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THE HISTORY OF ENGLAND


THOMAS BABINGTON MACAULAY was born in Leicestershire in 1800, the son of Zachary Macaulay, the philanthropist and reformer. He studied at Trinity College, Cambridge, and in 1825 published a long essay on Milton in the Edinburgh Review which revealed his strong Whig sympathies and brought him instant notice. During the next twenty years he continued to write numerous articles on historical and literary topics for the Review. In 1830 he entered Parliament as a member of the Whig party and made a strong speech in support of the Reform Bill of 1831. In 1834 Macaulay accepted a place on the newly created supreme council for India and had a decisive influence on the Indian educational system and code of law. On his return to England in 1838 he was elected MP for Edinburgh and was also Secretary at War from 1839 to 1841. During this period he wrote two of his most widely published essays, on Robert Clive and Warren Hastings, which were inspired by his experiences in India. In 1842 he published a highly acclaimed volume of his poetry entitled Lays of Ancient Rome. His collected Essays Critical and Historical appeared a year later and was equally well-received. Macaulay became Paymaster General in 1846 but lost his seat and his office in the General Election of 1847. In 1852 he was re-elected MP for Edinburgh. Throughout these years he sought to detach himself from politics, wishing to devote all his time to writing, and he finally retired from Parliament in 1856. The first volumes of The History of England appeared in 1849 and were an instant success. A further two volumes were published in 1855. His reputation was now world-wide and his works had been translated into many languages. However, his health deteriorated and he never completed his History although a fifth volume was published posthumously in 1861. Macaulay was raised to the peerage in 1857. He died in 1859 and was buried in Westminster Abbey.
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Lord Macaulay: Introduction

WHIG HISTORY

LORD MACAULAY is unquestionably the greatest of the ‘whig historians’. By the clarifying brilliance of his style, and his compelling gift of narrative, he won an instant and apparently effortless success in the nineteenth century. The interpretation of English history which he gave became the standard interpretation for nearly a century: so universally accepted that we hardly realize the novelty which it once contained. Admittedly, that interpretation has now become unfashionable. But it can never be altogether rejected. Much of it – both in factual scholarship and in general interpretation – has become part of the permanent acquisition of historical science. The severest critics themselves are generally unaware of the extent to which they depend on the achievement of their victim. In order to appreciate that debt, it will be useful to begin by considering the interpretation of English history before Macaulay stamped it, indelibly, with his imprint.

For ‘whig history’ is essentially English. In its crudest form it is the interpretation imposed on the English past by an English political party in search, at the same time, of both a historical pedigree and a political justification. This is not to deny that the thesis may also be true, or that it may also be applicable to other countries. In fact, the whig theory of history has foreign as well as English origins. It owes much to the French Huguenots and even more (including the name ‘whig’) to the Scots. There are Continental historians – the French Protestant statesman-historian F. P. G. Guizot is an obvious example – who can be described as ‘whigs’. But it is in England that the continuous ‘whig’ party was developed and in England that the consistent whig theory of history was elaborated. It was also to English history that it was most naturally applied. A ‘whig’ interpretation of Europe is conceivable; but it could never be expressed with Macaulay’s brilliant clarity. The pattern would not admit the simple antitheses which are possible, and perhaps justified, in the special English circumstances. Macaulay himself was well aware of this. He was, he once wrote, ‘as much puzzled as pleased’ by the success of his History abroad, ‘for the book is quite insular in spirit. There is nothing cosmopolitan about it’
Whig history, then, is insular history. It is also Protestant history. Indeed, its Protestantism is inseparable, in origin, from its insularity: for it was the revolt from Rome, in the sixteenth century, which caused historians – not only in England or Scotland – to look for a national history, independent of that universal Roman Church which had been served and extolled by the monkish chroniclers of the past. But these earliest national, Protestant historians, if they had dissociated the history of their countries from foreign ‘despotism’, had not, at that time, supplied it with any secular ideology. If they were Protestant, they were not yet republican or ‘whig’. In some countries they might be. In France, for instance, the Huguenot writers soon discovered that national Protestantism could only be secured in opposition to the Valois monarchy; and so, after the Massacre of St Bartholomew in 1572, they discovered that the ancient constitution of France was not monarchical but oligarchical. The same discovery was made in Scotland, after the deposition of Mary Queen of Scots. Buchanan’s History of Scotland (1582), like Hotman’s Franco-Gallia (1573), seeks to justify aristocratic revolt against monarchy by appeal to an ancient ‘Protestant’ tradition, and for this reason both would be reprinted by the English whigs of the seventeenth century. But in Elizabethan England the new national Protestant historiography had no reason to be anti-monarchical. Far from it. Since the Protestant Revolution had been made and was preserved by English sovereigns, not against them, its historians looked back and saw the national Protestant tradition maintained by the English monarchy. While Hotman and Buchanan cried up the ‘whig grandees’ of ancient France or legendary Scotland, the hero of their English colleagues was not the English baronage, who extorted Magna Carta from King John, but King John himself. In view of the bad name which King John would acquire among the later whigs, this may seem ironical. But we must remember that King John stood up (for a time) against the most imperious of medieval Popes. He was thus a precursor of those other ‘despotic’ but national Protestant monarchs, Henry VIII and Queen Elizabeth.
That was all very well in Tudor times. But when the Stuarts came from Scotland to rule over England, the terms of the formula soon changed. In seventeenth-century England, as in sixteenth-century France and Scotland, the national Protestants found themselves in opposition to the Crown. So, when they looked back into history, they discovered that the English, like the French and Scottish, constitution had always been essentially aristocratic. It was a monarchy, but a ‘mixed monarchy’. Sir Edward Coke, the great champion of the English common law, discovered a continuous parliamentary constitution going back to the ancient Britons. More cautious antiquaries were prepared to settle for the Anglo-Saxons. In the course of the seventeenth century, while the English parliamentary classes fought, with differing weapons, against successive Stuart kings, their antiquaries built up a historical ‘myth’ according to which the English monarchy had always been implicitly contractual. Even the rude fact of the Norman Conquest had not interrupted this good old Anglo-Saxon tradition, for William the Conqueror (they said) had accepted and perpetuated the existing constitution. And this constitution had been preserved intact ever since. It had been guaranteed by the Common Law, strengthened by Magna Carta, guarded by Parliament; and those kings who had sought to break the contract had found themselves resisted, even deposed. Such had been the fate of Edward II in 1327, of Richard II in 1399; such would be the fate of Charles I in 1649, of James II in 1688. Of the ‘Tudor despotism’ of the sixteenth century, these historical theorists did not find it convenient to speak.

All through the seventeenth century this ‘whig’ theory of the ancient contractual constitution of England was improved by antiquarian research, political struggle, and philosophical speculation. Royalists, high Anglicans, ‘tories’ resisted it on all fronts; but they resisted in vain. The ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688, followed by the Hanoverian succession in 1715, inaugurated the period known in English history as ‘the whig ascendancy’: the triumph of the whigs in politics, in philosophy, and in historiography. In the early years of the whig ascendancy the first complete and up-to-date history of England was published. It was, and would long remain, the classic whig history. Its author, Paul Rapin de Thoyras, was a French Huguenot who had served William of Orange as a soldier in Ireland and had then been employed as a tutor in the household of William’s Dutch favourite, William Bentinck, Earl of Portland. He wrote it in Wesel, in Germany, in the French language, and published it in Holland in 1723.

Rapin wrote mainly for foreigners. He set out to explain, to bewildered Europeans, how it was that England, after a century of external impotence and internal faction, had suddenly appeared, powerful and united, as the arbiter of Europe; and he explained it by accepting and expounding, with great clarity and moderation, the official whig thesis, viz. that England, alone in Europe, had contrived to preserve the old free constitution which had once been the common property of the ‘barbarian’ conquerors of Rome but which, elsewhere, had been lost. His explanation, solidly based on new documents published by the order of the English whig government and edited by the whig historiographer royal, Thomas Rymer, was widely accepted. Rapin’s work was translated and continued in England, respected by tories as well as by whigs, and enthusiastically praised by Voltaire. For our purposes it is important because it is the classic expression of the pre-Macaulay ‘whig’ interpretation of English history, and the difference between Rapin and Macaulay is the measure of the novelty of Macaulay’s ‘whig’ history.

Not that the innovations were entirely Macaulay’s own work. The greatest innovator was a man whose name is seldom mentioned by Macaulay but whose work is always in his mind – a man whom he regarded as his greatest intellectual enemy, but to whom he was deeply, if indirectly, indebted – David Hume. For it was David Hume, the ‘tory’ historian of England, who, by totally destroying the ‘whig’ history of Rapin and advancing a completely new philosophy of history, imposed on the new generation of English whigs the need to think again.

Hume’s History of England was published in the years 1754 to 1761, the last years, as it happened, of the ‘whig ascendancy’. When he wrote, few of his readers could remember anything but whig rule and the whig Establishment was sunk in doctrinal complacency. That complacency, in the historical field, he completely shattered. He himself came to history from outside the closed whig world, first because he was a Scot (and it was difficult to find much virtue in Scottish whiggism), secondly because he had begun as a philosopher, not as a historian. Moreover, as a philosopher, he had – like Gibbon – been captivated by Montesquieu, the great transformer of historical philosophy. Thus influenced, Hume was able to look at history in a new way, and the new way in which he looked at it made the old whig thesis (and the old tory thesis, too) permanently obsolete.

Hume did not believe that sacred ‘constitutions’ were the guarantee of ‘liberty’. To him all constitutions were relative, and effective liberty was the result not of constitutional forms but of social and economic progress and ‘sophistication of manners’: the same ‘liberal’ constitution which might guarantee ‘liberty’ in a mature society (like England) might merely perpetuate faction and oppression in an immature society (like seventeenth-century Scotland). In fact, Hume devalued all ‘constitutional’ ideas and measured the virtue of government by the extent to which the established forms permitted economic and social progress or ‘utility’. By this criterion many authoritarian systems were better guarantees of ‘liberty’ than many ancient anarchical ‘constitutions’. In his History, Hume expressed these ideas with exquisite wit in an irresistible style; and he deployed his wit most mercilessly at the sacred cows of the official whig faith: at the virtuous Anglo-Saxons, at the medieval barons, at the whig ‘patriots’ of the seventeenth century.

For half a century after the publication of Hume’s work, the whig historians raged impotently at it; but they were quite unable to set up again the shattered Humpty-Dumpty of Rapin. The ‘new whigs’ of the end of the eighteenth century – the political party which, after a generation in the wilderness, was at last to capture power in 1830 – needed a new historical philosophy; and that historical philosophy had to incorporate the permanent content of Hume’s work. That permanent quality was its dynamism. Rapin had represented liberty as an ancient inheritance of which the whigs were the hereditary guardians. Hume had represented it as a continuing capacity for social improvement. For the immutable legacy of our ancestors he had substituted the new idea of social progress.

The fusion of Hume’s historical philosophy with whig politics was the work, essentially, of Scottish whig writers, who worked under the social patronage of the disconsolate English whig aristocrats, nursing their wounds and preparing their next campaign in the London home of their leader, Charles James Fox. This was Holland House, in which Fox lived as the uncle and guardian of the young Lord Holland, who afterwards continued his patronage. Intellectually the ablest of these new whig writers was John Millar, a radical disciple of Hume, who for forty years was professor of law at Glasgow University, and who dedicated his Historical View of the English Government to Charles James Fox. Millar had a great influence on Scottish whiggism and it was his disciples who, in 1801, founded the Edinburgh Review, soon to be the intellectual organ of the English whig party. Charles James Fox himself was among those who sought to re-establish whig history. In his political eclipse, he decided to write a history of the English Revolution of 1688 in order to vindicate the whig party from the aspersions of Hume. In 1800 and 1801, during the brief peace of Amiens, he carried out some research in the French archives and prepared his material; but he completed only a fragment, which was afterwards published by his nephew Lord Holland. His work was taken over by another Scottish whig, who was also a protégé of Holland House, and who was to have a great influence on Macaulay, Sir James Mackintosh.

Mackintosh’s plan was more ambitious than that of Fox. Like Fox, he was determined to re-establish, against Hume, the historical pedigree of the whig party. He was also, like Millar, imbued with Hume’s philosophy. But he proposed to go further than Fox. Having been deeply impressed by the French Revolution, which he at first welcomed for its liberal promise, then repudiated for its radical performance, he was concerned to show that true whiggism not only secured English liberty and progress in 1688 but also saved England from the bloody revolution which had overtaken France and Europe from 1789. He therefore planned to write a history of England from 1688 to 1789. In order to equip himself financially for this task, he accepted the lucrative post of Recorder of Bombay and spent the years 1804 to 1811 in India. On his return he became a member of Parliament; and when the whigs returned to office in 1830, he was appointed a member of the Board of Control for India. But although, in those years, he collected a vast mass of material (which now fills forty bound volumes in the British Museum), he wrote little; and when he died in 1832, he too left only a fragment of his History. That fragment, which began with the accession of James II in 1685 and ended with the settlement of the Crown on William III in February 1689, was published in 1834 as History of the Revolution in England in 1688.

Thus by 1834, although the whigs had recovered political power, English historiography was still dominated by the ‘tory’ Hume. And yet successive whig writers had believed that, even out of Hume’s historical philosophy, a new whig interpretation of history could be constructed. The basic materials for such a history lay to hand. Vast manuscript collections – those of Fox and Mackintosh – were available to Holland House. The theory was already presented – by Mackintosh and others – in the Edinburgh Review. All that was needed was a historian with the energy and literary power to complete what Fox and Mackintosh had merely begun. It was this opportunity that was seized by Macaulay.

THOMAS BABINGTON MACAULAY
Macaulay was born in 1800, at Rothley Temple in Leicestershire, the home of his uncle Thomas Babington, after whom he was named. His father, Zachary Macaulay, was a Scottish Highlander by birth, who had gone to Jamaica at an early age and devoted the rest of his life to the abolition of the slave-trade. He was a pious Evangelical and one of the members of the ‘Clapham Sect’ – practical Evangelicals who sought to reform social abuses in general and to abolish slavery in particular. Like most other members of his group, Zachary Macaulay was a tory. Many of them were also Quakers. Macaulay’s mother was the daughter of a Quaker bookseller in Bristol. These biographical details may be of some interest for Macaulay’s own intellectual development, of which we know very little; for although Macaulay always respected his father and his father’s philanthropic work, he emphatically rejected the political and religious world in which he had been brought up. He was educated at an Evangelical school before going to Cambridge, and we know that he arrived at Cambridge a tory; but when he first appeared as a writer, a few years later, his views were absolutely fixed, and fixed for life. He was a whig. Moreover, he not only rejected his family toryism: he also, in his writings, expressed consistent contempt for Highlanders and Quakers; he was completely without religious sense, being a conventional conformist, expressing amused disdain for all kinds of nonconformity; and if he never ceased to be liberal, and to hate the institution of slavery, he would speak with contempt of professional ‘negrophils’. Nor can Zachary Macaulay have felt altogether happy at his son’s later devotion to Holland House and, in particular, to Lady Holland: for Lady Holland was the daughter of a West Indian planter and brought to her husband a West Indian plantation, worked by slaves. She would refer to Macaulay’s father, somewhat contemptuously, as ‘a great saint, Zachariah, and the bitterest foe to all West Indian concerns’.1

It thus seems that Macaulay’s whiggism may have been part of a general reaction against his family circle, and this, in turn, may account for its intensity. But whiggism, it seems, was not his first or direct reaction from the toryism in which he had been brought up. There had been an intermediate conversion. For a short time, while an undergraduate at Trinity College, Cambridge, Macaulay had been a radical. He was converted to radicalism by a fellow undergraduate, Charles Austin, a well-known Cambridge converter. But although he remained a lifelong friend of Austin, Macaulay quickly rejected radicalism, and afterwards attacked both radicals and radicalism as violently as he would attack tories and toryism. He had settled for aristocratic, political whiggism. This he first showed in 1822, when he won an annual college prize for an essay on William III, Prince of Orange and King of England.2 William III, the maker of the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688, the founder (however involuntary) of the whig Establishment, was to remain Macaulay’s lifelong hero. From this time on we may say that his views were fixed. Age and practice might sophisticate the expression of them, but their substance, even in detail, would never change.

However, if Macaulay became, and remained, an uncompromising whig, it was a whig of a special kind. He was a ‘new whig’, a whig of the party which, in his own words, had been ‘purified’ in the reign of George III; which had been inspired by Burke, led by Rockingham, and sustained in opposition by Fox; and which had now retreated into the aristocratic citadel of Holland House. Moreover, among those aristocratic whigs, Macaulay, who was not at all aristocratic (his ‘want of pedigree’, wrote Lady Holland, was a serious handicap in ‘that most aristocratic assembly’, the English House of Commons3), was distinguished by what we may call his Scottish inheritance. He had absorbed the ‘utilitarian’ philosophy which had made Hume a tory, which had been made whig by Adam Smith, Millar and Mackintosh, and which was now the philosophy of the Edinburgh Review. Macaulay’s rejection of political utilitarianism – the utilitarianism of the radicals – did not entail a rejection of utilitarian ideals: indeed Macaulay, in the crude materialism of his concept of progress, is sometimes positively vulgar. What Macaulay rejected was the idea that material progress could be attained or preserved by the direct political action of a ‘democratic’ party, lacking political experience and relying on academic theories or paper constitutions. Entirely unphilosophical in his outlook, entirely empirical in his politics, he despised theory and theorists – even the great whig theorists meant little to him – and trusted implicitly in the continuing political capacity of a practised, liberal, historically educated ruling class. Progress, defined in utilitarian terms, would, he believed, be far more painlessly achieved, and far more securely based, under the leadership of whig magnates than by the direct action of political pedants. In the past, English ‘whigs’ – whether so named or not – had been more successful than English republicans, English ‘Levellers’, or French Jacobins. In the present, and for the foreseeable future, they would be more successful than English ‘Utilitarians’, French ‘socialists’, or American ‘democrats’. This was the lesson of history.
Once fixed in these views, Macaulay was eager to assert them, and from the time when he left Cambridge, he proposed to himself a life of politics and literature. Success in both fields was not long in coming: indeed, throughout his life, Macaulay suffered from instantaneous success in every field – in politics, in oratory, in prose, even in poetry. In 1825 he published, in the Edinburgh Review, his long essay on Milton. This was a trenchant, uncompromising expression of the whig view, and at once attracted notice. Other articles in the Edinburgh Review followed, including (in 1829) a violent diatribe against the radical ‘utilitarians’, and especially their prophet James Mill. By means of these two essays, the one excoriating the tories, the other the radicals, Macaulay recommended himself to the aristocratic whig leaders, and, in particular, to his father’s friend, Henry Petty-Fitzmaurice, second Marquis of Lansdowne. Lord Lansdowne was the son of a famous father, a whig Prime Minister who had been the friend and patron of radical thinkers and who had sent his son to study at Edinburgh University together with Brougham, Jeffrey, Horner, and Sydney Smith, the founders of the Edinburgh Review. In 1830 Lansdowne offered Macaulay the representation of his ‘pocket’ parliamentary borough of Calne, Wiltshire. Macaulay was duly elected, and thus entered parliament at the beginning of the long-delayed whig triumph. Next year his speech in support of the Reform Bill made him famous. A few weeks later he received the highest mark of social favour that any young whig could hope for: he was invited to Holland House. In the same year he received also a political reward. He was made Secretary of the Board of Control for India.

Macaulay joined the Board of Control just at the time when Mackintosh was vacating it by death. He already knew Mackintosh in parliament and had been noticed and befriended by him. Two years later he was to follow Mackintosh’s example again. In 1833 the constitution of the East India Company was changed and a supreme council for India was set up. In 1834 Macaulay was offered a seat on this supreme council. The term was for five years; the salary £10,000 a year. Like Mackintosh, Macaulay calculated that such a post would enable him to save enough money to finance a life of literature thereafter. In fact he stayed in India for only three and a half years, but in the course of his residence there he made a permanent mark on Indian administration, for he took a prominent part in founding the educational system of India and ensured that English, not any of the Indian languages, should be the language of instruction. He also set up and presided over the Committee which devised the criminal code for India. At the same time he continued to read and write. His reading, largely in the classical languages, was immense, and thanks to his phenomenal memory, he rarely forgot anything that he had once read. His writing was still for the Edinburgh Review. It was in India that he wrote his famous essay on Bacon, which reveals at once the strength and the limitations of his mind. But a more important essay, at least for our purpose, is his long review of the posthumous fragment of Mackintosh’s History.

In this essay, which appeared in the Edinburgh Review in July 1835, Macaulay expressed once again the new whig philosophy. He also took the opportunity to make another violent attack on radical doctrines, as expressed by Mackintosh’s editor, William Wallace. The attack was so violent that Macaulay was nearly forced, on his return, to fight a duel with Wallace. But the interest of the review lies largely in its implications. In writing it, Macaulay must have been acutely aware of the void which first Fox, then Mackintosh, had sought, and failed, to fill; and this awareness happened to coincide with a great void that had suddenly opened in his own life.

At the beginning of January 1835 Macaulay received news from England of the death of his younger sister Margaret. It was a terrible blow: ‘what she was to me’, he wrote at the time, ‘no words can express… That I have not utterly sunk under this blow, I owe chiefly to literature.’ ‘Literature’, he wrote twelve months later, ‘has saved my life and my reason. Even now, I dare not, in the intervals of business, remain alone for a minute without a book in my hand.’ And he added that he was ‘more than half determined’, on his return to England, ‘to abandon politics and to give myself wholly to letters: to undertake some great historical work which may be at once the business and the amusement of my life.’ With Mackintosh’s fragment before his eyes and this resolution in his mind, it could hardly be doubted what that great historical work would be. Macaulay would write what Mackintosh had meant to write: the whig history of England from 1688 until recent times. ‘I do not believe’, he would afterwards write, ‘there is in our literature so great a void as that which I am trying to supply. English history from 1688 to the French Revolution is even to educated people almost a terra incognita.’ And on another occasion he wrote that he was determined not to ‘fritter away’ his powers ‘like poor Mackintosh’.

In order to carry out this project, Macaulay resolved to return to England at the first opportunity. In the summer of 1838 he was back in London. However, he did not at once devote all his energies to his new task. Immediately after his return, he made a tour of Italy; he continued to write essays for the Edinburgh Review; and he returned to the House of Commons, this time as member for Edinburgh.

All these diversions took up his time and some of them added significantly to his literary output. He was active in parliament, where he delivered some famous speeches. ‘Whenever he rose to speak’, Gladstone would afterwards write, ‘it was a summons like a trumpet-call to fill the benches’. His speech on the proposed Copyright Act of 1841 was an oratorical triumph: Macaulay carried the majority of the Commons to his side and killed the proposal. He also held high political office as Secretary at War in Lord Melbourne’s government from 1839 to 1841. The essays which he wrote between 1839 and 1842 include the two most widely published of all his essays, those on Clive and Warren Hastings: the fruit of his Indian experience. And meanwhile, as a result of his Italian visit, he had entered – and conquered – a new field: that of poetry. In 1842 he published his Lays of Ancient Rome.

Macaulay’s Lays of Ancient Rome are more important than they might seem for his historical work. The idea of writing such poems was supplied to him by the work of the German historian B. G. Niebuhr. Niebuhr’s History of Rome began to appear in English in 1828. It was reviewed in the Edinburgh Review, and at once caused great interest in England. Macaulay himself, at first reading, regarded it as marking ‘an era in the intellectual history of Europe’. What particularly excited historians was Niebuhr’s interpretation of early Roman history, as represented by Livy. Niebuhr argued that Livy had no authentic historical sources for so remote a period, and that his formal narrative was in fact based on traditional ballads or ‘lays’. Macaulay afterwards lost faith in Niebuhr – especially on discovering that he was an abject conservative in politics – but the idea of such old Roman ‘lays’ remained in his mind. There it was fertilized by contact with another strong interest which Macaulay shared with many other nineteenth-century historians: his interest in the writings of Sir Walter Scott.

Macaulay had always been an admirer of Scott. He knew his poems by heart and, in his historical work, consciously imitated Scott’s method of writing: his use of description, of local colour, or popular tradition or ephemeral literature. A good historian, he wrote in an early essay,4 should not confine himself to battles, sieges, negotiations, politics; he should also ‘intersperse the details which are the charm of historical romances’. In this way, he added, ‘Sir Walter Scott… has used those fragments of truth, which historians have scornfully thrown behind them, in a manner which may well excite their envy. He has constructed out of their gleanings works which, even considered as histories, are scarcely less valuable than theirs. But a truly great historian would reclaim those materials which the novelist has appropriated.’ Macaulay’s skill in such reclamation is obvious to all readers of his work, and the pervasive influence of Scott in Macaulay’s History was at once remarked by critics as different as Maria Edgeworth and John Wilson Croker.5 The theory of Niebuhr attracted Macaulay because it suggested, once again, the interdependence of history and ballad-literature: it gave him the idea, of which he often spoke, of ‘restoring to poetry the legends of which poetry had been robbed by history’. So when he travelled in Italy, the scenes of ancient Roman history had on him the same effect which the scenes of the Scottish Border had had upon Scott: they inspired him to re-create the ballads which the Roman historian (according to Niebuhr) had also recognized as the legitimate material of history.

Macaulay’s Lays of Ancient Rome, once again, were an instant success, and Macaulay, as always, was pleased, not to say complacent, at their success. But he did not allow this new literary interest to distract him from his main purpose. Even while he was in Italy, and acquiring the local colour for his poems, he was thinking of his History. ‘As soon as I return,’ he wrote, ‘I shall seriously commence my History’; and he sketched its plan. By beginning in 1688 and continuing, if possible, to 1830, he would be able to incorporate, and to connect, the triumphs of the old whigs, who made the Glorious Revolution and secured the Hanoverian succession, and of the new whigs who, after the loss of the American colonies, set out on the long struggle for parliamentary reform. Between these two revolutions, which he would portray in detail as ‘the revolution which brought the Crown into harmony with Parliament and the revolution which brought Parliament into harmony with the nation’, he would dispatch ‘more concisely’ the intermediate events, necessary only to prove the essential continuity of the whig party. From 1838 onwards he was at work on his programme, modifying it as he studied more deeply – for instance, he soon realized that he must start before 1688 in order to ‘glide imperceptibly into the full current of my narrative’. After 1842, when he had dispatched his Lays of Ancient Rome and basked, for a time, in the applause, he contracted his dispersed activities in order to concentrate exclusively on his History.

In 1843 he agreed to publish his collected essays. Here his hand was forced by American piracy: inaccurate versions were already circulating widely, and Macaulay agreed, somewhat reluctantly, to supply an authorized text. His essays, like everything else that he wrote, at once became a best-seller. After that, he wrote only two major essays: one on William Pitt the elder, Earl of Chatham, which summarizes, in mature form, his interpretation of eighteenth-century English history; one on the French Jacobin Bertrand Barère, which illustrates, once again, his hatred of political radicalism. Both these essays were published in 1844. Next year, Macaulay wrote to Macvey Napier, the editor of the Edinburgh Review, that he could undertake no more such articles. He would work exclusively on his History.

At the same time, he detached himself as far as possible from politics, which he now definitely subordinated to literature. He had been out of office anyway since the fall of the whig government in 1841. On the return of his party to power in 1846, he accepted the office of Paymaster-General. This was a comparative sinecure which would give him what he wanted: ‘leisure and quiet more than salary and business’. He did not speak much in Parliament, and he lost the support of the electors of Edinburgh, who accused him of caring ‘more for his History than for the jobs of his constituents’. In consequence of this apparent indifference, he lost his seat, and with it his office, in the General Election of 1847. He remained out of Parliament for the next five years, refusing all proffered seats. In 1852 the Edinburgh whigs turned back to him and invited him to stand. He refused; but they nevertheless elected him to Parliament. For the next four years he attended Parliament, but he spoke rarely. He never held political office again. In 1856 he applied for the Chiltern Hundreds – that is, retired from Parliament. During these years, and indeed for the rest of his life, he was absorbed in the History which he was determined to leave as his monument.

In writing his History, Macaulay had certain advantages over his predecessors. First of all, he had their work. Fox’s fragment, indeed, did not carry him far, but Mackintosh’s work, though also a fragment, was, so far as it went, a solid and original piece of historical research, and a comparison of it with Macaulay’s first volumes shows Macaulay’s continuous reliance on it: he often repeated Mackintosh’s words, and he sometimes adopted his errors. But even more valuable to him than the finished work of Fox and Mackintosh was their raw material. The transcripts which Fox had made were supplied to Macaulay by Lord Holland; the huge manuscript collection of Mackintosh was put at his disposal by Mackintosh’s son. These magnificent collections saved Macaulay a great deal of labour, especially at the beginning of his work. Thanks, in part, to them, Macaulay was able to publish the first two volumes of his History in November 1848. These two volumes coincided exactly, in scope, with the work of Mackintosh. They carried the story down to the deposition of James II.

As with his first essay, as with his first speech, as with his first poems, the success of these first volumes of the History was intantaneous. Macaulay had intended that it should be: his work was ‘to have a permanent place in our literature’. And his confidence was well based. He was sure of his thesis – the whig thesis. There was merit, no doubt, he wrote in his journal, in the great ‘philosophical historians’ of the eighteenth century, Hume, Robertson, Voltaire, and Gibbon, ‘yet it is not the thing. I have a conception of history more just, I am confident, than theirs.’ He took great trouble over his style: ‘how little’, he exclaimed, ‘the all-important art of making meaning pellucid is studied now! Hardly any popular writer except myself thinks of it.’ And he was determined to be not only pellucid but also ‘amusing’, readable: ‘I shall not be satisfied unless I produce something which shall for a few days supersede the last fashionable novel on the tables of young ladies.’ But even he had hardly reckoned on the scale of his success. Thirteen thousand copies were sold in four months. ‘Of such a run’, he wrote in his diary, ‘I had never dreamed.’ It was exhilarating; but it was also sobering. It made him feel ‘extremely anxious about the second part. Can it possibly come up to the first?’ For now he had to deal with the uncharted field of the reign of William III.

Faced with this challenge, Macaulay made even greater efforts. Three months after the publication of the first volumes he recorded in his diary that he had decided ‘to change my plan about my History’: ‘I will first set myself to know the whole subject: – to get, by reading and travelling, a full acquaintance with William’s reign. I reckon that it will take me eighteen months to do this. I must visit Holland, Belgium, Scotland, Ireland, France. The Dutch archives and French archives must be ransacked. I will see whether anything is to be got from other diplomatic collections. I must see Londonderry, the Boyne, Aghrim, Limerick, Kinsale, Namur again, Landen, Steinkirk. I must turn over hundreds, thousands of pamphlets. Lambeth, the Bodleian and the other Oxford libraries, the Devonshire papers, the British Museum, must be explored, and notes made: and then I shall go to work. When the materials are ready, and the History mapped out in my mind, I ought easily to write on an average two of my pages daily. In two years from the time I begin writing, I shall have more than finished my second part. Then I reckon a year for polishing, retouching and printing.’ On this system he worked methodically, first obtaining a general understanding of the period – ‘the reign of William III, so mysterious to me a few weeks ago,’ he wrote in June 1849, ‘is now beginning to take a clear form’ – then studying each particular episode and sketching his first account of it, while the impressions were fresh, ‘at a headlong pace’. Afterwards he wrote out the revised version in a regular ‘task’ of six pages a day. His aim was perfect clarity: ‘the great object is that, after all this trouble, they may read as if they had been spoken off, and may seem to flow as easily as table-talk.’ No one can deny that he achieved this result: for full effect, Macaulay’s work ought to be read aloud.

The result was another well-deserved success. At the end of 1855, when his third and fourth volumes were published, bring-the story down to the Peace of Ryswick in 1697, they were even more successful than their predecessors. In ten weeks 26,500 copies were sold, and eleven weeks after publication Macaulay received from his publisher a record-breaking cheque for £20,000.

From then on, Macaulay’s reputation was not only insular: it was world-wide. His work was translated into almost every European language, and even Persian. In America its sale – a pirate sale – was surpassed only by that of the Bible. He received numerous foreign honours. He was praised by Ranke, nominated to the Institut de France by Guizot. But his work was by no means finished; a long stretch still lay ahead of him; and his health was by now seriously impaired. In 1852 he had suffered a heart attack and, as he said, ‘became twenty years older in a week’. If he were to complete, or even continue his work, he would be obliged to contract his life still further. He therefore gave up his seat in Parliament, accepted from the whig Prime Minister Lord Palmerston a peerage as Lord Macaulay of Rothley Temple and, giving up his bachelor apartments in the Albany, bought the lease of a spacious villa, Holly Lodge, in Kensington. It was in a suitably whig quarter, for his next-door neighbour was the whig Duke of Argyll and Holland House was hard by. There he settled down in comfort, with four men-servants to supply his needs, and, in the intervals of entertainment, continued to read and write. But he never completed his work. Illness diminished its tempo, and by 1857 he had contracted his original ambition. He no longer hoped to reach the American Revolution or the ‘new whigs’ of the late eighteenth century. ‘I now look forward’, he wrote, ‘to the accession of the House of Hanover as my extreme goal.’6 In fact even that goal was beyond his reach. He did not, himself, publish another volume. He died on 28 December 1859, and was buried in Westminster Abbey.

At his death, Macaulay’s papers passed to his surviving sister Hannah, to whom he had always been devoted. She had accompanied him to India and had there married Charles Edward Trevelyan, who was afterwards a distinguished public servant in both England and India. She now edited and published the last chapters of his manuscript. They appeared in 1861 as the fifth volume of the History, which they carried down to the death of William III in 1702. The rest of Macaulay’s papers remained in the hands of the Trevelyan family, who, for a hundred years, have been the hereditary custodians, even high-priests (if a whig high-priest is conceivable), of Macaulay’s fame.

After Hannah Lady Trevelyan’s edition of Volume V of the History came the excellent biography of Macaulay written by her son, Macaulay’s nephew, Sir George Otto Trevelyan. This was based on Macaulay’s papers, which Trevelyan edited with a certain benevolent partiality towards his uncle. Afterwards Sir G. O. Trevelyan, by writing The History of the American Revolution, supplied, in some sense, the originally intended conclusion to Macaulay’s work. The more immediate conclusion, to which Macaulay himself had afterwards restricted his ambition, was supplied by Sir G. O. Trevelyan’s second son, George Macaulay Trevelyan, regius professor of history and Master of Trinity College, Cambridge, with his three-volume History of the Reign of Queen Anne. By his History of England in the 18th Century, G. M. Trevelyan may also be said to have supplied the ‘more concise’ connecting link which Macaulay had envisaged. In 1962, on the death of G. M. Trevelyan, Macaulay’s papers passed to Trinity College, Cambridge.


THE HISTORY OF ENGLAND

Thus in the end Macaulay, like his predecessors Fox and Mackintosh, only completed a fragment of the work which he had set out to do. But, in fact, no one can regard the History of England as a fragment. It is a solid work filling, in the original edition, five volumes. It has a clearly defined theme: the history of the Revolution of 1688 and the reign of William III which effectively consolidated that Revolution. By its forward and backward glances – its long introductory chapter and its frequent illustrations from later periods – it gives Macaulay’s interpretation of the whole course of English history. And in so doing, it expresses, with absolute clarity, the new, modernized ‘whig’ thesis. If Macaulay’s immediate purpose was to destroy the long dominion of Hume’s ‘tory’ history, he certainly succeeded where Fox and Mackintosh had failed. From the moment of its publication, his History replaced that of Hume as the canon of historical orthodoxy in England: replaced it so completely that it is difficult now to see past its long and apparently effortless triumph. This is the measure of Macaulay’s victory. It could hardly have been more complete even if he had finished his work and carried it down to the victory of the new whigs in 1830.

Today Macaulay has gone the way of Hume, into historical perspective. The whig thesis is no longer exciting, no longer irresistible. Parts of it have been accepted and are regarded as truisms; parts have been exposed, with damaging effect, to that persistent light of criticism which, in the noonday of whig triumph, was so easily outglared. Macaulay’s qualities were always obvious. With his dogmatic character, his rhetorical style, his ‘pellucidity’, he never left his readers in doubt, never even suggested that doubt was a permissible state of mind. In his own time, he carried them with him by the obviousness of his merits. Today, it is his faults which are more obvious. If we are to assess his permanent contribution to historical study, it will therefore be best to begin by admitting his obvious faults, some of which are the inescapable by-products of his merits.

Macaulay owed his success, in part, to the absolute clarity of his views and his style. This clarity proceeded from his own conviction. From the age of twenty-two, as far as we know, his convictions were fixed: he never changed his mind. And because his convictions were strong and clear, he tended, when faced with the evidence on any subject, instantly to range it in accordance with them. He did not, of course, do this crudely. His mind was both powerful and liberal. He had a marvellous understanding of political realities, which his own political experience naturally improved. His wide reading in all kinds of literature, classical, modern, and ephemeral – ballads, plays, novels, and sheer trash – enlarged his vision. He was no doctrinaire but an exceptionally well-read man of the world. Nevertheless, whatever concessions he would make, however elevated or sophisticated his expression of it, his judgement was always influenced by his convictions; and however liberal and rational these convictions might be, they were overpowering. They caused him to make dogmatic judgements in fields where he was unqualified to speak and would never stoop to learn. To the modern reader, the dogmatism of his comments, in such fields, can be even more offensive than their ignorance or insensitivity.

These fields which Macaulay so brusquely invaded include the fields of literary criticism, art, and human psychology. In spite of his vast reading, and his obvious pleasure in it, Macaulay’s appreciation of literature was severely limited. He read the classics voraciously, but indiscriminately, and his comments are rather those of a schoolmaster awarding marks than of a catholic or sensitive critic. He admired no poetry written since the early poems of Scott and reckoned that his own Lays of Ancient Rome were better than anything written in the rest of the decade: years which (as David Knowles reminds us) saw the publication of the early works of Tennyson, Browning, and Matthew Arnold.7 Of pictorial art he understood even less. In Italy he swept through the galleries, distributing confident priorities but showing no appreciation at all. Of music he knew nothing. Dining at Windsor Castle, he once recorded that ‘the band covered the talk with a succession of sonorous tunes. “The Campbells Are Coming” was one.’ ‘This’, says his nephew, ‘is the only authentic instance on record of Macaulay’s having known one tune from another’. Of religious sense he had none, though he delighted in the worldly details of theology. And yet on all these subjects ‘cocksure Tom’, as his contemporaries called him, did not hesitate to lay down the law. His literary essays, when they touch literature itself, are worthless (as he himself afterwards admitted8). His descriptions of art, architecture, music are of a frigid, conventional pomposity if they are not positively absurd. Queen Mary is laboriously ridiculed for her ‘frivolous and inelegant’ taste in china: she admired the ‘hideous’ and ‘grotesque baubles’ of Ming porcelain. If the English country gentry of the late seventeenth century attempted to decorate their houses, says Macaulay, they only achieved ‘deformity’. But the suburban or seaside villas of the Victorian middle class are always given the highest marks. Whenever Macaulay wishes to emphasize the material progress which one hundred and fifty years of whiggism have brought to the English towns, he cannot forbear to mention the ‘long avenues of villas, embowered in lilacs and laburnums’, the ‘gay villas peeping from the midst of shrubberies and flower-beds’, the ‘villas multiplying fast, each embosomed in its gay little paradise of lilacs and roses’.

This philistinism, which can be so infuriating to the reader of Macaulay, springs directly from his philosophy. He saw history as the history of progress, and progress as material progress. In one of his earliest essays he had looked forward to a materialist millennium in the twentieth century, when villas would crowd up to the top of Ben Nevis and Helvellyn, ‘machines constructed on principles yet unknown’ would be in every house, and there would be ‘no highways but railroads, no travelling but steam’. This same spirit of complacent materialism runs through his whole work. It is the new content which the ‘Scottish’ school had injected into whiggism to excite the nineteenth-century middle classes and to depress us who face the consequences of its realization. But even if we dislike it, we have to recognize that Macaulay, in thus emphasizing it, did isolate and define an important element in historical change.

Moreover, in isolating and defining material progress, Macaulay attached it – as he attached everything – to political action. He did not, like Hume, see progress as distinct from politics. To him, progress needed a constant political motor. In his own time he saw that the whig party could be that motor; and having once seized on this formula, he generalized it. He projected it both forwards and backwards in time. He saw the whig party of the seventeenth century as the direct precursor of the whig party of the nineteenth century, constantly pursuing, under the same social leadership, the same ultimate ends. Equally, the same party, he thought, would achieve the progress of the twentieth century. That the whig party might dissolve and that material progress might be achieved through the programme of European  ‘socialism’ or American ‘democracy’, or English ‘toryism’, seemed to him quite impossible. The very thought of such ideas provoked him to omniscient scorn.

It is easy to expose Macaulay’s errors about the future – his confident predictions that ‘democracy’ would reduce America ‘to the state of Barbary or the Morea’.9 Historians are often wrong about the future. But what about his interpretation of the past? Here he may well have been right. His thesis is not in itself absurd. But even here he may equally have been wrong. In spite of superficial appearances, in spite of the continuity of names, it is perfectly possible that the seventeenth-century whigs and the nineteenth-century whigs were different parties, pursuing different aims, in entirely different circumstances. It is possible that the seventeenth-century whigs never thought of ‘progress’, even if they accidentally forwarded it. It is also possible that the circumstances of the two periods were so different as to preclude comparison: that any connection between them could only be accidental, the connection of names, not things. Such was the view of the greatest historian of Macaulay’s time, Leopold von Ranke, who held that every age was ‘immediate to God’ and must be studied from within, on its own terms, in its own right. But Macaulay, though he reviewed Ranke’s Lives of the Popes and once met Ranke at breakfast (it was a very unsuccessful breakfast),10 never sought to understand either the method or the philosophy of the German school. If he had, he would no doubt have dismissed Ranke, like Niebuhr, as an abject tory.

This refusal to admit the autonomy of the past, this insistence that the past must be judged in relation to the present, and is responsible to the present, is fundamental to Macaulay’s historical interpretation and is the cause of some of his historical errors. Macaulay once wrote – in his essay on Ranke, although not with reference to Ranke’s ideas – that ‘a Christian of the 5th century with a Bible is neither better nor worse situated than a Christian of the 19th century with a Bible… The absurdity of literal interpretation was as great and as obvious in the 16th century as it is now.’ Such a view, which implies that there is no difference in ‘intellectual climate’ between one age and another, may well seem grotesquely unhistorical to us who live in the post-Rankean age. In Macaulay, who looked back to the eighteenth-century Enlightenment and had never breathed the atmosphere of Göttingen, it was more venial. But it explains the summary judgements which he too easily pronounced on the statesmen and thinkers of the past, his tendency to set them in the dock and (as Ranke himself expressed it) to borrow his tone from the proceedings of the criminal courts. To Ranke, there was no dock in which the past could be put: one generation was outside the jurisdiction of another.

And once they were in the dock, how did the men of the past fare at the hands of the judge? With his clear mind, his complete understanding of his own historical law, and his absolute certainty, Macaulay never wavered in his judgement. It was not an unconsidered judgement. Macaulay would survey all the facts, take past convictions into consideration, allow extenuating circumstances, and then, in his own favourite word, ‘pronounce’. But judgement, once decided, was firm. There was no qualification. Ignorance of the law – that is, of the newly enacted, retroactive whig law of history – excused no one. If a man was found to be a ‘tory’, however virtuous, he must be sentenced, and even his admitted virtues were somewhat suspect. On the other hand, a good whig record could excuse the same faults which, in a tory, merely aggravated his crime. And once the sentence was ‘pronounced’, there could be no reconsideration, no reversal, no appeal.

Macaulay’s double standard of judgement is incontestable. It is entirely political. It is applied to evidence: the same sources are treated as authentic when they ascribe vices to Marlborough, ‘Jacobite libels’ when they ascribe other vices to William III. It is applied to persons. James II’s liaison with the plain but intelligent Catherine Sedley was disreputable profligacy; William III’s liaison with the plain but intelligent Elizabeth Villiers was an excusable lapse: she ‘possessed talents which well fitted her to partake his cares.’ When Charles II accepted money from France, no words of condemnation are strong enough for such ‘degradation’, such ‘complacent infamy’. When the whig hero Algernon Sidney did exactly the same, his action is described as ‘indelicate’, and even that adjective is quickly smothered in excuses: the censure, as J. W. Croker wrote in his review of Macaulay’s first volume, is ‘so light as to sound like applause’.11

Macaulay’s injustice to persons is not solely dependent on their political choice. It may equally arise from their political doubt, from their refusal to choose. Confident himself, he had no patience with the hesitations of others. Political and unspeculative himself, he had no patience with the unpolitical and the speculative. Complex and divided personalities were ruthlessly simplified by him: caricatured as a bundle of contradictions and cast contemptuously aside. Archbishop Cranmer, hesitating in his pursuit of religious truth and the political means of ensuring it; Archbishop Sancroft, hesitating to adjust his sworn beliefs to the revolution which was necessary to preserve them – these men are castigated in outrageous terms. Even those whose convictions were clear and consistent obtained no benefit of their consistency unless its framework was obvious to Macaulay and recognized by him. Francis Bacon and William Penn were such men. They were not tories; they were not divided or hesistant personalities; but they did not fit neatly into Macaulay’s categories. The whole context of their thought was different. They breathed a different ‘intellectual climate’. But Macaulay did not admit such differences. Consequently, in his pages, they pay the price. Since the artist is intellectually incapable of portraying them, they are caricatured.

Moreover, these and such caricatures, in Macaulay’s pages, are compounded by repetition. Once he had made up his mind about any man (and he made it up very quickly), all later evidence automatically adjusted itself in support of that conclusion, and every episode, thus interpreted, served to aggravate the original charge. Thus Macaulay very early made up his mind about John Graham of Claverhouse, Viscount Dundee, the Jacobite commander in Scotland, and about John Churchill, the great Duke of Marlborough. Already in 1838, before he had even begun to work on his History, he had – in his essay on Sir William Temple – consigned them both to ‘the deeper recesses’ of Dante’s Hell. So, when he came to write his History, he approached every episode in which they were concerned with an absolute certainty that it would show them in an odious light. By the time he had interpreted the episode, it generally did; and although his interpretation was often grossly erroneous, it served to blacken their prospects still further when they next appeared in court.

Many are the historical characters whom Macaulay, having once decided to condemn, pursued through his History (as Croker wrote concerning his persecution of Marlborough) ‘with more than the ferocity, and much less than the sagacity, of a bloodhound’. Perhaps the most outrageous – and also the most interesting – of such pursuits is his vendetta against William Penn, the second founder of Quakerism. It is interesting because it shows not only the lengths to which Macaulay would go in denigration but also, by its consequences, the absolute irreversibility both of his own judgement, even when he was demonstrably convicted of error, and of whig opinion, so long as it was held enthralled by the new orthodoxy which he had established.

Why did Macaulay hate Penn? Partly, no doubt, because he hated Quakers. Quakers, by definition, were unpolitical, which to Macaulay was a fault. But Penn aggravated this fault by nevertheless becoming involved, however accidentally, in political action. He was thus not only wrongheaded but naïve. All this might well have been excused had Penn been involved on the whig side. But Penn was a personal friend of James II, and his very refusal to become involved in politics made him in effect, an accomplice of the King. Even if Macaulay’s animosity was not sharpened by a distaste for his parents’ Quaker friends, there was enough material here to prejudice him against Penn; his prejudice was sharpened by a gross error of identification which Macaulay took over from Mackintosh; and thereafter every incident in which Penn appeared was misinterpreted in order to fit, and to aggravate, the character thus ascribed to him. By the time he had finished with him, Macaulay had represented Penn as a man who (in Paget’s words) ‘prostituted himself to the meanest wishes of a cruel and profligate court, gloated with delight on the horrors of the scaffold and the stake, was the willing tool of a bloodthirsty and treacherous tyrant, a trafficker in simony and suborner of perjury, a conspirator seeking to deluge his country in blood, a sycophant, a traitor and a liar.’ In fact, every one of Macaulay’s particular charges can be proved to be false.

Two attempts were made during Macaulay’s lifetime to correct his libel of Penn. The first was by the Quakers themselves. Immediately after the publication of Macaulay’s first volume, a new edition of Thomas Clarkson’s Memoirs of William Penn was published, with a new preface by W. E. Forster, factually refuting the charges. About the same time, a deputation of Quakers called on Macaulay to persuade him of his error. Macaulay looked forward to the encounter with confident glee: ‘The Quakers’, he recorded, ‘have fixed Monday at 11.o for my opportunity. Many a man, says Sancho, comes for wool and goes home shorn.’ On Monday they duly came. Complacent as ever, Macaulay described the visit. ‘Then the Quakers, five in number. Never was there such a rout. They had absolutely nothing to say…’ As Sir Charles Firth says, if the Quakers ‘had absolutely nothing to say’ it was presumably because they were not allowed to speak.

In an attempt to secure a public hearing, Forster’s preface was published separately, and in 1851 W. Hepworth Dixon published a new Life of Penn with a whole chapter refuting Macaulay’s charges. Macaulay paid not the slightest attention, and in 1856 a new edition of the first volumes of his History confidently repeated the libels. This roused the indignation of a new critic, this time a strong whig: John Paget. In 1858 Paget published a scholarly pamphlet entitled An Enquiry into the evidence relating to the charges brought by Lord Macaulay against William Penn. Next year Paget similarly exposed Macaulay’s no less glaring errors concerning the Duke of Marlborough, the Massacre of Glencoe, and the Scottish Highlands. All these were published in Macaulay’s lifetime. In 1860, after Macaulay’s death, Paget showed that Macaulay had similarly libelled Viscount Dundee. All these essays Paget collected and published in 1861 as The New Examen. But just as Macaulay had ignored the criticism made during his life, so the whig Establishment ignored it after his death. The Edinburgh Review dismissed Paget’s book with contempt, hardly deigning to notice ‘so very inaccurate a performance’12; Trevelyan, in his biography, never mentioned Paget or allowed it to appear that Macaulay was in error on any subject; and The New Examen, having fallen stillborn from the press, was never reprinted till 1936, when Sir Winston Churchill, hearing from Lord Rosebery of this rare and unknown book, stimulated a new edition in defence of his ancestor.

How could Macaulay be guilty of such gross errors, such shocking injustices? It is clear from his own language that he genuinely believed that he was right. And yet the evidence against him, which was shown to him, is absolutely unanswerable. Mere prejudice is not a sufficient explanation for this psychological problem. The most natural explanation lies in the combination of political prejudice with an extraordinary memory.

Macaulay’s memory was indeed a prodigy – and a prodigy of which he was undoubtedly vain. Numerous stories are told about it. He knew the whole of Paradise Lost and the whole Pilgrim’s Progress by heart. He could take in at a glance, and retain in his mind, a whole printed page; and too often he discharged it again in his conversation. ‘He should take two table-spoonfuls of the waters of Lethe every morning’, said Sydney Smith. But this great gift had its disadvantages. Macaulay would remember the pattern in which he had arranged the evidence, and which he had imprinted on his mind, rather than the evidence itself; and he would unconsciously refer back not to the evidence but only to the pattern. As Gladstone wrote, ‘the possessor of such a vehicle as his memory could not but have had something of an overweening confidence in what it told him.’ Macaulay’s memory did not often let him down. He seldom forgot a fact. Unfortunately he seldom, if ever, detached a fact from the pattern in which, and through which, his memory had preserved it.

It is impossible to ignore Macaulay’s gross personal injustices. They are the major blemish in all his work. But having made this admission, it is important to recognize that these injustices are limited. They damage only his treatment of persons, of human motivation: an area in which Macaulay, with his psychological insensitivity, was always weak. They do not affect the value of his work as narrative of events, as political analysis, as historical explanation; and it is in these fields that his greatness lies. A minor historian would have been forgotten long ago, had he committed errors as gross as those of Macaulay. Macaulay, in spite of his errors, remains one of the great historians.

In order to appreciate this, it is necessary first to consider Macaulay’s originality. Macaulay may not have been the first to advance what we may call the ‘whig-utilitarian’ historical thesis – i.e., the thesis that the substance of history is material progress and that such progress can be attained through the application of particular political principles – for this thesis is implicit in the work of some of his Scottish predecessors, such as Millar and Mackintosh. But he was certainly the first to express this thesis in a consistent and persuasive historical form. He was able to do this not only by the clarity of his ideas and the literary force of his writing, but also by his originality as a technical historian. Hume, whom he replaced, may have been a profounder historical philosopher; but the superiority of Macaulay in mere historical scholarship – in the range of his sources and in his own mastery of them – makes Hume seem, by comparison, an amateur.

Of course there are admissions to be made. Behind Macaulay always stands Mackintosh. Macaulay’s first two volumes rest heavily on Mackintosh; and even after Mackintosh’s History had ceased, Macaulay still relied on Mackintosh’s vast manuscript collections, which supplied many of his needs down to 1702. Since Macaulay himself never got beyond 1702, we may say that he never completely emancipated himself from Mackintosh, who still supplied the bulk of his foreign transcripts. But the fact remains that, for the period of the reign of William III – a particularly complicated period since William was the head, and England the principal power, of a European coalition – Macaulay was a pioneer; and he was a pioneer because he used a range of material infinitely greater than had been used by any of his predecessors. When Macaulay wrote that the reign of William III, as he approached it, was ‘mysterious’, he was stating a general truth. Nobody, till then, had elucidated it. Macaulay was the first to do so; and he did so from a wide range of sources, printed and manuscript, literary and historical, public and private, British and foreign. To supplement Mackintosh’s collection, he obtained transcripts of national archives from Paris and the Hague; he paid a personal visit to the archive of Venice; and he acquired, through Guizot, the whig statesman-historian of France, copies of Spanish archives from Simancas. On the other hand, he made little use of Italian and no use of German or Austrian sources.

In this widened use of sources Macaulay was helped, of course, by external facts. Since the French Revolution, there had been a general opening of the archives of Europe. Macaulay profited by that fact, just as other historians would do: indeed the historians of the German school – in particular Ranke – would apply a far more professional technique to a far wider range of the documents thus made available. To historians like Lord Acton, who was himself trained in the German school, Macaulay was both amateur and insular. Even non-historians like Gladstone recognized the great gulf which separated Macaulay from the new German pioneers of historical method and source-criticism. But for all the gaps which posterity can find in his range of sources, and in his use of them, compared with his predecessors, Macaulay was himself a professional.

Macaulay also improved on his predecessors by the scale of his study. He may have been (as he himself admitted) insular, in that he saw European problems from a purely English point of view; but at least he was the first historian to study the Revolution of 1688 and its aftermath as a British, not a purely English, revolution. Everyone knows that the Revolution of 1688, though it was precipitated by purely English affairs, was not stabilized till it had been extended to Ireland and Scotland; and that the result of that extension was not merely to secure the benefits of the Revolution in England: it was also to transform the government and society of Ireland and to join Scotland with England in the United Kingdom. But English historians have customarily treated this extension of the Revolution as a mere military operation, as if Ireland and Scotland were simply the theatres in which the victory of William III over James II was completed. This, no doubt, was William’s own view, and the view of the English statesmen of the time. But Macaulay, as a historian, looked deeper than they. Himself a Scotchman who, through the Union, had become a British statesman, aware of the unceasing importance of Ireland in British affairs, he recognized that each country had distinct problems, which the Revolution might either settle or inflame; and his analysis of these problems is one of the most valuable parts of his work. He did for the Glorious Revolution of 1688 what nobody, even now, has done for the Puritan Revolution of 1640 to 1660: he saw it as a social and political revolution whose progress and consequences were equally important to all three kingdoms.

In the technique of presentation, too, Macaulay was an innovator. He marks an important stage in the transition from the ‘philosophical’ historians of the Enlightenment, whose work he continued, to the ‘romantic
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