laws fashion-
able in the kingdom’.136

These developments were aided by a specific alteration in English 
government. The demise of the feudal system in the thirteenth cen-
tury, Hume argued, had caused a diminution both of the power 
and revenue of English monarchs. In order to restore their position, 
therefore, monarchs sought inspiration abroad:

During the course of two centuries, the kings of England, in imita-
tion of other European princes, had embraced the salutary policy of 
encouraging and protecting the lower and more industrious orders of 
the state; whom they found well disposed to obey the laws and civil 
magistrate, and whose ingenuity and labour furnished commodities, 
requisite for the ornament of peace and support of war.137

Initially, this encouragement took the form of a series of measures 
that enabled citizens to ‘enjoy unmolested the fruits of their industry’, 
including ‘liberty of trade’ and permission to farm their own tolls 
and customs.138 Later, to facilitate the raising of revenue, Edward 
I had initiated a system where local boroughs sent two deputies to 
Parliament, with the power to consent, on behalf of those they rep-
resented, to measures forwarded by the King and his council. These 
reforms laid the foundation for a ‘free and equitable government’ and 
resulted, in time, in the emergence of the third estate.139 ‘And by this 
means’, Hume concluded, a section of the population, ‘formerly so 
abject in England, as well as in all other European nations, rose by 
slow degrees to their present importance; and in their progress made 
arts and commerce, the necessary attendants of liberty and equality, 
flourish in the kingdom.’140

To an extent, the effect of Hume’s analysis was to emphasise 
the fundamental remoteness of medieval history. For Hume, as for 
writers such as Brady, Salmon and the Court Whig authors, this was 
a period in which the economic features that defined modern society 
existed only, at best, in primitive form and were little understood 
by contemporary observers. As a consequence, the History was not 
exemplary in the manner of earlier accounts. There was little that 
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a modern politician could learn about commerce by observing the 
workings of a society that was entirely different to his own, and 
in which economic knowledge was grossly inferior to the present. 
Despite this, however, there remained an important didactic com-
ponent to Hume’s analysis. By tracing the transition from a non- 
commercial society to a primitive commercial one in the medieval 
volumes, he provided an account of the preconditions necessary for 
economic activity. Like government, it was emphasised, commerce 
was dependent on opinion. A tradesman needed to have confidence 
that property would be respected, and he needed to feel valued within 
the society of which he formed a part. Hume was, of course, aware 
that commerce had evolved a good deal since these foundations were 
established. Equally, however, as foundational values, these patterns 
of opinion played a fundamental role in holding up the commercial 
edifice on which English prosperity was based. As a consequence, 
his account provided both a powerful demonstration of the need to 
preserve England’s commercial foundations, and a warning regarding 
the consequences – essentially a return to the barbarism of the early 
medieval period – of not heeding history’s lessons.

6. Revisions to the History of England

While Hume was initially disappointed both by the critical recep-
tion and sales of his history, particularly with regard to its first two 
volumes, the work was to be a considerable success, spawning a 
successful French translation and multiple further editions in his 
lifetime. In preparing these new editions, Hume made a number of 
changes to the text, correcting errors, revising the phrasing and, on 
occasion, adding whole new paragraphs and sections.141 The most 
significant of these alterations were to the sections of the History 
concerning the Stuarts where, as previous commentators have noted, 
Hume adapted his analysis in the wake of his concerns about popular 
unrest both in England and the North American colonies.142 Equally 
importantly, however, these later editions saw Hume rework and 
expand his commentary on England’s financial history.

The key changes he made concerned James’s approach to taxation. 
In the first edition of the Stuarts’ volume, as we have seen, Hume 
had argued that the attempts James made to levy impositions on mer-
chandise had been based on precedents ‘neither very recent nor very 
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numerous’.143 The research he completed on the Tudors, however, 
led him to substantially revise this verdict. In the 1762 edition of the 
text, the comment on the lack of precedents was deleted, and instead, 
after noting the existence of the impositions, Hume observed: ‘This 
exercise of power will naturally, to us, appear arbitrary and illegal; yet, 
according to the principles and practices of that time, it might admit 
of some apology.’144 Hume went on to provide just such an apology, 
explaining that the fact that Parliament had gifted the duties of 
tonnage and poundage to Henry V and all succeeding monarchs ‘for 
life’ led monarchs to consider these sources of income as their ‘own 
proper right and inheritance’.145 Equally, it was natural for the King 
to question the rates of poundage, given that these rates had been 
determined before the discovery of the West Indies. He also revised 
his comments on previous approaches to taxation, noting that ‘The 
King was supported […] by two direct precedents, one in the reign 
of Mary, another in the beginning of Elizabeth.’146 These comments 
were then further strengthened in the 1773 edition, when Hume 
once again rephrased his account, this time arguing that the King 
had been supported by ‘direct precedents, some in the reign of Mary, 
some in the beginning of Elizabeth’.147 An extended footnote was 
provided to justify this assertion. The overall effect of such changes, 
and similar alterations made to the non-narrative sections of the text, 
was to reduce still further James’s personal culpability for the arbi-
trary practices followed during his reign.148 Indeed, given the specific 
situation in which the King found himself and the extent to which 
his actions were supported by precedent, it is difficult to see, Hume 
shows, how he could have acted otherwise.

These revisions concerning James’s financial management, it should 
be emphasised, were not accompanied by any changes to Hume’s 
essential argument regarding the King’s handling of commerce. As a 
result, the gap between his often sympathetic attitude to the monar-
chical administration of revenue and his critical approach to the com-
mercial aspects of statecraft becomes even more marked in the later 
editions of the text. In part this was a methodological issue. Hume 
tended to view matters of revenue as products of a particular context. 
Commercial schemes, in contrast, were assessed using the sort of 
‘general’ and seemingly universal principles that Hume had laid out 
in Political Discourses. The reasons for such a distinction are hinted 
at in the final set of revisions that Hume made to the History shortly 
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before his death. As part of his remarks on the civil government in 
England in the Jacobean appendix, Hume had argued that on the 
accession of the Stuarts, kings of England possessed ‘an authority, in 
the judgement of all, not exactly limited; in the judgement of some, 
not limitable’.149 However, he continued, this authority had its roots 
not in ‘money’ or ‘force of arms’, but rather ‘merely on the opinion of 
the people, influenced by antient precedent and example’.150 It was 
this that explained the extreme jealousy of monarchs towards their 
prerogative. In the 1778 edition, Hume added the following sentence 
to his analysis:

And it seems a necessary, though perhaps a melancholy truth, that, in 
every government, the magistrate must either possess a large revenue 
and a military force, or enjoy some discretionary powers, in order to 
execute the laws, and support his own authority.151

Such comments provide a useful gloss on Hume’s contrasting 
approaches to finance and commerce. For Hume, the power of 
monarchs to alter impositions on goods formed a part of their pre-
rogative. The ways in which they used this prerogative in the past 
had, by contemporary standards, been arbitrary and crude. However, 
they had been rooted in precedent – the key force in maintaining 
the authority of government – and they had helped government to 
fulfil its basic function: the maintenance of order. As such, while 
Tudor and Stuart monarchs clearly had no conception of the sort of 
advanced ideas about finance that Hume had discussed in ‘Of Taxes’, 
when evaluated using political criteria their actions were justifiable. 
In relation to commerce, however, an area which for Hume required 
more complex types of knowledge, the fundamental ignorance of 
the Tudors and Stuarts meant they had achieved little of real value. 
Hume’s analytical approaches reflected, therefore, the nature of the 
subjects he discussed. The administration of finance, at its most basic, 
only required a knowledge of precedent. To manage commerce suc-
cessfully, however, statesmen needed a sophisticated understanding 
of a broad range of ‘general’ material.

Conclusion

Taken in sum, Hume’s History of England constitutes a rejection of 
the economic statecraft tradition as outlined over the course of this 
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book. Three points are of particular significance here. First, in so far 
as previous generations of historians had dealt with economic history, 
they had conceived of it as the study of economic policy. ‘Exemplary’, 
Livian accounts maintained that, just as virtuous monarchs produced 
good policies and commercial success, so self-interested rulers pro-
moted unsuccessful measures and damaged a nation’s commercial 
interests. For more Tacitean historians it was not a monarch’s virtue 
that made him or her successful, but skill and cunning. Nevertheless, 
the assumption was still that the individual qualities of a statesman 
were the decisive factor in determining the advancement (or not) of 
trade and national prosperity. Hume disagreed. Despite the incom-
petence and ineffectiveness of England’s monarchs with regard to 
economic affairs, in the Tudor and Stuart periods trade and com-
merce had flourished. There was, therefore, no necessary connection 
between economic statecraft and economic development.

Second, historians of economic statecraft emphasised the close 
connection between the management of economic policy and other 
aspects of a statesman’s role. The sort of virtue or skill that enabled 
a monarch to produce success in commerce, it was assumed, would 
naturally bring about political and military achievements, and ensure 
that he or she was a competent protector of the Church. For Hume, 
however, the differences between politics and commerce as fields of 
knowledge meant that it was very possible – as the reign of Henry VII 
demonstrated – for a ruler to have success in the former area and be 
an abject failure in the latter. Commerce remained dependent on a 
government’s capacity to provide justice and order; nevertheless, the 
lower order political skills required to maintain the basic conditions 
for commercial life were not the same as the more subtle and refined 
approaches necessary for its successful management.

Third, and largely as a consequence of this, Hume rejected pre-
vious ideas regarding the function of historical writing. Authors 
working in the economic statecraft tradition had assumed that the 
past had provided examples of both successful and unsuccessful eco-
nomic management. As a consequence, through studying English 
history, one could learn about both the approaches to commerce and 
finance which could be fruitfully imitated, and those which needed 
to be avoided. For Hume, however, history fulfilled a rather different 
didactic function. His historical narrative of commercial ineptitude 
demonstrated the need for modern statesmen to, in a sense, turn 
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away from the past, and engage with the sort of modern programme 
of commercial analysis that he had developed in Political Discourses. 
At the same time, however, an account of the steps through which 
England had become a commercial power served to illustrate the 
patterns of opinion on which successful economic activity relied. 
Maintaining these conditions, Hume sought to demonstrate, would 
be a considerable challenge, but one of vital importance to the nation’s 
future prosperity.
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