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William Godwin’s History of the Commonwealth and the Psychology of Individual History

Abstract

William Godwin’s History of the Commonwealth of England  (1824-28) is usually considered solely in relation to its representation of the English Revolution and Civil War, and its engagement or otherwise with various religious and constitutional controversies. Yet Godwin’s History also has much to tell us about the complicated ambiguities of the shift from Enlightenment to Romantic historiography, as well as about the tensions between classical, philosophical and sentimental modes of historical representation that this shift entailed. This article therefore focuses more on the rhetoric and form of Godwin’s representation of the English national past than on the History’s ideological content, although the two spheres inevitably overlap. As a species of composition not inherently distinct or isolated from his other historical endeavours, the History is considered alongside Godwin’s historical biographies and novels; in particular, it is argued that techniques drawn from these para- and quasi-historical genres, combined with classical methodologies such as pen-portraits and orations, imbue the text with a new and distinctly psychological approach to the past, which differs both from the aims of philosophic history and from the so-called ‘Romantic’ or picturesque narratives of early Victorian histories by Carlyle and Macaulay.

William Godwin’s History of the Commonwealth and the Psychology of Individual History

When William Godwin began writing his four-volume History of the Commonwealth of England in January 1822, the historiography of the seventeenth-century English Republic was still dominated by David Hume’s magisterial eight-volume History of England (1754-67), which was famously dismissive of religious enthusiasm and sceptical of the role of liberty in the history of the English constitution.
 Hume’s counter-republican argument had long been rebutted by a series of radical and Whig rejoinders, from Catharine Macaulay’s History of England (1763-83) to George Brodie’s History of the British Empire (1822), but the history of the English Revolution remained an important means of party self-definition, not least because, as the historian Henry Hallam rightly pointed out, the seventeenth century was ‘the period from which the factions of modern times trace their divergence’.
 The Tories routinely promoted the Stuart cause, railing against the Whig justification of regicide and arguing that the Republic amounted to an illegal breach of the constitution, as well as an affront to popular opinion and traditional values. For Whigs and radicals, on the other hand, the Parliamentarians were both the custodians of an ancient constitutional liberty and a set of patriots with whom they could variously identify in their struggles for parliamentary and constitutional reform.

Historical parallels and comparisons of this kind had acquired a new urgency in Britain and Ireland in the turbulent decades leading up to the 1828-32 Reform Acts. As Thomas Babington Macaulay argued in his 1829 review of Hallam’s Constitutional History of England (1827), the accession of George III had ended ‘a perfect cycle’ or ‘great year of the public mind’ by re-introducing a period of sectarianism and political unrest after the American and French Revolutions. Macaulay uses the last ten pages of his review as a vehicle to discuss Reform, arguing for the historical legitimacy of proposed changes to franchise and parliamentary procedure by comparing the current constitutional crisis to that of 1688: ‘[w]e stand in a situation similar to that in which our ancestors stood under the reign of James the First. It will soon again be necessary to reform that we may preserve, to save the fundamental parts of the Constitution by alterations in the subordinate parts’ (97).

Macaulay’s combination of historical commentary and political polemic was not uncommon in the 1820s, but Godwin had long rejected party histories of the Commonwealth, arguing in his unpublished essay ‘Of History and Romance’ (1797) that the differences between Whig and Tory historians merely paralleled earlier discrepancies between the eyewitness accounts of Whitelock and Clarendon.
 His subsequent distinction between the ‘superficial’ and the ‘profound’ historian condemns the former for choosing the historical perspective on the English Civil War that best suits his own prejudices, while crediting the latter with a sceptical awareness of the discontinuous and multiple possibilities of the past (HR, 371), thereby not only potentially qualifying his commitment to theories of perfectibility, but also reflecting his pyrrhonic view that history is itself a form of romance: ‘The reader will be miserably deluded if, while he reads history, he suffers himself to imagine that he is reading facts’ (HR, 368).
 

Godwin’s sceptical view of historical empiricism may well have derived from his reading in 1788 of Hume’s essay ‘Of Miracles’ (1748) and Treatise of Human Nature (1739-40), both of which argue that all knowledge, including historical knowledge, can be reduced to probability.
 Although Hume was able to moderate or accommodate his philosophical scepticism in practice, his rejection of providential and Whig narratives resulted in the consistent misinterpretation of his History of England as an example of Tory party bias. Subsequent editors even attempted to bring his arguments more into line with Whig progressivism. However, Hume had drawn on Clarendon’s pro-Royalist History of the Rebellion and Civil Wars in England (written 1702-4) not so much because he wanted to construct a Tory historiography of the period, but rather in order to redress the Whig party-political bias in histories of his own time, such as John Oldmixon’s Critical History of England (1724) and Paul Rapin de Thoyras’s supposedly impartial History of England (1721-31), which had themselves denounced as Tory propaganda the histories of Clarendon and Echard.

Godwin’s historical scepticism in ‘Of History and Romance’ exceeds Hume’s attempt to find an adequate criteria of historical reliability based on the principle of probability. However, the eighteen year-old John Stuart Mill, reviewing Brodie’s History of the British Empire in the Westminster Review for 1824, revealingly characterises Hume primarily as a sceptic and rhetorician rather than as an historian, claiming that his object ‘was, not to attain truth, but to shew that it is unattainable’.
 Contrary to the current emphasis on Hume’s unsympathetic and ironic coolness, Mill accuses him of being enslaved by the sort of literature which ‘seeks only to excite emotion’ and goes so far as to call the last two volumes of his history a romance, of which Charles I is the hero (346). Hume’s primary fault is not, therefore, that his sceptical and rationalist temper renders his work detached and emotionally bereft, but rather that he has over-identified with individual historical actors at the expense of objective impartiality. In line with his Benthamite utilitarianism, Mill rejects those histories that consider the feelings of an individual as more important than the general interests of mankind, and accuses Hume of failing to consider the true aim and end of morality: the greatest happiness for the greatest number (347). He thereby attacks Hume’s history on two counts, although both rest on the principle of utility: the first amounts to a rejection of Hume’s party politics and in particular his ‘sinister’ alliance with the interests of the few; the second repudiates the history on generic and methodological grounds for focusing on individual character portraits rather than on the general interconnectedness of actions and events (402). 

Mill’s analysis astutely acknowledges, even as it rejects, Hume’s gesture towards a new type of history that had begun to challenge the philosophic history of the English and Scottish Enlightenments as early as the mid eighteenth century. As Mark Salber Phillips has so ably demonstrated, the end of the century saw a distinct historiographical shift towards the kind of history that emphasised the importance of expressive and affective narrative techniques, as well as the value of memoirs, biography and the private life more generally.
 However, Phillips’s emphasis on ‘society and sentiment’ or on inwardness and everyday life is better suited to a focus on para- or quasi-historical genres than to a consideration of ‘real’ history, which tends to be represented as a yard-stick or control against which historiographical innovations in related genres can be measured. According to this account, historical writing appropriates the innovations of other genres only belatedly before being subsumed by a new positivist agenda in the mid to late nineteenth century.

Admittedly, many of the most prominent histories written in the first half of the nineteenth century were grounded in Enlightenment conceptual models. William Roscoe’s Life and Pontificate of Leo the Tenth (1805) emulates Voltaire’s tendency to organise history around great men and to show how moral causes determine events. Malcolm Laing’s History of Scotland (1800) presents much of its material in the form of dissertations, notes and illustrations. Hallam’s View of the State of Europe During the Middle Ages (1818) seeks to analyse causes rather than to narrate events; and John Lingard’s eight-volume History of England (1819-30) – for all its Cisalpinist revisionism, its rejection of philosophic abstraction and its pioneering approach to source criticism – is distinctly eighteenth century in its lack of attention to social history and the picturesque. James Mill’s History of British India (1817), too, is an Enlightenment-style history of processes and stages, while simultaneously demonstrating a Benthamite understanding of history ‘as an inductive theory of society’.
 

Nonetheless, a number of historians writing between 1780 and 1830 embraced and developed the kind of sentimental or picturesque history that so many scholars have recently pointed to in the work of Hume, Robertson and even occasionally Gibbon; and thereby made a new attempt to fuse the pedantry of antiquarians with the narrative continuity of classical history. As Walter Scott acknowledged in his Dedicatory Epistle to Ivanhoe (1819), Sharon Turner’s History of the Anglo-Saxons (1799-1805) evinces a predilection for romance and literary sources, and in its attention to picturesque detail could be said to pre-empt some of the narrative innovations of para-historical genres.
 Joseph Strutt, too, gave new attention to social and individual history by rejecting the subordination of picturesque details to philosophic conclusions. Scott also praises Robert Henry, whose History of Great Britain, from the first invasion by the Romans (1771-85), while having no sense of organic unity, gives attention to social, political and intellectual history. Strutt, Turner and, to a lesser extent, Henry represent the emergence of a new historiography based on an antiquarian interest in individual and social experience rather than on the more abstract philosophic principles of natural law or stadial evolution.
Godwin’s critique of law-making and the administration of public affairs in his Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793) is in many ways similar to J. S. Mill’s brand of Benthamite radicalism, but the two writers differ fundamentally about the role of the individual in history, and thus, about the ways in which history can empower and instruct mankind.
 Whereas Mill proposes a history of inductive generalization based on the principle of utility, Godwin promotes the classical focus on individual history (that is, history written about or from the perspective of a single individual) over a philosophic history of abstraction or the study of society as a mass (HR, 362). He therefore recommends the contemplation of illustrious men in the form pioneered by Livy and Plutarch as one of the primary aims of historical analysis: first, because the study of exemplary individuals leads to self-investigation; second, because it is the best means of uncovering actions and motives, and enables the historian to ‘mark the operation of human passions’; third, because only the study of the individual can provide ‘a sagacity that can penetrate into the depths of futurity’; and finally, because universal history’s commitment to facts and its elision of counterfactual or possible futures prevents us from understanding mankind’s social potential (HR, 363). 

Godwin not only promotes here the type of history that can show the world as it should or might be in the future, thereby replacing Hume’s ‘trope of probability with the constructionist figure of possibility’, but also the sort of ‘agent-centred’ history that can uncover the sources of human action, influence and motive.
 In so doing, he extends his understanding of history to the private and domestic world of the passions (although he seems unconcerned by the gender implications of his argument), arguing that he is ‘not contented to observe such a man upon the public stage. I would follow him into his closet. I would see the friend and the father of a family, as well as the patriot’ (HR, 364).
 His speculations on the passions lead him to proclaim the romance ‘a bolder species of composition than history’ (HR, 363), but just when he seems to be asserting the superiority of romance over history, he enacts a kind of ‘epistemological double reversal’ by claiming that the novel writer would need to be ‘scarcely less than divine’ in order to provide a truly omniscient understanding of his characters.
 Here the historian recovers his privileged position by virtue of the factual nature of his discipline and his restriction to objective or outside views. The romance writer, on the other hand, aims to achieve the kind of god-like capacity for insight and interiority for which ‘his faculties are incompetent’ and therefore continually fails (HR, 372). 

Having already published a range of historical romances and biographies, Godwin turned his attention in 1822 to the imaginatively limited, but potentially lucrative, genre of real history.
 He had originally intended to write a more ambitious and wide-ranging work to rival Hume, entering into a contract for a ‘complete’ history of England with his then publisher Richard Phillips in March 1805, and advertising three months later in the Monthly Magazine for any information and documents relating to a ‘HISTORY OF ENGLAND, from the Earliest Record of Events in this Island to the Revolution in 1688’.
 This history was to have been a revisionist ‘depository of inviolable truth’, but financial circumstances and the pressure of keeping his Juvenile Library afloat resulted in its lengthy delay and substantial curtailment. His eventual publisher, Henry Colburn, paid him 500 pounds for what was originally to be a more concise two-volume history of the Commonwealth.
 

Godwin’s History received mixed reviews generally divided along party lines, but it was not the commercial success for which he had hoped. One possible explanation for its relative failure – market-place saturation – does not sufficiently account for its lack of commercial appeal.
 Alternative histories of the Commonwealth by John Russell, Henry Hallam and Isaac D’Israeli continued to sell well throughout the 1820s and 30s; and Robert Southey’s Book of the Church (1824) went into a second edition in England and America in 1825.
 Tory reviewers saw Godwin’s version of the Republican story as decidedly anti-Royalist, but even this does not adequately account for its lack of success, as the relative popularity of Brodie’s much more explicitly Whiggish and anti-Humean history attests.
 The silence from reviewers at the Edinburgh Review and Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine may have contributed to the fact that the History did not go into a second edition, but, as R. C. Richardson has pointed out, Godwin’s history, like Catharine Macaulay’s before him, was simply not sufficiently or straightforwardly Whiggish enough to eclipse Hume’s history as the standard text on the Civil War and English Republic. The same seems to have been the case for Hallam and Brodie’s histories, which, while party histories, were too balanced and legalistic, and therefore insufficiently Whiggish in their veneration of the Parliamentarians.
 

Although Godwin endorses the Whig view that the Commonwealthmen fought for liberty out of extreme historical necessity or, in other words, because they had no alternative (HC, I. ix), John Morrow has rightly argued that the History is an exception to partisan responses to the Republic on a number of counts: first, it rarely directly engages with Hume’s History of England and, in marked contrast to Hallam’s Constitutional History and Macaulay’s Edinburgh Review essays, it is not primarily concerned with Whig constitutionalism, arguing that the Republic was ‘a great and perilous experiment’ rather than an event continuous with a long tradition of liberty (HC, III. 17).
 Nor does Godwin draw any explicit parallels between the Republicans and the French Jacobins, American revolutionaries or nineteenth-century radicals, insisting on the distinctiveness of the English Revolution (HC, I. 1).
 Unlike Francois Guizot in the preface to The History of the English Revolution of 1640 (1826), he makes no attempt to link either the historical and social causes of the English and French Revolutions or the motives of their actors.

Godwin was opposed to revolutions because they disturbed ‘the harmony of intellectual nature’ and had no basis in historical experience (PJ (1798), 74).
 He therefore increasingly advocates gradualism in his revisions to Political Justice, and it is perhaps for this reason that he does not celebrate or promote dissent in The History of the Commonwealth.
 It is true that, like many of Godwin’s other works, the History exemplifies some of the characteristic concerns of Rational Dissent, from its appeal to rational intuitionism and private judgment to its emphasis on immateriality and individual moral character. However, following Andrew Kippis, his tutor at Hoxton Academy, Godwin promotes reform rather than revolution; and unlike Macaulay, he does not accept that violence is an inevitable part of overthrowing an intolerant and arbitrary system (‘Milton’, 18).
 Similarly, Godwin does not support unwarranted reform or religious excesses. He shows little enthusiasm for the Protestant ‘martyrs’ (HC, III, 69-70), for example, and, unlike the more radical Whigs, rarely writes approvingly or sympathetically of various sects.
 Like Hallam, he deplores the persecution of dissent, but his treatment of the Levellers is not enthusiastic; and he dismisses the Diggers as ‘scarcely indeed worthy to be recorded, except so far as their proceedings may tend to illustrate the character and temper of the age’ (HC, III. 82). Godwin most admires the founders of the Commonwealth such as Coke, Selden, Hampden and Pym, but one of the most striking characteristics of his representation of these Parliamentarians is their conservatism, and ‘the sober and contemplative posture of thought which they uniformly displayed’ (HC, I. 24). 

Contrary to Tory accounts which condemned the rapturous ecstasies of the Republicans, and equally in opposition to those Whigs and radicals who celebrated their revolutionary spirit, Godwin casts the Commonwealthmen as ‘severe’, ‘manly’ and ‘independent’ (HC, I. 78), and argues that they ‘had no wild and inconsiderate spirit of innovation among them’ and ‘no purpose of hastily disturbing any thing, which they found established’ (HC, I. 24).
 Wild enthusiasm and a lack of steadiness and sobriety are instead associated almost entirely with the Royalist camp or with those who betray the principles of the Republican cause. The Earl of Essex, for example, is full of romance and chivalry, but he is not a true patriot (HC, I. 34); and here Godwin returns to the negative view of chivalry he maintains in St. Leon (1799) and Caleb Williams (1794) rather than his subsequent approbation of it in the Life of Chaucer (1803).
 Throughout the History he contrasts the high but false sense of honour associated with the king’s forces with the true love of liberty characteristic of the Republican army (see HC, I. 463-5), thus turning the tables on Tory accounts of the Commonwealth by equally deriding wild enthusiasm, but associating it with the Stuart rather than with the Republican cause.

Godwin also defends the Commonwealthmen by essentially denying their religious enthusiasm (HC, I. 78). While it is true that, for the Parliamentarians at least, the Revolution was partly a war of freedom, he differs from recent revisionist historians in downplaying the religious aspects of the period.
 Godwin recognizes that, however strange to modern tastes, religious dispute is an historically important aspect of the Revolution and, in one of his few explicit references to Hume, attacks him for frivolity on religious matters (HC, I. 46). Nonetheless, he divides the Commonwealthmen into two groups, one of which is strongly religious and made up of various sects; and the other of which is decidedly secular.
 In focusing on the latter group, Godwin elides the role of religion in the making of English national identity, instead promoting his belief, as expressed in Political Justice, that it is private rather than social or religious judgement that is essential for human improvement. While T. B. Macaulay sees the division between fanaticism and sagacity as a kind of internal conflict within the Puritans (‘Milton’, 24), Godwin describes two different types of Puritans, the more fanatical of which are written out of his history. As Morrow has persuasively argued, this second, secular group of Commonwealthmen are ‘in effect, embryonic Godwinians’ with whom he was able to self-identify.
 

It is well known that Godwin also identified powerfully with Milton, as a revolutionary, republican and political writer who had been similarly disappointed in his hopes and spurned in his own time.
 He saw the Republican period of Milton’s life as a special moment in English history, which could be sequestered from more general accounts as ‘the only portion of our history interesting to the heart of man’. After the Restoration, English history becomes instead ‘the history of negotiations and tricks’, ‘revenues and debts’, ‘corruption and political profligacy’; and we are left to suppose that such it remains (HR, 366).
 Throughout the History, Godwin contrasts the sublime Republican fervour with the sobriety of modern times, arguing that Englishmen have become ‘the sons of the fog and the mist…we turn speculative men and calculators: timorous prudence and low circumspection fix their stamp on all we do’ (II. 220-21). Despite its Whiggish undertones, the text can thus be read as a critique of Whig complacency about the progressive development of English history, and Godwin clearly focalises it in terms of a desired present by associating a mixed form of government (that is, a constitutional or parliamentary monarchy) with the protection of a narrow kind of personal or negative liberty, while arguing that a republican government is conducive to a wider understanding of the public good (II. 497).
.

In making this comparison between the Commonwealthmen and contemporary Englishmen, Godwin also seriously questions the perspective that his own time is superior to that of the seventeenth century. He is appreciative of the positive qualities of less advanced societies, and the Commonwealthmen are repeatedly associated with a primitive form of valour and freedom. In the Republic’s battles with Holland, for example, the superiority of English warriors is the result of their having ‘much of a Greek or a Roman spirit’ (III.442); and here Godwin echoes Parliamentarian accounts of the Revolution and Civil War, such as Thomas May’s History of the Parliament of England (1647), in comparing the Commonwealthmen with Roman heroes in their struggle against imperial power. May drew on local histories in arguing that Parliament’s main supporters were those without aristocratic backgrounds, and Godwin’s History attempts to reinforce the connection between English and classical republicanism promoted by May, James Harrington and others, despite the unpopularity of republican patriotism after the French Revolution.

Godwin had already considered the nature of republicanism in two other works: The Lives of Edward and James Philips, Nephews and Pupils of Milton (1815) – which looks only obliquely at Milton’s role in the Republic and focuses instead on the brothers’ activities during the corrupt Restoration period – and Mandeville (1817-18), which considers its psychological themes against the pathological backdrop of seventeenth-century religious fanaticism.
 These publications were commercially, if not always critically, successful, but by the time he came to write his History, reviewers had condemned the historiographical innovations in his biography of Milton’s nephews, as well as in his previous biography, the Life of Chaucer.
 In the latter, Godwin presents an antiquarian overview of the state of medieval England during Chaucer’s lifetime, but he is also ‘anxious to rescue for a moment the illustrious dead from the jaws of the grave, to make them pass in review before me...to introduce my reader to their familiar speech, and to enable him to feel for the instant as if he had lived with Chaucer’. Here he proposes, if only momentarily, a historiography of presence over the ‘cold tempers’ and ‘sterile imaginations’ of antiquaries (LC, I. x-xi);
 and later in the Life, he praises the medieval historian William de Lorris both for his ability to bring men of former times to our view and for allowing the reader to ‘hold direct communion with the author himself’ (II. 16-17), thereby recommending the kind of historical writing in which the author seeks to inscribe himself into his text. 

Godwin nonetheless sees his Life of Chaucer as a serious ‘historical disquisition’ (II. 400), arguing that it is a kind of experiment in historical and social context (I. viii). Walter Scott, writing for the Edinburgh Review in 1804, derisively suggests that this type of ‘whimsical’ historical project involves ‘hooking in the description and history of every thing that existed upon the earth at the same time as Chaucer’.
 Scott is genuinely bemused by Godwin’s habit of including imaginary conjectures and suppositions in the Life, claiming that most of his anecdotes are prefaced by ‘“it is possible,” or “it is probable,” or indeed the bare conjunction if’’. Particularly telling are his comments on Godwin’s breach of generic propriety, in the course of which he argues that if Godwin had instead published an edition of Chaucer’s miscellaneous poetry he might then have legitimately written in a more diffusive style than the dignity of history or biography allows.

The Lives of Edward and James Philips is, at times, similarly conjectural and diffusive in approach; and a majority of contemporary reviewers concluded that it was neither a successful history nor a successful romance.
 Although James Mackintosh reviewed it positively in the Edinburgh Review for 1815 claiming that ‘[i]t is an excellence of Mr. Godwin’s narrative, that he thinks and feels about the men and events of the age of Milton, in some measure as Milton himself felt and thought’, the Monthly Review thought it sub-standard, and the British Review and London Critical Journal complained of its blatant defence of regicide.
 Like the Life of Chaucer, with its combination of imaginative biography, historical overview, antiquarian dissertation, literary criticism and social history, the Lives is a generic hybrid, and does not easily merge with established historical genres such as biographical, narrative, classical, exemplary or philosophic history.
 

By the time that he wrote the History of the Commonwealth, Godwin had come to associate genuine or real history with ‘patient enquiry and sober judgment’ rather than with conjecture (HC, III. v), and the sense of the discontinuous and multiple possibilities of the Republican moment, so evident in the Lives, is largely elided in the History. Godwin is anxious to assert himself as a historian (HC, I. 6), and throughout the text he credits history with a special kind of dignity and relationship with truth, arguing that what ‘few uncertain conjectures’ the historian is allowed are ‘restrained at every moment by the majesty of truth, and the austerity of the school in which we have entered ourselves pupils’ (HC, IV. 531). The dearest aim of the History is thus ‘to attend to the neglected, to remember the forgotten, and to distribute an impartial award on all that was planned and achieved during this eventful period’ (HC, I. vi).
 

Godwin’s concern to fulfil the duties of the impartial historian was, to some extent, a response to criticism of his historiographical procedures by Scott, Southey and other reviewers. In the Preface to Mandeville he wryly acknowledges that when he has written from private sentiment or, in other words, when he has sought to inscribe or write himself into a text his critical reception has been negative (M. xi).
 His emphasis on impartiality is, therefore, a nod to the customary requirements of the genre and an acknowledgement that autobiography has little place in the writing of real history, but he also attempts to distance himself from his text, and to sever the link between author and reader that he so eloquently promotes in the Life of Chaucer. In this and in numerous other ways, the History is distinctly more conservative than Godwin’s previous historical or para-historical experiments. His biographies, for example, are open to various conjectural possibilities, and to the economic and social contexts of their subjects, whereas the History is more of a political overview and tends to focus on the institutions of polity. This is not to suggest that it is an isolated example of serious historical endeavour. Tilottoma Rajan has rightly argued that when writing his biographies Godwin did not see himself engaged in trivial pursuits.
 However, the relative conservatism of the History has as much to tell us about Godwin’s historiographical practices as the more epistemologically radical nature of his romances or biographies.

For Godwin, true impartiality consists ‘in a fair and severe examination of evidence, and the not suffering any respect of persons, or approbation of a cause, to lead the writer to misapprehend or misrepresent the nature of facts’ (HC, I. viii). He is not, however, a proponent of what Karen O’Brien has called ‘a naively historicist concept’ whereby impartiality guarantees full access to the truth of the past.
 His comments on impartiality in the History are at odds, for example, with his Enquirer essay ‘Of Difference of Opinion’ (1797), which questions mankind’s ability ever to achieve and maintain impartiality (E, 305-6, 308).
 Nonetheless, history is more a matter of fact than of opinion; and like Hume, he argues that the historian must look at the factual record and weigh competing evidentiary positions in order to arrive at the most probable source of truth (HC, I. viii). It is not so much that Godwin alters his sceptical view of history here, but that real history is, in practice, sequestered to a large extent from those debates about its ontological status that we find in ‘Of History and Romance’.
 Despite his sustained epistemological scepticism in relation to the truth-value of empirical modes, Godwin turns in The History of the Commonwealth to more identifiably historical concerns about sources and the nature of causation, thereby tacitly adopting an understanding of history as representationally adequate. 

Scholarly erudition, documentary proof and a strict scrutiny of evidence act as a counter to the historical scepticism he promotes elsewhere; and there is a strong sense throughout the History that the historian’s activity is not primarily philosophical, rhetorical or performative, but rather consists of research into facts and evidence. Godwin draws on many different types of sources from the standard use of Clarendon’s History of the Rebellion and Whitelocke’s Memorials of the English Affairs (1682) to Catharine Macaulay’s History of England and Brodie’s History of the British Empire, but he also copiously quotes from primary material by Lilburne, Milton and Sidney, as well as from parliamentary reports, extracts from the Journal of Commons, records at the State Paper Office, the Order Books of the Council of State, and various newspapers and pamphlets (see, e.g., HC, I. 12-2, 75; III. vii, viii). Unlike Hume, who primarily selects material from the writing of his predecessors, Godwin compares the views of other historians with information drawn from original documents and eyewitness accounts of the period (HC, I. 6). 

Catharine Macaulay and John Lingard had, of course, already done pioneering research into forgotten tracts, pamphlets and diaries; and Brodie, too, presents an independent survey of a wide range of manuscripts and documents.
 However, Godwin is clearer about his difficulties with sources than either his predecessors or contemporaries, making the process of source criticism and historical interpretation more transparent. He notes with respect to the government of Ireland under Cromwell, for example, that ‘much is left in obscurity’ (HC. III. 332; see also IV. 88, 388); and in relation to Cromwell’s dealings with Charles I he maintains that ‘[a] very small change…especially when the question is barely of what a man thought or purposed to do, may make the most essential change in the spirit of the tale’ (HC, II. 405). Words, in particular, ‘are merely expressive of an intention’ and can therefore ‘never be weighed against a tissue and series of historical facts’ (HC, II. 405). Godwin’s concern with evidence and impartiality leads him to prefer the stability of documents to the precariousness of oral history, and his distrust of oral forms of evidence is similar to Hume’s rejection of oral history in his Natural History of Religion (1757) (E&T, IV. 259). 

Although Godwin is more antiquarian in his approach to source material than either Hume or Catharine Macaulay, his reflections on impartiality, probability and evidentiary requirements in some ways reflect the aims and vocabulary of his philosophic predecessors, as does his occasionally pragmatic and pedagogic idiom (HC, I. 1). However, he is also acutely aware of the appeal of individual histories and, in particular, of charismatic leadership, maintaining in the advertisement to volume four that readers are inevitably more interested in the exploits of a daring individual than in those of a group of senators (HC, IV. vii). While we ‘seek in romance for characters, with qualities enabling them to achieve incredible adventures’, in Cromwell ‘we find a real personage, whose exploits do not fall short of all that the wildest imagination had ever the audacity to feign’ (HC, IV, vii). Even in the first three volumes of The History of the Commonwealth, which are straightforward chronological narrations of parliamentary history, his methodology of causation is applied to the leading personalities of the period rather than to the progress and fluctuations of society (HC, III. v).

Godwin further distinguishes himself from the English, Scottish and French philosophes by making it clear that his impartiality is subject to qualification:

I have no desire to be thought to look upon such transactions with indifference…I wish to be considered as feeling as well as thinking. If to treat good and evil as things having no essential difference, be impartiality, such impartiality I disavow. (HC, I. vii-viii)

Historical detachment is to be prized to the extent that it avoids ideological and polemical debate, but it is not in itself a sufficient or adequate historiographical goal. Here Godwin once again seems to be addressing Hume’s philosophic stance. In ‘Of Tragedy’ Hume contrasts the man of business who ‘has his judgment warped on every occasion by the violence of his passion’ with the philosopher whose ‘general abstract view’ of objects ‘leaves the mind so cold and unmoved, that the sentiments have no room to play’. The historian, on the other hand, ‘keeps a just medium betwixt these extremes, and places the objects in their true point of view’ (E&T, I. 69). He is not, therefore, precisely like the stoic who ‘looks down with pleasure, mixed with compassion, on the errors of mistaken mortals’, but he is nonetheless as neutral and impartial an observer as it is humanly possible to be (‘The Stoic’, E&T, I. 250).

Godwin, on the other hand, wishes to be ‘feeling as well as thinking’ and, despite his critiques of Clarendon and other seventeenth-century historians, he concedes the special value of eyewitness accounts. In his Life of Chaucer, for example, he attacks Tyrwhitt’s highhanded attitude to the sixteenth-century antiquary John Leland, arguing that he is not sufficiently respectful towards a historian who lived closer to the events in question (LC, I. 261). Godwin acknowledges that the historian must distinguish between different classes of evidence and receive ancient histories with ‘a certain moderated degree of belief’, but he rejects that ‘idle and ruinous scepticism to blot out of our narratives every thing which is not to be found in official records and gazettes’ (LC, I. 352). He goes on to make the historicist argument that we must try ancient histories by considering whether they coincide ‘with the practices and notions of the times’ (LC, I. 353), thus promoting a hermeneutical model of interpreting the historical text in which its value is relative to that accorded to it by the culture in which it was written.

Godwin’s respect for primary historical material and eyewitness accounts suggests that he was concerned to recapture the ways in which actors in the period themselves thought and spoke.
 Memoirs such as Lucy Hutchinson’s Memoirs of the Life of Colonel Hutchinson, parliamentary papers and other original documents can serve as conduits to the historical personages of the times, although Godwin never simply reproduces documents in his text. He does, however, reject Hume’s metaphors of distance and due proportion, arguing that the ‘nearness or remoteness of the scene in respect of place or time, is a consideration of comparatively inferior magnitude’ for the historian (HC, I. ix), thus dismissing the objectivity of distance and perspective in the fear that it may lead to indifference and oblivion.
 But while Godwin denies the relevance of distance in the way the author shapes and the reader receives a text, he does not negate the importance of engaging the readers’ sympathies, arguing that we must sympathetically put ourselves in the position of former times: ‘we cannot do justice to the deeds of former times, if we do not in some degree remove ourselves from the circumstances in which we stand, and substitute those by which the real actors were surrounded’ (HC, I. 84; see also II. 76-7). 

Even within the more formally conservative confines of real history, Godwin is increasingly more committed to the narrative possibilities offered by the individual memoir-history than to the abstract notions of causation associated with eighteenth-century philosophic history. When defending the Republic against charges of coercion and unpopularity in volume three, he concludes his remarks on liberty and happiness with the comment that ‘[t]hese speculations may seem too abstract, to be fairly entitled to a place in history, whose office is the narration of facts’ (HC, III. 189-90).
 Such comments are, he implies, better suited to an extended essay or philosophical enquiry rather than a history, which should consider facts, actions, and individual personalities. While Godwin is, to some extent, drawn to the Republican experiment because it is valuable in assessing various forms of government in a philosophic sense, he does not see abstract speculation as the primary goal of history. The Congregational Magazine for 1825 astutely noted that he observed a ‘much more sparing use of those gratuitous explanations, conjectures, philosophizings…of which modern historians, after the fashion of Hume, have become so fond’.
 He is criticized for a lack of sustained narrative and for dividing the history into distinct sections, but, despite the History’s ‘philosophic’ rather than synthetic structure, there is a strong sense among reviewers that he has correctly recognised the primary goal of the historian: that of identifying himself with the motives and purposes of the historical actors he describes.
 

In the second volume of the History Godwin even talks of calling up historical personages from the dead, returning, if only momentarily and with an acute sense of its impossibility, to that historiography of presence asserted more forcibly in ‘Of History and Romance’ and the Life of Chaucer:

History in some of its most essential members dies, even as generations of men pass off the stage, and the men who were occupied in the busy scene become victims of mortality. If we could call up Cromwel from the dead,—nay, if we could call up some one of the comparatively insignificant acts in the time of which we are treating, and were allowed the opportunity of proposing to him the proper questions, how many doubts would be cleared up, how many perplexing matters would be unravelled, and what a multitude of interesting anecdotes would be revealed to the eyes of posterity! But History comes like a beggarly gleaner in the field, after Death, the great lord of the domain, has gathered the crop with his mighty hand, and lodged it in his garner, which no man can open. (HC, II. 30)

Godwin’s previously confident assertion that history is a matter of fact is here replaced by the tentative language of ‘seemings’, ‘inferences’ and ‘gropings’; and by volume two he is far less sure about the possibilities of accuracy in relation to the historical past. His later insistence on the importance of ‘patient industry’ and ‘microscopical observations’ rather than methodological generalisation (HC, III. 111) hints at his emphasis on individual motive and character in ‘Of History and Romance’. 

Godwin’s attitude to character can certainly be distinguished from eighteenth-century approaches, which tended to focus on what Adam Smith in his Lectures on Rhetoric (delivered 1748-63) called ‘indirect’ narration, a technique that aimed to produce a greater emotional impact by presenting events through their effect on spectators.
 Hume, for example, provides a number of affective character portraits in The History of England, and his descriptions of the executions of Mary Queen of Scots and Charles I show him to be particularly adept at indirect narration. Godwin’s psychological character portraits, on the other hand, are more concerned with motive than affect and, in this sense, they are closer to Clarendon’s classical pen-portraits in The History of the Rebellion.
 

It becomes increasingly clear as the History progresses that Godwin is attempting to revive those classical models of history that had been invoked in eyewitness account of the Revolution and its aftermath. There was a heightened interest, for example, in autobiography and personal writing in the seventeenth century. On the one hand, Puritanism encouraged religious introspection and the idea that individual lives formed part of a divine narrative; on the other, humanist histories blurred the boundaries between history and fiction by going beyond the known facts to the human passions and motivations that informed them, thus encouraging memoirs of an individual’s contribution to public affairs, such as Lucy Hutchinson’s Memoirs about her husband’s struggle for civil liberty. The preface to the 1806 edition of Hutchinson’s previously unpublished memoirs was, moreover, later instrumental in diverting attention from the turbulent politics of the period by focusing on Lucy’s character, so that the text became a conciliatory, private story rather than a political statement in the public arena.
 

Questions of character and motive – and, hence, character sketches – were also a crucial part of classical and seventeenth-century history. Hutchinson, for example, includes in her memoir a number of brief satirical portraits of her husband’s enemies; and Clarendon takes this technique a step further by building up characters on a larger scale and then ‘summing up with a pithy closing formulation’. Gilbert Burnet’s History of his Own Time is similarly a study of motive and O’Brien has rightly pointed to his ‘finely psychologised approach to men’s interior lives’.
 The last volume of The History of the Commonwealth shows the Revolution in greater particularity through an emphasis on the mind of a single man, but even in the first three books, Godwin links character and motive, consistently coupling historical figures into either antithetical or parallel types, and drawing comparisons between central figures such as Cromwell, Fairfax, Lilburne, Ireton and Vane. He thereby develops the political rationales of conflicting parties and factions by setting them side-by-side, comparing, for example, Fairfax’s innocence in council with Cromwell’s superior powers of penetration (HC, I. 407-8), and Ireton and Vane’s inflexible integrity with Cromwell’s adaptability (II. 199-201; IV, 17-18).


Godwin’s emphasis on the moral character of public men is partly classical in origin, but it is also a product of his Dissenting education. His Sketches of History, in Six Sermons (1784), written not long after leaving Hoxton Academy, argue along the lines of Bolingbroke and Priestley that history serves ‘to enlarge and ennoble the human mind’ by teaching through example; and Godwin thus treats the biblical figures he considers as historical individuals from whose lives we can draw moral lessons. Similarly, in his Account of the Seminary…at Epsom (1783) he argues that history is the best way to study and teach human nature; and his concern with the idea of public character in these early texts has much in common with his Essay on Sepulchres (1809), in which he emphasizes the moral qualities of exemplary men and their role in the civic life of the nation.
 

 Godwin’s reflections on Lilburne and Cromwell are most revealing in this regard, as they represent ‘striking examples of two opposing forms of public conduct’ (HC, II. 7): Lilburne is of a more ‘unalterable temperament’ than Cromwell who is ‘imbued with sentiments of clemency, forbearance and philanthropy’; but Lilburne is associated with a narrow understanding of liberty as merely ‘a freedom for himself and others from the control of arbitrary will’ (III. 46). Cromwell, on the other hand, has ‘a plain sincerity’ and ‘earnestness’ (II. 348), and is concerned to promote the true spirit of liberty, although his manipulative adaptability is increasingly apparent (II. 409). Godwin’s representation of Cromwell amounts to an attempt to impartially examine the true nature of a historical actor who had been dismissed, even by Whig and radical historians like Catharine Macaulay, as a ‘base, vain-glorious man’, an object that Thomas Carlyle still thought unfulfilled when he published his Life and Letters of Oliver Cromwell in 1845.
 

While Godwin does see the overthrow of Vane as an unfortunate detour in English history (HC, IV.18), he does not eulogise Sidney or Hampden to the same extent as Whig historians, and chooses Cromwell rather than one of the Parliamentarians as the central figure of his History.
 Although his defence of Cromwell is not as strident as that of the young T. B. Macaulay in his early Edinburgh Review articles, Godwin justifies Cromwell’s actions by arguing that his reign was necessarily one of experiments, during which he was ‘driven from one inconsistent and undesirable mode of proceeding to another’ (HC, IV. 597). Godwin is alive to Cromwell’s machinations and anti-republican ambitions, but the critique of his actions in volume two is superseded by the far more laudatory and vindicatory impetus of the quasi-biographical volume four, in which Cromwell is transformed from a model of deceit into an almost heroic figure struggling with the practical realities of dealing with an unenlightened and ungrateful populace. 

By appropriating the biographical form and appending it to a real history, Godwin is able to show more explicitly the relationship between the individual and the wider forces of history, as well as describing in minute detail Cromwell’s pathological drive for power. In some ways, Godwin’s portrait of Cromwell echoes Clarendon’s representation of the Protector, who likewise sees him as having a special gift for adapting to and managing conflicting personalities. However, he rejects Clarendon’s assessment of Cromwell as a hypocrite (HR, IV. 306), arguing that he ‘could never have made a dupe of others…if he had not first made a dupe of himself’ (HC, II. 409).
 Godwin’s representation of Cromwell bears a striking resemblance to his portrayal of Pitt in his earlier History of the Life of William Pitt (1783), who is a precursor of the slow progress that alters Cromwell’s intentions and warps his understanding. Pitt begins, for example, by promoting parliamentary enquiry and by pleasing with his vehemence and energy, but eventually temporises on issues and speaks in a ‘dry and unanimated style’ (LP, I. 46-7). Godwin uses the classical concept of the ‘public career’ to assess character, condemning Pitt for betraying his early principles and representing his public acts as a drama of constitutional subversion and moral decline.
 Pitt’s oratorical style  thus comes to reflect his moral failings, as he increasingly assumes the insincere character of the sceptic (LP, I. 50, 57).
 

Godwin similarly presents Cromwell’s conversion from sincere patriot to dupe through a series of internal dramatic orations: 

This is the true key and explanation (thus reasoned Cromwel) to the unsettled and unnatural state of the people of England, from the commencement of the commonwealth, and in reality from the beginning of the civil war…Once give them a king, and this unnatural state will be brought to an end…I am called, by a most striking series of events, and (as Cromwel no doubt thought) by the voice of God himself, to seize the vacant throne; and by so doing I shall secure the everlasting gratitude of posterity. I am worthy of a crown; I have those qualities of understanding, of energy and benevolence, out of which a beneficial sovereign is naturally made. (HC, III. 436-7)

Godwin thus infuses his history with a sense of theatricality and interiority by giving his characters invented speeches in the manner of seventeenth-century historians. This soliloquy portrays the intensity of Cromwell’s fear, pride and ambition, as well as demonstrating the self-serving and ambivalent demands of public life. The rhetorical pattern of assertion and ironic aside, in particular, illuminates Cromwell’s casuistry, as well as going some way towards deflating the Machiavellian idea of renovatio, although there is nonetheless a lingering sense in the History that a corrupted and unenlightened nation may be revived by a strong prince.

          Godwin’s use of the internal soliloquy is an extension of the classical custom of illuminating the motives of historical characters by putting imaginary speeches into their mouths, thereby promoting the sort of history that considers the actions and motives of an individual rather than that which presents the impersonal forces of custom, commerce, manners and opinion.
 In the eighteenth century, the classical practice of oration had largely been abandoned. Hugh Blair approvingly notes in his Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Letters (1783) that the moderns have put orations aside because they form ‘a mixture which is unnatural in History, of fiction and truth’ (LR, II. 280). However, the Monthly Magazine for 1829 rightly noted that Godwin aimed to convey not facts, but the sense of a mind in process: by allowing history to speak out of its own mouth and by dwelling on Cromwell’s motives rather than his actions, Godwin is not only able sympathetically to put himself in Cromwell’s position, but also manages to render the Protector a living, breathing historical agent.

However, despite these dramatic soliloquies, Godwin, for the most part, rejects suasive techniques, claiming that he has ‘endeavoured to guard [him]self against mere declamation, and that form of language in which passion prevails to the obscuring of judgment’ (HC, I. viii). As Peter Marshall has pointed out, Godwin’s emphasis on clarity and precision is not simply an aesthetic concern: his idea of perfectibility in Political Justice rests on the full communication of truth and is thus ‘the indispensable prerequisite of sound knowledge’. Moreover, as Victoria Myers has demonstrated, although Godwin is aware of the civic function of rhetoric, he increasingly discards oratory and public speaking in favour of private conversation. His Letters of Mucius published in the Political Herald and Review between 1785-6, for example, maintain a distinction between learned and persuasive functions by juxtaposing ‘the reasonings of the wise’ with the ‘speeches of the eloquent’.
   

Godwin’s rejection of rhetoric and sophistry is particularly evident in the trial scenes of his history. Like Catharine Macaulay before him, the trial and execution of Charles I are rendered in the idiom of legal formality, using language such as ‘it affirmed’ and ‘it proceeded to enumerate’ (H, II. 671); and much of Godwin’s discussion of the trial is given over to an examination of the veracity of prior accounts (HC, II. 674).
 Contrast this with Hume’s well known description of Charles’s execution and its aftermath in The History of England, which has all the elements of a sentimental tragedy: ‘The very pulpits were bedewed with unsuborned tears’.
 Although a sentimental portrayal of Charles I’s trial would not have been consistent with Godwin’s political leanings, Godwin’s description of Cromwell’s death is not particularly affecting either. He concentrates instead on debunking myths relating to conversations between Cromwell and Goodwin, a divine who was at his death bed (HC, IV, 574); and also rejects claims that on Cromwell’s death a great storm arose (575), thus recording portents and marvels while simultaneously indicating his modern scepticism towards them.
 
It is only the topic of Ireland that leads Godwin to lower his mask of assumed impartiality. On the 1641 rebellion, he does not use overtly sentimental language or engage in an extended imaginative identification with the English victims of Irish violence (HC, I. 236-9). However, when discussing the possibility of an Irish genocide and resettlement, he argues in a footnote that ‘[n]o transaction in history has experienced so extensive and successful a misrepresentation’ (IV, 435n), and claims  that Clarendon’s erroneous account of the Republic’s dealings with Ireland has not been contradicted by Curry, Butler, Hume or Leland. Thomas Leland’s The History of Ireland, from the Invasion of Henry II (1773) and John Curry’s An Historical and Critical Review of the Civil Wars in Ireland (1775) were the first of a new set of histories on Ireland that attempted to replace propaganda with more scholarly interpretations of Irish history.
 However, Godwin is correct in suggesting that these historians did not extensively apply their enlightened revisionism to the question of Cromwell’s policy in Ireland; and the volumes of Lingard’s revisionist History of England relating to the Civil War had not yet appeared when Godwin began writing the final volume of his history.
 

Godwin goes on to address the genocidal theories popularised by Augustin Thierry and others when he refers to a more recent representation of Cromwell’s dealings with Ireland by John Fitzgibbon, Lord Chancellor of Ireland, in his Speech on the Union on 10 February 1800, in which Fitzgibbon accuses Cromwell of massacring and transplanting all the native Irish to Connaught (HC, IV. 436n). Godwin’s reaction to this statement is remarkable both for its uncharacteristic deployment of affect and for its reference to himself as historical narrator. Although he avoids as much as possible an obtrusive first-person voice and the foregrounding of his own identity, on the subject of an Irish resettlement Godwin writes:

It was this picture that caused my pen to drop from my hand, at the close of the twentieth chapter of the Third Book of my work. I endeavoured to figure to myself three fourths of the territory of Ireland without an inhabitant—no soul left through its cities, its uplands, its vallies, its farm-houses, and its granges, but the English invaders, and their English families. I own the weakness of my understanding and my imagination; I could not take it in. All the natives of Ireland, all the Catholics who were in a manner the nation, departing…for the lower half of the province of Connaught—leaving behind them their houses and their immoveable property, carrying with them in carts, on their shoulders, and in their hands, what they were able, or what they were permitted, to take away—driving before them perhaps a few cattle, such as the rapacity of their conquerors allowed them to remove—but the greater part, like Hagar and Ishamel in the desert, with a loaf of bread and a bottle of water… (436-7n)

Godwin’s theatrical assertion of his own subjectivity, his virtual swoon, his pitying response for the victims of historical violence and his rhetorical flourish all suggest that Irish history is turbulent ambivalent and resistant to the language and methodology of historical analysis. But despite being one of the few instances of authorial identification with the historical past (albeit one relegated to a lengthy footnote), Godwin goes on to undermine his sentimental rendition of these events by reference to a series of logical arguments, noting, for example, that an expulsion of all the native Irish would not have been in the interests of the new settlers because of the cost of bringing labourers from England (438-41n). 

Godwin’s attempt to rationalise and contain the Irish land settlements is the result of his desire to defend Cromwell from attacks by both Whigs and Tories.
 In volume three he undertakes an apology for the severity of Cromwell’s actions while Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, arguing that, although ‘[t]here is scarcely a military commander on record, who was endowed with a more kindly and liberal disposition’, in order to show he was not to be trifled with Cromwell was forced to exhibit ‘some examples of an appalling severity’ while nonetheless believing that ‘a certain cruelty in such a case was real humanity’. Godwin dismisses another possible motive – Cromwell’s hatred of popery – with a disclaimer: ‘How far he was influenced by these less manly and enlightened considerations it is perhaps impossible for us to pronounce’. Ultimately, Godwin makes a utilitarian defence of Cromwell’s actions at Drogheda and elsewhere: ‘Nothing can be more obvious, than the horror and violent revulsion of the human heart at the contemplation of such a scene. But the true question is, as to the mode in which the greatest good shall be effected’ (HC, III. 146, 147, 150). 

England’s relations with Ireland were troubling for Whigs and radicals: the English Whigs were for Catholic Emancipation, but the hero of the Glorious Revolution, William III, was also the hero of the Protestant ascendancy.
 T. B. Macaulay tried to downplay the connection of Protestantism and Whiggism by asserting that the hostility to James I ‘was primarily not to popery, but to tyranny’ (‘Milton’, 16), but, like Godwin, most Whigs tended to rationalise the Cromwellian conquest of Ireland by referring to the unenlightened spirit of the times.
 In volume three, Godwin points to the possibility of a union with Ireland along the lines proposed to Scotland, but he notes that the prevailing prejudice towards Catholicism at the time prevented such enlightened toleration. He places himself firmly on the side of toleration – ‘it must appear absurd to any enlightened mind, to forbid to a nation the means of worshipping God according to the dictates of their consciences’ (HC, III. 330) – but, unlike Hallam, he makes little reference to contemporary debates surrounding Catholic Emancipation and the Veto Question (HC, IV, 461). 


In volume four, Godwin seems more willing to identify with the Irish (HC, IV. 460), but his elision of Cromwell’s brutality and his ambivalent representation of the 1641 rebellion both in the History and in Mandeville are suggestive of his unsettled views on the Irish question. Mandeville begins its narrative in 1638 in Charlemont while Lord Strafford is still the Lord-Lieutenant of Ireland. The Irish rebellion of 1641 is the backdrop to Mandeville’s later pathologies and obsessive jealousies, and Godwin explicitly traces character and psychic damage back to formative social and historical experiences.
 Mandeville’s early exposure to violence and extremist doctrines not only shows the pressure of politics and history on the individual, but also results in his dangerous internalisation of external circumstances:  ‘I submitted indeed outwardly, for my nature did not prompt me to scenes of violence; but I retained the principle of rebellion entire, shut up in the chamber of my thoughts’ (M, I. 156; see also I. 114; II. 113). James Mackintosh accordingly followed J. G. Lockhart in classifying Mandeville as a psychological rather than a historical novel, noting in his review in the Edinburgh Scots Magazine that ‘[t]his “Tale of the Seventeenth Century”, is, in short, a tale of any century’.
 Similarly, reviewers denied the historical status of St. Leon arguing that it merely used the dates and names of the sixteenth century. The latter certainly has a contemporary relevance and can be read as a commentary on Pitt’s repression of radical societies and the vicissitudes of English reformers, but the focus on the psychology of the individual in Godwin’s novels is consistent with his historiographical approach in The History of the Commonwealth.
 

As Morrow has pointed out, Godwin is concerned with psychology both as technique and theme; and much of the History represents the Republican moment as a clash between modern, enlightened forces and feudal, archaic forces:

Those who remained unconvinced were still a clog and an impediment to such as deemed themselves of more ripened judgment: and it was of the last importance to calculate the numbers of those who adhered to the old impressions, how tenaciously they would resist innovation, and in what degree, whether with a quicker or slower process, they were likely to be brought over by persons who desired to enlighten them. (HC, III. 18)

Here Godwin evinces a psychological observation of collective phenomena rather than simply atomizing individual actors, thereby extending his psychologizing technique to an analysis of political states. Despite his belief in perfectibility, he tends to see the distinction between enlightened and vulgar forces as an absolute one; and his History is not populist, however much it is concerned with public opinion. Since Godwin believes that government is founded in public opinion it follows that reform should be achieved by slowly changing people’s opinions (PJ (1796), I. 259). In theory, then, it is wrong ‘to impose the most unequivocal benefit upon a man, or body of men, which he or they want the inclination to accept’. However, in practice, no theory will fit every case and, in the present situation, Godwin argues in favour of the greater good (HC, III. 120).  In particular, he is unconcerned by the Republic’s unpopularity or departure from formal legalism because he sees strict legalism as counter to the true principles of morality, an interesting position at a time when the most crucial issue debated was that of popular representation.
  


The discrepancy between theory and practice that Godwin isolates in relation to the Republic’s unpopularity emerges in a more general way in volume four, when he notes that theoretical principles are too often inconsistent with the passions and prejudices of mankind:

It is comparatively easy for the philosopher in his closet to invent imaginary schemes of policy, and to shew how mankind, if they were without passions and without prejudices, might be best united in the form of a political community. But, unfortunately, men in all ages are the creatures of passions, perpetually prompting them to defy the rein, and break loose from the dictates of sobriety and speculation. (HC, IV. 579) 

Having thus dismissed the abstract speculation of the philosopher, Godwin considers the role of the historian earlier in the same volume. Commenting on a letter from Warwick to the protector three weeks after the death of his grandson (528-30), he notes that private sentiments smooth ‘the rugged brow of history, and relieve[s] the harshness and severity of its delineations and reflections’ (530-1). Here he tentatively reasserts the value of romance over history, arguing that it is in relation to private and domestic sentiment ‘that a tale of fictitious adventures so strikingly excels the reality of recorded events. There we can look without rebuke into the inmost heart of our personages, and describe all they thought, and all they felt; while in history we can only collect a dry outline, and timidly allow ourselves in a few uncertain conjectures’ (531).

          Godwin thereby ends his History with a sense of the limitations of historical writing, returning, to some degree, to the sceptical agenda and methodological self-consciousness expressed in ‘Of History and Romance’ when he argues that the reflexive romance is a superior historiographical mode to real history.
 But while he remains alert to the potential antagonisms between the two genres, his History endeavours to reconcile the principle branches of history discussed in ‘Of History and Romance’; that is, the study of the individual and the study of society or mankind in a mass (HR, 359-60). In attempting this reconciliation, Godwin is not always entirely successful: residual tensions exist throughout the text between his initial emphasis on those elements suited to the representation of the history of society (such as impartiality, documentary evidence and political narrative), and his subsequent and increasing desire to resurrect the past by focusing on individual characters and eyewitness accounts. These tensions are primarily related to the discrepancies between, on the one hand, the historian’s duty to present the most probable form of truth through accurate representation, and, on the other, his power to instruct and persuade.

          In largely rejecting ‘public’ forms of historical persuasion, such as philosophical speculation and party politics, Godwin is not only able to critique and assert rights in a more positive sense than that available to the consolatory Whig tradition, but also to transform ‘an older peremptory and legalistic constitutionalism’ into a ‘subtler political persuasiveness, expressed as much through tone and the presentation of historical characters…as through overt injunction’.
 T. B. Macaulay was, of course, later able to maintain a recognizably Whiggish view of English public life while still investing his history with a sense of detail, sympathy and the picturesque. However, Godwin’s lesson from the novel is not the picturesque, but the psychological. Macaulay, by drawing on the techniques of the novel, is able to transform the Whig tradition into something emotive, epic and heroic. Godwin, in rejecting the Whig tradition, makes history personal, dramatic and individual; and in this respect, his view of history is more closely aligned to Carlyle’s famous definition of history as ‘the essence of innumerable biographies’.

However, despite his emphasis on individual experience, Godwin is wary of sentiment and rhetoric, highlighting the conflict between learned and persuasive discourses, and, for the most part, rejecting an oppositional polemic in favour of a more participatory dialogic. His History therefore bears an oblique relationship to the more general historiographical shift outlined by Phillips and others, at once seeking to privatise history while rejecting declamatory, suasive and sentimental techniques as the means to do so. Yet although Godwin largely rejects sentiment and a subjective point of view, he continues to borrow alternative strategies from the novel in order to enlist the imaginative sympathies of his reader, as well as drawing on sources in genres that had themselves helped to shape the novel’s development, such as seventeenth-century memoirs and character sketches. If, as O’Brien has argued, in the eighteenth century the novel’s increasing focus on psychologized characters proceeded from a fundamental distinction between historians and novelists in relation to the representation of individual life stories, Godwin’s concern with the psychology of individual historical actors in the History attempts to reconcile these two approaches and suggests the application of literary tropes in ways that are more formally radical than those of his predecessors.

           Godwin thus largely rejects the assumptions and priorities of philosophic history in favour of older forms of history associated with classical and seventeenth-century historiographical models, but he also combines his narratives of political events with the psychological minutiae of the novel, revisiting classical character portraits by amalgamating them with an approach that focuses more closely on motive, cause and effect. Like Hume, he derives the truth of history from causation, but, for Godwin, this methodology involves focusing on causative experiences and thereby penetrating the psychological depths of individual historical actors in their larger social and political contexts. The History accordingly demonstrates the shift from Enlightenment philosophy to Romantic psychology – a transition involving ‘a historical reality generated and negotiated in a relatively “open” social arena, to a more “closed” and “privatized” site of operations’ – by uniting the historical methodology of the antiquarian with the narrative thrust of the classical historian and the psychological impetus of the novelist.
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