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The Idea of Chivalry in the Scottish 
Enlightenment: 
The Case of David Hume 

RYU SUSATO 

Abstract: It is generally assumed that in early modern Britain, chivalry—alleg­
edly typified by the Crusades—was considered a negative or even ridiculous 
ideology until its rehabilitation by the pre-Romantic movement. However, 
this paper argues that Hume and other Scottish Enlightenment thinkers had 
already shown a deep interest in its historical role and influence on modern 
civilization. That Hume shared a broad interest in chivalry with contemporary 
philosophers does not undermine the novelty of his thought on this topic. In 
fact, the pioneering and unique aspects of his contributions can be clarifi ed 
by setting them in context. 

Introduction 

The topic of chivalry has been, and will continue to be, much discussed in 
studies of Romanticism and medieval history. Although few in number, articles 
devoted to the study of Hume’s discussion of chivalry have been important in 
this debate. Many have focused on the manuscript entitled “An Historical Es­
say on Chivalry and Modern Honour” (hereafter “Essay on Chivalry”), which 
was never published in Hume’s lifetime.1 Nevertheless, there has been scant 
recognition of the broader interest in the topic of chivalry among the Scottish 
Enlightenment thinkers, resulting in a failure to ground Hume’s argument 
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156 Ryu Susato 

in its contemporary context. This negligence is partly because the Enlighten­
ment thinkers lambasted the folly of the Crusades as a part of their critique of 
religious superstition. Historians, in taking the Crusades as representing the 
epitome of chivalry for the Scottish thinkers, have therefore assumed that the 
Enlightenment thinkers dismissed the positive aspects of chivalry.2 This rather 
impoverished image of thought on the topic during the Enlightenment has 
obscured the true breath and complexity of the discussions of chivalry by Hume 
and his contemporaries. While these philosophers certainly did not fail to note 
the negative effects of chivalry, their recognition of the wide-ranging impact 
of chivalric codes on the development of modern manners is also signifi cant, 
especially given their assertion of the superiority of these modern manners. To 
place Hume’s discussion in the context of contemporary discourses does not 
undermine the novelty of Hume’s thought on this topic; the pioneering and 
unique nature of his contributions can in fact be clarified by setting them in 
context. Therefore, the aim of this paper is two-fold; to demonstrate the broader 
interest in chivalry among the Scottish Enlightenment thinkers and to determine 
Hume’s unique contribution to this topic. 

In what follows, I will demonstrate firstly that the Scottish Enlightenment 
thinkers, including Hume, often represented “gallantry” and the “point of 
honor,” terms which themselves require careful exploration, as illustrative 
of chivalric manners. This built on the work of their intellectual predeces­
sors’ characterization of the “point of honor” with dueling as its behavioral 
example. Secondly, I will show that Hume’s manuscript “Essay on Chivalry” is 
pioneering in locating the historical origins of modern manners in the com­
bination of the violent and gentle elements of chivalry. Hume’s Treatise3 and 
several of the Essays, Moral and Political4 also provide some indication of his 
philosophical understanding of the role in modern manners of gallantry and 
the point of honor. Chivalry, according to Hume, consists of a strange mixture 
of love and courage, resulting in a form of convention that has a basis in hu­
man nature, but upon which artificial constraints have been imposed to allow 
its expression in a socially acceptable form. Thirdly, I will show that, although 
Hume developed a partially independent historical analysis of this theme in 
the History of England,5 by the latter half of the eighteenth century there was 
already a shared understanding of the historical significance of chivalry among 
Scottish historians such as Robertson and Lord Kames. Hume’s contribution at 
this time lies rather in his contributions to the Ossian debate; by emphasizing 
the modernity of chivalric manners, he detached himself from the nostalgia 
associated with primitivism. At the end of this paper I will also touch upon the 
question of how subsequent events have obscured our understanding of the 
seemingly equivocal attitudes of the Scottish Enlightenment thinkers toward 
the historical value of chivalry. 
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Firstly, it is necessary to define the range and scope of the notion of chivalry as 
conceived by the Scottish thinkers. In the History of England, Hume instantiates 
the effects of chivalry upon modern manners as follows: 

These ideas of chivalry infected the writings, conversation, and behaviour 
of men, during some ages; and even after they were, in a great measure, 
banished by the revival of learning, they left modern gallantry and the 
point of honour, which still maintain their influence, and are the genuine 
offspring of those ancient affectations. (H 1:487) 

In the passage quoted above, Hume discusses the continuing influence of both 
the point of honor and of gallantry, on everyday life. Both terminologies require 
some explanation. The term “point of honor” is now used in a more general sense 
to refer to a matter seriously affecting one’s honor, while in the early modern pe­
riod it often implied a quarrel, offence or provocation that could be resolved only 
by a duel between the parties involved. The word “gallantry,” although it can be 
variously interpreted, has at least three elements: the first sense refers to coura­
geous and humane behavior in the battlefield or in single combat; the second 
to the complaisance and politeness, often involving fl attery and solicitousness, 
paid especially to women; and the third is used to describe love or amour (which 
Hume sometimes linked to French manners in particular).6 In the passage quoted 
above, Hume appears to refer to the second meaning of gallantry, although the 
third meaning is also implied. This is because the link between the two meanings 
is strong in male-female relationships as we will see below. 

We can find a similar view in the writings of William Robertson. This Scottish 
historian claimed in his Progress of Society in Europe that, “the humanity which 
accompanies all the operations of war, the refinement of gallantry, and the point 
of honor, the three chief circumstances which distinguish modern from ancient 
manners, may be ascribed in a great measure to this whimsical institution.”7 

Robertson seems to use the notion of gallantry in the second of the senses de­
scribed above. The association of humanity with gallantry and the point of honor 
should not be regarded as contradictory; as mentioned above, gallantry implies 
brave and courageous behavior on the battlefield, which presupposes the strict 
observation of rules. Hence, the humanitarian attitude to the loser is an integral 
part of the emphasis on honor in chivalric manners. This humane stance is also 
connected to the polite and solicitous attitude that should be preserved towards 
the weak, which includes, but is not limited to, women. All these interactions 
between the gentle and violent aspects of chivalry were taken into account by 
the Scottish thinkers. 
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The interest in the topic of chivalry shown by the Scottish thinkers was not 
without precedent. The point of honor, and its enactment through the duel, had 
been frequently discussed by early eighteenth-century writers.8 Although sum­
marizing the influence of these debates on the Scottish thinkers is no easy task, 
it is likely that they were familiar with, and influenced by, the earlier discussions 
of those who can be regarded as moralists in a broad sense, such as Mandeville, 
Hutcheson, and Addison. The rest of this section will review briefly the viewpoints 
of these authors regarding the point of honor and dueling and examine other 
possible sources of intellectual contributions to the Scots’ discussions on the 
topic of chivalry. 

One of the opinions on honor and dueling that seems to have infl uenced the 
Scottish thinkers can be found in an article in the Spectator by Joseph Addison. He 
discussed the significance of the “point of honor for men and women” in Issue 99 
(June 23, 1711). While he dismissed books of chivalry, and romance in general, 
as anachronistic and nonsensical, he went on to explain how crucial to a man’s 
reputation the point of honor had become in contemporary society: “The plac­
ing the Point of Honour in this false kind of Courage, has given Occasion to the 
very Refuse of Mankind, who have neither Virtue nor common Sense, to set up 
for Men of Honour.”9 Here, Addison does not explore the historical origin of such 
manners, dealing instead with the contemporary problems caused by extreme 
behavior justified on the grounds of protecting one’s honor. Moreover, in the same 
essay he proposed a plan to prevent dueling. Claiming that an appeal to the fear of 
death would be ineffective to prevent dueling, he proposed that one should appeal 
instead to the sense of shame of those involved by putting them in pillories.10 As 
the passage quoted above shows, dueling was considered by Addison and many of 
his contemporaries to represent a harmful vestige of a barbarous age. 

Addison also recognized some of the more positive aspects of honor, however, 
arguing that “[w]hen Honour is a Support to virtuous Principles, . . . it cannot be 
too much cherished and encouraged.”11 Aiming to promote an urbane culture 
based on the principle of “refinement,” Addison here acknowledges the potential 
benefits of a code of honor while criticizing its negative, and often destructive, 
effects such as dueling, which should be repressed. 

Bernard Mandeville can be considered one of the other possible sources of 
the Scottish thinkers’ discussions on the topics surrounding chivalry. In the fi rst 
(1714) and second (1729) volumes of the Fable of the Bees, Mandeville took on the 
problem of how the vengeful and aggressive practice of dueling could be linked to 
ascetic, humble Christianity with its opposition to violence and murder.12 In An 
Inquiry into the Origin of Honor (1732), he suggests that the development of chivalry 
had resulted from the hypocrisy of the Christian religion, which had become in­
volved in secular struggles.13 He also, however, acknowledges the positive effects of 
honor, in his somewhat ironic statement that, since it is more suited to the natural 
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The Idea of Chivalry in the Scottish Enlightenment 159 

appetites of men, “[t]he Invention of Honour has been far more beneficial to the 
civil Society than that of Virtue.”14 He extends this claim to argue that to prevent 
the custom of dueling, which he depicts as the inevitable manifestation of such a 
sense of honor, would not be in the best interests of society.15 As the title of his book 
indicates, Mandeville’s discussion is more historically oriented than Addison’s. 
This is because, as we shall see, his intention lies in satirically revealing the artifi ­
ciality and hypocrisy of human cultures. Nevertheless, his historical investigation 
of chivalry lacked the depth of those of Hume and other contemporary Scottish 
thinkers. It is, however, important to note that the argument concerning dueling 
and honor had already taken on an ambivalent tone: Addison and Mandeville 
acknowledged the beneficial effects of honor, while criticizing and proposing 
methods to restrain its pernicious effects. 

Arguments for the partially positive effect of gallantry on moral life are also 
evident in the work of the early eighteenth century moralists. Interestingly, Francis 
Hutcheson, though generally critical of Mandeville, also acknowledged the sense 
of honor as evidence of a form of innate sense, and used dueling as a proof of its 
existence and infl uence.16 He observes that: “There is no Enjoyment of external 
Pleasure, which has more imposed upon Men of late, by some confused Species 
of Morality, than Gallantry. . . . But the Desires of this kind . . . arise in our Hearts, 
attended with some of the sweetest Affectations, with a disinterested Love and Ten­
derness.”17 Hutcheson here considers gallantry to be a “confused” set of practices: 
while acknowledging its favorable aspect of disinterested love and tenderness, he 
warns that capricious or sensual pleasure is inherently corrosive of these noble 
sentiments. However, Hutcheson neither extends this observation to an investi­
gation of the historical development of chivalric manners, nor directly associates 
gallantry with dueling under the heading of chivalry. 

Two further discourses preceding Hume and his contemporaries in Scotland 
should also be regarded as important intellectual sources for the Scots’ historical 
conceptualization of social customs in the middle ages: those concerning natural 
jurisprudence and legal feudalism. Hobbes, Pufendorf, and Carmichael touched 
upon the topic of dueling, while discussing how distinctions of ranks, titles, and 
honor are rooted in, and derived from, human nature. Not surprisingly, these 
thinkers often regarded the custom of dueling as an extreme and unnatural form 
of behavior, while the existence of honor and titles in society was seen as well 
founded upon human nature.18 

The law-oriented antiquarians / historians of the seventeenth century who 
emphasized the social effects of feudalism provided perhaps the most important 
influences for Hume and his contemporaries. Henry Spelman and Robert Brady 
paid particular attention to how “feudal manners” differed from “ancient” cus­
tom.19 In England, before Spelman’s work, Sir John Craig had introduced discussion 
of the social effects of the new forms of continental feudalism into the historical 
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study of Scottish law.20 This background is especially significant for Hume and Lord 
Kames, given Hume’s training in law and Kames’ discussion of feudal Scottish law, 
including honor and dignity, in his Essays upon Several Subjects concerning British 
Antiquities.21 Although Hume’s “Essay on Chivalry” (discussed below) did not 
reflect this legal background in terms of rhetoric, he takes on the broad historical 
depiction of the fall of the Roman Empire and the rise of feudal Europe laid out 
by his predecessors, which appears to have been widely discussed and taught in 
universities at the time.22 He also includes these antiquarians as sources in his 
mature work, the History of England (H 1:493nH, 2:536nQ). 

In contrast to the exhaustive investigation of honor and titles in the legal 
history of feudalism, however, the topic of gallantry was seldom raised by these 
seventeenth-century thinkers. As described above, one of the main contributions 
of the Scottish Enlightenment thinkers to the debates surrounding chivalry lies in 
their emphasis upon gallantry as the basis of modern manners. The infl uence of 
other literary sources on the synthesis of dueling and gallantry in the representa­
tions of chivalry by the Scots should also be noted. Hume’s early letters profess 
devotion “to Poetry & the polite Authors” (L 1:13, Letter to Cheyne [Arbuthnot], 
March or April, 1734).23 Although he named only Milton in his teenage letters (L 
1:9, Letter to Ramsay, July 4, 1727), several of the “literary” essays in the Essays, 
Moral and Political leave the reader in little doubt that Hume was well aware of 
the work of Cervantes, Tasso, and Ariosto (E 192, 234, 551).24 Amadis of Gaul 
and Lancelot of the Lake are also referenced in his juvenile manuscript “Essay on 
Chivalry” (59[5]), which will be discussed in the next section. 

One of the ways in which the approach of Scottish thinkers to the topic of 
chivalry differed from that of those whose arguments they built on lay in the fact 
that the former regarded chivalry as the historical source of both gallantry and the 
point of honor. This meant that they tended to treat the two social phenomena 
as two sides of the same coin. Furthermore, while Hume and other contemporary 
Scottish thinkers would have been aware of the arguments regarding gallantry put 
forward by their predecessors, including the early eighteenth-century moralists, 
these later philosophers tended to focus more sharply on the role of gallantry as 
a civilizing factor, as we will see below. This is because the debate over the relative 
merits of “ancient” and “modern” forms of social organization underlies the dis­
cussion of Hume and his contemporaries of the influence of chivalry on modern 
manners. In the section “Of the Manners of Polished and Commercial Nations” 
in his Essay on the History of Civil Society, Adam Ferguson argues that chivalry “has 
probably suggested those peculiarities in the law of nations, by which modern states 
are distinguished from the ancient.”25 As the title of the section in which he deals 
with this topic shows, Ferguson was seeking to explain the germination of those 
manners he regarded as characteristic of modern social organization. Although he 
did not forget to criticize them as anachronistic, John Millar, discussing the man-
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ners introduced by chivalry, stated that “[t]he great respect and veneration for the 
ladies . . . has occasioned their being treated with a degree of politeness, delicacy, 
and attention, that was unknown to the Greeks and Romans, and perhaps to all the 
nations of antiquity.”26 Lord Kames also pointed out that “the true spirit of chivalry, 
produced a signal reformation in the manners of Europe,” while commenting that 
enthusiasm for chivalry “degenerated sometimes into extravagance.”27 

The interest of the Scottish Enlightenment thinkers in chivalry stemmed 
from their exploration of history and the development of human nature. In 
their discussions of the influence of chivalry on modern manners, they generally 
placed less emphasis on the discontinuity between the periods later categorized 
as the Middle Ages and the Renaissance era than on the continual development 
of European manners after the fall of the Roman Empire. This search for the his­
torical origin of “modern” as opposed to “ancient” manners was the framework 
within which the Scottish thinkers embarked on their analysis of the social value 
of what was considered the rather strange behavior of Europeans during the 
transitional period. 

Among the contributions of the Scottish Enlightenment thinkers to the topic of 
chivalry reviewed above, Hume’s position stands out as worthy of detailed exami­
nation. This is partly because of his evidently deep interest in the topic, both as a 
philosopher and as a historian, even at an earlier stage of his work. It is also partly 
because Hume’s works that deal with chivalry, such as the Essays, Moral and Politi­
cal, were published a little earlier than the works of Kames, Robertson, Ferguson, 
and Millar, whom he seems to have influenced on this point. Hume’s judgment 
regarding both dueling and gallantry formed the keynote of the attitudes of the 
Scottish thinkers towards chivalry. In the essay “Of the Rise and Progress of the 
Arts and Sciences,” which was included in the second volume of his Essays, Moral 
and Political published in 1742, Hume refers to dueling as “not only useless . . . also 
pernicious” (E 626), while gallantry is described as the cause of “the superiority in 
politeness” of modern times (E 131). Similarly, although other Scottish intellec­
tuals initially regarded the partial merits of both dueling and the point of honor 
in much the same way as their predecessors, Hume’s influence turned their at­
tention towards the historical role of gallantry as a crucial civilizing factor in the 
transition to modern society. A close examination of Hume’s view of chivalry will 
therefore clarify the reasons for the interest of the Scottish Enlightenment think­
ers in this strange and extravagant phenomenon. Before entering into discussion 
of Hume’s Essays, Moral and Political, it is necessary to examine the unpublished 
manuscript, entitled “Essay on Chivalry,” in which Hume first devoted himself 
to the topic of chivalry. 
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Although the date of this manuscript has not yet been defi nitively estab­
lished, M. A. Stewart recently estimated it to be about 1731 on the basis of Hume’s 
handwriting and the watermark. Previously, Burton had suggested its date to be 
1727, Greig 1729–34, and Mossner 1725–26.28 According to any of these estimates, 
therefore, the manuscript dates to the period between the point at which Hume 
experienced what he referred to as “a new Scene of Thought” (L 1:13, Letter to 
Cheyne [Arbuthnot], March or April, 1734) and the publication of A Treatise of 
Human Nature. Hume scholars who discuss this essay usually focus on Hume’s call 
for scholars to analyze the effects of human nature on all branches of knowledge: 
in A Treatise of Human Nature, this proposed discipline is described as a “science 
of MAN.”29 Although it is not characterized as such in the “Essay on Chivalry,” 
Hume’s approach can be considered to employ an embryonic form of this sci­
ence to explain the birth of chivalry as a result of “the necessary Operation of 
the Principles of Human Nature” (EC 57[3]). However, few commentators have 
addressed the question of why the topic of chivalry attracted the young Hume. 
This is surprising considering that Hume’s interest in the historico-philosophical 
origin of modern manners is evidenced by the very title of “An Historical Essay 
on Chivalry and Modern Honour.” 

In the “Essay on Chivalry,” Hume begins by discussing the collapse of the Ro­
man Empire. He argues that the invading “barbarians” tried to imitate the arts and 
civility of the conquered Romans (EC 56[1]), but in the process invented instead 
a principle of chivalry, which developed “beyond the Original from which they 
drew their first Notion” (EC 57[2]). Hume turns his attention from historical facts 
to the operation of human nature. He explains that by the working of “inexperi­
enced imagination,” the barbarian invented “a perfectly new World of [his] own, 
inhabited by different Beings & regulated by different Laws” (EC 57[2]). After com­
paring classical with Gothic architecture, Hume goes on to discuss the characters 
of heroes in ancient poems and romances (EC 58[4]). He points out that “Courage 
or Warlike Bravery” was a common feature in “all rude Ages, & in the Infancy of 
every State” (EC 58[4]). In his view, however, while the ancient heroes retained their 
barbarity and rudeness, “the first moderns” tried to instill “the most courteous & 
humane Air imaginable & that sublime Generosity” (EC 59[6]) into their behavior, 
even in combat. Hence, Hume argues that, after the spread of chivalric manners, 
everyday life was profoundly influenced by two things, namely “an extravagant 
Gallantry & Adoration of the whole Female Sex” and “the Introduction of the 
Practice of Single Combat” (EC 60[8]). This combination was, as argued above, 
the characteristic feature of the Scots’ interpretation of chivalry. 

To analyze the strange phenomenon of chivalry in terms of the study of human 
nature, it is essential to investigate the combination of the passions of courage and 
love. In his “Essay on Chivalry,” Hume explained that the mentality of ancient 
heroes was based on courage, and that chivalry consisted in “mixing Love with 
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their Courage” (EC 59–60[7]). According to him, chivalry is an amalgam of courage, 
which was the basic ideal of an ancient citizen, and love, which characterizes and 
promotes such modern values as generosity and humanity. According to Hume, 
the essence of the superiority of modern over ancient manners lies in the role of 
love and relationships between the sexes in the civilizing process. 

This unpublished manuscript makes it clear that the young Hume had at this 
early stage already suggested the point central to the Scots’ grasp of chivalry: this 
demonstrates the primacy and importance of Hume’s strong interest in chivalry. 
It is true that the “Essay on Chivalry” was not published during the eighteenth 
century, and therefore any claim that this manuscript influenced other Scots 
should be somewhat qualifi ed.30 The topic of chivalry, however, continued to at­
tract Hume. Indeed, his interpretation of the phenomenon is a good example of 
his general and consistent defense of modern social values, such as humane and 
gallant behavior, while at the same time adopting a pragmatic view of the diverse 
and fallible operation of the human imagination and passions. 

In the Essays, Moral and Political in particular, Hume emphasizes the role of 
love and of men’s behavior towards women in modern civilization, through his 
focus on gallantry. In the essay “Of the Rise and Progress of the Arts and Sciences,” 
Hume returned to one of his favorite themes: his discussion of “gallantry” (again 
referring to the polite respect given by men to women). Moreover, in a footnote 
to this essay, he added a warning very similar to the views of Joseph Addison 
cited above: 

The point of honour, or duelling, is a modern invention, as well as gal­
lantry; and by some esteemed equally useful for the refining of manners: 
But how it has contributed to that effect, I am at a loss to determine. . . . 
By separating the man of honour from the man of virtue, the greatest 
profligates have got something to value themselves upon, and have been 
able to keep themselves in countenance, tho’ guilty of the most shameful 
and most dangerous vices. (E 626–7; these sentences were deleted after 
the 1770 edition)31 

Addison’s influence is evident here: Hume discusses the dangers of separation of 
honor from virtue in similar terms to those used in the Spectator.32 The fact that 
this footnote was added to his argument concerning gallantry shows that Hume 
understood gallantry and dueling as a composite set of manners. Hume’s discus­
sion of gallantry in this essay is somewhat complicated, in that he tries to account 
for gallantry as an artificial (though he uses the phrase “generous” here), as well 
as natural, form of behavior. A parallel can be discerned here between his theories 
of justice and of gallantry. As is well known, he maintained that the way to create 
justice was “to give a new direction to those natural passions [the selfi shness and 
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ingratitude of men]” (T 3.2.5.9; SBN 521). Similarly, he says that art and education 
“only turn the mind more towards [the passion of gallantry]; they refine it; they 
polish it; and give it a proper grace and expression” (E 131). 

Hume thought that a moral code could not subsist unless it had some reference 
to natural sentiments or passions: on the other hand, if all passions disagreeable 
to others were laid bare, society could not be maintained. In order to express these 
natural passions in a restrained form, to correct man’s naturally selfish and proud 
attitude, and to make social interaction agreeable, one must therefore invent arti­
ficial “good manners” or “refined breeding” (E 132). In the case of gallantry, this 
requires men to restrain their natural advantage, in terms of physical strength, 
over women. A similar explanation relating to courage can be found in the Treatise 
of Human Nature: “Courage, which is the point of honour among men, derives its 
merit in a great measure from artifice, as well as the chastity of women; though it 
has also some foundation in nature” (T 3.2.12.8; SBN 573). Although here he uses 
“the point of honour” not in its particular sense as involving an offense leading 
to a duel, but in a more general sense, this does not affect the significance of the 
artificiality Hume discerns in courage as a moral virtue. Both the point of honor 
and gallantry, according to him, are a kind of convention, which, while based upon 
human nature, have been molded by this “inventive species” (T 3.2.1.19; SBN 484) 
to keep the passions arising from human nature in check.33 

When we enlarge our perspective on Hume’s argument, we find that his view 
on the interaction of men and women as a civilizing factor is not confined to gal­
lantry, but is more generally held. In the essay “Of National Characters” published 
in 1748, he argued that “the passion for liquor [is] more brutal and debasing than 
love, which, when properly managed, is the source of all politeness and refi nement” 
(E 215). Hume was well aware, however, that love between the sexes produces not 
only refinement, but is also easily associated with caprice and passion. It should be 
remembered that Hume, who usually emphasized the role of women in a civilized 
society, also stipulated that this role, and their interaction with men, should be 
“properly managed.” 

A parallel with Hume’s description of the contrast between love and courage 
is found in the History of England in his depiction of the conflict between religious 
devotion and heroic courage, the “two ruling passions” of the Crusades. Hume 
describes a scene where the Crusaders showed “soft and tender sentiment” and 
devotion to God, immediately after they had slaughtered their enemy, remark­
ing: “So inconsistent is human nature with itself! And so easily does the most 
effeminate superstition ally, both with the most heroic courage, and with the 
fiercest barbarity!” (H 1:250) The example of the Crusades demonstrates that the 
two contrasting passions of courage and devotion were inextricably linked in the 
chivalric age. Although this passage does not strictly imply an inevitable connec­
tion between gallantry and devotion, Hume elsewhere argues that it is possible 
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to “mention Gallantry and Devotion as the same Subject, because . . . we may 
observe, that they both depend upon the very same Complexion” (E 537).34 In 
other words, Hume considers that gallantry and devotion are equally vulnerable 
to the capricious operation of man’s volatile natural passions. 

The previous section focused on Hume’s philosophical analysis of the manifesta­
tion and restraint of human nature through chivalric manners. In this section, 
the discussion will focus on two main points: the Scottish Enlightenment think­
ers’ historical understanding of the origin of chivalry and its development, and 
Hume’s singular contribution to the Ossian debate, which is closely related to the 
topic of chivalry. 

As discussed above, in his “Essay on Chivalry,” Hume explains the process 
through which the “barbarian” heirs to the Roman Empire constructed their 
chivalric code from the residue of its culture (EC 57[3]). However, he attributes 
elements of the later development of this creed to “the Moors and Arabians,” 
suggesting the possibility that the progress of chivalry was influenced by contact 
with Islamic culture at the time of the Crusades. In his mature work, the History 
of England, he does not directly deal with the origins of chivalry, merely explain­
ing that it was introduced into England by the Normans (H 1:371, 486). This is 
probably because his aim in this work lay in writing, not a history of Europe, but a 
History of England, in the composition of which he relied to some extent upon the 
general opinion of his contemporaries. In Appendix 2 of the History of England, for 
instance, Hume acknowledged that his discussion of the feudal age owed much to 
seminal works of his predecessors, including Montesquieu’s L’Esprit des Lois, and 
Robertson’s History of Scotland, as well as the work of Spelman, Dugdale, and Brady. 
He adds that before the Norman introduction of feudalism and single combat, 
chivalry was unknown “among the plain and rustic Saxons” and that after its 
introduction, fantastic notions such as “giants, enchanters, dragons, spells, and a 
thousand wonders” became grafted onto the idea of chivalry and “still multiplied 
during the times of the Crusades” (H 1:486–7). 

Robertson explains in detail the positive role of the Crusades in promoting 
European civilization through contact with Islamic culture.35 Constantinople, 
regarded in Europe as the capital of a “Christian Empire” at the time of the Cru­
sades, was not only the chief battleground but also the center of cultural contact 
with the Islamic world. Robertson admits with some reservations that “the Sara­
cens and Turks” helped to keep alive the relish for the ancient arts and sciences 
to a level that was “considerable when compared with what was known in other 
parts of Europe.” He argues that contact with a different culture through the 
Crusades stimulated the awakening of Europe from the intellectual slumber of 
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the Dark Ages, prompting the subsequent increase in artistic and economic activ­
ity. Although he regarded the Crusader movement itself as a result of Christian 
superstition and folly, he contends that it unintentionally produced “the fi rst 
gleams of light which tended to dispel barbarity and ignorance.” According to 
him, the Crusades were partially responsible for the subsequent changes in the 
economic structure of English society. Some noblemen who lost their fortunes in 
the venture were compelled to leave their family estates, or lost their lives in the 
expedition, whereupon their estates were transferred to the monarchy. As a result, 
Robertson argued, the establishment of autocratic monarchy in England could 
be explained as an unintended consequence of the Crusades.36 A little later, Lord 
Kames followed a similar line of argument, stating that “[t]he crusaders were what 
first gave a turn to the fierce manners of our ancestors,” while also commenting 
that the barbarians had tempered their ferocity by adopting the “mild manners 
of the conquered [Romans].”37 

For Hume and his contemporaries, the historical search for the origins of chiv­
alry appeared complex and reliant on fragmentary sources. This is partly because 
the historical origin of a set of manners is inherently disputable and can typically 
be traced to many different sources.38 However, we can see from the passages cited 
above that the Scottish Enlightenment thinkers generally agreed to a rudimentary 
theory of two stages. That is, chivalry in Europe was developed first by the combina­
tion of the martial spirit of the “barbarians” and the residues of the culture of the 
conquered Romans and then reached maturity at the time of the Crusades.39 

After reaching this stage of maturity, according to Hume and other Scottish 
authors, chivalry underwent a significant metamorphosis or degeneration, which 
could be located in the transition between the manners of the feudal age and those 
prevalent in courtly life under the Tudor and Stuart monarchies. In the essay “Of 
the Rise and Progress of the Arts and Sciences,” Hume ascribed the development 
of gallantry during this period to the relatively high status of women at court (E 
131, 134). This suggests that he allocated the decisive development to the age of the 
Tudors and Stuarts, rather than to the earlier period. In the History of England, he 
often refers to the prevalence of chivalry in the feudal age following the Norman 
Conquest, relating stories of knights contending for the “full liberty to boast of 
their mistresses’ beauty” (H 2:532nH, 3:169). Hume’s reference to “the obsequi­
ous devotion then professed to the fair sex” (H 2:236) was closely linked with the 
solemnity of single combat (although not always in isolation, as Hume remarks, in 
Edward III’s reign [H 2:532nH]).40 To constitute chivalry, the relationship between 
the operation of the principle of gallantry in “bloody” and “ridiculous” combat 
and in the complaisance of men towards their “fairest mistresses” is essential (H 
2:532nH, see also H 3:318). 

According to Hume, a turning point came in the age of the reigns of the early 
Stuarts, when, although the mores of romantic chivalry retained a strong infl u-
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ence upon the English people, the monarchy had increased its control over land 
and resources, rendering courtly life increasingly important in political terms. 
Hume notes that “[t]he fury of duels too prevailed more than at any time before or 
since” in the reign of James I (H 5:133, see also H 5:238nN). At this time, however, 
he argues that the notion of gallantry underwent a negative transformation. He 
claims that, after the Restoration, “[l]ove was treated more as an appetite than a 
passion. The one sex began to abate of the national character of chastity, without 
being able to inspire the other with sentiment or delicacy” (H 6:539). Here the 
originally courteous, and sometimes extravagant, respect paid to ladies degener­
ated into the licentious love affairs of court life (H 5:182–3). At least the outward 
manifestations of the original two meanings of gallantry—courageous behavior 
and polite treatment of ladies on the part of men—were retained, however, form­
ing the basis of modern manners (H 5:103, 108). 

The other Scottish Enlightenment thinkers who discussed the question of the 
corruption of chivalric codes of behavior held similar opinions, but took Hume’s 
argument a stage further. Lord Kames followed through Hume’s line of argument 
more critically, concluding that “this change of manners was first visible in mon­
archy,” although, unlike Hume, he does not specify the dynasty during which this 
change occurred. Kames connected the shift in the meaning of gallantry—from 
what he called “high gallantry” to the “unlawful commerce between the sexes” 
resulting in the loss of female chastity—with the increasing luxury attainable 
in European society.41 John Millar emphasizes the role of luxury in this process 
to an even greater extent, arguing that “[t]he effect of great wealth and luxury, 
in a polished nation” created “an immoderate pursuit of sensual pleasure,” and 
degenerated into vice.42 Despite the complexity of the process of the evolution 
and degeneration of the principles of chivalry and the several explanations they 
posited, Hume and his contemporaries acknowledged that all forms of gallantry, 
whether “courteous” or “loose,” had shared origins in the collapse of the Roman 
Empire and underwent a common process of development in the period of the 
Crusades. This resulted in the mixed attitudes of the Scottish thinkers towards 
gallantry and the characteristics it bequeathed to modern manners. 

Unlike his philosophical and cultural discussion of the subject in the Essays, 
Moral and Political, Hume’s historical explanation of chivalry in the History of 
England was neither pioneering nor original for its time. Nevertheless, its inclu­
sion attests to the importance he attributes to the historical role of chivalry, an 
opinion shared with other Scottish intellectuals of the period. Such interest was 
also shared by a literary movement often called Medievalism, a form of which can 
be considered to have emerged by the mid-eighteenth century.43 One example of 
this trend appears in the Letters on Chivalry and Romance, which Richard Hurd pub­
lished in 1762. Hurd shared the opinions about the origins of the manners of the 
feudal ages and their influence on modern society, including chivalry, commonly 
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held by his Scottish contemporaries.44 In particular, he employed a similar histori­
cal method, locating the origins of chivalry primarily in the practicalities of the 
feudal system. He explained that chivalry “seems to have sprung immediately out 
of the FEUDAL CONSTITUTION” as “the erection of a prodigious number of petty tyran­
nies,”45 and the continual state of war rendered military discipline necessary even 
in peacetime. Moreover, in the feudal period, women could succeed to fi efdoms, so 
that “who should obtain the grace of a rich heiress” was an important economic 
matter.46 Hence, the practices of tournaments and gallantry towards women were 
produced. Hurd therefore concluded that “[c]hivalry was no absurd and freakish 
institution, but the natural and even sober effect of the feudal policy.”47 There is 
a sense, therefore, in which this shared historical interest in chivalry transcends 
any simple distinction between the thinkers of the Enlightenment, and of the 
Medievalist and Romantic movements. 

The traditional periodization of these cultural movements has also been 
challenged by a recent study, which claims that “[i]n Scotland, ‘Classical’ and 
‘Romantic’ cultural forms occupy the same historical moment and institutional 
base, rather than defining successive stages or periods.”48 Furthermore, as Lionel 
Gossman points out, we should not make the naïve assumption of continuity 
between eighteenth and nineteenth-century forms of Medievalism.49 

The Ossian debate, occasioned by Macpherson’s fabrication, is an example of 
the bridging of conceptual divisions, which succeeded in exciting the primitivist 
and patriotic sentiments of many contemporary intellectuals, including those of 
the Scottish Enlightenment. When the poet Macpherson published Ossian’s poem, 
he claimed that it was passed down by word of mouth from the third century.50 

At fi rst, this claim seems also to have excited Hume’s patriotism,51 but he soon 
recovered his skeptical attitude, in the process making an important contribution 
to the historical element of the chivalry debate of his day. 

Hume’s final judgment on this poem can be found in his manuscript “Of the 
Authenticity of Ossian’s Poems,” which he did not publish for fear of hurting the 
feelings of his friend Hugh Blair, who supported the authenticity of the poems.52 

Hume dismissed the antiquity claimed for the poem because, he claimed, in it “[w]e 
see nothing but the affected generosity and gallantry of chivalry, which are quite 
unknown, not only to all savage people, but to every nation not trained in these 
artificial modes of thinking.” Hume’s phrase “artificial modes” refers especially 
to gallantry: “The gallantry and extreme delicacy towards the women, which is 
found in these productions, is, if possible, still more contrary to the manners of 
barbarians.”53 It is well known that the Scottish Enlightenment thinkers exploited 
literary works as indices of historical attitudes.54 This is the case in their dealings 
with the topic of chivalry, many of their observations concerning which were 
derived from the study of romances. Importantly, in this case, Hume applied this 
method in a converse manner; when the dating of a certain literary work is not 
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determinable by other means, he argues, it can be inferred from the manners and 
characters depicted in that work. The passage cited above illustrates Hume’s con­
viction, which he had expressed previously, that humanity and gallantry such as 
that shown by Ossian could not be traced back to the ancient world. The reason 
he was able to detect Macpherson’s fabrication, unlike other Scottish thinkers, was 
his keen perception of the depiction of manners in literature. In addition, unlike 
those who held up the “noble savage” as the embodiment of uncontaminated 
human nature, the skeptical and pro-modern Hume rejected the idealization of 
primitivism in ancient history and its attendant false nostalgia.55 It can be said, 
therefore, that Hume’s penetration into the significance of the historical origins 
of chivalry was much deeper than that of other Scottish intellectuals. 

As we have seen, while the trends towards antiquarianism, Medievalism, and 
Romanticism that can be discerned in the thought of the mid-eighteenth century 
are not necessarily incompatible with those of the Scottish Enlightenment, a cer­
tain degree of distinction can nonetheless be drawn between the standpoints of 
the different intellectual schools on particular issues. Unlike the Scottish thinkers, 
the concern of Richard Hurd, for instance, lay not in the search for the origin of 
modern manners, but in the defense of the rationality of chivalry, both as a social 
custom and as a literary device. What Hurd as a literary critic intended was to 
rehabilitate the use of chivalric symbolism in the work of writers such as Spencer 
and Milton. On the other hand, the aim of the Scottish thinkers, who maintained 
a critical attitude towards the barbarous and warlike aspects of chivalry, was to 
investigate historically the origin of modern manners, rather than to argue for 
the worth of chivalry per se. 

It is worth mentioning that both the Scottish thinkers and Edmund Burke, 
who is often regarded as the founder of modern conservatism, evaluated chivalry 
as a modern phenomenon and a civilizing factor.56 The revolution in France, 
however, served to widen the gap between radical or progressive and conserva­
tive thinkers: driving both to more ideologically-driven and morally-simplistic 
evaluations of social phenomena than those of their predecessors. Burke was to 
emphasize the traditional values of chivalry, together with those of the Christian 
religion, more positively and consciously than any who had discussed the subject 
previously. After the revolution, with the benefit of hindsight, the ancien régime 
was characterized as a model of, now vanquished, civility by Burke and as the 
epitome of an obsolete and corrupt social order by his radical opponents. Changing 
times, therefore, provoked more simplistic judgments on the values or otherwise 
of chivalry; Burke’s famous lament, “But the age of chivalry is gone,” met with 
Thomas Paine’s mocking rejoinder that “the Quixote age of chivalric nonsense 
is gone.”57 This polarization has understandably led to the evaluation of Burke’s 
thought as tending less towards that of Hume and other Scottish Enlightenment 
thinkers than towards those of the mid-eighteenth-century Medievalist schools. 
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However, as mentioned above in the context of periodization, to assume a simple 
continuity between the latter and Burke, as indeed to paint the evolution of any 
school of thought as a simple historical progression, would also be naïve. 

Conclusion 

David Hume was pioneering in his philosophical and cultural analysis of the topic 
of chivalry, and the close examination of his use of the term in this paper has aimed 
to unravel the complex significance that the concept held for his analysis of modern 
manners. It is likely that Hume and other Scottish Enlightenment authors built on 
the arguments of their intellectual predecessors, including those who can be classed 
as moralists in a broad sense, antiquarians, and thinkers of a Romantic or so-called 
pre-Romantic bent. However, in both the juvenile manuscript “Essay on Chivalry” 
and in his later writings, Hume provided unprecedented insights by representing 
chivalry as a cultural amalgam of ancient courage and modern love. Because of its 
civilizing effects, Hume also characterizes chivalry not only as a distinguishing fac­
tor between ancient and modern societies, but also as a merit possessed by the latter 
over the former. Not all of Hume’s discussions of chivalry were published during 
the eighteenth century and therefore the claims concerning his influence on his 
contemporaries should be somewhat qualified. However, the earliest evidence for 
the evolution of the common stance of the thinkers of the Scottish Enlightenment 
on the topic is evident in his work. In the latter half of the eighteenth century, many 
Scottish Enlightenment thinkers entered into the historical analysis of the origin 
and development or degeneration of chivalry. While Hume was influenced by his 
contemporaries, he used his own historical conception of the origins of chivalry 
in his contribution to the Ossian debate to correctly discern the modernity of 
the chivalric manners betrayed in Macpherson’s forgery. In terms of Hume’s own 
thought, the topic of chivalry provides a clear example of the working through of 
his consistent defense of modern social values while at the same time observing 
the diverse and fallible operations of the human imagination and passions. 

NOTES 

This paper is based upon my presentation at the Tokyo Hume Conference in 2004. 
Thanks are due to all the participants in this session, particularly to Lívia Guimarães 
and Thomas Hoffman. (An earlier version of the draft was also read at the 19th General 
Meeting of the Economic Society of Kansai University in 2003.) I would also like to ex­
press my gratitude to Hajime Inuzuka. Moreover, I would like to thank the anonymous 
referees and the editors of Hume Studies for many helpful comments and suggestions. 
This work was supported by MEXT. KAKENHI (16730107, 18730140). 
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