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Preface






I am anxious to make it clear to readers of the book now offered to the public that its purpose is not to re-tell the story of the revolt of the Netherlands against Spain, but – on the basis of that story – to discuss whether, and if at all, how far, and in what ways it is open to us or obligatory upon us, to form and express moral judgments of approval or disapproval regarding the leading parties in this great historical episode. That most people who take any interest in history at all are, in point of fact, prone to pass moral judgments of this kind on historical characters generally is, I think, a matter of common knowledge: that their right to do so is a much-discussed question is less widely known, as will, I think, be clear from the evidence adduced in my first chapter.


Needless to say, if we are to assess rightly the moral quality of any particular character or movement in history, at least an adequate knowledge of the relevant facts is indispensable. It might occur to some to suggest that no one should attempt an assessment of this kind unless he has studied the bulk of the sources in their original languages. While fully realizing, however, the vital importance of factual accuracy, I cannot but think that to confine all discussion of historical episodes to those who can claim to have fully examined the sources for themselves would be to impose a needlessly severe restriction on debate. How gravely it would narrow the field of disputants, at least in regard to what we call modern history, is revealed by the opinion recently expressed to me by a learned scholar, to the effect that the available sources of information concerning any period of history subsequent to A.D. 1500 are so abundant that it is virtually beyond the power of any one investigator really to master them for a longer period of history than twenty years. But, apart from that, we can surely feel that, short of so exhaustive a knowledge, one can derive from the works of modern scholars, representing as they do differing and independent points of view, yet each of them conversant in large measure with the contemporary documents, at least sufficient knowledge of a period to permit of a tentative estimate of certain aspects of it.1


I can make no claim myself to have delved into the abundant source-literature, in Spanish, Dutch, French, and other languages, dealing with the revolt of the Netherlands: still less can I produce fresh light from documentary sources hitherto unpublished. But I am confident that enough of the facts for my immediate purpose is available in the works of the numerous modern historians accessible to me: and while a thorough investigation of the original sources might necessitate a minute modification here and there, and might therefore be a really necessary propaedeutic, were one proposing to recount the story in detail afresh, it is hardly a sine qua non for a discussion of the kind I am here proposing.


I have not therefore attempted to quote authorities for every factual statement uttered or presupposed in the ensuing pages. Here and there, for some special reason, I have stated the authority I am depending on for some statement of fact. But for the most part, the documentation is intended to subserve the interests of the controversial evaluation of the facts.


For the sake of any who may be interested to consult the authorities I have quoted, I may say that – for reasons of brevity – I have confined such bibliographical particulars of the works concerned as it seemed needful to give, to the first occasion on which each is quoted. Thereafter, abbreviated titles only are quoted. The index will give the page on which the first reference to each work occurs.


Once or twice, as I have been writing, it has occurred to me that the reading of the book might be in places difficult and confusing to one without a sufficient previous knowledge of the story. For the assistance of such persons, I have appended a chronological summary of the main relevant events which occurred during the lifetime of Philip II. Some readers may prefer to peruse that summary before they go further than the end of Chapter II. In any case, I hope that, with the assistance of that appendix, and in the light of the explanations offered in this Preface, the line taken in the main discussion will at least be clear to the reader, even if (contrary to my hopes) it fails to win his complete concurrence.





The manuscript of this book was complete before I could get access to Dr. G.J. Renier’s recent work, The Dutch Nation: an historical study (Netherlands Government Information Bureau, London, 1944). As the composition of a Dutch scholar with a first-hand knowledge of the authorities, it has a value of its own; and I read it eagerly as a check upon what I had myself ventured to write. The point on which I feel it is most valuable as a corrective is its stress on the non-democratic character of the native government in the Low Countries during the sixteenth and following centuries. Accepting this as in substance true, we may yet note that the oligarchical administration was at least more in line with the popular will than was the rule of Spain, that democratic forces were increasingly at work throughout, and that the popular voice, though debarred from framing official decisions, did make itself heard in the national affairs.


On the particular issue with which my own book deals, Dr. Renier’s work is somewhat less helpful. He disallows all concern with Philip’s moral character. “To the historian”, he says, “it matters little what Philip was: he must know what Philip did or tried to do”. He bestows praise on his policy in the Netherlands, because he wanted to substitute an efficient centralized monarchy for the ramshackle disorderliness of the normal institutions of the States. The quality which he emphasizes as good in Philip’s rule is, somewhat strangely, the fact that it was “modern”. I cannot agree that the ruler’s personal character, especially when it affects his governmental measures so closely as it did in Philip’s case, is a matter of indifference to the historian. And while I can see the general truth of the statement that centralization is more efficient and possibly more “modern” than unsystematic devolution, I hold that the ethical character of the centralizing monarchy in question must needs affect our judgment in a particular case.


Furthermore, Dr. Renier’s book is marked, like that of his friend, Dr. Pieter Geyl, by a tendency to belittle the importance of the religious factor in the great struggle between Spain and the Netherlands. As I have touched on this tendency at the close of my first chapter, and have discussed the particular issue elsewhere in the book, I do not need to deal with it further here. The only comment I wish to make is that, in adducing the Netherlanders’ tolerance and dislike of persecution and torture as a ground of their opposition to Spain, Dr. Renier seems to me to be a little inconsistent with himself; for their dislike of torture and persecution was itself a religious conviction, and not by any means due to indifference or to their taking religion “as a matter of course”. Finally, I am disposed to think that his statement that the Calvinists were as intolerant as the Spanish inquisitors is an exaggeration: but that, too, is a matter which will have to be considered at length in the course of our study.


C.J.C.


Oxford


April 1944







	  1. Cf. H. Pirenne, Histoire de Belgique, vol. iii (ed. 1912), p. VIII: “Je ne crois pas que l’historien doive attendre avant de prendre la plume que tous les détails de son sujet aient été élucidés.”

















Chapter One

Moral Judgments in History







There must be comparatively few among the students of history, and even among its teachers, who can claim to know their way about that tangled field of human knowledge described as “the philosophy of history”. Not only is the literature on the subject enormous, but the arguments are often abstruse in the extreme. How far, for instance, can we be said to possess a real knowledge of the past? In view of the scantiness of our data, can we form any right judgments about it? How exactly do chronicles differ from history properly so called? Where precisely does bare fact end and interpretation begin? How (in view of the personal factor affecting every writer’s selection and presentation of his material) can any writer’s views safely be accepted by his readers as just or adequate? What are the main truths to be learnt from the historical process as a whole, or even from distinct parts of it? Here are samples of the mass of questions with which the philosopher of history has to grapple.1 It is an exceedingly tall order: and the reader will perhaps be relieved to learn that I am not proposing to make in this book any attempt to solve these basic problems. For though I have been a keen student of history from my youth up, and a teacher of it for the last twenty-five years, I make no claim to a place in the ranks of those rare experts who are capable of dealing competently and adequately with the deeper questions the subject raises.


Yet no intelligent student of history can altogether ignore this difficult field of inquiry. However much he may wish to avoid abstractions, he cannot do without some working rules of his own as to what is credible and what is not, and why, as to how the personal predilections of his informants must be allowed for when he is using their statements, and as to what interpretations are to be placed upon the facts educed. In other words, however little of an expert in philosophy he may be, he must have at his disposal a modus operandi in handling historical material and problems, roughly analogous to the technical ability of the chemist or physicist, who fulfils a useful function, though he cannot claim to be able to answer the ultimate riddles of material existence.


Within the field of the philosophy of history, however, there is one little area with which I do propose to deal, first generally, and then – throughout the bulk of this book – with special reference to a particular phase of the story of Europe. It is that which concerns the moral judgments we are entitled to pass on the dramatis personae of history and on those who have written about them. The task which I thus set myself – apart altogether from the need of rightly selecting and rightly understanding the factual data – is more complex than might appear at first sight. The old assumption that one was entitled to censure and vilify with the utmost severity all whose actions one could not personally approve of, and all whose beliefs one could not personally share, has in these days given place to a milder and more sympathetic approach. The judgments now customarily passed by Christian writers on the non-Christian religions, for instance, by ecclesiastical historians on the so-called “heresiarchs”, by historians generally on great aggressors like Alexander and intolerant despots like Louis XIV, tend to be far less censorious than was once customary. And the change is a change for the better. For if it be not quite true that “Tout savoir, c’est tout pardonner”, it is true that, unless we make some effort to enter into the mind and motives of an historical character, to understand the spirit of the times in which he lived, and to allow for the limitations to which he was inevitably subject, no adverse judgment we may pass on him or his deeds will have in it much justice or value. In other words, sympathy is an indispensable prerequisite of fairness.2


The question as to whether and how far we are entitled (or perhaps obliged) to express judgments of approval and disapproval on historical characters has, of course, often been discussed: and it may be interesting to glance at one or two of the more recent episodes in the controversy.


Lord Acton was disposed to express strong and indignant disapproval of all acts of persecution and oppression.3 When in 1887 Dr. Mandell Creighton brought out the third and fourth volumes of his History of the Papacy, dealing with the Popes of the period 1464-1518, he was vehemently criticized by Lord Acton for judging the Borgias so leniently. An interesting correspondence between the two scholars ensued.4 Shortly after this, Creighton delivered a lecture on “Historical Ethics”,5 in which he explained his principles at length, and offered an elaborate justification of the leniency for which he had been reproached. As an historian, he said, he was more concerned with the results of statesmen’s actions than with their personal characters. British historians, in depicting the history of their own country, were apt to suffer from a hypocritical self-righteousness: statesmen have, in the nature of things, to face more complicated dilemmas than private persons have: as trustees, they are not free to do as they like, nor can they disregard public opinion. We cannot in fairness, Creighton urged, disregard the spirit of their age: persecution, for instance, followed inevitably from the universally accepted belief that religious uniformity was absolutely necessary for social well-being. And so on. Yet at the end he confessed himself ready to condemn morally deeds which harm the popular conscience, efface the recognized distinctions between right and wrong, and hinder moral progress: he specified treachery and assassination as instances.


These closing avowals showed that Creighton had not been wholly unaffected by Acton’s criticism. In his Hulsean Lectures on Persecution and Tolerance delivered at Cambridge in 1893-94, and published in 1895, he allowed himself to be much more severe. In persecuting, he maintained, the Christian Church forgot the rebuke directed by Christ against the intolerance of His disciples (Luke 9: 54-56); and her mistake was not intellectual – it was moral. She must be judged, not by her success, but by her fidelity or otherwise to her Master. Persecution arose from man’s natural desire to have his own way, and from the State’s wish for uniformity; but it could easily have been seen to be in open contradiction to the principles of Christianity.


Meanwhile Lord Acton, in his preface to L.A. Burd’s edition of Machiavelli’s Il Principe (1891), had criticized the constant habit of imagining statesmen to be exempt from all obligation to respect the moral law (especially such law as is admittedly binding on private individuals) and of reckoning success as their one sufficient title to our approval. When in 1895 he was appointed Regius Professor of Modern History at Cambridge, he took occasion, in his inaugural lecture, to denounce with unsparing severity the prevalent custom of finding all sorts of excuses for the dark deeds of the past, and pleaded on the contrary that we ought to maintain “the moral currency” in its purity: “if we lower our standard in History”, he concluded, “we cannot uphold it in Church or State”.6


In 1898 Dr. Creighton re-stated his position in an address on “Heroes”, and summarized some of the arguments he had used in the earlier lecture on “Historical Ethics”.7 He finished with some rather stronger concessions to the demands of righteousness in judgment than he had previously made.


The veteran historian, Henry Charles Lea, in a presidential paper read to the American Historical Society in 1903,8 discussed “Ethical Values in History” – interestingly enough, with special reference to Philip II. He started with a rejection of Acton’s principle, on the ground that allowance must be made for the wide variation in men’s views, from age to age and from race to race, as to what is righteous and what is wrong and punishable. It is not fair to judge an historical character on the strength of a moral code which he could not possibly have recognized. We must judge the individual by his conscientiousness only; and if, though conscientious, he acted badly, we must reserve our blame for the age in which he lived. Of Lea’s specific application of this principle to Philip II we shall have to take note later. All that needs notice here is the general plea that, although Philip’s actions were cruel and harmful, the blame for them must fall, not on him, but on the influences by which he had been moulded.


Miss Lily Dougall made a useful, if incidental, contribution to the discussion in the course of an essay she wrote for the composite work entitled Concerning Prayer.9 She was not specifically dealing with historical characters (though she had occasion to refer to Dr. Creighton’s Hulsean Lectures); she was discussing sin as such. Her main point was that sin, being any quality or deed of man which differs from God’s ideal for him, is often present when men are doing what they suppose to be right; and it is present because they have not done their best to find out what is right. She disagreed therefore with Dr. Creighton’s view that persecutors always knew that persecution is condemned by the spirit of the Gospel. She laid great stress on man’s duty of ascertaining what really is God’s Will, as being equally needful with the desire to do what he already believes that Will to be. On the propriety or otherwise of blaming others she hardly touched.


A frontal attack on the problem (rather on the lines adumbrated by H.C. Lea) was made by Mr. (now Professor) H. Butterfield, Fellow of Peterhouse, Cambridge, in his small book, The Whig Interpretation of History, published in 1931. He conceded to the historian the right of expressing his own personal preferences and antipathies, so long as he was aware that he was acting in a purely private capacity and that he was making certain special assumptions for the purpose. Nay, more: he allowed that not only his intellect, but also his instinct and his sympathy, must be alive and awake. Nor must he forget that the characters of history were morally responsible. But he stoutly denied that, in his official capacity qua historian, he has any right to pronounce any particular act, institution, or person of bygone days to have been morally good or bad, right or wrong, sinful or righteous. His business is to be a witness, not a judge – to understand and explain, not to blame, excuse, or applaud – to forgive and reconcile, not to punish or avenge. Mankind cannot be divided into black and white, friends and enemies of progress; nor is it sufficient to admit that there have been good men on both sides of the great conflict. One must keep clear of the typical Whig fallacy, which – after abridging and oversimplifying the history of the past – insists on applying to it the standards of the present, traces a continuous line of freedom from Luther down through successive Protestant and Whig champions to the British constitution of to-day, and views Catholicism as alone responsible for conflict, cruelty, and reaction. As a matter of fact (Professor Butterfield urges), if Luther could have foreseen what liberty would become in our own day, he would certainly have combined with the Roman Church to suppress it. Catholicism was not solely responsible for the cruelty of the struggle; and freedom has developed, not from Whiggery alone, but from the conflict and co-operation between it and its opponent.


Professor Butterfield refers, towards the close of his book, to the very different use of history recommended by Lord Acton, and he condemns it as owing its origin, not to objective historical judgments, but to the Whig preferences of Lord Acton himself. To Acton’s plea that it is better that our moral judgments in history should be too severe rather than too lenient, he replies that this reduces itself to saying “Better be unjust to dead men than give currency to loose ideas on questions of morals”, and comes near to saying “Better be unhistorical than do anything that may lower the moral dignity of history”.10


Something in the nature of a reply to Professor Butterfield was furnished in the Hulsean Lectures of Professor Herbert G. Wood, of Birmingham, entitled Christianity and the Nature of History (1934). After remarking that Acton’s position had been anticipated by Sallust, Tacitus, and Froude, and Butterfield’s by Thucydides, Hegel, and Bury, Dr. Wood declared his agreement with Mr. Butterfield on three points: (1) that greatness in history cannot be equated with moral goodness, and that the historian is primarily concerned with greatness; (2) that the distinction to be drawn is not simply one between black and white, saints and sinners; and (3) that the historian is probably not called upon to act as a judge, but as an expert witness. He adds, however, that the historian is still describable as “the arbiter of controversies”, because his task is to give evidence on both sides. “The historian must not set out to show which party was in the right, but he should try to show how far each party was in the right”. In conceding that the historian has to go to his work with instinct and sympathy awake, has to discover not only facts but significances, to give his expert witness correctly, to understand, reconcile, forgive, and so on, Professor Butterfield implicitly concedes that he must also pass moral judgments. It does not – as he seems to assume – follow from the frequency of indiscriminate and one-sided verdicts, that all our moral judgments on the past are purely relative; if they were, history could have no significance whatever – which is absurd. Even if we conclude that no “lesson” we can draw from history is ever more than probable, “yet the probability may be so clear and so strong that we neglect it at our peril”. Finally, Dr. Wood denies that Lord Acton’s theory of history was characteristically Whig, and observes that many of Mr. Butterfield’s own particular judgments would probably have been endorsed by Lord Acton himself.11 Miss Hilda D. Oakeley, in her book, History and the Self (1934), does not directly attack our problem; but in the course of this “Study in… the Relations of History and Ethics” she throws out various observations which bear upon it. Her position generally is that of a “relativist”, impressed with the scantiness of historical data, with the “invincible relativity of all our historic valuations and judgments,…”, and with the impossibility of possessing direct knowledge of the particular nature and qualities of other selves. She believes, however, that pure relativism is transcended by the principle of freedom; and although here she has mainly in mind, not political freedom, but freedom of the will as opposed to determinism, this principle leads her to a profound regard for the personality of the human individual, both of the past and of the present, as an ultimate value of which history must take account. She does not work out the implications of this conclusion; but its relevance to the general problem of historical value-judgments is obvious.


A more recent consideration of the problem is that given by the veteran medievalist, Dr. G.G. Coulton, in his autobiography.12 He contends, in the first place, that the true historical method is not something mysterious and esoteric, the exclusive perquisite of specialists, but a quest for probabilities under the guidance of common sense. He repudiates as pedantic and impracticable the attempt to write history without exercising or expressing moral judgments. One cannot understand without judging; and even those who claim that we can, act as judges themselves, not only in the selection and presentation of their material, but still more patently in their criticism of other historians. “Those who warn us off from judging Julius Caesar are most unsparing in their condemnation of Mommsen’s conception of Caesar; yet, ‘if I may think a German Professor wrong, why not a Roman General?’ ” True, we must avoid over-frequent, biased, and censorious judgments; but just as a judge, starting with complete impartiality, moves, in the course of fulfilling his duty, towards a fairly definite leaning in favour of one side or the other (in order to have some guidance to give the jury), so the historian must endeavour to reach a judicial decision regarding the facts lying behind his mass of evidence. “Why should not even the most scientific historian content himself with Goethe’s confession of faith: ‘I can promise to be sincere, but not to be impartial’?”


The latest contribution I have seen is in Mr. Desmond MacCarthy’s review of Dr. Coulton’s book in The Sunday Times, January 16, 1944. Agreeing largely with Dr. Coulton’s main contentions, Mr. MacCarthy observes, by way of qualification, that “the Court of History is not necessarily ethical, though for Dr. Coulton it is,… History is also written from the point of view of development, whether of national power or of particular institutions or of economic changes. But here, too, the historian must continually pass judgments. He must judge which events or men were most important as causes of subsequent developments”. In this he must beware of personal bias, and of twisting the facts. “The difficulty is… that the same cases are, so to speak, tried in different courts. And his [Dr. Coulton’s] own faults as a controversialist are due to his shouting loud in the hope of being heard in a neighbouring court.…”





This brief survey of a selection of recent opinions on the subject of moral judgments in history will suffice to show how fraught with pitfalls the subject is. Difference of opinion does not seem likely to arise regarding the injustice of any judgments based on insufficient acquaintance with the facts, on onesidedness in weighing the evidence, on unwillingness to allow for the circumstances of the time, or on a failure to understand the real motives of the agents concerned. Nor, on the other hand, need we in all probability hesitate to pass an adverse judgment in those rare cases in which the agent himself makes it clear to us that he knew he was doing wrong.13 But what are we to do when we have no such confession to base a judgment on, but when we can claim to know reasonably well not only what a man did, but what were his motives and intentions in doing it? How far are we then in a position to praise or blame him personally? For motives and intentions include deeper elements; and the more conscientiously we try to analyse and assess these, the less competent shall we feel to pronounce a verdict of blame. Here surely we have the ground of our Saviour’s emphatic injunction, “Judge not, that ye be not judged”. In that sense, must we not leave the work of judging our fellow-men to the Knower of all hearts?14


But although we may not be in a position to blame the men, we are sometimes in a position to condemn their deeds. Who, for instance, can read Shakespeare’s King Lear without passing judgment on the behaviour of Edmund, Regan, and Goneril – or Othello without contrasting Iago’s treachery with the nobility of Desdemona? The same Teacher who forbade His hearers to judge others took it for granted that they were entitled, and indeed obliged, to distinguish right actions from wrong. The difference between these two operations may be a very subtle one for us to observe: but none the less we must needs observe it. The difficulty is well illustrated by the case of the very man who is the prime subject of this study. Philip II of Spain occasioned the violent deaths of at least several thousands of innocent persons: yet he was unquestionably a most religious and conscientious man; and he declared on his deathbed that he had never willingly and knowingly wronged anyone.15 His case illustrates the contrasted dangers to which all moral judgments passed on historical characters are exposed – firstly, the failure to give a man credit for goodness and sincerity of motive because his actions are morally repellent; and secondly, the failure to brand his actions as morally repellent, because his inner motives were presumably good and sincere.16 The latter danger is just as grave as the former; and we must be on our guard against controversialists who try to block any pronouncement of an adverse sentence on deeds which stink in the nostrils of Heaven, because forsooth the doer thereof was acting honestly according to his lights.


It needs, moreover, to be added that we cannot rightly draw a sharp distinction here between the historian as judge and the ordinary man as judge, and say that, while the ordinary man is welcome to think and say what he likes about any historical character, yet in his capacity as an historian he must keep his mouth shut in regard to all value-judgments. I have always understood that the historian was a species or sub-species of the genus homo sapiens; and while, as Mr. Desmond MacCarthy urges, the interests of history are not exclusively ethical, yet ethics constitute a dominant and universal interest in human affairs; and I cannot see why the historian should be called upon to leave unused his ethical judgment any more than any other power he possesses for discerning the truth.


In this book, therefore, I shall not be concerned to condemn or censure either Philip II or any of his contemporaries. I shall, however, try to put before the reader certain of their deeds, and the motives for them, in what I believe to be the true light, and invite him to form his own moral judgment on these deeds, as distinct from passing sentences of blame on the doers of them.17


The same principle that applies to our treatment of the characters of history applies also, as Dr. Coulton urges in the passage quoted above on page 8, to such criticisms as we may feel obliged to make of the ways in which some modern writers deal with historical events and persons. I shall have occasion to comment presently on the liability of conscious and subconscious motives to affect men who write controversially of past times. And though I may now and then express myself adversely on their views, and even speculate as to the motives contributing to the formation of those views, I wish it to be clearly understood that I do not call in question the good faith of any particular controversialist whose statements I may have occasion to criticize. It is not my business, because it is not within my power, to pass judgment on the sincerity of others. But it is within my power, and I conceive it to be my business, not only to see that my own motives are as free from distortion and bias as I can possibly make them, but also to know something about the objective character of the deeds of the past and something about the accuracy, or otherwise, of modern pronouncements about them, and to be able to offer some just judgments thereupon. It may save a good deal of misdirected criticism if both I and my readers endeavour to keep steadily in mind the limits which I understand to be thus set to my task.





Having vindicated to the best of my ability the right of the modern historian and student to express moral judgments on the doings of historical characters and of other historians, and having laid to heart the need for care, sympathy, and tolerance in the formation and expression of such judgments, I must now pass on to observe some ways in which this right to judge is being exercised to-day.


One of the most unmistakable traits of the generation in which we live is its delight in rejecting or correcting the judgments passed by its predecessors. No doubt such judgments often need to be revised in the interests of truth: and indeed there could be no proper service rendered to truth itself, and no intellectual progress maintained, without freedom to modify, and even sometimes to reverse, the conclusions of the past.18 At the same time, other impulses besides an unbiased love for truth find their satisfaction in the overthrow of long-accepted opinions: and psychology has taught us how woefully easy it is for us all to overlook the mixed character of our motives and the subconscious operation of unacknowledged desires. And when it becomes a question of value-judgments, as distinct from the mere reconstruction of facts, it is almost impossible to keep the claim which the objectively and inherently good has to our approval and admiration distinct from purely-subjective preferences. In any case, the opportunity of discrediting a widely-accepted view is itself a gratifying and exhilarating possession: and while such views do at times deserve to be discredited, precautions need to be taken against the possibility that, either in ourselves or in others or in both, ulterior motives lie – perhaps unrecognized – behind the refutation: for if they do, some weakness will necessarily inhere in the refutation itself.


What has just been said applies, of course, in some degree to all departments of human inquiry: but it applies with special force to the treatment of history. For there the task of estimating the characters and of morally judging the deeds of various persons enters in, as we have seen, almost as inevitably as the task of discovering what they did and why they did it. The likes and dislikes felt by the student or historian can hardly be excluded in the fulfilment of this task. Not only the extent of his knowledge, but his standards of judgment also, will naturally determine, not only what he thinks of this or that character, but also the distribution of his interest and the light in which he himself views characters and events, and desires others to view them. It will thus be seen what a happy hunting-ground history is bound to prove for those who are, perhaps more or less unconsciously, impelled by other considerations than a desire for the simple truth concerning facts and for a really-objective standard of value-judgments. Among such considerations the sheer love of dethroning the established view is sometimes apt to find a place. And even when we can be sure that the individual historian is personally free from it, or is at any rate able to prevent it from deflecting his judgment, there will usually be some among his readers who will be betrayed by a desire to prove their fellows and predecessors wrong into a hasty and uncritical acceptance of new opinions.


This tendency to put forward and to welcome revised versions in history frequently takes the form of an attempt, not only to “debunk” the idols, but to “whitewash” the villains, of the past.19 Not but what there are cases in which such rehabilitations are long overdue. A reviewer of a recent book on the toad remarked that, after centuries of undeserved loathing, “bufo” was in these days at last coming into his own. Something analogous might be affirmed of certain historical characters. A century ago, the name of Oliver Cromwell would inevitably have suggested itself. Another instance of tardy justice being at last secured is that of Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset, and Protector of England under Edward VI. But other and far more dubious reversals of fortune are now to be witnessed in plenty. When characters like Caligula, Nero, Chingis Khan, King John, King Richard III, the Borgia Pope Alexander VI, King Henry VIII, King James II, Judge Jeffreys, and Claverhouse, are found susceptible of whitewash, there must surely be few in history’s portrait-gallery who cannot hope to receive some day or other the blessings of posterity in place of its hitherto customary frowns and curses.


Perhaps one of the most plausible reasons advanced in support of the abandonment of some long-current view is the plea that the historical works on the contents of which it was based are now antiquated. The attempt is made to rule them out-of-court by proclaiming them out-of-date. Such-and-such a writer, we are often told, had no conception of the “newer trends”; the whole approach to the question has shifted since his day; and so on, and so forth. The suggestion that we ought to discount the evidence accumulated by former students of the original documents is one of those half-truths that can be made to do the same duty as a total inaccuracy. All histories written many years ago must necessarily in some sense be antiquated, owing to the discovery of at least some fresh material since they were written, and owing also to the exploration and trial of fresh points of view and fresh lines of interpretation. But well-written historical works are not out-of-date in the sense that their duly-supported statements have ceased to be true, or that we can afford to disregard them. The actual amount of freshly-discovered material relating to the sixteenth century, for example, is not so great as to call for much drastic revision of the story which the diligent investigators of the nineteenth century narrated.


While, as a matter of principle, we must always be ready to revise our views in the light of fresh evidence, it has to be borne in mind that what are commended to us as “the newer trends” are often simply the view-points which appeal to a particular author or school, or constitute a temporary fashion, but which possess no inherent right to supersede what went before.


To illustrate my meaning by what is perhaps an extreme example – the German Communist Karl Kautsky produced in 1908 a volume on early Christianity, arguing confidently that the interests of Jesus and His first followers were almost wholly economic, and that their movement was essentially a revolt on communistic lines against the tyranny of the wealthy classes and vested interests of their day. An English translation of the thirteenth German edition was published in 1925.20 The whole idea is, of course, fantastic; but it appeals to the Marxist mind. Suppose now (which God forbid!) Marxism came to be the dominating force in English literature, any study of the life of Jesus or the character of the early Church which gave a prominent place to spiritual and ethical values as such would be discounted in the literary journals as “ignoring the newer trends”.


This is, I admit, an extreme instance; but it will serve to illustrate the kind of danger against which we must be on our guard. The age in which we live has lost much of its predecessor’s interest in religion, while economics have become a dominant concern in almost all quarters. Hence, naturally, the appearance of certain “newer trends”, a certain “new historical method” – for ignorance of which so many of the classic productions of the last century are declared out-of-date. The critic does not need to be an atheist, or even a Marxist, in order to treat them in that way. He needs only to be personally not over-interested in religion, in order to declare that great historians like Macaulay, Motley, and Lecky, are out-of-date, not because their statements are demonstrably wrong, but because they wrote largely in terms of nineteenth-century Liberalism, and bestowed insufficient attention on economic issues and interests, out of regard for those on religion and morals.


Now let us frankly recognize that it is wise and right for us to have our attention drawn to the economic factor, certainly as a counterpoise to the dynastic and military affairs in which history has often been so disproportionately absorbed.21 It still remains a question whether the obsession of the modern mind with economic problems may not induce a grave distortion of judgment, as we study the doings of men for whom, though they were not indifferent to economic considerations, other interests had far greater weight. Before I can accept the statement that some modern scholar has “exploded” or “demolished” this or that long-standing theory regarding the part played by religion in some phase of human history, I want to know how much the scholar in question is himself interested in religious issues. Just as Marxism gravely misinterprets history by making the economic factor the only one that really matters, so the modern “historical method” may lead us seriously astray by too-hastily assuming that the standards of importance widely accepted in this materialistic age were taken at the same valuation in the sixteenth century.22


Economics, as a factor supposedly superior to and more significant than religion, is not the only interest on behalf of which some reversals of traditional historical judgments have recently been advanced and welcomed. Another interest is Roman Catholicism: but for the discussion of this we shall need a new chapter.







	  1. The perusal of a work like Hilda D. Oakeley’s History and the Self: a study in the roots of history and the relations of history and ethics (London), 1934), or M. Mandelbaum’s The Problem of Historical Knowledge: an answer to Relativism (New York, 1938), will suffice to convince the reader how wide and abstruse the field is.



	  2. G.F. Bridge, writing in The Hibbert Journal, vol. xvi, pp. 50-52, during the first World-War (Oct. 1917), pointed out that, regarding most of the great conflicts of the past, even though our sympathies may be definitely enlisted on one side, we usually have to admit that there was something of value in what the other side was fighting for. Percy Gardner, writing of the sixteenth century, says: “As in almost all the great crises of history, when ideas clash, good and evil, right and wrong were everywhere mingled, and ranged on both sides…” (The Growth of Christianity [London, 1907], pp. 225 f.). Similarly, P. Geyl, The Revolt of the Netherlands (London, 1932), pp. 15 f.



	  3. See Letters of Lord Acton to Mary, daughter of… W.E. Gladstone (1904), pp. lxxi f., 70, 121 f., 144, 148, 185-187 – mostly referring to what he had written in 1881-1884. Motley, needless to say, had already judged similarly: “And because anointed monarchs are amenable to no human tribunal,… it is the more important for the great interests of humanity that before the judgment-seat of History a crown should be no protection to its wearer. There is no plea to the jurisdiction of history, if history be true to itself” (History of the United Netherlands [ed. 1875-76], vol. iii, pp. 505 f.). The last sentence reads awkwardly – one expects “from the jurisdiction…”. Yet it is printed as I have quoted it in all the editions. Unless “to” is a slip for “from”, Motley must have meant “no plea in defence of a royal tyrant”.



	  4. See Life and Letters of Mandell Creighton, vol. i, pp. 368-378.



	  5. Published after his death by his widow in The Quarterly Review, vol. cciii, pp. 32-46 (July 1905).



	  6. A Lecture on the Study of History (ed. 1895), pp. 63-74, 135-142. This lecture was delivered in June 1895, was first published the same year, and is reprinted in Acton’s Lectures on Modern History (1906), pp. 23-28, 340-342.



	  7. See Mandell Creighton, Historical Lectures and Addresses (1903), pp. 305 – 323.



	  8. Published in The American Historical Review, vol. ix, pp. 233-246 (Jan. 1904).



	  9. Concerning Prayer (London, 1916), pp. 140-166.



	10. I have tried to give a fair summary of Professor Butterfield’s position as a whole, without bothering to quote detailed references to this and that page of his short book. A very good instance of the application of his views may be seen in the rap over the knuckles administered anonymously in The Times Literary Supplement, January 16, 1937, p. 35, to Dr. Arnold J. Toynbee for bestowing blame on Mussolini in his Survey of International Affairs, 1935. “All this distribution of good and bad marks”, says the reviewer, “produces some pungent writing. But it is surely beneath the dignity of serious history.… One cannot but respect the sincerity and depth of emotion which are evident in every line of these pages. But Dr. Toynbee writes as an angry man; and if it is true that facit indignatio versum, it certainly does not encourage clear thinking”. Dr. Stanley Lane-Poole, in the preface to his volume on Turkey (1889), in the series entitled “The Story of the Nations”, says: “While striving to escape the charge of prolixity, I have carefully avoided the sin of moralizing.…”



	11. See H.G. Wood, Christianity and the Nature of History (Cambridge, 1934), pp. 111-142; cf. also pp. 23 f. and 144 ff. (“Christianity and Progress”), 181-183, 203. Cf. also G.G. Coulton, The Inquisition (London, 1929), p. 65 (“To ignore the question of human responsibility would make all history meaningless”).



	12. G.G. Coulton, Fourscore Years (Cambridge, 1943), pp. 317 f., 320-324.



	13. The best example of this kind that occurs to me is Cicero’s letter to the historian L. Lucceius (Ad Fam. V, xii, 1-3), in which he begged him to write a history of the Catilinarian conspiracy and, for the sake of friendship, to eulogize in it Cicero’s own exploits even beyond what strict truth would justify (“Itaque te plane etiam atque etiam rogo, ut et ornes ea vehementius etiam quam fortasse sentis, et in eo leges historiæ neglegas… amorique nostro plusculum etiam, quam concedet veritas, largiare”). His editor, Mr. W.W. How (Cicero: Select Letters, vol. ii, p. 206), remarks that this request “violates modern standards of honour, though apparently Cicero saw nothing ignoble in it”. But it is clear that Cicero did see something ignoble in it, otherwise he would not have referred to his unwillingness, on account of “pudor”, to make his request verbally (“epistula enim non erubescit”); nor would he have written: “Neque tamen ignoro quam impuderiter faciam,… Sed tamen, qui semel verecundiæ finis transierit, eum bene. et naviter oportet esse impudentem.…” He was perfectly well aware that it is an historian’s first duty to be truthful. “So”, rightly says Mr. How (p. 207), “his request to Lucceius is the more shameless”. About opening letters not addressed to him, and writing letters in another man’s name, Cicero apparendy did not feel the same scruples (How, p. 247).



	14. So Samuel Johnson in his Life of John Dryden: “But inquiries into the heart are not for man; we must now leave him to his Judge” (p. 146 in the one-volume edition of 1881). It is largely because he sees this point so clearly that Professor Butterfield deprecates moral judgment: see The Whig Interpretation, etc., pp. 115 (“… what can the historian do about the secret recesses of the personality where a man’s final moral responsibility lies?”), 119 (“because he [the historian] has the art of sifting sources and weighing evidence, this does not mean that he has the subtlety to decide the incidence of moral blame or praise”).



	15. Cf. S. Leathes in The Cambridge Modern History, vol. ii (1903), p. 80 (of Philip’s father, Charles V): “… – the acts of a bigot perhaps, but a good man cannot do more than follow his conscience, and Charles was a conscientious Catholic.” See below, pp. 70 ff.



	16. The judge’s task would become still more complicated if he had to take account of the subtleties of “moral theology” as a technical ecclesiastical study. Thus, Dr. K.E. Kirk (in The Study of Theology [London, 1939], pp. 369-374, 378-380) distinguishes between: (1) “action” (as either right or wrong); (2) “intention” (as either moral or immoral); (3) “motive” (as either virtuous or vicious); and (4) “temper” (as either conscientious or unconscientious). Either of the two alternatives in one class may be combined with either of the two alternatives in each of the other three classes. We thus get sixteen possible combinations; but only that which is unconscientious in “temper” is a proper object of blame!



	17. Professor Butterfield – a little inconsistently, I feel, with some of the things he says elsewhere – really concedes the legitimacy of doing this. “It may”, he says, “be easy for the moralist of the twentieth century… to say perhaps that religious persecution would be wrong to-day, perhaps that it was wrong in all the ages. It may be easy to judge the thing, to condemn the act, but how shall the historian pass on to the condemnation of people…?” (The Whig Interpretation, etc., p. 118: italics mine). Cf. Coulton, The Inquisition, p. 77 (“Yet let us strive to strike an equal balance, and not to do the men injustice even when we condemn their action”).



	18. Cf. the words of C.H. Firth, quoted by C.H. Williams in The Modern Historian X (London, 1938), pp. 48 f.



	19. Cf. A. Weigall, Nero (London, 1933), p. 11, “… in this age of whitewash…”



	20. K. Kautsky, Foundations of Christianity: a Study in Christian Origins. Its main thesis is summarized by H.G. Wood in Christianity and the Nature of History (pp. 41 – 53), and answered (pp. 53 – 77, 86).



	21. So R. Trevor Davies, The Golden Century of Spain, 1501-1621 (London, 1937) p. v: the needed book on Spain “should deal with economic, social and cultural issues in preference to ‘drum and trumpet’ narrative of the nineteenth-century kind”. Cf. Miss C.V. Wedgwood’s carefully qualified words in William the Silent. William of Nassau, Prince of Orange, 1533-1584 (London, 1944), p. 26.



	22. Cf. A.W. Ward in Camb. Mod. Hist., vol. iii (1904), p. 705 (“… governments and populations alike were in this age [the sixteenth century] more troubled by religious than by economic disturbances”); G. Unwin, quoted by C.H. Williams in The Modern Historian, pp. 109 – 113 (pleads for economic history as important, but rejects the “economic interpretation” as inadequate: economics have to be religiously and socially interpreted); G.N. Clark, quoted ibid., p. 130 (“… new factors have to be taken into reckoning which are not rooted in economic life” – i.e., economics not the only key); A.J.D. Farrer in Studies in History and Religion, Presented to Dr. H. Wheeler Robinson (London, Lutterworth Press, 1942), p. 208 n. 2 (“I need hardly say that I reject the recently fashionable theory, that reformations are mainly an outcome of economic conditions, as one-sided, and blind to the spiritual side of man’s nature and its supreme influence on his life”).

















Chapter Two

Catholic Revaluations in History







Willing as are non-religious economists and students of political history to avail themselves of the present-day fashion of discarding and reversing long-established judgments, their willingness and skill are far surpassed by those of the apologists of the Roman Catholic Church. For that institution has a very long leeway to make up in the matter of history’s adverse judgments upon her. So effectively did her champions succeed by their ruthlessness in rousing to its very depths the moral disgust of the race, that Catholic propaganda, even to this day, finds itself seriously handicapped by the horror which words like “Jesuitical” and “Inquisition” still evoke among large masses of people. One of the hardest tasks facing the Catholic apologist is to clear his Church of the discredit involved in the longstanding charge of having shed innocent blood very abundantly.1


It is, therefore, only to be expected that propagandists of that particular school should welcome the whitewashing and debunking fashion of the day, and should seek to turn it to good account. The literary atmosphere of our time assures a ready hearing to any writer who, with any plausibility at all, can speak of the customary version of this or that historical incident or character as an out-of-date legend now abandoned by all serious students of the subject. Furthermore, the modern temper is distinctly hostile to theological animus in any direction: and if one can, by skilfully concealing one’s own ex parte interest under a fair show of modern knowledge, give to the old-fashioned verdict the additional stigma of having been generated by Protestant prejudice, one can score quite heavily for the Catholic side.


Several different avenues are open to the diligent Roman Catholic apologists who wish to reverse the long-established judgments unfavourable to Rome’s peculiar claims. One of them is exemplified by the systematic attempt made with much secrecy by the Westminster Catholic Federation, during the years 1923-27, to induce the publishers of the history text-books used in the public elementary schools of the London County Council to purge them of all expressions inconsistent with a pro-Roman version of British and European history. It was only by accident that full information regarding this extraordinary campaign became accessible to the public.2 Usually the cards are played with greater skill. Representing as they do less than seven per cent of the population of Great Britain, and by their zeal and organization commanding an influence greatly in excess of what this proportion would appear to warrant, Roman Catholics are able to exert a very considerable influence through the press – an influence all the greater because its true origin is frequently and skilfully kept in the background. Holding posts of responsibility on the editorial staffs of many newspapers and journals, they are in an exceptionally favourable position for quietly excluding from the columns of the press most of what is distasteful to the authorities of their Church, while securing generous treatment for all literary contributions made on its behalf.





It is particularly interesting in this connexion to note the frequency with which opportunities for not over-blatant Romanist propaganda have been found in recent years in the pages of The Times Literary Supplement. I possess no positive inside information regarding the personnel of its editorial staff: but it seems reasonable to suppose that it makes use of a wide circle of expert reviewers who are not themselves actually included therein. As its reviews are regularly unsigned, and are always written with that air of authoritative impartiality proper to so important and national an organ of literary criticism, they naturally carry, with many readers, greater weight than do the signed reviews in less-widely circulated periodicals. A Catholic reviewer, or one sympathetic to Catholicism, has therefore a unique opportunity of firing a shot in the dark on behalf of the Church of Rome, if he is allowed or invited to review a book for this particular journal.


It would not be right to suggest one-sidedness in the contents of so valuable and highly respected a publication as The Times Literary Supplement without presenting some at least of the evidence on which the remark is based.


I specify first – for what they are worth – a number of suggestive headlines, not wishing to lay much stress on them, because one does not know how far they are the work of the Supplement’s staff, how far that of the reviewers themselves. Their cumulative tendentiousness, however, is obvious.


“The Roman Catholic Minority. A dark corner of English History”. April 4, 1936, p. 291.


“The Divorce of Catherine of Aragon. In defence of Pope Clement VII’. June 20, 1936, p. 522.


“A Catholic in praise of Voltaire. Correctives to a legend”. October 10, 1936, p. 808.


“Spain’s Golden Age. The policy of Philip II”. November 6, 1937, p. 814.


“King Philip II of Spain. A reconsidered estimate”. February 19, 1938, p. 118.


“In defence of the Queen of Scots. An imaginative narrative”. September 17, 1938, p. 590.


“Scourge of the Huguenots. The Family of Guise”. January 28, 1939, p. 61.


“Hero of the Jacobites. John Graham of Claverhouse”. May 27, 1939, p. 307.


“The Baroque Papacy” (in enormous letters). “Feats of the Counter-Reformation. Rome and the Genius of Bernini”. April 27, 1940, p. 206.


“The Church in the Crisis. A Roman Catholic Programme”. March 1, 1941, p. 98.


“Pope of Peace. Benedict XV”. April 12, 1941, p. 180.


“Choice of the Christian. Cardinal Hinsley’s Patriotism”. June 14, 1941, p. 282.


“Churchman and Patriot. Cardinal Hinsley”. March 4, 1944, p. 116.


“Truth in the Whole. A Roman Catholic Vision”. March 18, 1944, p. 141.


“Cardinal Bourne. A patriotic prelate”. April 8, 1944, p. 176.


In noticeable consistency with the tendency revealed by this group of headlines is the sympathetic and complimentary manner in which Catholic individuals and Catholic activities are frequently treated in the Supplement. Thus, the English Catholic minority “can hardly fail to rouse the interest and sympathy of English people of all persuasions” (April 4, 1936, p. 291). During the crisis in the French Church, “there stands out in bright relief the statesmanship of [Pope] Leo XIII” (May 30, 1936, p. 456). Under the headline “The Path to Invincibility”, a Catholic study of The Art of Suffering (which reaches its climax in a touching description of the devotional fervour of Philip II on his death-bed) is given a sympathetic welcome (July 4, 1936, p. 522). A cardinal’s speech in Conclave “reads as an example of perfect courtesy and charity” (December 12, 1936, p. 1024). “The troubles of the old Catholic families during a century” (1560-1660) “come as a surprise even to those who would say they were served right for the Marian persecutions” (December 12, 1936, p. 1027). The bibliography of An Introduction to Medieval Europe, 300-1500, is criticized because “on the ecclesiastical and intellectual side [it] unduly neglects the Catholic point of view” (June 25, 1938, p. 438). A Jesuit missionary who was martyred by the Red Indians is described, in the review of The Travels and Sufferings of Father Jean de Brébeuf as “one of the most heroic members of one of the most heroic bodies in the history of the world, the Jesuit mission to the Hurons,…”: and the editor of his story is said to have “produced a splendid memorial to a saint and hero” (January 14, 1939, p. 20).


A review of the volumes of Ludwig von Pastor’s The History of the Popes, dealing with the period 1621-1700, amid many compliments both to the author and to the Papacy, mentions “Urban VIII’s College of Propaganda, which, served by heroic missionaries and sealing its work with the blood of innumerable martyrs, kept alive the faith in the midst of persecution in northern Europe,.…” The Church’s absurd persecution of Galileo is admitted to have been “a grave blunder”; but the criticism is qualified by the strange remark that “in the light of the relativity principle we can see that exclusive and absolute truth can be claimed neither for the geocentric nor for the heliocentric theory. Both are equally valid descriptions of the phenomena, and all that we can say for Copernicus and Galileo is that their description is much the more convenient”. Moreover Galileo, in his treatment of Kepler, showed worse and less-excusable bigotry than the Inquisition showed in its treatment of him. “The judgment of the Inquisition upon him is not an act of the kind for which the Church has ever claimed infallibility”. Finally, the gaudy baroque art of the period is enthusiastically defended against the charges usually levelled against it (April 27, 1940, pp. 206, 210).3


“The Roman Church, in fact, inspires”, we are told, “some of the best of recent historical studies” (December 7, 1940, p. vi). Mr. Denis Gwynn, in his apologia for the line taken by the Vatican in European politics since 1914, is declared to have “preserved a broad and dispassionate outlook and produced an admirably lucid account of a large subject” (May 24, 1941, p. 248). The reviewer of Dr. William Paton’s book, The Church and the New Order, patronizingly remarks that “at a time when the firmest statements of the function and meaning of the Church have usually been Catholic, it is reassuring to find a Protestantism which is at once virile and wise”, etc., etc. (July 19, 1941, p. 344).


Of another defence of the attitude of the Papacy to international politics, by Professor Binchy, it is said: “Massive in its erudition, scrupulous in its impartiality, cogent in its reasoning, sound in its judgments, it is a model of contemporary history. He brings many advantages to his task. He is himself a Catholic, and – an important point – he lives in a Catholic country,…” The book, we learn, deals with the Pope’s attitude to Italy’s murderous attack on Abyssinia. “Those who charge the Vatican with pro-Fascist sympathies point to its conduct in the Ethiopian and Spanish wars. Professor Binchy retorts that only two fairly innocuous remarks by the Pope could be quoted from the period of hostilities; at the end of hostilities he allows that Pope Pius XI made one unfortunate reference to ‘the triumphant joy of a great and good people’, but he believes that this has been lived down”. Remarkable testimony, this, to the excellent qualities ascribed to the book higher up. The character of the apologetic almost reminds one of Sir Andrew Aguecheek’s complaint against Sebastian for beating him: “Though I struck him first, yet it’s no matter for that”. I do not, by the by, see any allusion in the review to the fact that, shortly after the termination of the war, the Pope presented the Golden Rose to the Queen of Italy, and addressed her for the first time as “Empress of Ethiopia”. As evidence for the Vatican’s independence of the Fascist Government of Italy, Professor Binchy is said “to present a long record of friction between” them (October 25, 1941, p. 526). No mention, however, is made of the fact that many of these occasions of friction arose from the Vatican’s disapproval of Mussolini’s determination (prior to the Abyssinian war) to maintain the toleration he had promised to non-Catholic religious bodies in Italy. With the approach of the Abyssinian war, this toleration was more and more withdrawn.4


Great prominence was accorded in The Times Literary Supplement to certain volumes of the subtly but unmistakably pro-Roman work entitled European Civilization: Its Origin and Development, produced by various contributors, under the direction of Edward Eyre (Oxford, 1934-39). The late Mr. Edward Eyre was a wealthy and most ardent Roman Catholic propagandist.5 The second volume was welcomed with a leading article under the headline “The Roman Achievement”, ostensibly devoted to the work of pre-Christian Rome, but garnished with many delicate hints foreshadowing the greatness of the Medieval Church (September 19, 1935, pp. 569 f.). The reviewer summarizes the third volume in the headline “The Salving of Civilization. Rome’s place in the Feudal Order”, and offers a tenderly disguised apologia for papal authority (February 15, 1936, p. 125). The reviewer of the fourth volume, which deals with the Reformation, is frankly critical of the various contributors, with the exception of the one Protestant contributor (Professor F.M. Powicke) admitted to their ranks: but they are let down very lightly in the headline – “Christendom in Disruption. A Conflict of Evidence” (June 27, 1936, p. 540).


The new edition of the late Canon H. Rashdall’s work on The Universities of Europe in the Middle Ages is given a front-page review in the Supplement under the headline “Medieval Universities. Children of the Papacy” (May 2, 1936, pp. 361 f.). In his text the reviewer does not claim much more for the Church than the privilege of having formally authorized the foundation of successive universities: but he advances this prerogative as justifying the startling expression used in his headline. After referring in broad terms to the custom of securing ecclesiastical sanction for university-work, he continues: “In a very real sense the medieval universities were the children of the Papacy; though, like our Government to-day, the Papal authority sought only very sparingly to intervene in the institutions it had blessed”. But surely it is nothing less than a travesty of the facts to proclaim the medieval universities generally – and that in a large-type headline – to have been “Children of the Papacy”, when in point of fact the papacy did not initiate more than one or two of them, but simply exercised the right, as the supreme religious authority, of formally sanctioning, when asked to do so, their foundation and maintenance.


Mr. Hilaire Belloc’s defence of the exploded and improbable theory that Cromwell dishonestly contrived the escape of Charles I from Hampton Court to the Isle of Wight for the purpose of destroying him is described in the Supplement as “powerful pleading. There are other possible explanations, but none a tenth as plausible” (September 6, 1934, p. 595).6


It is only fair to recognize, alongside of these strokes on behalf of Romanism, the occurrence from time to time in the Literary Supplement of strictures on the Church and her representatives. As an example of this treatment, we may take the review of a strongly pro-Catholic work on The House of Guise by Mr. Henry Dwight Sedgwick (January 28, 1939, p. 61). The main contents are summarized in a disarmingly objective manner: “… the services of the Guises to the Catholic faith form the main theme of the book. He [the author] holds, indeed, that it was largely due to the Dukes of Guise… that France continued to walk ‘in the sanctified path of Roman Catholic civilization’ ”. Yet the author’s bias is duly recognized. “At times this bias appears in rather odd forms, as when he says that ‘the Duke of Alva… crushed the rebellion (in the Netherlands) with what seemed to the Protestants great cruelty’. He also passes somewhat lightly over the terrible executions following the conspiracy of Amboise, which provided, so astonishingly to our ideas, a spectacle for the Court”. A few other flaws arising from the author’s prejudices are noticed, of which the last is his feeling hurt “because the Guises are charged with – to use the Cardinal’s own phrase – a ‘holy dissimulation, a dissimulation full of piety’ ”. The historical methods of Mr. Hilaire Belloc are refreshingly chastised in a review of a volume of his essays. “He is Clio’s special pleader, and his interpretation of history is as rigid and doctrinaire as its opposite number, Marxism” (March 29, 1941, p. 154). Similarly severe is the criticism of Mr. Belloc’s later book, Elizabethan Commentary (April 4, 1942, p. 178). Again, a long review of Mr. A.E.W. Mason’s Life of Francis Drake quotes with frank sympathy the strong expressions in which the author speaks of Spanish and Catholic cruelty (October 11, 1941, pp. 506, 508). The reviewer of Father P. Hughes’s study of Rome and the Counter-Reformation in England (April 18, 1942, p. 196) similarly aims at evenhandedness; and the treatment of Señor Ferrara’s attempt to whitewash Pope Alexander VI (Rodrigo Borgia) is healthily critical (May 30, 1942, p. 268). The review of Mr. Otto Zoff’s book on The Huguenots is sympathetic (April 24, 1943, p. 202). The notice of Archbishop Spellmann’s addresses is on the whole adverse (July 17, 1943, p. 338).


Of special interest, on the other hand, is the way in which every nerve is often strained in order to reduce to a minimum, if it is impossible to remove it entirely, the obloquy traditionally resting on certain great representatives of the Roman Church. This effort is most strikingly seen at work in the treatment accorded by reviewers in The Times Literary Supplement to two books dealing with Philip II of Spain, with which I shall be more especially concerned in the ensuing pages (see below, pp. 31 ff.). I therefore put aside for the present the extraordinary endeavour to rehabilitate this particular personage, and confine myself to noticing the analogous treatment meted out to certain others.
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