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Introduction 

While David Hume explicitly elaborated on the development of a modern 
commercial society in the Political Discourses and the History of England, it is 
more difficult to discern whether Hume had a specific time period or soci­
etal transformation in mind when he laid out his political philosophy in A 
Treatise of Human Nature. In the Treatise, Hume unambiguously states that he 
did not believe in the existence of a pre-social stage of human development— 
he considered such elaborations mere philosophical fiction.1 The lack of an 
abrupt demarcation between the pre-social and the social in Hume’s thought 
makes his political philosophy incongruent with an original contract or a 
first social formation. In this sense, Hume’s social theory might be consid­
ered a foundational theory for all human coexistence2 and the Treatise would 
thus read as an ahistorical text. However, it is plausible that Hume was in-
stead providing a discussion of a particular historical transformation—that 
of commercial modernization—by emphasizing the construction of a new 
set of social institutions and ignoring or downplaying the social forms that 
came before. This paper challenges the ahistorical interpretations and sug­
gests that Hume was indeed providing a philosophical elaboration of the 
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central conventions of the nascent commercial society.3 This argument 
emerges from a recent reinterpretation of Hume’s treatment of the conven­
tions in Book 3 of the  Treatise.4 Whereas most scholars interpret Hume as 
theorizing the conventions of property, exchange, and promises, I argue that 
Hume is discussing property, exchange, and money. Considering that these 
three conventions constitute the core of modern society and Hume describes 
them as being formed by the middling sorts in an evolutionary process, it is 
reasonable to conclude that Hume was in fact theorizing the process whereby 
a unified modern commercial society emerged from the scattered remnants 
of various medieval social forms. The plausibility of this interpretation of 
the Treatise is then gauged by juxtaposing it to Hume’s historical account of 
England in the History. We find that, in an important sense, the History de-
scribes the process of commercial modernization within the parameters set 
out in the Treatise, which strongly suggests that Hume’s political philosophy 
is primarily applicable to the modern commercial society, and not to an 
ahistorical social form. 

Property, Markets, and Money 

Writing in the aftermath of the agricultural and financial revolutions and dur­
ing the midst of an astonishing expansion in national and international 
commerce, Hume was one of the earliest modern thinkers to theorize the deep 
structure of the emerging commercial order. Hume supported commercial ex­
pansion as he thought it would promote politeness, prosperity, liberty, and 
civilization. He argues in the Treatise that commerce extends the division of 
labor, improves technology and techniques, and stabilizes society. He elabo­
rates further on the importance of commerce in the essays “Of Commerce” 
and “Of Refinement in the Arts,” suggesting that its most important benefit is 
that it stimulates the industriousness of people and enlarges the “stock of la­
bor.” Since the stock of labor constitutes “all real power and riches” (Essays, 
288) and “men and commodities are the real strength of any community” 
(293), the expansion of industry is the basis of “the greatness of the state, and 
the happiness of its subjects” (255). The “greatness” and “happiness” refers 
not only to improvements in the standard of living associated with capital 
expansion, but also to a general societal improvement. For Hume, industry— 
systematic, methodical, and productive work—plays the role of social and 
moral police, as well as contributes new vigor to the mind, makes people more 
sociable, increases humanity, and limits drink and debauchery and other ap­
petites “nourished by ease and idleness” (272). As a civilizing force, industry 
also contributes to public order by making men more dependent on each other, 
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thus increasing stability by softening men’s tempers, making “factions less 
inveterate, revolutions less tragical, authority less severe, and seditions less fre­
quent” (274). Hence, proper laws, order, police, and discipline can only be fully 
established once a society flourishes with industry (273). This meant, for Hume, 
that commerce and industry provide the necessary conditions for the promo­
tion of prosperity, order, liberty, and civilization. 

Hume claims that the process of modernization was natural. However, 
naturalness does not necessitate inevitability. While he argues that the fun­
damental parameters of human nature are universal,5 he does not assert that 
it always produces uniform behavior.6 As human nature has the capacity to 
express and manifest itself in a variety of ways, there is a wide array of fea­
sible social outcomes, some more preferable than others. Hence, Hume is not 
suggesting that a commercial society is natural in the sense that it is inevi­
table or that it is the only possible social form. Instead Hume argues a weaker 
position, suggesting that a commercial society is natural in the sense that it 
is the most preferable feasible social form compatible with the capacities and 
limitations of human nature. The rhetoric of naturalness enables him to show 
that a commercial society is not contradictory to human nature; as such, he 
mounts a defense of the moral worth and acceptability of commerce against 
the moralists who claimed that trade and commerce were corrupting influ­
ences. By providing a convincing philosophical argument for the legitimacy 
of commerce, Hume doubtlessly hoped to contribute to the acceleration of 
commercial modernization. 

Hume posits his political philosophy in Book 3 of the Treatise. Consid­
ering that this section discusses the establishment of justice in an explicitly 
commercial context, it is possible to read it as an elaboration on the neces­
sary conditions for the development of a commercial society. Positing 
scarcity and self-love as given, Hume suggests that a Hobbesian chaos can 
only be avoided if people restrain their “insatiable, perpetual, [and] univer­
sal” (T 3.2.2.12; SBN 492) acquisitive drives so that they may act in ways 
that preserve the commercial order and promote justice. Since Hume finds 
no real or universal motives for justice embedded in the human mind, he 
concludes that certain conventions must be established so that positive in­
centives will spur people to redirect their self-interest toward virtuous ends. 
The internalization of these artificial virtues as behavioral codes must be 
grounded in the most forceful passion, that of self-love or love of gain. Since 
this passion is the source of all injustice and violence when unchecked, it 
must be harnessed and transformed in order to generate an artificial virtue. 
When the passion is redirected in a manner that transcends its immediate 
motive, people realize upon reflection that their desire for economic gain 
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“is much better satisfy’d by its restraint, than by its liberty, and that by pre-
ser ving society, we make much g reater advances in t he acquiring 
possessions” (T 3.2.2.13; SBN 492).7 Hence, if our “insatiable, perpetual, and 
universal” acquisitive drive is restrained in the near term, it will be better 
satisfied in the long run. Hume suggests that this restraint is made possible 
primarily through conventions. 

Hume posits three conventions as the basis for a just and civilized soci­
ety, or what amounts to the same thing, a commercial society. The meaning 
of the first two conventions, private property and market exchange, is some-
what self-evident, while the third convention, discussed in the section “Of 
the obligation of promises,” requires further elaboration. This section is most 
frequently read as a treatment of promises in general,8 but it has also been 
interpreted as an elaboration on promises and obligations that form the ker­
nel of the legal system9 and commercial contracts,10 or, alternatively, as a 
critique of social contract theory.11 However, as will be shown below, this sec­
tion can also be interpreted as dealing with a subset of commercial contracts, 
namely, money. More precisely, it can be viewed as an analysis of money in 
general or a treatment of modern forms of fiduciary money, such as bills of 
exchange, promissory notes, and private bank notes—the primary means of 
exchange in merchant transactions during the time Hume was writing.12 

Hume begins his elaboration on political philosophy by establishing that 
private property and markets are the foundational conventions of a commer­
cial society. He then proceeds to analyze the exchange mechanism in greater 
detail. He focuses on transactions in which commodities are delivered in re-
turn for promises of reciprocation and inquires whether any binding 
obligations arise from such promises. That is, if a commodity is received in 
return for a promise of reciprocation, what is the source of the obligation to 
honor this promise? Hume argues that “no action can be required of us as 
our duty, unless there be implanted in human nature some actuating pas­
sion or motive, capable of producing the action” (T 3.2.5.6; SBN 518). After 
some analysis, Hume concludes that there are no such immediate motives to 
observe promises either from nature or reason, which by extension means 
that “fidelity is no natural virtue, and that promises have no force, anteced­
ent to human conventions” (T 3.2.5.6; SBN 519). However, given that a 
modern society cannot function properly without a well-functioning mecha­
nism for making, keeping, and trusting promises, fidelity in commercial 
relations must be encouraged through a convention. If not, people would 
find that “here then is the mutual commerce of good offices in a manner lost 
among mankind, and every one reduced to his own skill and industry for his 
well being and subsistence” (T 3.2.5.8; SBN 520). 
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The issue of credibility of promises arises only in particular forms of trade. 
In barter exchange, where all obligations are discharged at the moment of 
exchange, promises do not figure. But, as Hume points out, in order for a 
commercial society to develop, a mechanism must evolve whereby goods and 
services can be delivered safely and orderly in exchange for promises of re-
payment. Hume states: 

The invention of the law of nature, concerning the stability of pos­
session, has already render’d men tolerable to each other; that of the 
transference of property and possession by consent has begun to ren­
der them mutually advantageous: But still these laws, however strictly 
observ’d, are not sufficient to render them so serviceable to each 
other, as by nature they are fitted to become . . . The transference of 
property . . . can only take place with regard to such objects as are 
present and individual, but not to such as are absent or general. One 
cannot transfer the property of a particular house, twenty leagues 
distant; because the consent cannot be attended with delivery, which 
is a requisite circumstance. Neither can one transfer the property of 
ten bushels of corn, or five hogsheads of wine, by the mere expres­
sion and consent; because these are only general terms, and have no 
direct relation to any particular heap of corn, or barrels of wine. Be-
sides, the commerce of mankind is not confin’d to the barter of 
commodities, but may extend to services and actions, which we may 
exchange to our mutual interest and advantage. (T 3.3.5.8; SBN 520; 
italics in original) 

Hence, in order to transcend the inconveniences of barter, a system of de­
ferred payments must be established in which goods are exchanged for 
promises of resolution. But as Hume has already pointed out, promises have 
no force in themselves, as people are under no intrinsic moral obligation to 
honor them. Consequently, the lack of surety associated with non-barter 
trade could prevent the establishment of a commercial society. 

The solution to this credibility problem is the development of an artifice 
that gives “new direction to those natural passions, and teach us that we can 
better satisfy our appetites in an oblique and artificial manner, than by their 
headlong and impetuous motion” (T 3.2.5.9; SBN 521). In commerce between 
friends and family, people simply perform and return favors out of love or 
generosity. However, in commerce between strangers, a commitment mecha­
nism is required, one that allows people to communicate their motives by 
the very act of participating in the convention.13 That is, by using a “certain 
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form of words” (T 3.2.5.10; SBN 522; italics in original)—a symbol—a person 
signals to the larger community a commitment to the rules of the conven­
tion. Hume claims that such a sign or symbol can function as a tangible 
representation of promises, thus increasing trust and confidence, so that a 
functional artifice may develop. He argues: 

A resolution is the natural act of the mind, which promises express: 
But were there no more than a resolution in the case, promises wou’d 
only declare our former motives, and wou’d not create any new mo­
tive or obligation. They are the conventions of men, which create a 
new motive, when experience has taught us, that human affairs 
wou’d be conducted much more for mutual advantage, were there 
certain symbols or signs instituted, by which we might give each other 
security of our conduct in any particular incident. After these signs 
are instituted, whoever uses them is immediately bound by his in­
terest to execute his engagements, and must never expect to be trusted 
any more, if he refuses to perform what he promis’d. (T 3.2.5.10; SBN 
522; italics in original) 

Here, Hume argues that when a good has been delivered in return for a prom­
ise of repayment, the promise given in return only reflects an initial motive. 
At the time of reciprocation, it is in the interest of the receiver to renege on 
the promise. However, through experience, people acquire an understand­
ing of the pernicious effects of such precarious commerce, leading them to 
standardize the exchange of symbols for goods and services. The symbol sig­
nifies an incomplete transaction and serves as a guarantor of the promise, 
and as such, increases the confidence and security that the artificial virtue 
will be upheld, the promise honored, and the transaction completed. It is 
the motive communicated through the symbol that induces the delivering 
party to accept the exchange. In this sense, the symbol gives meaning to the 
promise of resolution, much in the same way as a promissory note. 

Through experience and observation, participants in commerce realize the 
convenience of this commitment mechanism and decide to join, leading to a 
gradual enlargement of the exchange network. As the symbol begins to func­
tion as a universal representation and mediator, and signifies the promise to 
deliver a certain quantity of any commodity to any participant, it becomes 
anonymous. Depersonalized, it now communicates14 a claim on the general 
commercial community, like a promissory note on which the name of the 
drawee has been removed and substituted by the phrase “pay on demand to 
the holder of this note.” Hume argues that people “are naturally induced to 

Hume Studies 



David Hume’s Political Philosophy 253 

lay themselves under the restraint of such rules, as may render their commerce 
more safe and commodious” (T 3.2.2.24; SBN 499). Self-interest should there-
fore maintain the institution, as it enables people to take advantage of 
expanded trade, extended division of labor, and economic growth. 

Since no other symbolic system can function as an efficient commitment 
mechanism in non-barter trade, Hume’s analysis of promises inevitably gravi­
tates toward the concept of money. More precisely, Hume’s exposition 
proposes a fiduciary concept of money, as the symbolic system is built upon 
trust and confidence.15 Even though Hume did not explicitly state in the Trea­
tise that the symbol is money, he makes a revealing clarification about the 
link between promises and money in An Enquiry concerning the Principles of 
Morals. While discussing the three institutions of justice—property, trade, 
and “contracts and promises”—he exemplifies the latter by referring to bills 
of exchange16 and promissory notes17 (EPM 3.2.33; SBN 196), two of the pri­
mary forms of modern money used by merchants in the eighteenth century. 

Hume’s Historically Specific Social Theory 

From the above discussion of Book 3 of the Treaties we conclude that Hume 
viewed private property, markets, and money as the constitutive institutions 
of a modern commercial society. Hume thought that once this framework 
was solidified, an appropriate milieu for commerce, industry, and techno-
logical advancement would be established, promoting a polite and civilized 
society and the possibility for political and constitutional liberty. In addi­
tion to focusing on the historically specific conventions of private property, 
markets, and money, the Treatise contains further clues suggesting that Hume 
was primarily concerned with analyzing the process of commercial modern­
ization. As will be shown below, a close reading of the Treatise reveals that 
Hume specified (i) that the conventions are generated in an evolutionary pro­
cess, (ii) wherein the middling sorts play the primary constitutive role, and 
(iii) a system of laws is required to ensure compliance from those who do not 
voluntarily conform to the new social order. That is, Hume did not believe in 
a universal ahistorical subject—his analysis centers around the newly emerg­
ing middle class as the primary historical agent—and he viewed commercial 
modernization as a gradual development partly engineered by the middling 
sorts and partly imposed on others through the rule of law. In order to exam­
ine the plausibility of this interpretation of the Treatise, we can compare it to 
Hume’s historical analysis in The History of England. Such a comparative ap­
proach reveals that the dynamics of Hume’s political philosophy closely 
resembles that of the actual process of commercial modernization described 
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in the History, to the extent that it seems beyond doubt that his political phi­
losophy was developed to illustrate this historical moment. 

Hume suggests in the History that the process of commercial moderniza­
tion had an early beginning at the end of the fifteenth century, but that 
polices pursued by the Tudor regime retarded its progress.18 Therefore, it was 
not until the seventeenth century that the social fabric experienced a funda­
mental transformation and the pace of commercial modernization 
accelerated. He writes, “during no preceding period of English history, was 
there a more sensible encrease, than during the reign of this monarch [James 
I], of all the advantages which distinguish a flourishing people. Not only the 
peace which he maintained, was favourable 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 must have been the more evident to every 
eye, which was not blinded by melancholy prejudices” (History of England, 5: 
142). Subsequent periods experienced an even greater acceleration of eco­
nomic growth: “the commerce and industry of England encreased extremely 
during the peaceable period of Charles I’s reign” (6: 148), while “the com­
merce and riches of England did never, during any period, encrease so fast as 
from the restoration to the revolution” (5: 537). 

In the Treatise, Hume argues that the formation of a commercial society 
is an evolutionary process that “arises gradually, and acquires force by a slow 
progression” (T 3.2.2.10; SBN 490).19 People are not immediately disposed to 
abide by the laws of justice (defined in the commercial context of property, 
markets, and money);20 indeed a sense of justice and injustice “is not deriv’d 
from nature, but arises artificially, tho’ necessarily from education, and hu­
man conventions” (T 3.2.1.17; SBN 483). Only when a population reaches a 
“civiliz’d state, and when train’d up according to a certain discipline and 
education,” (T 3.2.1.9; SBN 479) are the rules of commerce internalized as 
behavioral norms. However, this evolutionary process is imperfect, as all 
people cannot be counted on to participate voluntarily in the creation and 
recreation of the conventions. Although a breach of justice may be remote, 
“they are, however, never the less real for being remote; and as all men are, in 
some degree, subject to the same weakness, it necessarily happens, that the 
violations of equity must become very frequent in society, and the commerce 
of men, by that means, be render’d very dangerous and uncertain” (T 3.2.7.3; 
SBN 535). Hume suggests in the History that the reign of Henry VIII experi­
enced rampant violations of property rights, with seventy-two thousand 
people executed for crimes against property. However, he continues, “if these 
facts be just, there has been a great improvement in morals since the reign of 
Henry VIII. and this improvement has been chiefly owing to the encrease of 
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industry and of the arts, which have given maintenance, and, what is almost 
of equal importance, occupation to the lower classes (History of England, 3: 
329). Hence, private property and commerce are symbiotically related, the 
more secure property rights are the greater commerce will be and vice versa. 
Consequently, people who spark industry and further trade are crucial to the 
commercialization process. These agents of change included merchants, en­
trepreneurs, financiers, agricultural improvers, and manufacturers, whom 
Hume groups together as the “middling rank of men” (Essays, 277–8). Not 
only were these men the impetus behind trade and industry, they also had 
the strongest incentives to temper their passion for immediate gratification 
and thus abide by the rules of the property exchange system. As the mid­
dling sorts gradually acquired more political authority, they were able to 
transform the nation’s legal system in ways that codified the changes gener­
ated by the commercialization process. As such, the middling rank of men 
“are the best and firmest basis of public liberty. . . . They covet equal laws, 
which may secure their property, and preserve them from monarchical, as 
well as aristocratical tyranny” (Essays, 277–8). Hence, it was through the rule 
of law that the middling sorts, “who, in order to govern men more easily, 
and preserve peace in human society, have endeavour’d to produce an es­
teem for justice, and an abhorrence of injustice” (T 3.2.2.25; SBN 500), that 
is, respect for property, exchange, and money. 

By providing an analysis in which the middling rank of men are respon­
sible for weaving the new social fabric, Hume’s social theory accurately 
represents the agency implicit in the construction of commercial institutions. 
For Hume, these revolutionary subjects serve as engines of commerce and 
industry, and thus provide the basis for liberty and progress. As such, this 
process tends to be self-reinforcing and cumulative in that improvements in 
commerce, industry, and the arts have the capacity to transform the non-
productive members of society, both high and low, to become more like the 
middling sorts. He explains how 

the nobility, instead of vying with each other, in the number and 
boldness of their retainers, acquired by degrees a more civilized spe­
cies of emulation, and endeavoured to excel in the splendour and 
elegance of their equipage, houses, and tables. The common people, 
no longer maintained in vicious idleness by their superiors, were 
obliged to learn some calling or industry, and became useful both to 
themselves and others. And it must be acknowledged, in spite of those 
who declaim so violently against refinement in the arts, or what they 
are pleased to call luxury, that . . . an industrious tradesman is both a 
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better man and a better citizen than one of those idle retainers. (His-
tory of England, 3: 76) 

Hume further elaborates on how the refinements of the arts and the habits 
of luxury further precipitated this social transformation. He describes how, 

as the new methods of expence gave subsistance to mechanics and 
merchants, who lived in an independant manner on the fruits of 
their own industry, a nobleman . . . retained only that moderate in­
fluence, which customers have over tradesmen, and which can never 
be dangerous to civil government. The landed proprietors also, hav­
ing a greater demand for money than for men, endeavoured to turn 
their lands to the best account with regard to profit, and either in-
closing their fields, or joining many small farms into a few large ones, 
dismissed those useless hands, which formerly were always at their 
call in ever y attempt to subvert  the government, or oppose a 
neighbouring baron. By all these means the cities encreased; the 
middle rank of men began to be rich and powerful. (4: 384) 

Hume suggests that the Age of Discovery afforded additional opportunities 
for people to elevate themselves into the middling ranks. He writes, “the en­
largement of commerce and navigation encreased industry and the arts every 
where. . . . Men of an inferior rank both acquired a share in the landed prop­
erty, and created to themselves a considerable property of a new kind, in stock, 
commodities, art, credit, and correspondence” (History of England, 3: 80). For 
this reason, the middling sorts should be given open access to all cities and 
“parliament had done better to have encouraged foreign merchants and 
artizans to come over in great numbers to England; which might have ex-
cited the emulation of the natives, and have improved their skill” (3: 328). 
However, it was not until the seventeenth century that it was finally recog­
nized that men of commerce serve as an important force for social 
improvement and only then was the merchant profession considered 
“honourable” and country gentlemen began to “bind their sons apprentices 
to merchants” (6: 148). 

Endowed with the potential to emancipate society from barbarism and 
poverty, the middling sort was the most central agent for Hume to consider.21 

Other segments of society, high and low, noble and poor, that did not ac­
tively contribute to the establishment of modern society or fought against it, 
were simply denied agency and subjectivity in Hume’s social theory. In so far 
as Hume considers other classes, he does so only in terms of how they can be 
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transformed into something closer to the middling sorts.22 As such, it is only 
once the commercialization process is complete and all people have been 
transformed into the middling ranks that a universal subject is created. How-
ever, during the time period Hume considered, there were still multiple social 
groups who did not share the behavioral specificities and motivations of the 
middle class, e.g., the aristocracy, beggars, Diggers, pirates, commoners, coun­
terfeiters, etc. 

Now that we have established that, for Hume, commercial moderniza­
tion is a gradual process, is primarily engineered by a certain segment of 
society, and necessitates a legal system to ensure universal compliance, we 
turn to his description, in the History, of how the core conventions emerged 
in England. This parallel reading reveals how Hume’s account of economic 
history in the History and the Political Discourses expands and clarifies his 
political philosophy articulated in the Treatise. 

Private Property 

Hume argues that the philosophical fiction of a golden age, where property 
rights were not required, never existed and points out that every society must 
have restraints and rules regarding the use and distribution of its resources in 
order to function. However accurate this statement is, Hume’s argument that 
a society needs some property rules is different from insisting that a society 
can function only under private property rules.23 Nevertheless, he presents a 
case for individualistic exclusionary property rights that grant the owner full 
right to possess, use, manage, alienate, transfer, acquire income flows, and ex­
clude others from access.24 For Hume, individualistic exclusionary property 
rights, where “land marks between my neighbor’s field and mine” (EPM 3.6; 
SBN 185)25 are strictly defined are best suited for establishing proper incentives 
for industry and commerce. He asks rhetorically, “who sees not . . . that what-
ever is produced or improved by a man’s art or industry ought, for ever, to be 
secured to him, in order to give encouragment to such useful habits and ac­
complishments?” (EPM 3.28; SBN 195). He also warns that if we “render 
possessions ever so equal, men’s different degrees of art, care, and industry will 
immediately break that equality. Or if you check these virtues, you reduce so­
ciety to the most extreme indigence; and instead of preventing want and 
beggary in a few, render it unavoidable to the whole community” (EPM 3.25; 
SBN 194). For Hume, societal progress could only begin once the convention 
of individualistic exclusionary property rights was established. In the History, 
he dates the advent of this process to the end of the fifteenth century, when 
the nobility and gentry “acquired the power of . . . alienating their estates. By 
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means of this law, joined to the beginning luxury and refinement of the age, 
the great fortunes of the barons were gradually dissipated, and the property of 
the commons encreased in England” (History of England, 3: 77). Property rights 
became generalized and more strictly enforced during the sixteenth century, 
when “a more regular police was established in the reign of Henry VIII. than 
in any former period, and a stricter administration of justice; an advantage 
which induced the men of landed property to leave the provincial towns, and 
to retire into the country . . . [which was] proof of the encrease of riches” (3: 
229–30). Hence, the establishment of private property rights coincided with, 
or rather contributed to, the definite elimination of the remnants of England’s 
medieval society. 

Hume suggests in the Treatise that the convention of private property 
evolves gradually as more and more people become interested in enjoying its 
benefits. However, he also points out that education, socialization, and po­
litical coercion are necessary in order to expand and maintain the convention. 
As such, he correctly suggests that the history of private property rights is 
written in the annals of mankind in the letters of both self-interest and vio­
lent imposition, a dual explanation of the genesis of private property still 
prominent in today’s historical debates. While many economic historians 
focus on how clearer definitions and more efficient execution of property 
rights create incentives for improved productivity and increased trade,26 so­
cial historians tend to focus on the contestation and resistance to the 
establishment of private property.27 Forms of resistance include anti-enclo­
sure riots and peasant uprisings—which often encountered extensive state 
violence, but on occasion forced the state to implement and enforce anti-
enclosure measures—and attempts to circumvent property rights altogether 
through theft28—a crime that was punished with particular severity in early-
modern England. While Hume focused primarily on the smooth organic 
evolution of property rights in the Treatise, he considered the grievances 
against the enclosures in the History. He states that when pasturage had be-
come more profitable than “unskilful” English farming in the sixteenth 
century, “whole estates were laid waste by inclosures: The tenants regarded 
as a useless burden, were expelled their habitations: Even the cottagers, de­
prived of the commons, on which they formerly fed their cattle, were reduced 
to misery” (History of England, 3: 369). Enraged by their immizeration, the 
populace frequently took up arms and disturbed the public peace. Ket’s Re­
bellion, one of the most famous anti-enclosure insurrections of the century, 
in which more than twenty thousand peasants came together and seriously 
threatened the public order and the new system of land ownership, figures 
prominently in Hume’s account. 
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Hume was utterly unsympathetic to the anti-enclosure riots and opined 
that “the law enacted against inclosures . . . scarcely deserves . . . high praises” 
(History of England, 3: 79). In fact, he thought that the English peasantry ulti­
mately benefited from the initial misery produced by the enclosures, as it 
forced them to become more industrious and frugal—“[it was] difficult for 
the people to shake off their former habits of indolence; and nothing but 
necessity could compel them to such an exertion of their faculties” (3: 370). 
In general, Hume thought that limitations on ownership and exchange would 
never promote employment and prosperity. Hence, the enclosures should be 
allowed to proceed unchecked, because as long as “husbandmen understand 
agriculture, and have a ready vent for their commodities, we need not dread 
a diminution of the people, employed in the country” (3: 79). 

The Diggers, or the True Levellers, who in 1649 sought to regain the com­
mons by cultivating the waste lands,29 consequently came under Hume’s 
criticism. Although the Diggers’ project, led and formulated by Robert Everard 
and Gerrard Winstanley, was destroyed by a local militia organized by the 
land-lords and aided by parliamentary troops, their politically subversive vi­
sion of communal property rights lingered on as a threat to the commercial 
modernization project.30 Hume denounces the Diggers’ project and philoso­
phy for this very reason. He describes how 

Everard, a disbanded soldier, having preached that the time was now 
come when the community of goods would be renewed among Chris­
tians, led out his followers to take possession of the land. . . . What 
seemed more dangerous: The army itself was infected with like 
humours. Though the levellers had for a time been suppressed by the 
audacious spirit of Cromwel, they still continued to propagate their 
doctrines among the private men and inferior officers. (History of 
England, 6: 12) 

In the Enquiries, Hume further considers “the levellers, who claimed an equal 
distribution of property” (EPM 3.24; SBN 193), as fanatics who quixotically 
believed that “dominion is founded on grace, and that saints alone inherit 
the earth” (EPM 3.23; SBN 193). He consequently seemed pleased to note that 
“the civil magistrate very justly puts these sublime theorists on the same foot­
ing with common robbers, and teaches them by the severest discipline, that 
a rule, which, in speculation, may seem the most advantageous to society, 
may yet be found, in practice, totally pernicious and destructive” (EPM 3.23; 
SBN 193). The “very just and severest discipline” the state used to teach re­
spect for private property was founded on a plethora of capital punishments.31 
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Markets 

In as much as Hume’s discussion of private property reveals that the History 
is written within the same theoretical structure as the Treatise and Enquires, 
we find a similar pattern in Hume’s discussion of markets. In the Treatise, 
Hume shows that the establishment of private property rights is not suffi­
cient to ensure that people are as serviceable to each other as they have the 
capacity to become. Hume points out that “different parts of the earth pro­
duce different commodities; and not only so, but different men both are by 
nature fitted for different employments, and attain to greater perfection in 
any one, when they confine themselves to it alone. All this requires a mutual 
exchange and commerce” (T 3.2.4.1; SBN 514). While some form of exchange 
has always existed, whether it was barter, gift giving, administrative trade, or 
market exchange, an international market society with a developed division 
of labor, in which all important features of society are distributed through 
markets, is a more recent institution.32 The market expansion was the result 
of a gradual process whereby merchants, entrepreneurs, and manufacturers 
extended their activities to include more facets of human life and to cover 
additional regions, to the point when nearly anything could be sold almost 
anywhere in the world.33 

Hume argues in the History that markets should be open to all members 
of society, as trade “ought to be common to all” (History of England, 4: 376). 
All restrictions on commerce, whether domestic or international, are detri­
mental to all parties involved. He argues that “the enlargement of commerce 
and navigation encreased industry and the arts every where . . . [and] in all 
places, the conditions of the people . . . received great improvement, and 
they acquired, if not entire liberty, at least the most considerable advan­
tages of it” (3: 80). Hume therefore viewed the mercantile state’s practice of 
raising revenues through the sale of monopoly rights to specific trade routes 
as a particularly pernicious policy, as it “enslaved the nation to those ex­
clusive companies, which confined so much every branch of commerce and 
industry” (5: 144). The state should also abstain from the temptation to regu­
late market interaction domestically. In the spirit of the invisible hand, 
Hume argues that “most of the arts and professions in a state are of such a 
nature, that, while they promote the interest of the society, they are also 
useful or agreeable to some individuals; and in that case, the constant rule 
of the magistrate, except, perhaps, on the first introduction of any art, is, 
to leave the profession to itself, and trust its encouragement to those who 
reap the benefit of it” (3: 135). 
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As in the case of private property, there was a significant number of people 
who resisted the establishment of markets. With the accelerated confluence 
of modernizing forces and the elimination of Tudor paternalism,34 there was 
a sharp increase in the number of people who became dependent on the 
market for access to their basic needs. However, the poorer sorts did not pas­
sively accept the new logic of the market, as they viewed Tudor paternalism 
as a common-right substitute ensuring their sustenance in periods of food 
shortages. Hume acknowledged their resistance to the market, noticing that 
during economic depressions the destitute often became “tumultuous for 
want of bread” (3: 327), and resorted to bread riots,35 or what Eric Hobsbawm 
called “collective bargaining by riot.”36 Although the state generally used force 
to quell such unrest, occasionally they were pressured into alleviating the 
people’s grievances by regulating exports, prices, and wages.37 Hume, how-
ever, did not view the vicissitude of the market as a problem necessitating 
government intervention, but rather thought that an increase in the prices 
of basic commodities would provide an incentive for the poor to exert more 
industry. Accordingly, attempts to fix wages and prices to protect the poor 
only served to protect the idleness and laziness of the English working class 
and thus dilute the benefits of commercial modernization. Hume exempli­
fies this phenomenon by referring to Henry VIII’s statutes to fix prices on 
poultry, cheese, butter, and beef. While these measures were intended to 
“remedy the evil . . . [of a] decay of commerce, and industry” (History of En-
gland, 3: 330), the statutes ended up only exacerbating the problem. This led 
Hume to conclude that “it is evident, that these matters [wage and price set­
ting] ought always to be left free, and be entrusted to the common course of 
business and commerce”(3: 78).38 

Money 

Like private property and markets, money was established through a process 
that was partly organic and partly imposed. As outlined above, Hume argues 
that the crucial ingredients in the establishment of money, both metallic and 
paper, is trust and confidence in the continued exchangeability of the money 
object. Consequently, any action that threatens the fiduciary component has 
the capacity to undermine the entire convention. The process Hume describes 
in the Treatise, whereby the middling sorts of men established a system of 
exchange based on fiduciary symbols, closely resembles the financial appa­
ratus established during the seventeenth-century financial revolution. As 
merchants, tradesmen, entrepreneurs, manufacturers, and agricultural im­
provers sought ways to expand commerce, industry, and capital accumulation, 

Volume 28, Number 2, November 2002 



262 Carl Wennerlind 

they devised a system of financial instruments that could mediate their trans-
actions. The bill of exchange, a holdover from the medieval fairs in Europe, 
continued to grow in importance,39 while goldsmiths and pawnshops began 
to issue promissory notes designated for business use. Goldsmiths also allowed 
depositors to draw upon their accounts in writing and to use these checks to 
pay creditors,40 while private banks soon after began to issue bank notes.41 In 
addition, numerous forms of money were issued by the state, including Bank 
of England notes, tallies, and Exchequer orders. At the time Hume wrote, the 
bulk of domestic commerce in Britain was transacted by means of paper money 
and certainly “by the time Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations was published in 
1776, bank money clearly exceeded metallic money.”42 

Considering that Hume’s History ends prior to the financial revolution, it 
does not provide a suitable occasion for Hume to elaborate on the expansion 
of the monetary system. However, the essay ”Of the Balance of Trade” con­
tains additional reflections on the introduction of new forms of paper-money. 
In this essay, Hume argues that the new financial instruments “render paper 
equivalent to money, circulate it throughout the whole state, [and] make it 
supply the place of gold and silver ” (Essays, 316). Hence, paper-money has the 
capacity to partly substitute for precious metals without damaging the nation’s 
commerce and industry, since “it is only in our public negociations and trans-
actions with foreigners, that a great stock of [metallic] money is advantageous 
. . . as our paper is there absolutely insignificant” (316–17). 

Hume notes the existence of different forms of paper-money—bills of 
exchange, private bank note, and Bank of England bills—and describes the 
underlying credit mechanisms that secure each instrument.43 In addition, 
Hume provides a detailed account of the formation of bank-credit, or what 
we today would call checking-credit, by the banks in Edinburgh.44 Calling it 
“one of the most ingenious ideas that has been executed in commerce” (Es­
says, 319), Hume claims that “the advantages, resulting from this contrivance, 
are manifold” (319). He suggests that, 

as a man may find surety nearly to the amount of his substance, and 
his bank-credit is equivalent to ready money, a merchant does hereby 
in a manner coin his houses, his household furniture, the goods in 
his warehouse, the foreign debts due to him, his ships at sea; and 
can, upon occasion, employ them in all payments, as if they were 
the current money of the country. (319) 

However, there is always a possibility that paper-money could be overis­
sued, a problem experienced by several companies of merchants in Glasgow 
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who “associated themselves into different banks, and issued notes so low as 
ten shillings, which they used in all payments for goods, manufactures, 
tradesmen’s labour of all kinds; and these notes, from the established credit 
of the companies, passed as money in all payments throughout the country” 
(320). This expansion of credit came at the cost of banishing a third of 
Scotland’s precious metals and “at the risk of losing all by the failing of that 
credit, as must happen upon any violent shock in public affairs” (317). In 
order to avoid compromising the credibility of paper-money, credit expan­
sion had to be disciplined. In a letter to Abbé Morellet, Hume proposes that 
the preferred mechanism to ensure adequate discipline is to require money 
to consist of or be backed by “some materials, which have intrinsic value, 
otherwise it would be multiplied without end, and would sink to nothing.”45 

Hence, only if paper-money is governed by a legal code that requires all bills 
to be backed by some asset, such as precious metals, merchandise, or land, 
can we avoid situations similar to that of 

our colonies in America, [which] for want of specie, used to coin a 
paper currency; which were not bank notes, because there was no 
place appointed to give money in exchange: yet this paper currency 
passed in all payments, by convention; and might have gone on, had 
it not been abused by the several assemblies, who issued paper with-
out end, and thereby discredited the currency. (Letters 1: 204) 

In addition to overissuance posing a threat to the exchangeability of money, 
the work of counterfeiters also has the capacity to compromise the trust and 
confidence in money. As counterfeiters seek access to unearned property, they 
insert a virus-like moment of doubt and insecurity that has the capacity to 
undermine the fiduciary component of money. Counterfeiters had always 
been a threat to the functionality of money, but with the rapid development 
of financial instruments in the eighteenth century, new possibilities for com­
mitting crimes against the currency were now available. In fact, forgeries of 
the various forms of paper-money were viewed as “more serious than coin­
ing on account of the greater sums involved and the greater difficulty of 
detecting the spurious notes.”46 Although great efforts were made to outsmart 
the forgers of paper-money, such as altering the type and quality of the pa-
per and experimenting with the engraving and watermarks, it was quickly 
considered necessary to pronounce counterfeiting a capital offence.47 Hume 
was adamantly in favor of applying the most draconian punishment to con­
victed money-manipulators. In his celebration of Henry I’s “rigorous” 
execution of justice, he describes how “False coining, which was then a very 
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common crime, and by which the money had been extremely debased, was 
severely punished by Henry” (History of England, 1: 277). He proceeded to 
claim that these laws were well received by the population and, despite not 
being carried out universally, yielded rather favorable results. He writes, “Near 
fifty criminals of this kind were at one time hanged or mutilated; and though 
these punishments seem to have been exercised in a manner somewhat arbi­
trary, they were grateful to the people, more attentive to present advantages, 
than jealous of general laws” (1: 277–8) 

Conclusion 

This paper argues that Hume’s political philosophy centers around the pro­
cess of commercial modernization. It interprets the Treatise as containing a 
theory of social change in which the middling sorts transform the social fab­
ric in ways that allow them to better pursue their aims. In the process, they 
would transform the old political and economic order—an insight about 
which Adam Smith would later write: “Mr. Hume is the only writer who, so 
far as I know, has hitherto taken notice of.”48 While Hume presents his theory 
of social change in the Treatise without directly referencing any specific time 
or place, in the History and the Political Discourses he implicitly uses the same 
theoretical framework in describing the evolution of property rights, mar­
kets, and money in England. This means that the Treatise and the History can 
usefully be read as companion texts, and when they are, it becomes clear that 
Hume’s political philosophy is an explicit treatment of the process of com­
mercial modernization. 
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