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FOREWORD

HEN DAVID HUME began his History of England the under-
Wtaking came, not from any sudden resolve nor as an entirely
new enterprise, but as one possibly contemplated thirteen years
before, in 1739, probably attempted several times thereafter, and
certainly considered, at least as a corollary discipline, in a philo-
sophical discourse published in 1748. Even so, any concerted ef-
fort long sustained necessarily awaited appropriate conditions: all
happily combining for Hume upon his election, January, 1752, as
Keeper of the Advocates’ Library in Edinburgh. With this ap-
pointment the author finally had “a genteel office,” ready access to
a collection of some thirty thousand volumes, and, no less de-
sirable, leisure indefinitely extended to pursue his research. Here-
tofore, by mere exertion of his own commanding intellect, philos-
opher Hume had more than once set forth what he perceived to
be the “constant and universal principles of human nature.” Now,
as a philosophical historian, he could ascertain from dreary chron-
icles all the aberrations of human behavior as there exhibited in
“wars, intrigues, factions, and revolutions.” These and other va-
garies, previously recorded simply as odd phenomena, in Hume’s
more coherent view constituted a varied range of “materials” doc-
umenting the “science of man.”

Once intent upon a history so formulated, the immediate ques-
tion for this author was where to begin. In his own Life (an essay
prefixed to the first, 1778, posthumous edition of the History and
so reprinted here), Hume ingenuously speaks of being
“frightened” away from the very start—that is, from the time of
Caesar’s invasion—and so at once passing over seventeen hundred
years to “the accession of the House of Stuart [1603], an epoch
when, I thought, the misrepresentations of faction began chiefly to
take place.” Indeed this was Hume’s final decision, though he
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earlier admitted in a letter to Adam Smith, 24 September 1752,
some inclination to commence with the preceding Tudor “epoch”

[1485].

I confess, I was once of the same Opinion with you, & thought that
the best Period to begin an English History was about Henry the 7.
But you will please to observe, that the Change, which then hap-
pen’d in public Affairs, was very insensible, and did not display its
Influence till many Years afterwards. Twas under James that the
House of Commons began first to raise their Head, & then the
Quarrel betwixt Privilege & Prerogative commenc’d. The Govern-
ment, no longer opprest by the enormous Authority of the Crown,
display’d its Genius; and the Factions, which then arose, having an
Influence on our present Affairs, form the most curious, inter-
esting, & instructive Part of our History. . . . I confess, that the
Subject appears to me very fine; & I enter upon it with great Ardour
& Pleasure. You need not doubt of my Perseverance.

For a historian tracing, in one period or another, the progress
or decline of human welfare, the “influence” twice mentioned in
the letter to Smith eventually required a “backward” narrative:
from present effects to earlier precedents and then to causes ear-
lier yet. Thus over the ensuing years Hume proceeded retro-
gressively, representing first the Stuart reigns (now volumes V-VI
in this reprint), then the Tudors (III-IV), and finally all the “bar-
barous” times before Henry VII (I-1I). Hence in surveying the
development of this history, and the various reactions to its initial
publication, we should remember that what Hume reports of his
first two volumes (originally published 1754, 1757) is lastly con-
veyed here as V-VI (volumes not so designated until issue in 1762
of the “complete” edition).

About his early work, so ebulliently described to Smith, Hume
has much else to say, all of it in great confidence as to the rectitude
and efficacy of his own procedure. To one friend he observes:
“You know that thereis no post of honour in the English Parnassus
more vacant than that of History. Style, judgement, impartiality,
care—everything is wanting to our historians; and even Rapin,
during this latter period, is extremely deficient.” To another he
confides that he has “more propos’d as my Model the concise
manner of the antient Historians, than the prolix, tedious Style of
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some modern Compilers. I have inserted no original Papers, and
enter’d into no Detail of minute, uninteresting Facts. The philo-
sophical Spirit, which I have so much indulg’d in all my Writings,
finds here ample Materials to work upon.” To a third correspon-
dent Hume is even more assured.

The more I advance in my undertaking, the more am I convinced
that the History of England has never yet been written, not only for
style, which is notorious to all the world, but also for matter; such
is the ignorance and partiality of all our historians. Rapin, whom I
had an esteem for, is totally despicable. I may be liable to the
reproach of ignorance, but I am certain of escaping that of par-
dality: The truth is, there is so much reason to blame and praise
alternately King and Parliament, that I am afraid the mixture of
both in my composition, being so equal, may pass sometimes for an
affectation, and not the result of judgement and evidence.

In this last comment the allusion to troubles between King and
Parliament—obviously in reference to Charles I rather than to his
father, James I—provides a clue to the advance in Hume’s nar-
rative. On 26 May 1753 he reports that he is “now beginning the
Long Parliament,” i.e., chapter V (subsequently chapter LIV of
this edition). Five months later, on 28 October, he had come to the
execution of the King, representing the final chapter of his origi-
nal volume. By then, as he realized, “the history of [these]two first
Stuarts will be most agreeable to the Tories: That of the two last,
to the Whigs. But we must endeavour to be above any Regard
either to Whigs or Tories.” The “two last,” Charles II and James 11,
were of course to be considered in his next volume, one as yet
hardly under way.

Earlyin 1754, and still affirming his conviction that “I am of no
party, and have no bias,” Hume sent off to press his first volume
and on 1 September received his final proofs. During the course of
printing, some of the sheets circulated among interested persons,
with the Whigs and Tories among them alternately approving or
disapproving, and “a few Christians” in some anguish reproaching
this “Libertine in religion.” The latter accusation, possibly quite
unexpected, quickly prompted Hume to reassure his confidant
that he was “tolerably reserved on this head.”
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Whatever the author’s claims, advanced perhaps all too com-
placently before issue, the charge of irreligion was hotly pursued
upon publication of the volume, 20 November 1754. It may well
be, as Hume discloses in his Life, that the primates of England and
Ireland—surely much divergent in their own beliefs—both en-
couraged him to persevere; but the Bishop of Gloucester, in a
violent outrage, privately denounced this historian as “an atheis-
tical Jacobite, a monster as rare with us as a hippogriff.” Even
among the secular reviewers exception was at once taken, first in
the opening chapter to the excessive “enthusiasm” Hume dis-
cerned in the Protestant Reformation, then in the next chapter to
the intolerable “superstition” he discovered in the Roman Catholic
Church. Always responsive to critical commentary, but only when
it did not run counter to his own principles, or to the dictates of
history itself, Hume in later editions prudentially withdrew both of
these passages in their entirety, and thus excised some interior text
apparently beyond the immediate cause of complaint. So that the
present reader may determine whether, at the very beginning of
his work, Hume has maintained in suitable language his own im-
partial attitude these suppressed sections are now reprinted.

The first, on the Protestants, appeared originally in Volume I
of the first edition, pages 7—9g (17478 text, Volume VI, page 10)
after the paragraph ending “reconcile both parties.”

The first reformers, who made such furious and successful at-
tacks on the Romish SUPERSTITION, and shook it to its lowest foun-
dations, may safely be pronounced to have been universally in-
flamed with the highest ENTHUSIASM. These two species of religion,
the superstitious and fanatical, stand in diametrical opposition to
each other; and a large portion of the latter must necessarily fall to
his share, who is so couragious as to control authority, and so as-
suming as to obtrude his own innovations upon the world. Hence
that rage of dispute, which every where seized the new religionists;
that disdain of ecclesiastical subjection; that contempt of ceremo-
nies, and of all the exterior pomp and splendor of worship. And
hence too, that inflexible intrepidity, with which they braved dan-
gers, torments, and even death itself; while they preached the doc-
trine of peace, and carried the tumults of war, thro’ every part of
Christendom.

However obstinate and uncomplying this species of religion, it
necessarily received some alteration, according to the different situ-
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ation of civil affairs, and the different species of government, which
it met with in its progress.

In the electorates of Germany, in Denmark, and in Sweden,
where the monarch was early converted, and, by putting himself at
the head of the reformers, acquired authority amongst them; as the
spirit of enthusiasm was somewhat tempered by a sense of order,
episcopal jurisdiction, along with a few decent ceremonies, was
preserved in the new establishment.

In Switzerland and Geneva, which were popular governments;
in France, Scotland, and the low countries, where the people re-
formed themselves in opposition to the prince; the genius of fanat-
icism displayed itself in its full extent, and affected every circum-
stance of discipline and worship. A perfect equality was established
among the ecclesiastics; and their inflamed imagination, uncon-
fined by any forms of liturgy, had full liberty to pour out itself, in
wild, unpremeditated addresses to the Divinity.

They were the preachers of Switzerland, France, and the low
countries, who carried the reformation into England: But as the
government was there monarchical, and the magistrate took the
lead in this grand revolution; tho’ the speculative doctrines were
borrowed from the more fanatical churches, yet were the discipline
and worship naturally mitigated with a more humane spirit of re-
ligion.

But after the persecutions of Mary had chased abroad all the
most obstinate reformers, who escaped her fury; they had leisure to
imbibe a stronger tincture of the enthusiastic genius; and when they
returned, upon the accession of Elizabeth, they imported it, in its
full force and virulence, into their native country.

That renowned Princess, whose good taste gave her a sense of
order and decorum, and whose sound judgment taught her to ab-
hor innovations, endeavored, by a steddy severity, to curb this obsti-
nate enthusiasm, which, from the beginning, looked with an evil
aspect, both on the church and monarchy. By an act of parliament
in 1593, all persons above the age of sixteen, who were absent from
church a month, or who, by word or writing, declared their senti-
ments against the established religion, were to be imprisoned, till
they made an open declaration of their conformity. This if they
refused during three months, they were to abjure the realm; and if
they either refused such abjuration, or staid in England beyond the
time limited, they were to suffer as felons, without benefit of clergy.
To such extreme rigor was the severity pushed of Elizabeth’s admin-
istration.

The Queen too had established the high commission court,
which preserved an uniformity of worship thro’ all the churches,
and inflicted severe penalties on all innovators. The powers, with
which this court was invested, were mostly discretionary; tho’ by law
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it could exact a fine of twenty pound for every month that any one
was absent from the established worship.

The second passage, on the Roman Catholics, occurred in the
next chapter, pages 25—28 (1778 text, Volume VI, page 39) in the
paragraph starting “The moderation” after the sentence ending
“conformed himself to it.”

Here it may not be improper, in a few words, to give some account
of the Roman catholic superstition, its genius and spirit. History
addresses itself to a more distant posterity than will ever be reached
by any local or temporary theology; and the characters of sects may
be studied, when their controversies shall be totally forgotten.
Before the reformation, all men of sense and virtue wished
impatiently for some event, which might repress the exorbitant
power of the clergy all over Europe, and put an end to the un-
bounded usurpations and pretensions of the Roman pontiff: But
when the doctrine of Luther was promulgated, they were somewhat
alarmed at the sharpness of the remedy; and it was easily foreseen,
from the offensive zeal of the reformers, and defensive of the
church, that all christendom must be thrown into combustion. In
the preceeding state of ignorance and tranquillity, into which man-
kind were lulled, the attachment to superstition, tho’ without re-
serve, was not extreme; and, like the antient pagan idolatry, the
popular religion consisted more of exterior practices and obser-
vances, than of any principles, which either took possession of the
heart, or influenced the conduct. It might have been hoped, that
learning and knowledge, as of old in Greece, stealing in gradually,
would have opened the eyes of men, and corrected such of the
ecclesiastical abuses as were the grossest and most burthensome. It
had been observed, that, upon the revival of letters, very generous
and enlarged sentiments of religion prevailed thro’out all Italy; and
that, during the reign of Leo, the court of Rome itself, in imitation
of their illustrious prince, had not been wanting in a just sense of
freedom. But when the enraged and fanatical reformers took arms
against the papal hierarchy, and threatened to rend from the
church at once all her riches and authority; no wonder she was
animated with equal zeal and ardor, in defence of such antient and
invaluable possessions. At the same time, that she employed the
stake and gibbet against her avowed enemies, she extended her
jealousy even towards learning and philosophy, whom, in her su-
pine security, she had formerly overlooked, as harmless and inof-
fensive. Hence, the severe check, which knowlege received in Italy:
Hence, its total extinction in Spain: And hence, the slow progress,
which it made, in France, Germany, and England. From the admi-
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ration of antient literature, from the inquiry after new discoveries,
the minds of the studious were every where turned to polemical
science; and, in all schools and academies, the furious controversies
of theology took place of the calm disquisitions of learning.

Mean while, the rage of dispute and the violence of opposition
rivetted men more strongly in all their various delusions, and in-
fected every intercourse of society with their malignant influence.
The Roman pontiff, not armed with temporal force, sufficient for
his defence, was obliged to point a-new all his spiritual artillery, and
to propagate the doctrine of rebellion and even of assassination, in
order to subdue or terrify his enemies. Priests, jealous and pro-
voked, timorous and uncontroled, directed all the councils of that
sect, and gave rise to such events as seem astonishing amid the
mildness and humanity of modern manners. The massacre of Paris,
that of Ireland, the murder of the two Henrys of France, the gun-
powder conspiracy in England, are memorable, tho’ temporary in-
stances of the bigotry of that superstition. And the dreadful tribunal
of the inquisition, that utmost instance of human depravity, is a
durable monument to instruct us what a pitch iniquity and cruelty
may rise to, when covered with the sacred mantle of religion.

Tho’ the prospect of sharing the plunder of the church had
engaged some princes to embrace the reformation, it may be af-
firmed, that the Romish system remained still the favorite religion
of sovereigns. The blind submission, which is inculcated by all su-
perstition, particularly by that of the catholics; the absolute resigna-
tion of all private judgment, reason, and inquiry; these are disposi-
tions very advantageous to civil as well as ecclesiastical authority;
and the liberty of the subject is more likely to suffer from such
principles than the prerogatives of the chief magistrate. The splen-
dor too and pomp of worship, which that religion carefully sup-
ports, are agreeable to the taste of magnificence, that prevails in
courts, and form a species of devotion, which, while it flatters the
pampered senses, gives little perplexity to the indolent under-
standings, of the great. That delicious country, where the Roman
pontiff resides, was the source of all modern art and refinement,
and diffused on its superstition an air of politeness, which dis-
tinguishes it from the gross rusticity of the other sects. And tho’
policy made it assume, in some of its monastic orders, that austere
mien, which is acceptable to the vulgar; all authority still resided in
its prelates and spiritual princes, whose temper, more cultivated
and humanized, inclined them to every decent pleasure and in-
dulgence. Like all other species of superstition, it rouses the vain
fears of unhappy mortals; but it knows also the secret of allaying
these fears, and by exterior rites, ceremonies, and abasements, tho’
sometimes at the expence of morals, it reconciles the penitent to his
offended deity.
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Employing all these various arts, along with a restless enter-
prize, the catholic religion has acquired the favor of many mon-
archs, who had received their education from its rival sect; and
Sweden, as well as England, has felt the effect of its dangerous
insinuations.

However one may regard these two influential religious move-
ments, it must be conceded that Hume here betrays no unwonted
partiality and is quite even-handed in his censure. To all sectarian
objections then, both political and clerical, he may be allowed the
rejoinder that, while his book had been “extremely run down by
Faction . . . it has been met with such Indulgence by good Judges,
that I have no Reason to repent of my Undertaking.” In later time
the critics could be more than indulgent, indeed lavish in their
praise, for upon completion of the work, essentially, in 1762, it had
been greatly improved in many respects: incidentally by more
precise and extensive footnoting, as well as by more careful ty-
pography; in its text by the gradual elimination of peculiarly Scot-
tish spelling and idioms; in its authorities by reference to other
historical archives, especially those at the British Museum; and in
its scope by extending now, in other volumes, to less controversial
matters. All this achieved, the work received an extensive review by
Voltaire, himself an accomplished philosophe and historian, who
considered this English account to be “perhaps the best written in
any language.” Moreover, he continued, the author thereof “is
neither parliamentarian, nor royalist, nor Anglican, nor Presby-
terian—he is simply judicial,” one obviously of a “mind superior to
his materials; he speaks of weaknesses, blunders, cruelties as a
physician speaks of epidemic diseases.” No less effusive was the
Earl of Chesterfield, who rightly predicted that this was “the only
History of England that will go down to Posterity.“

Still another way of assessing, now statistically, the continued
acceptance of the History may be discovered in the printers’ own
accounts. Confronted by six massive quarto books, gradually ap-
pearing one or two at a time, even the most assiduous readers, as
Hume anticipated, would become less and less interested, es-
pecially when each succeeding volume took them backward to
epochs of lesser concern. Nonetheless, the complex printing
records, when reduced to tabular form, disclose a total quarto issue
hardly surpassed, in this period, for work of any kind.
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Printed 1754 1757 1759 1761 1762 1763 1764 Total
“Stuarts” 1 [5] 2,000 750 800 [2257] 3,775
2 [6] 1,750 750 750 255 3475
“Tudors” 1-2 [3—4] 2,250 750 250 3,225
“Ancient” 1-2 [1-2] 2,000 750 2,750

Before the long-produced, expensively priced but highly suc-
cessful quarto issue had run its course, the History was already
destined to appear in a more economical format designed for an
even wider audience—and ultimately in a radical transformation
of the text. The first hint of this new enterprise appears in a letter
from Hume to his publisher concerning the full quarto edition
then pending for 1762.

I am very glad, that you are in so good a way, and that you think so
soon of making a new Edition. I am running over both the antient
History & the Tudors, and shall send you them up by the Waggon
as soon as they are corrected. Please tell Mr Strahan [the printer]to
keep carefully this Copy I send up, as well as that which I left of the
Stuarts: For if you intend to print an Octavo Edition next Summer,
it will be better to do it from these Copies which are corrected, than
from the new Edition, where there will necessarily be some Errors
of the Press.

Actually the octavo edition, a smaller format in eight volumes, did
not appear until 1765 and then, effective 1 November, was sold
either as a complete set leather bound for £2.8., or under an
ingenious installment plan of one volume a month unbound for 5.
Acting on what he believed to be sufficient warrant from the
quarto sales, still continuing at £4.10s. a set, the publisher enthusi-
astically ordered five thousand copies of this cheaperissue, a print-
ing far exceeding total production of all preceding editions. About
this extraordinary venture Hume soon voiced nothing but con-
tempt: Andrew Millar, the publisher, had been “rapacious”; the
book was “ill-printed”; misleading statements about its lagging
sales were quite “detestable”; and such an enormous issue effec-
tively prevented him from introducing, in another, still further
revisions.
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To promote these sales Millar eventually resorted to a decep-
tive technique which, it seems, went quite unnoticed by Hume at
the time and has gone undetected ever since. Beginning with the
quarto issue of 1762 all titles uniformly read A New Edition, Cor-
rected, excepting only an octavo issue now appearing in 1767,
which suggestively announced A New Edition, With Corrections, and
some Additions. Close inspection of this “edition” discloses, how-
ever, that it is merely a reissue of the 1763 octavo with substitute
titles.

Quite undeterred by his cheap 1763—1%67% fiasco, Millar next
imagined that he might profit still further from his more affluent
clientele, and accordingly produced in 1770, under the imprint of
Thomas Cadell, a magnificent “Royal Paper” quarto edition priced
at £7.7s. Copies of this as well as the earlier £4.105. quarto issue,
then designated as “Small Paper,” were still being advertised in
1778, a clear indication that the quality market had been saturated
long before. Even so, the luxurious 1770 edition is not without
merit, textually for the inclusion of numerous substantive re-
visions, many of them based on materials found 1763-65 during
Hume’s travels in France, and typographically for the transfer, to
the end of the volumes, of all the longer footnotes. Almost from
the outset certain of Hume’s subtended commentaries had threat-
ened to overwhelm the text; now as separate “Additional Notes”
they could be steadily augmented, or occasionally increased in
number, all without any restraint.

Eventually, when the supply of “that abominable Octavo Edi-
tion” had diminished, and the sale of the sumptuous quarto was
“pretty well advanced,” Hume on 20 July 1771 submitted to press
yet another corrected copy, this now containing, as he advised
printer Strahan, “many considerable Improvements, most of them
in the Style; but some also in the matter.” Stylistic refinements of
old material variously introduced in times past admittedly would
not be much appreciated; yet, Hume confesses, “I cannot help it,
and they run mostly upon Trifles; at least they will be esteemd such
by the Generality of Readers, who little attend to the extreme
Accuracy of Style. It is one great advantage that results from the
Art of printing, that an Author may correct his works, as long as
he lives.” The words are somewhat prophetic, for the edition then





