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This book, now available in paperback, was not reviewed in this journal when
it first appeared, but that omission is corrected here. Since its first appearance, the
book has established itself as an important contribution to the philosophy of his-
tory and Hume’s place in it.! Because of the scope of this journal, I shall mainly
focus on Professor Pompa’s discussion of Hume, but the three thinkers—Hume,
Hegel, and Vico—are anice contrast. (Contrasts are what primarily interest Pompa.)
In his concluding chapter 4, Pompa sums up this contrast in the following way.

In the foregoing chapters it has been argued that, despite the many dif-
ferences between them, Hume, Hegel and Vico shared the belief that
knowledge of human history presupposes a theory of human nature or of
the development of human nature. According to Hume, knowledge of hu-
man history is impossible unless it presupposes the constancy of human
nature or of human consciousness and is grounded upon an experimental
knowledge of thelatter. .. . Hegel, on the other hand, while agreeing that
there is a problem about the presuppositions of historical knowledge is
explicitly opposed to the uniformity of nature thesis. . . . Vico is shown
to be aware of the same problem as Hegel, i.e., of providing a framework
for establishing historical knowledge while allowing for the possibility
of historical change, but to have a different understanding of it in so far
as he believes that the solution must lie in a properly grounded form of
first-order history, provided by an account which is at once both an his-
tory and a philosophy of the development of human nature. The account
which he offers is very much less rationalist than Hegel’s. (192-3)

Is this a valid contrast and assessment of Hume? I have my doubts and I will give
a few of my reasons for thinking so here.

First, this is much too tidy and neat; Hume’s view is much more complicated
than this suggests. Pompa derived this contrast and assessment from examining
the Treatise and the first Enquiry. Left out are the Essays and The History of Eng-
land. For there to be an adequate, complete account of Hume on human nature
and historical knowledge, these works need to be consulted. Pompa’s approach
is analogous to that of scholars who treat the Treatise by examining only Book 1
and ignoring Books 2 and 3, yielding only a partial perspective on what Hume
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is up to. We are in a unique position with Hume concerning history, because he
not only contemplated the nature of history, but practiced the craft. Because both
theory and practice are seen in Hume, we have an unusual opportunity to balance
these modes of inquiry and to achieve a better portrait of him. In the past thirty
to forty years in Hume scholarship, we have seen this balance, but there is still a
tendency to ignore the Essays and the History. What Pompa does in his account
of Hume based on the Treatise and the first Enquiry is not inaccurate or wrong, but
incomplete. My reservation with Pompa on Hume concerns the methodology of
interpretation he employs. He is perpetuating an old methodology of interpreta-
tion, the focus of which is too narrow.

Pompa anticipates this criticism by saying that his approach takes Hume’s view
as being “reasonably well reflected in the order of his major discussions of topics”
(14) which stems from Norman Kemp Smith (1941),> where the more fashionable
and recent approach takes his view as being “grasped only by attempting to render
coherent a very much wider range of his remarks on specific subjects, no matter
where they are to be found” (14). Pompa cites Donald Livingston? as an exponent
of this latter approach. According to Pompa’s account the key to Hume’s idea of
historyis his belief in the constancy of human nature. This belief is grounded on the
science of man which Pompa takes exclusively from the Introduction to the Trea-
tise. So what Pompa takes away from Hume’s discussion here is that the principles
which make up the science of man are analogous to the laws of Newton’s physics.
By “analogous” Pompa means “the same,” whereas Livingston takes “analogous” to
mean “like” only: the science of man is “primarily a historical science” (ix). Science
implies, for Livingston, development, but not for Pompa. He sees no development
or sense of change in Hume’s view. If one stresses the identity between the laws
of Newtonian physics and the principles of the science of man, we have serious
problems making sense of Hume on history. For example, chapter 1 of The History of
England illustrates his historiographical illuminism (a school of historical thought
that took little interest in the remote past). Hume begins with a contrast between
civilized nations and barbarous nations or civilians and barbarians. The latter’s
behavior is guided by caprice and has no moral explanation where the former’s
actions have moral explanations—like our own does, so that is what ends up being
studied by historians. Consequently Hume begins with the Britons. Any earlier
than the Britons and we don’t have reliable records and no sense of sympathy with
noncivilized folks, according to Hume. But how do the civilized emerge from the
uncivilized or the nonbarbarians from the barbarians? “The only certain means, by
which nations can indulge their curiousity in researches concerning their remote
origin,” Hume asserts, “is to consider the language, manners, and customs of their
ancestors, and to compare them with those of the neighbouring nations.”* And
Hume could have added, “and to compare them with ourselves,” when we begin
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to examine the History. To make a long story short, this comes very close in the
end to what Pompa makes history out to be.

What Pompa finds wrong in our trio of thinkers is that the foundation of his-
torical knowledge is sought external to history rather than internally. Furthermore
this external basis is a priori and necessary rather than contingent. Contingent
facts come from history itself, i.e., from a set of inherited beliefs about the past
and the development of our own historical consciousness. Pompa describes it this
way in his conclusion (chapter 4):

Thus the function of the over-arching truth, for which both Vico [theo-
logically eternal history] and Hegel [self-development of reason] sought,
[and we can add Hume (Newtonian universal laws of human nature)]
is fulfilled not by some external theory, in light of which the historian
might try to interpret the evidence and establish the truth, but by the
historical development within historians, as a community, of a body of
belief without which they could not operate as historians. (215)

Hume works very much within the community of historians—some say too much
so; his footnotes and appendix notes testify to that. Since Hume did not have evo-
lutionary theory available to explain the emergence of civilians from noncivilians,
all he had to rely on was historical theory to explain development and change. So
contrary to Pompa, Hume has the very traits of history that Pompa accuses him
of not having. You just have to look beyond the first Enquiry and Treatise passages
that deal with history to see that Hume recognizes those traits. Pompa claims that
Hume has an ahistorical foundation for history, that he is an externalist, and that
these are a priori and necessary (noncontingent). I don’t have the space to argue
this outin detail (I have done this in several articles and a book), but I will give just
a glimpse of why these claims are counterintuitive to Hume’s view.

Hume used the situation as a way to account for historical change or develop-
ment and uniqueness. John Burke first noticed this novel category.® Charles I’s
actions which “led to disastrous results both for himself and for the situation.”
Burke’s point is that Hume’s uniformity of human nature is balanced by the situ-
ation in which individuals find themselves. Their circumstances led to different
expressions of emotions and dispositions; consequently, human nature does
change from person to person, period to period. But the difference was so great,
Hume thought, between the barbarous age and the civilized age that the civilized
historian cannot understand the actions that flow from barbarous human nature.
So the principles of human nature are not “universal” in the Newtonian sense, i.e.,
exceptionless and omnitemporal. The constancy of human nature passages are
overworked and oversimplify Hume’s view because when he was actually engaged
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in historical inquiry and writing, he would rethink ideas and concepts of history.
SoIfind what Pompa has done less than satisfying when it comes to understand-
ing Hume on the nature of history.
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