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“One of the Finest and Most Subtile Inventions”:
Hume on Government

Hume’s theory of government has been appropriated by nearly every part of the political spectrum, from conservatives (Livingston 1999, chs. 8-10) to liberals (Stewart 1992, chs. 5-6).   Such labels, of course, belong to a world that did not exist until after Hume died, but the fact that the many sides to contemporary debates can find comfort in Hume demonstrates both the enormous appeal of Hume’s sensible pronouncements on politics and the complexity and subtlety of his account.  To understand fully Hume’s theory of government, however, requires an interpretation that goes beyond the pronouncements Hume makes in the Treatise (or in the Second Enquiry [EPM 1.1-4; SBN 205-6], which is so sparse that it adds nothing); it must delve deeply into the Essays and even more deeply into the History of England.  For Hume includes in his account of government not only the broad observations that apply to all human institutions that touch on how large groups of people can live together, but he also offers broad thoughts on the political institutions of his age and a subtle historical perspective on the origins of the institutions and values of modern governments, particularly those of Great Britain in the eighteenth century.

1. The Origins of Government

Of the actual origins of government, Hume is distinctly uninterested.  In the History, he skips any account of or speculation about the origins of government in Britain, dismissing them as unsuited for civilized interest:

[T]he sudden, violent, and unprepared revolutions, incident to Barbarians, are so much guided by caprice, and terminate so often in cruelty that they disgust us by the uniformity of their appearance; and it is rather fortunate for letters that they are buried in silence and oblivion.

(H 1; I 3-4)

The annals of the distant pasts when governments came into being can only disgust us now, and more importantly, they teach us no lessons that will be useful to us.  Nevertheless, Hume is interested in the conceptual issues that arise at the origins of government, if only to explain what our relationship to government is.  Indeed, Hume presents three different accounts of the origins for government:  (1) a natural history of government, in which he explains how government develops as a natural response to the problems that can not be addressed within the institutions of justice and promise-keeping; (2) a speculative history of the circumstances under which governments are likely in fact to develop; and (3) a natural history of the moral obligation of government, in which he explains how we come to have duties towards government.  All three are interrelated, and Hume himself treats them together (T 3.2.7-8; SBN 534-49), but it will be useful to treat them separately. 

The natural history of government is a story based on the traits of human nature that would naturally lead people to adopt government.  Justice and promise-keeping arise as stable conventions that people construct to secure their property and to facilitate their relationships with others.  Government arises because, although adhering to these conventions are in everyone’s interest in the long run, we are sometimes impressed by a short-term gain of breaking our promises or of seizing someone else’s property (T 3.2.7.2-3; SBN 534-35).  Sometimes, we find the objectively greater long-term good overwhelmed by the prospect of short-term benefit:

Tho’ we may be fully convinc’d, that the latter object excels the former, we are not able to regulate our actions by this judgment; but yield to the solicitations of our passions, which always plead in favour of whatever is near and contiguous.

(T 3.2.7.2; SBN 535)

Of course, each of us separately has a similar temptation, and if I think that others will act on these impulses, then I have a further incentive to commit injustices, lest I become “the cully of my integrity” (T 3.2.7.3; SBN 535).  Seen from enough distance, we understand that our own interests are not served by these lapses, so we will endeavor to set up institutions that will enable us to resist the temptations when they come (T 3.2.7.4-5; SBN 535-37).  Thus, we empower some people to enforce the rules of justice and contracts.  In doing so, we insure that everyone knows that both their short-term and their long-term interests are served in following the demands of justice (see Whelan 1985, 268-73).

On this view, governments come into existence to solve two logical-psychological problems.  First, we have an internal problem between our long-term self-interest and our short-term self-interest.  The situation is a one-person variant of a Prisoners’ Dilemma (Parfit 1984:  92-93).  At each moment in time, I am tempted to violate justice, but it will be worse for me over time if I do so.  Structurally, this situation looks like this (Mackie 1980, 106-07):
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Numbers are ordinal rankings of options, Me-now first, followed by Me-later.

Of course, both parties in the matrix do not really have a choice.  What my future self wants me to do now is irrelevant to what I want to do now, and—as Parfit (1984: ch. 6) argues—creating an argument that shows why I am irrational to prefer my present aims to my interests considered over the course of my life is surprisingly difficult.  Since the problem is fundamental, we can solve it not by changing human nature, but only by changing human circumstance:

‘Tis evident that such a remedy can never be effectual without correcting this propensity; and as ‘tis impossible to change or correct any thing material in our nature, the utmost we can do is to change our circumstances and situation, and render the observance of the laws of justice our nearest interest and their violation our most remote.

(T 3.2.7.6; SBN 537)

The only what to get out of problems like Prisoners’ Dilemma is to change the incentive structures.  Setting up an institution that will more reliably punish me if I stray tilts the balance in favor of following the rules in the short-run. We can rationally do so because we can look at the above conflict from afar, as one between Me-later and Me-still-later, and since the objective good lies with the Me-still-later, we can set up a mechanism by which Me-later will be induced to follow justice too. For that very purpose, we establish a civil magistrate, who, with the threat of punishment, can give all the Me-nows incentive to do what it is the interest of Me-in-the-long-run.

The second problem government is meant to solve is a similar interpersonal Prisoners’ Dilemma.  Even if I personally can resist the temptation to injustice without government, I might not be confident that you can do so, and if I think you will violate the rules of justice, I will think that society will fall apart no matter what I do.  Then it would be in my interest to violate justice before you can take advantage of me.  In this case, we are in a more traditional Prisoners’ Dilemma, in which we will both do something that is worse for us because we can not trust the other to take the option that would be better, but only if we both take it:  
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Once again, government provides the incentive structure that solves the problem:  once I know that you are likely to be punished if you defect, then I know that you are unlikely to defect, and so—even setting aside the risk that I will be punished if I defect—I no longer have any reason to defect (see Charron 1980).

Although government is one means by which we can solve these two Prisoners’ Dilemmas, it is not the only means.  Indeed, in a society that is small enough, I can expect that people will find out if I break my promises or if I steal.  When a society is small, there is no place to hide, and a person’s reputation can quite literally be his livelihood.  An outside force is not needed to enforce the rules, because the society itself will be able to do so.  The temptation to stray is removed, because there is little hope that I can gain from any transgressions.  Such societies, then, have little need for any formal governmental structures.  So only when the society is large enough that the agreement to follow justice does not enforce itself do we need government.  But when we do have reason to set up government, we have self-interested reasons both to set it up and to obey it.  Such self-interested to obey government reasons are what Hume deems our “natural obligation” to it (see T 3.2.2.23; SBN 498).

Of course, Hume rightly notes, governments do not form simply because they may prove useful, so he offers an account of the circumstances under which governments are likely to form.  Societies in the past have been small, and, as we have seen, such societies do not need governments.  Large societies, on the other hand, are extremely difficult, if not impossible, to sustain without government.  So, we seem caught in a Catch-22:  societies can not grow large without government, but governments are not needed unless the society is already large, so there seems to be no reason that governments would ever be formed.  The flaw in this reasoning is that it assumes that small societies never need structures that resemble government just because they do not always require them.  But a little reflection will show why that premise is false.  Even small societies need a centralized form of authority to wage war.  As Hume puts the point: “Camps are the true mother of cities” (T 3.2.8.2; SBN 540-41).  Wars require a central command to direct the action, so only then does some one person come to have authority over the others.  Usually, of course, once the threat is over, the need for such authority disappears, and the war leader returns to his position in society.  Of course, he may not:  he may simply take the opportunity to set himself up permanently.  But even in the cases that are benign, the example of a central power, Hume thinks, will present itself in the future as a means to solve other kinds of problems as they arise.  Such an example also explains why governments tend to be monarchical.   In any case, as a society gradually becomes larger and wealthier, the need for a more permanent and more formal mechanism to enforce justice will become evident.  Thus, only “an encrease of riches and possessions” (T 3.2.8.2; SBN 541) make government necessary.  When it is established, then, it will be because people see the need for it and put it into effect.  In that sense—but only in that sense—people consent to government (T 3.2.8.3; SBN 541).  Indeed, the first governments may even be established explicitly by consent.  They are designed to enforce the laws of nature—justice and promise-keeping—so using a promise to secure the agreement would seem natural (T 3.2.8.3; SBN 542). 

Once government is in place, it stays in place because it enforces the laws of nature, and so no further consent is needed:

‘tho the duty of allegiance be at first grafted on the obligation of promises, and be for some time supported by that obligation, yet so soon as the advantages of government are fully known and acknowledg’d, it immediately takes root of itself, and has an original obligation and authority, independent of all contracts.

(T 3.5.8.3; SBN 542)

Because it serves a separate function from the institution of promise-keeping, however, we do not need to suppose, as Locke does, that consent is essential to government (T 3.2.8.4-6; SBN 542-45.  See Locke 1689, §§95-99).  Only philosophers committed to a theory in which promise-keeping is seen as outside human conventions when governments are so clearly human inventions need to maintain that the latter is based on the former (T 3.2.8.4; SBN 542-43; see Miller 1981, ch. 4).  But our own experience, Hume says, shows that such an account must be mistaken.  Most people do not think they are obligated by anything they have said or done, but by their mere presence in a country, and Hume claims, “the opinion of men, in this case, carry with them a peculiar authority” (T 3.2.8.8; SBN 546 see E 2.12.7; M 470).  Promises require a conscious intent, but because people do not generally think they have made such a promise, their obligation to obey government is not based on it.  Consent theory thus gets the basic facts about our obligations completely wrong.  For that reason, Hume rejects the traditional Whig theory of government of his day in favor of a more skeptical “scientific Whiggism” (Forbes 1975, ch. 5).

However, Hume’s account of the origins of government has two significant problems. First, wars need not be fought with a single leader, and before government institutionalizes hierarchies, no plans can be formed without the cooperation of a number of different groups, even within a relatively small society.  So while Hume’s argument may show why some form of democracy is not the first government, the first structures need not be monarchical.  Second, and much more importantly, the relationship Hume posits between government and riches seems backwards.  Without a government to enforce justice, no one can muster the economic forces to accumulate any real wealth.  Once there is significant wealth, government is essential, but the government must come into existence before anyone could even try to possess very much.  So effective government makes economic progress possible, not vice versa.  So we need to posit a different reason for why governments would form in the first place.  But we need not exercise ourselves too much over this question since a number of scenarios are plausible:  sometimes, wars last a long time, so a leader becomes entrenched in power; sometimes, respected members of a community are looked upon to decide disputes and more formal mechanisms evolve; or perhaps, they develop for other reasons.  In the end, the explanation of how exactly governments form is less important than the explanation of why they remain in place once they are formed.  Hume’s important point here, then, is that because government clearly serve a useful function in enforcing justice among larger groups, it will tend to stay in place because everyone sees it in their interests to support it, however it came into being.

2. The Moral Obligation to Government

The third history that is relevant is how the moral obligation to obey government arises.  While a natural obligation is based on self-interest, a moral obligation is the “sentiment of right and wrong” (T 3.2.2.23; SBN 498) which we attach to traits of character.  In general, Hume argues that we call character trait a virtue if we feel pleasure contemplating it from a general point of view.  Any trait that is either useful or agreeable to oneself or to others may qualify (T 3.3.1; SBN 574-91). Traits like justice and allegiance to government are virtues because they are useful to the public at large:  “a sympathy with public interest is the source of the moral approbation, which attends that virtue” (T 3.2.2.24; SBN 499-500).  Unlike natural virtues like benevolence which are always either useful or agreeable, these virtues are artificial because they depend on conventions and human institutions for their existence, and their usefulness may not be found in every observance of the virtue.  In the case of justice, we may be required to restore the money of a dissolute profligate from the poor man who stole it to provide bread for his family.  In the case of allegiance, we are required to obey government even if in a particular case, we can benefit from not doing so.  Indeed, we are even required to obey in most cases, even if the public interest would be better served by disobedience.  Governments will not be stable if people are constantly claiming that our interests are better served by disobedience.  Too often, those judgments are simply mistaken.  But even when they are not, the stability of government itself has benefits that go beyond any particular case.  So, even though the moral obligation rests on the natural one, obedience to government as one of those  general rules which “extend beyond the principles, on which they are founded” (T 3.2.9.3; SBN 551).  

For that reason, when we ask to whom we owe our allegiance, our primary guide about what we should do rests on what is established:


In the particular exertion of power, the question ought never to be forgotten, What is best?  But in the general distribution of power among the several members of a constitution, there can seldom be admitted any other question, than What is established?
(H app. 3; IV 354)

Working within a framework of a particular government, we can ask what the best course of action is, but in the broader questions of what form of government we should endorse, we must simply accept what has already been established.  Given the benefits of government, we must settle the government on someone, and the most obvious candidate is the person, group, or set of institutions that is already in place.  Indeed, very strong reasons are needed to overturn that judgment.  “Long possession” is then the first principle that determines to whom we owe our allegiance (T 3.2.10.4-5; SBN 556-57).  This principle has the paradoxical result that 

a king, who during his life-time might justly be deemed a usurper, will be regarded by posterity as a lawful prince, because he has had the good fortune to settle his family on the throne, and entirely change the antient form of government.

(T 3.2.10.19; SBN 566)

If the family of a usurper survives on the throne, then we come to regard that family as a salient solution to the problem of who should govern, and it thereby gains legitimacy after the fact, when the initial usurpation only causes instability.  If no such long-standing government exists, then we should defer to “present possession,” for much the same reason:  as long as the goals of government are met, then whoever currently hold the reins of power should be allowed to do so (T 3.2.10.6-7; SBN 557-58).  If  no government qualifies as the present  possessor, we should accept the conqueror (T 3.2.10.8; SBN 558-59), and failing that, we should look to the right of succession (T 3.2.10.9-13; SBN 559-61).  Only then should we look to the laws passed by a legislature to settle these questions (T 3.2.10.14; SBN 561).   

All of these rules really amount to ways of finding a salient solution to the problem of empowerment.  We need someone to rule, and it is more important that we get someone—virtually anyone—than that we fight over whom it should be.  So we should alight on some rule and then stick to it (see Hampton 1986, 173-86).  For that reason, Hume argues, we simply should not take questions about who should rule too seriously:

Whoever considers the history of the several nations of the world; their revolutions, conquests, encrease, and diminution; the manner in which their particular governments are establish’d, and the successive right transmitted from one person to another, will soon learn to treat very lightly all disputes concerning the rights of princes, and will be convinc’d, that a strict adherence to any general rules, and the rigid loyalty to particular persons and families, on which some people set so high a value, are virtues that hold less of reason, that of bigotry and superstition.

(T 3.2.10.15; SBN 562)

Some of the questions about the title to rule simply do not have any rational answer, and since the purpose of government is to provide peace and stability, we should focus more on ensuring that we achieve peace than on the particular rights of one person or another to wield this power or that.

3. The Right to Revolution

Although Hume thinks we should follow the general rule that we should obey the established government, he does recognize some exceptions to that rule—as long as the exceptions themselves “have the qualities of a general rule, and be founded on very numerous and common instances” (T 3.2.9.3; SBN 551).  We can, then, refuse to obey when the exercise of power begins to undermine the security which we hoped to gain from government:

‘Tis certain, therefore, that in all our notions of morals we never entertain such an absurdity as that of passive obedience, but make allowances for resistance in the more flagrant instances of tyranny and oppression.

(T 3.2.9.4; SBN 552, see E 2.13; M 488-92)

In extreme circumstances, then, the people are morally permitted to rebel.  Government is formed because it benefits people on the whole, and when it ceases to benefit them, they need not cling to it.  Indeed, if the right to revolution did not exist, we could expect only tyranny:

For as no rights can subsist without some remedy, still less rights exposed to so much invasion from tyranny, or even from ambition; if subjects must never resist, it follows, that every prince, without any effort, policy or violence, is at once rendered absolute and uncontroulable.

(H 63; VI 174)

So we have a moral obligation to obey government, and we should err on the side of obedience; otherwise, governments will cease to be effective.  However, we are not bound to it to suffer great harms to the public interest by obedience.   

So far, Hume’s conclusion seems properly balanced; it is a politics, as Duncan Forbes remarks, for “moderate men” (Forbes 1975, ch. 3).  We have a moral obligation to obey government because doing so is greatly to our benefit, but it will not be to our benefit if the government can abuse its power indiscriminately.  By this route, as Hume himself recognizes (T 3.2.9.1; SBN 549-50), we come to roughly the same conclusions about our obligation to government as the consent theorists who base the right to rebel on the government’s breach of its contract with the people.  For Hume, then, consent theory gets the right answer, but since its premises are factually inaccurate, its normative case is undermined.  Nevertheless, we can not simply think of Hume as the person who put what is right about consent theory on its proper footing, for two reasons.  First, Hume misses an essential element in the argument of consent theorists.  The important point in Locke’s theory is not that governments did in fact arise by consent or that they are maintained by tacit consent, but that the only legitimate governments are the result of consent.  So consent theory is not based on the claim that people do consent to government, but that they are obligated to obey only if they do so.  It is thus an entirely normative theory, not a normative theory based on falsities.  The modern conviction that only democratic forms of government are legitimate is an expression of the ideal that consent should play a crucial role in the everyday operations of government, down to who should serve as the county dogcatcher.  Moreover, because we have accepted something like consent theory, it is now false to say that if consent theorists “look abroad into the world, they would meet with nothing that, in the least, corresponds to their ideas” (E 2.12.7; M 469-70).  Because we have come to regard consent theory as morally true, it has become factually true.  The consequences of the modern view is, of course, a conclusion that Hume would have found absurd:  no government that existed during his lifetime was legitimate.  Locke himself, of course, tried to argue that the British government, if none other, had acquired the active consent of the people in the Glorious Revolution of 1688 and that it maintained that consent by the freedom people had within that government.  But a Lockean could simply accept the contention that no eighteenth-century government was truly legitimate—though even then, she could still think that some governments were better than others because they better respected the basic rights of people to “the mutual Preservation of their Lives, Liberties and Estates” (Locke 1689, §123).  But Locke would not regard the result that no government counted as legitimate as an absurd outcome; it may simply be the logical result of his inquiry.  The difference between Hume’s view and Locke’s is then fundamental:  for Hume, as long as government serves the basic functions of providing for peace and stability, then it is legitimate in the sense that we owe it our allegiance.  Locke sets a higher standard for what counts as a legitimate government, and if the result is that few governments existing qualified, then so be it.  For just that reason, Hume’s arguments against consent theory are not decisive.

Second, Hume does not simply give us a new face for consent theorists’ enthusiasm for governmental changes, because Hume fundamentally distrusts revolutions.  Locke sees them as sometimes necessary and, when necessary, heroic.  Hume, on the other hand, disdains them.  

Some innovations must necessarily have place in every human institution, … but violent innovations no individual is entitled to make:  they are even dangerous to be attempted by the legislature:  more ill than good is ever to be expected from them.

(E 2.12.27; M 477)

New governments, Hume complains, “must commonly be supported with more expence and severity than the old” (H 59; V 520).  Revolutionaries, as such, are always in the wrong, and even in those cases in which the representative of the people support change, they are still unlikely to benefit most people.  For that reason, Hume thinks, “it is dangerous to weaken, by these speculations, the reverence, which the multitude owe to authority” (H 59; V 544).  Teaching consent theory is a mistake, since revolutions are hard to stop once they start.  Instead, 

the doctrine of obedience ought alone to be inculcated, and that the exceptions, which are rare, ought seldom or never to be mentioned in popular reasonings and discourses.

(H 59; V 544)

So passive obedience, though false, should be taught to the people so that they are not tempted by revolutions.  When a real exception comes, he says, 

it must, from its very nature, be so obvious and undisputed, so as to remove all doubt, and overpower the restraint, however great, imposed by teaching the general doctrine of obedience.

(H 59; V 544)

Consent doctrine, even if it were true, would be is too dangerous to teach, and its conclusions, while just, are just as bad.  So, while Locke thinks a check on the rulers is their knowledge that the people know they can rebel if the rulers take too much power, Hume thinks that giving the people such knowledge is playing with fire.   Thus, Locke fundamentally trusts the will of the people; Hume does not. 

On whether Hume’s distrust of the people is justified, history gives a mixed record.  Hume is thinking of  English Civil Wars, of the Wars of Religion in France, and of other incidents in English history, like the revolts of Simon Montfort (H 12; II 46-61) and Henry Bolingbroke (H 17; II 315-22).  We could add, just for starters, the French Revolution, the Russian Revolution, Rwanda, and Bosnia-Herzegovina.  From that perspective, the relative peace and ease of the Glorious Revolution is the exception.  Since Hume’s time, however, we also have several other instances of relatively peaceful transformations, like those in Eastern Europe in 1989 and of orderly violent revolutions, like the American.  Nevertheless, Hume’s caution is still clearly applicable.  Locke, focusing on just the Glorious Revolution, probably has a more distorted view.  On the other hand, democratic government itself demonstrates that Hume’s pessimism is, in the end, unwarranted.

4. The Further Uses of Government

Once government is in place as a tool for enforcing the rules of justice, we find that we naturally turn to it to solve other tasks, in what Annette Baier (1991, ch. 11) notes is a “progress of sentiments.”  First, to fulfill its basic function of enforcing justice, government will also have to decide when a rule has been broken.  As any prosecuting attorney will attest, deciding what crime, if any, has been committed is the most important task that the judicial system performs.  So the task of deciding issues of justice is intimately connected with the execution of justice.  For just that reason, government will be in a position to arbitrate conflicting property claims and contract disputes.  It serves, then, not just as the executor of the laws, but also as the judge of those laws and, more generally, as a judge of any disputes that might arise.  

To these tasks, not even the most ardent libertarian would object.  However, Hume’s argument goes beyond what a minimalist about government would endorse.  Hume realizes that once we have a government, we might come to see it as a useful means to solve other problems, even if it is not designed explicitly for those purposes:  

Two neighbours may agree to drain a meadow, which they possess in common; because `tis easy for them to know each other’s mind … . But `tis very difficult, and indeed impossible, that a thousand persons shou'd agree in any such action; it being difficult for them to concert so complicated a design, and still more difficult for them to execute it; while each seeks a pretext to free himself of the trouble and expence, and wou'd lay the whole burden on others. Political society easily remedies both these inconveniences.… Thus bridges are built; harbours open'd; ramparts rais'd; canals form'd; fleets equip'd; and armies disciplin'd every where, by the care of government

(T 3.2.7.8; SBN 538-39)

We often have projects that are mutually beneficial, so government can enforce an agreement between us.  But with government, we can also create projects on a much larger scale, with an even greater benefit, projects that would be impossible to coordinate, much less pay for, without a centralized authority to enforce the complex contract that such projects require.  But Hume goes even further in this passage:  some goods would benefit society as a whole, and they would be cheaper and more beneficial if everyone had access to them.  But for that very reason, each individual person can want others to pay for those projects, as long as she can then use it.  But of course, if everyone thinks this way, no such projects will ever be realized.  Governments, through taxation, thus solve a multi-player Prisoners’ Dilemma by forcing everyone to contribute to projects for the common good.  Governments thus solve the “public good problem,” and in doing so, they creates a new environment in which society can evolve and prosper.  After all, public roads, for example, are not merely good for people visiting their relatives; they also make possible an economy based on trade.  Indeed, one of the crucial public goods for which government is essential is the creation of  the marketplace itself.  Assuring everyone that contracts will honored and that every trader will be treated fairly creates the environment in which an economy can grow and in which capitalism can work its magic.  For this reason, Hume thinks government is “one of the finest and most subtile inventions imaginable” (T 3.2.7.8; SBN 539).

In addition, government is essential for a very different kind of public good:  liberty.   For most of his account of government in the Treatise, Hume writes about the role of government in preserving justice and the role of justice in keeping the peace.  Peace and stability, then, seem to be the only goals.  But when he discusses who should govern, Hume concludes that there are no philosophically exact rules:

the study of history confirms the reasonings of true philosophy; which … teaches us to regard the controversies in politics of incapable of any decision in most cases, and as entirely subordinate to the interest of peace and liberty.

(T 3.2.10.15; SBN 562; emphasis added)

Suddenly, peace and security are not the only issue.  Government should provide for liberty as well.  Indeed, he proclaims, “nothing is more essential to public interest, than the preservation of public liberty” (T 3.2.10.16; SBN 564).  

Liberty is what was distinctive about the British government in the eighteenth century, the product of its free press, its religious toleration, and its proto-democratic institutions.  All of these elements either came into existence or were greatly strengthened by the Glorious Revolution of 1688, which deposed the Catholic proponent of absolute monarchy, James II, in favor of his Protestant and more liberal son-in-law, William III.  Since that time, Hume declares,

we, in this island, have ever since enjoyed, if not the best system of government, at least the most entire system of liberty, that ever was known amongst mankind.


(H 71; VI 531)

Liberty made the Glorious Revolution worthwhile.  Even though Hume says that James’s actions were “pernicious and tyrannical” (T 3.2.10.16; SBN 563), he does not mean that they threatened peace and stability.  Indeed, Hume admits that the similar actions of another monarch in another era would have been “beneficial to the public” (T 3.2.10.16; SBN 563).  The problem with James was not that he failed to enforce the laws or that he endangered the peace; the problem was that he violated the understanding of his subjects about the limits of his power.  In 1688—though not in 1588—liberty was an essential part of the British constitution, and for that reason, Hume endorses the Revolution Settlement that ousted James.  The context makes all the difference.   Because Hume regards liberty as an important goal for government, his position on revolution once again edges closer to Locke’s.  When the people have an established role in government, they have the right to protect that role from the intrusion of the magistrate.

However, unlike Locke, Hume does not think liberty is the most important goal of government.  “Liberty,” he argues, “is the perfection of civil society; but still authority must be acknowledge essential to its very existence” (E 1.5.7; M 41).  Liberty is nice, but it can not exist without authority:  “a regard to liberty, though a laudable passion, ought commonly to be subordinate to a reverence for established government” (H 71; VI 533).  Because authority is always more important than liberty, Hume, unlike Locke, does not think absolute monarchy, in which liberty does not exist, is an inherently illegitimate form of government.  Before the modern age, monarchs could change laws on a whim, and so no long-term stability was really possible.  But modern monarchies, like that embodied by the government of Louis XV, are not so capricious; the king operates through laws and through a regular process so that people fee secure in their persons and their property:

Property is there secure; industry encouraged; the arts flourish and the prince lives secure among his subjects, like a father among his children.

(E 1.14.12; M 94)

Security is the key to good government for Hume.  Thus, order, the chief virtue of government is well-served in such a government (see Whelan 1985, 348-63): 

It may now be affirmed of civilized monarchies, what was formerly said in praise of republics alone, that they are a government of Laws, not of Men.  They are found susceptible of order, method, and constancy, to a surprizing degree.

(E 1.14.12; M 94)

Any government that provides security and stability fulfills its most important duty and should therefore be considered legitimate, and modern absolute governments can do so (Miller 1981, ch. 7).  



Because they were always less arbitrary, free governments of the past fulfilled the basic functions of government well, and they had certain other advantages.  They gave rise only to liberty, but also to knowledge and to the arts:

Though a republic should be barbarous, it necessarily, by infallible operation, give rise to Law….  From law arises security: From security curiosity: And from curiosity knowledge.

(E 1.14.14; M 118)

A regular system of law is needed to foster creativity, both scientific and literary, and such a system of law is a necessary part of free governments (Whelan 1985, 351).  Absolute monarchies in the past, on the other hand, were “in all cases, somewhat oppressive and debasing” (E 1.14.11; M 116).  But because they are no longer arbitrary, modern monarchies like that in France can support the arts and many fields of knowledge.  If they do not offer liberty, they do offer quite a spectacle of the arts and of refinement.  Because advancement comes from social superiors, monarchies best promote a “refined taste.”  A person gets ahead by becoming “agreeable, by his wit, complaisance, or civility” (E 1.14.28; M 126).  Moreover, “they have, in great measure, perfected that art, the most useful and agreeable of any, l’Art de Vivre, the art of society and conversation” (E 1.12.6; M 91, see Livingston 1999, 263-64).

Yet even if a modern absolute monarchy would be preferable to many kinds of republics, Hume does not, as Nicholas Phillipson (1989, 59-60, 113) contends, actually prefer it. Against a refined taste, republics produce “strong genius,” and because office comes from elections, “it is necessary for a man to make himself useful, by his industry, capacity, or knowledge” (E 1.14.28; M 126).  In addition, philosophy is likely to be promoted better in a republic because monarchies depend on “a superstitious reverence to priests and princes” and so they have “abridged the liberty of reasoning, with respect to religion, and politics, and consequently metaphysics and morals” (E 1.14.29; M 126; see Forbes 1975, ch. 5).  Because he values philosophy and science, Hume’s judgment falls on the side of a free government, but as David Miller notes, “this preference was expressed in such a cautious way that it could have very little practical impact” (Miller 1981, 159).  To modern sensibilities, however, the arguments in favor of free governments seem even stronger, and they show why a republic should be preferred to an absolute monarchy—even if nothing in the nature of the latter warrants a revolution against it simply from its form.  Yet Hume reaches a different conclusion:  he argues that when the delicate balance of the British constitution fails—as inevitably it must—he would prefer to see it become an absolute monarchy rather than a republic.  A republic would rest the entire government in the House of Commons, a situation he thinks would be highly unstable:

If the house of commons, in such a case, ever dissolve itself, which is not be expected, we may look for a civil war every election.  If it continue itself, we shall suffer all the tyranny of faction, subdivided into new factions.

(E 1.7.7; M 52)

The result in either case is civil war and the establishment of a monarchy, so he would prefer a peaceful “Euthanasia” directly to monarchy rather than the violent path through a republic (1.7.7; M 53).  

Hume’s pessimistic assessment of republics is based on his interpretation of the Commonwealth years, in which the House of Commons did rule and refused to dissolve itself until the factions led by Cromwell simply established a new form of monarchy under the title of a “protectorate.”  Given that history, Hume’s conclusions are understandable, but of course, the history of the 200 years since Hume wrote shows that the old British constitution could die a peaceful death in a parliamentary government as well.  None of the evils Hume predicted for such a government have in fact come to pass.  So we have even more reason to prefer republican government than Hume did.  Because we accept for moral reasons the contract theory Hume rejects and the democracy he finds untenable, republicanism has in fact become our “established practice” of government.  For us, then, even Hume would endorse a republic.  And so for us, Locke and Hume finally converge.  

5. The History of Liberty

Hume’s respect for modern monarchies almost overshadows his fondness for liberty.  But even if  liberty is not essential for legitimacy, it is a public good that is worth fostering and protecting—with violence in some rare cases.  But while Hume constructs a “natural history” of government, there is no similar natural history for liberty.  Human needs and powers will give rise to government of some form almost everywhere.  The process is not literally inevitable:  we can imagine societies that, because they lack sufficient natural resources or because they never come into contact with other humans who would threaten their lifestyle, never develop a form of central authority that we would recognize as a true government.  But given a set of circumstances that is common, governments will result.  Liberty, on the other hand, is not the product of broad causal forces that make its rise inescapable.  It is a monumental historical accident.  Indeed, Hume suggests, the chief benefit of the study of history for “a civilized nation, like the English, who have happily established the most perfect and most accurate system of liberty that was ever found compatible with government” is that it teaches them to “cherish their present constitution” 

by instructing them in the great mixture of accident, which commonly concurs with a small ingredient of wisdom and foresight, in erecting the complicated fabric of the most perfect government.

(H 23; II 525)

Liberty was not an inevitable product of history.  The English, Hume says, were deeply and profoundly lucky.

The most important factors in the rise of liberty in England lie not in human nature, nor do they originate in some ancient constitution.  Liberty, first and foremost, requires a steady government.  Without it, even the most powerful men have little freedom since they must constantly guard their possessions (H app. 1; I 168-69).  On Hume’s reckoning, even the Magna Charta was not particularly important:  although it gave the people some freedom to enjoy their property, its primary purpose was to enshrine the power of the barons (H 11; I 443-46).  The establishment of the House of Commons, while significant, was of limited importance, since its power was obliterated during the reigns of Henry VIII and Elizabeth I.  During Henry’s rule, “when they [the people] laboured under any grievance, they had not the satisfaction of expecting redress from parliament” which was so servile to the king that the people “had reason to dread each meeting of that assembly, and were then sure of having tyranny converted into law” (H 32; III 264).  And in summing up Elizabeth’s reign, he says, “we have seen, that the most absolute authority of the sovereign … was established on twenty branches of prerogative, … every one of them, totally incompatible with the liberty of the subjects” (H app 3; IV 367; see Miller 1981, 169-70).  Liberty for the people, then, was completely absent until the seventeenth century.  Its roots, then, lie in the relatively recent past.  Before then, the constitution of Britain  had “been in a state of continual fluctuation” (H app 3; IV 355, see Miller 1990, Livingston 1999, ch. 8). 

The story of liberty is, for Hume, deliciously ironic.  The heroes of that story are the Puritans, who were interested not in liberty, but in their own peculiar notion of salvation.  In the absolutist age of Elizabeth I, 

the precious spark of liberty had been kindled, and was preserved, by the puritans alone; and it was to this sect, whose principles appear so frivolous and habits so ridiculous, that the English owe the whole freedom of their constitution.


(H 40; IV 146)

Since the Puritans wanted to resist Elizabeth’s religious edicts, they had to maintain that it was proper for them to do so and they appealed to a liberty that only later became established.  The Reformation that Henry VIII began in England itself led to the idea that authority could be questioned:

But in proportion as the practice of submitting religion to private judgment was acceptable to the people, it appeared, in some respects, dangerous to the rights of sovereigns, and seemed to destroy that implicit obedience, on which the authority of the civil magistrate is chiefly found.  The very precedent, of shaking so ancient and deep founded an establishment as that of the Romish hierarchy, might, it was apprehended, prepare the way for other innovations.

(H 31; III 212)

However, Hume’s own account shows that the mere idea of innovation was not enough:  the government of England became, if anything, more absolutist in the sixteenth century, rather than less.  But the Puritan party, as they became more powerful in the reign of James I,  still linked together the ideas of religious and civil liberty:

The spirit too of enthusiasm; bold, daring, and uncontrouled; strongly disposed their minds to adopt republican tenets; and inclined them to arrogate, in their actions and conduct, the same liberty, which they assumed, in their rapturous flights and ecstasies.  

(H 48, n. J; V 559)

People who were willing to take religion into their own hands were only too willing to put the more mundane matters of government into those same hands.  But the situation, Hume argues, was in fact more complicated, since there were actually three parties who were called puritans: 

political puritans, who maintained the highest principles of civil liberty; the puritans in discipline, who were averse to the ceremonies and episcopal government of the church; and the doctrinal puritans, who rigidly defended the speculative system of the first reformers.

(H 51; V 212)

These three groups were mixed together in complicated ways, so the triumph of the Puritans at the end of the Civil War did not create a simple or stable political order, and so their legacy was decidedly mixed.

The pretences of the Puritans would have had no effect whatsoever, however, if two other factors had not been in their favor.  First, a broad trend favored them:  the general rise of the middle class created a group whose interests were not sufficiently represented as long as the power of the House of Commons remained weak (H app. 3; IV 384).  Many of middle class were also Puritans, so their interests coincided and indeed were co-mingled.  The general prosperity of the kingdom in the first half of the seventeenth century also created a demand for liberties from a middle class that was increasingly wealthy and educated (H 46; V 39-40).  But even France had its Puritans—the Huguenots—and a rising middle class, so these factors alone do not account for the rise of liberty.  The other important factor is peculiar to England, and without it the more the general factors would have had no effect:  the relative poverty of the English crown.  Elizabeth had maintained her power and independence by fostering a scrupulous frugality, if not a stinginess.  She was thereby able to husband her funds and then supplement them as necessary by selling off many of crown lands.  By the time the Stuarts came to power, the Crown had little independent revenue and the Stuarts had no option but to appeal to Parliament for funds (H 46; V 38).  But the leaders of the Commons had little personal regard for either James I or Charles I, and they saw it as their duty to establish a more firm liberty for the people:

Animated with a warm regard to liberty, these generous patriots saw with regret an unbounded power exercised by the crown, and were resolved to seize the opportunity, which the king’s necessities offered them, of reducing the prerogative within more reasonable compass.

(H 50; V 160)

With the power of the purse, the Commons were able to extract concessions from Charles I in the Petition of Right of 1628 which gave the people sufficient liberty and to curb the discretionary power of the monarchy that had, in Hume’s view, become too great (H 51; V 196-97).

To make a long story—and for Hume, this story is the main focus of the 1100 pages of the two Stuart volumes of the History— short, the new circumstances in which England found itself in the seventeenth century, combined with the peculiar factors of the politics of the time made a greater liberty for the people both attractive and possible in a way it was not elsewhere in Europe.  Of course, the Puritans did not stop at the reasonable liberty they had secured in the Petition of Right, but carried it further until Charles was provoked to act stupidly in suppressing Parliament both in 1629 and later in 1641, actions which eventually forced him to defend his crown in open warfare.  In Hume’s view, however, the English Civil War was not inevitable.  Parliament went too far because it was driven by religious fanaticism: “[H]ad not the wound been poisoned by the infusion of theological hatred,” Hume argues, “it must have admitted of an easy remedy” (H 54; V 303).   The Puritans were the impetus behind liberty, but their religious zeal led them into the Civil War.  They won that war, but the disastrous Commonwealth that followed undermined their cause.  The forces of liberty had to struggle during the tumultuous reign of Charles II and the absolutist pretensions of James II, until a stable plan of liberty emerged after the Glorious Revolution of 1688.

For our present purposes, the important point to see is that although Hume thinks that liberty is “so necessary to the perfection of human society” (H 48; V 96), its rise depended on contextual features:  the inability of the crown to support itself after Elizabeth, the political deafness of James I, the unwillingness of the people to accept unquestioningly the pronouncement of this “foreign” prince, the obstinacy of Charles I faced with the delicate and precarious position in which he found himself, and the “arbitrary disposition” of James II and the “bigotry of his principles” (H 70; VI 451) were all crucial factors in the emergence of liberty.  But, as Hume argues elsewhere:

What depends upon a few persons is, in a great measure, to be ascribed to chance, or secret and unknown causes:  What arises from a great number, may be often accounted for by determinate and known causes.

(E 1.14.2; M 112)

So we must ascribe the rise of liberty to chance rather than to cause—or, more accurately, the causes are of a particular rather than of a general nature (Schmidt 2003, 270-72).  For that reason, we can not have a true natural history of liberty, only a political history of it.  

Such a history of liberty, however, undercuts another piece of traditional Whig ideology:  the myth of the ancient constitution (Forbes 1975, ch. 8).  For Hume, the constitution was a constantly shifting affair, and the liberty of the Anglo-Saxons to whom the Whigs pointed was really just “an incapacity of submitting to government” (H 23; II 521).  In truth, Hume argues, 

notwithstanding the seeming liberty or rather licentiousness of the Anglo-Saxons, the great body even of the free citizens, in those ages, really enjoyed much less true liberty, than where the execution of the laws is the most severe ….  The reason is derived from the excess itself of that liberty.  Men must guard themselves at any price against insults and injuries.

  (H app 1; I 168-69)

Nor did any meaningful liberty develop in the years of the Norman kings, much less during the more absolutist period of the Tudors, which many traditional Whigs promoted as a kind of golden age.  Yet despite its recent genesis, Hume is no less enthusiastic than the most rabid Whig about the blessing of liberty.  Although Hume backs away from his more florid panegyrics for liberty during the Wilkes and Liberty riots of the 1760s (Forbes 1975, 187-92; Miller 1981, 182-84; Livingston 1999, ch. 10), the change is really one of emphasis.  Liberty is only valuable, he insists, in a society in which order and authority are firmly in place.  The value of liberty itself, however, he never seriously questions.

6. Conclusion

 Hume’s theory of government is thus a complicated affair.  Government has a basic responsibility to protect people and property, but it also has an important role both in creating the circumstances in which liberty can arise and in promoting liberty itself.  As government takes on such responsibilities, its structures become more complex as well.  Even modern absolute monarchies are not the simple structures found in early governments.  The reasons for the many different interpretations of Hume’s political views thus becomes clear.  Like conservatives, Hume values established practices and conventions, but like liberals he cherishes liberty.  Elsewhere, of course, he dismisses the traditional liberal ideal of equality (EPM 3.26; SBN 194), and he shows utter contempt for the organized religion that is the bulwark of much conservative thought (DNR 12.11, 16-19, 25; KS 220, 222, 224-25).  Hume himself, of course, preaches “moderation” in politics, a quality that “is of advantage to every establishment” (E 2.14.17; M 500).  Ultimately, I think, we should see Hume’s appeal for moderation and his general political theory as a kind of pragmatism:  governments are set up to solve certain problems.  As other problems and possibilities arise, governments often prove to be a useful tools.  But like any tool, they can be used for bad purposes, and so the people have the right to insure that the tool remains only in the hands of those that will use it well.  That much, Hume can say in a perfectly general way.   But most of the concerns of government concern particular problems in particular places operating under particular practices.  To see its purposes there requires local knowledge and the refined sensibilities of that person whom Hume calls an “impartial patriot” (E 2.15.4; M 506).  The task of demonstrating how to become such a patriot is, I believe, the implicit work of both Hume’s philosophical and his historical writings.

--RICHARD H. DEES
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