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INTRODUCTION

As we have seen in the above chapters, the theoretical

philosophy of history went far beyond the general philoso¬

phical interpretation through its capacity to connect the

past and present, the part and the whole. It also over¬

came many of the 'faults' of 'unphilosophical' writers

through its emphasis on constant and universal explanations"^"
and on its denial of the isolated and individual. In both

instances, it enabled men to study human nature and society

in very general terms, and to overcome the fragmentation,

the erratic and disjointed nature of much of the earlier

historical work.

Nonetheless, it is important to remember that insofar

as we speak of the theoretical 'philosophy', we are talking

of a series of ideas which developed over a considerable

period of time, and which are not fully expounded in any

one work. Furthermore, we should also remember that while

it is in the work of Smith in particular that this philo¬

sophy as a working hypothesis is most fully developed, the

actual application of the concepts basic to such a philo¬

sophy to a series of historical situations must necessarily

involve certain problems of technique which Smith himself

is not obliged to face. Dealing as he does with general

ideas, with abstract statements which are illustrated pri¬

marily by reference to general rather than specific types

of situation, he does not need to continually relate the

1. See also Chapter VIII.
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unique to the general as writers such as Millar and Robert¬

son are obliged to. Even though the fundamental laws of

the theoretical interpretation provide the basis for re¬

lating specific situations to the overall theories of hu¬

man nature, the study of men and their actions at a par¬

ticular point in time raises problems for the historian who

may have difficulty in seeing how a non-philosophical soc¬

iety may eventually change to a more philosophical one.

This problem is particularly evident in the work of

a writer such as Robertson, partly for the reason mention¬

ed above - that the full theoretical philosophy only de¬

veloped over a period of time and hence was not necessarily

the foundation of any given traditionally 'historical' work -

but also for other reasons which can be said to affect

Robertson particularly. While it is true that he supports

many of the theoretical ideas and helped to develop them

in detail^, he was not involved in the evolution of the

philosophy on which the theoretical interpretation is based.

He is not interested in the operation of the moral senti¬

ments of man, he has little concern, for instance, with

the ideas of benevolence and sympathy which Smith had stu¬

died so fully. It is rather that he uses the general con¬

clusions concerning the pattern of human development as a

partial explanation of those historical situations he con¬

siders .

In the second place, the theoretical philosophy itself

can hardly be said to be free from certain preconceptions,

1. See below, Chapter VI.
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even if the theoretical writers were not aware of these.

Belief in a 'natural course of things', in a mixed form of

government based on the extension of power to the many, in

a particular form of society that is supposed to bring out

what is 'natural' to men - these are all ideas which have

an ideological bias, but one which is obscured by the sup¬

position that 'scientific' and 'detached' observation pre¬

sented such 'facts' and that human prejudices played little

part in their selection. Such political and social bias is

rarely taken into account by this historical school; and

even though their philosophy contributed greatly to an un¬

derstanding of the past in its own terms, it also restrict¬

ed men's interpretation of other ages. There is often lit¬

tle feeling for the individuality of a society and this

leads, in works such as Robertson's, to a denial of the

value of certain types of society as such - this is par¬

ticularly the case, for instance, in his evaluation of the

American Indians"*".

Furthermore, we can also see in works such as Robert¬

son's that the theoretical claim of detachment and scien¬

tific evaluation of social values could lead to a continua¬

tion of older, less 'philosophical' theories which were

presented - if quite unconsciously - in a 'scientific'

guise. This would appear to be the case in Robertson's

first work, Scotland; and although we may attribute this

in part to the fact that the theoretical philosophy was

not fully developed by 1759 when Scotland was first pub¬

lished, the continuation of the basic arguments of the

1. See America, Works, III, pp. 267-280.
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work through several following editions does suggest that

the integral drawbacks of the theoretical concepts were ne¬

ver recognised.

This is not to say, however, that all of the problems

which Robertson faced in his interpretation of various so¬

cieties can be attributed to the incomplete nature of the

theoretical philosophy. Again, it is possible that the

difficulties of applying it to historical situations as

well as its being a piecemeal development, affected the ex¬

tent to which it was used consistently in any one work; but

it is also valid to suggest that certain political and re¬

ligious prejudices which a writer such as Robertson held,

and which formed an integral part of Scottish thought be¬

cause of earlier historical writings, may have contributed

to limit the effect which 'scientific* detachment might

have had"'". While he may have had as a conscious aim the

eradication of myths, of legendary histories, for instance,

the influence of past works nonetheless affect the degree

to which such scientific principles and concepts of inves-
2

tigation as were laid down by the theoretical philosophy
3

were successfully employed . Certainly it is true that

not only the Scottish historical tradition but his own re¬

ligious beliefs affected his philosophy, and his ideas of

causation indeed sometimes run counter to the theoretical

standard because of his greater concern with the role of
4

providence m human life .

1. See Chapters VII-IX.
2. See Chapter VIII.
3. Ibid.
4. See below, pp.177-185.
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Because of such facts, we must see Robertson as very-

much an individual, seemingly 'theoretical' in one work,

apparently influenced by other traditions in a second, oc¬

casionally moved by forces which do not appear to affect

writers such as Smith or Millar. Personality, background,

the nature of the theoretical history itself, and past in¬

terpretations, all contribute to his historical philosophy

and combine to make it peculiarly his own. This individ¬

ualism and the degree to which it led him to depart from

the abstract standards of the theoretical work, is the

subject of the following chapters.
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CHAPTER V

PROVIDENCE AND INTEREST IN THE AFFAIRS OF MEN

The emphasis by the theoretical philosophy, and in¬

deed, by the general philosophical historian, on the need

for regular and uniform factors, meant that intervention

in human affairs which presupposed a relationship between

God and man, rarely formed part of their causal theory.

The theoretical historians' insistence on 'Species, or

Universals, and Not Individuals'^, reflected in their de¬

pendence on two basic laws or principles, led them always

to search for constant and universal cause. The role of

the divine in such a philosophy is limited to that of First
2

Cause , the Being who has created certain relationships
3

and formulated the 'natural course of things' but who then

simply watches men express their nature throughout human

time. The theoretical history, in other words, is detach¬

ed from the concept of a personal and involved God:

'When by natural principles we are led to ad¬
vance those ends which a refined and enlightened
reason would recommend to us, we are very apt to
impute to that reason, as to their efficient
cause, the sentiments and actions by which we
advance those ends, and to imagine that to be the
wisdom of man, which in reality is the wisdom of
God.' 4

Such a statement merely says that we are what we are

because the laws which govern our behaviour have been cre¬

ated by God for man, as much as the laws of the universe

1. Smith, Essays, p. 124.
2. See Chapter I, pp.
3. See pp. 37-38 above.
4. Smith, MS, pp. 126-127. See also Stewart, Works, I,

pp. 491-492.
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itself have been created by God. In this sense these laws

are 'natural' laws in that they form a part of our nature

and are a means of our expressing those qualities or that

potential which is basic to us. It is the 'invisible hand',

the heterogeneous process, however, and not intervention,

which leads to man's development in society; when we act

according to this natural pattern, we act as we were made

to. When we deviate from it, although in a manner normal

to the human situation"'", we interfere with the best possible

return from the economic and social laws - but we are, in

any event, acting always as men and are certainly not con¬

trolled in our actions by a watchful providence.

This attributing our nature to God, then, is by no

means a denial of the essentially secular nature of theo¬

retical history, and there is not in this interpretation,

as there is not in the general philosophical, any explana¬

tion which depends on any direct interaction between the

natural and the supernatural; men always act on their own

level. The laws which guide us we find from within our¬

selves through the capacities which we have been endowed

with: 'the rules which they prescribe are to be regarded

as the commands and laws of the Deity, promulgated by those
2

vice-gerents which he has set up within us.' The words

'providence' or 'providential' in such a philosophy mean

no more than that the natural course of things is in opera¬

tion.

1. See above, pp.92-103.
2. MS, p. 234.
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When considering the causes of what might be deemed

"ordinary1 events, Robertson appears to adhere to this gen¬

eral theoretical position; his remarks on the camel and

quinine as being provided by 'providence'^ are merely a

means of saying that these elements form a part of God's

provision for us - they are always discovered by man in an

entirely natural fashion. And he is generally careful to

relate the beliefs of others in intervention and revelation

to the particular level of superstition which we might ex-
2

pect from certain stages of human growth . In his specifi¬

cally religious work, however, and also in parts of his his¬

torical writing, it is to be seen that his ideas of cause

do include the concept of an active and interested provi¬

dence. This is particularly so in the former, where he

states that despite the existence of a regular pattern of

events and despite also a normal separation by man of the

secular and the divine, God can nonetheless still be seen

to be very much a part of human affairs: "Careful observers

may often, by the light of reason, form probable conjec¬

tures with regard to the plan of God's providence, and can

discover a skilful hand directing the revolution of human

affairs, and compassing the best ends by the most effect¬

ual and surprising means.'^
This, indeed, does not say that revelation is a con-

1. Robertson, America, Works, IV, p. 215. See also An
Historical Disquisition Concerning ... India (here¬
after cited India), Works, II, p. 332.

2. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 43-44. America, Works, III,
pp. 332-335.

3. The Situation of the World at the Time of Christ's
Appearance, and its Connection with the Success of his
Religion, Considered (Edinburgh, 1818, hereafter cited
Situation) p. 1.
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stant feature of human society; if God is to be seen work¬

ing in man's life or superintending it, he does so through

general laws, and his actions are always in accordance with

the general level of achievement of any system, a factor

which Robertson sees as an explanation of why the gospels

came to be preached at the time they did: 'no perfection

of any kind can be attained of a sudden.'"'" But such a philo¬

sophy, while clearly adhering to the most general tenets of

the theoretical doctrine, nonetheless does suggest that all

of the history of man, all the most important events in our

past in particular, have been predetermined; if the major

changes in the world have been brought about by natural

causes, the actual culmination of these natural factors

seems to depend on God.

Without such guidance as this, Robertson seems to

suggest, there could have been no coming together of a long

series of events, and this is an expression of the hetero¬

geneity of ends that certainly differs from the theoreti¬

cal. Nothing, in the opinion of that philosophy, is in¬

evitable, and there is no sequence or connection of specific

causes that must occur, or ought to have come about. We

deal only with what is, and we must always keep in mind

that if man could not have progressed in spite of various

repressive forms of government, the concept of capacity to

advance must be limited. What Robertson appears to be say¬

ing, on the other hand, is that some events are so vital to

1. Situation, p. 4. See also ibid., p. 9: 'the power of
God ... is never exerted but on the most necessary oc¬
casions. The Almighty seldom effects by supernatural
means, any thing which would have been accomplished by
such as are natural.'
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man, and so necessary to his development that it is diffi¬

cult to imagine how we would have survived without them.

In his historical work, for instance, because of the

difficulty which he has in explaining the actual emergence

of particular individuals, such as Luther, or Francis I,

or accounting for the coming together of the events that

made the Reformation or led to the downfall of the Roman

empire, he does not indicate that man would have continued

regardless of the absence of such events but rather empha¬

sises the necessity of these to human development by the

action or manipulation of providence. This approach is fur¬

ther to be distinguished from that of the theoretical in

that, while Smith and Millar, for instance, do point out

that particular or unique factors may lead to the develop¬

ment of peculiarities within any society, they do not in¬

sist that these were necessarily any part of the natural

course of things"'". We accept them, and we relate them to

the general factors of the given society, but we do not

interpret the past in terms of an 'if' philosophy. Though

Robertson does not explicitly say "if it had not been for

...', this is nonetheless an attitude which is implicit in

his interpretation of many major causal patterns.

This approach as regards his historical work is to be

seen in several instances, the most important of which con¬

cern political and religious change. In Charles V, for ex¬

ample, he stated that there were principles in the consti-

1. See below, pp. 184-187.
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tution of Rome which meant that its decline was inevitable,

an interpretation which suggests a long series of events,

of interconnecting and wholly natural causes which indeed

he gives in some detail"'". Yet in America, where he briefly

mentions the decline and fall of the Roman empire, he pays

little attention to such factors and indeed to the charac¬

teristics and situation of the barbarian tribes which he had

2
seen as a necessary explanatxon m the earlier work , and

indicates that these tribes existed in time for one purpose

only: the final destruction, the immediate and precipitating

cause, at divine instigation, of Rome's collapse. In this

work they are the 'barbarous nations' 'which Providence

prepared as instruments to overturn the mighty fabric of
3

the Roman power.'

To some extent, it is possible that such usage of

providence is merely one way in which to avoid discussion

of a long series of precipitating factors and background

causes - although for a historian to use such a particular

form of cause instead of another more seemingly 'historical'

one does indicate certain prejudices. This, however, can

hardly be seen to be the case in other instances of the

usage of the providential in Robertson's work. In con¬

sidering the Reformation in Scotland, for instance, he

points out that many factors which contributed to its emer¬

gence and growth were of such a nature that we might rather

have expected them to be detrimental - the attempts by the

French to dominate Scotland, the expulsion by Mary Tudor

1. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 3, 5-7.
2. Ibid., pp. 3-8.
3. America, Works, III, p. 22.
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of many of the English Protestant preachers"'". That these

facts were, on the contrary, beneficial to the Scottish Re¬

formation, Robertson believes, is not so much evidence of

the operation of the heterogeneity of ends but of a careful

manipulation of events from above, which is expressed in

natural terms:

'The ambition of the house of Guise, and the bi¬
gotry of Mary of England, hastened the subversion
of the papal throne in Scotland; and, by a sin¬
gular disposition of Providence, the persons who
opposed the reformation in every other part of
Europe with the fiercest zeal, were made instru¬
ments for advancing it in that kingdom.' 2

It is the immediate factors which Robertson seeks to

establish as crucial here, and although he does develop the
3

background of pre-Reformation Scotland , he does so in or¬

der to point out that even if the new doctrines had already

begun to have some effect, it was the impact of the English

reformers, the actual presence of these men in the society

at this time, which was of greatest importance, a situation

brought about by the careful, if unspectacular, interven¬

tion of God. Mary Tudor's expelling of the English reform¬

ers, then, a result of her own bigotry and repression of

'true' religion, had far greater ends than she herself

could have thought of; for these reformers then preached

their beliefs with a much greater sense of urgency and

thereby affected the progress of the Reformation in their

new home: 'What they had seen and felt in England, did not

abate the warmth and zeal of their indignation against po¬

pery. Their attacks were bolder and more successful than

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 102.
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid., pp. 108-116.
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ever; and their doctrines made a rapid progress among all

ranks of men.If the effects of these actions are expli¬

cable in natural terms, such as the value of continuing at¬

tacks on the old religious system, the very existence of

the particular situation that supplemented these general

factors is not; and this same combination of the natural

and the divine is to be seen in the case of the actions of

Mary of Guise whose own political ambitions and those of

her brothers had resulted in the protection of Protestant¬

ism because she had thought that such protection would fur¬

ther her own ends. Instead, her aims had led to the greater
2

increase in power of the new doctrines . Such a causal

pattern is certainly explicable within the framework of

Robertson's religious philosophy; but it does tend to se¬

parate the actions of individual rulers from their past,

from that of their society, and to suggest that their per¬

sonalities and lives had only one end in time - a divinely

planned end. Their lives, therefore, seem to be not so much

an expression of themselves or their societies and eras, but

a means of explaining some event which, it is thought, may

well not have occurred otherwise.

It is in his account of the German Reformation that

Robertson's usage of this sort of explanation is of par¬

ticular interest, because it is more fully developed; and

it is with this that we will be concerned in the following

pages in an effort to connect this particular aspect of

Robertson's thought with the usage by him of the concept of

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 107.
2. Ibid.
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property and interest in the evolution of man. It is true

that Robertson is intent to interpret the German Reformation

in the light of general causes - 'the success of the Reforma¬

tion was the natural effect of many powerful causes1"'" - yet

the words 'natural effect' must be studied carefully. They

suggest that the religious changes of the sixteenth century

were inevitable, and that it was inevitable also that they

should be successful. In short, Robertson seems to be say¬

ing that the past history of Germany, as well as particular

events of the sixteenth century, which he presents in some

2
considerable detail in Charles V , may have been expressed

by men, their passions and their interest, and expressed

concretely in terms of property - but that all these ac¬

tions and expressions reflect the hand of God. The power¬

ful causes which produce the Reformation are prepared, he

believes, by 'peculiar providence'; they 'conspire happily'
3

towards this particular end . 'That wonderful preparation

of circumstances', 'that singular combination of causes':

'may be considered as no slight proof, that the
same hand which planted the Christian religion
protected the reformed faith, and reared it,
from beginnings extremely feeble to an amazing
degree of vigour and maturity.' 4

Luther himself was 'raised up by Providence to be the au¬

thor of one of the greatest and most interesting revolu-
5

tions recorded in history' , and the coming together of a

vast series of events in Germany's past and present results

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 274.
2. Ibid., pp. 256-273 especially.
3. Ibid., p. 274.
4. Ibid., pp. 235-236.
5. Ibid., VI, p. 188.
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from God's control of the 'caprice of human passions'

which are made 'subservient towards the accomplishment of

his own purposes.'^
This interpretation suggests not only the overwhelming

importance of the individual - such as Luther - to the con¬

tinuation of the general - the Reformation; it also suggests

that all events prior to the arrival of Luther, and those

that occur during his life, have a very particular rather

than a diversified or non-specific end. All the historical

factors of this period are already in existence, before

they occur, so to speak, at least in the mind of God, a

theory which seems eminently teleological.

Furthermore, although such a coming together of events

may be seen as an expression of heterogeneity of ends in

one fashion, it differs very much from the ordinary theo¬

retical idea of heterogeneity, which does not insist on

particular and explicit forms of end. Nor, indeed, does

the theoretical philosophy demand that the coming together

of events always result in what we might describe as bene¬

ficial or 'philosophical' ends; it accepts the emergence

of the non-philosophical from the unintended, whereas

Robertson always uses Providence to bring events together

so as to create a situation which he sees as beneficial to

man. The passions and interests of men, in his interpre¬

tation, are simply used by God; whereas in the theoretical

they do lead to certain ends, but these ends are not planned,

or guided towards their actual culmination.

These particular statements of Robertson's concerning

providence in effect suggest a greater emphasis on the im-

1. Charles V, Works, VI, p. 357.
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portance of isolated and 'accidental' factors in human his¬

tory than the theoretical interpretation normally permits.

As we have seen above, the two basic laws of the theoreti¬

cal philosophy mean an emphasis on the general, on social

levels of achievement, not on the accidental or on the ac¬

tions of the individual - though situations in which the

individual, or the isolated action may have some effect

are taken into consideration when these reflect the nature

of the society"'". This position is to be seen, for in¬

stance, in Millar's own explanation of the emergence of

the Reformation and of the varying degrees of success

which this met with - an explanation where particular and

general causes are combined to suggest the basis for the

patterns peculiar to certain states. Millar does indicate

that there are certain 'accidental' or individualistic fea¬

tures affecting the rate of advance of the Reformation; the

authority of the popes over states which, geographically

speaking, were close to Rome, for instance, and the tem¬

poral authority of the papacy, were factors often suffic-
2

ient to check dissent . He concedes also that each state

possesses particular patterns within its past, and that

these may affect the rate of growth of other more general

causal factors - the strength of the pope, for instance,

appears to have depended in part on the weaknesses or limi-
3

tations of individual societies . The particular, in other

words, always has a role in the history of specific states.

1. See above, pp.163-168.
2. Hist. View, II, pp. 433-434.
3. Ibid., pp. 432-433.
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Nonetheless, it is necessary to be aware that,first,

these 'accidental' or individualistic features are individ¬

ual only in relation to the Reformation itself, especially

as its growth affects the power of Rome. In at least some

of the instances which Millar mentions, the background to

the events described as 'unique' reveals that they are not

unusual in relation to the history of the nation itself;

the dispute between Henry VIII and his wife, for instance,

has what we might describe as a past in both Henry's per¬

sonality and in the attempts which he had made to gain such

political power as would necessarily mean that his country

would be affected by his own personality. Secondly, it is

apparent that Millar always goes beyond these eminently

'historical' or unique elements in order to explain the

very general causes which make possible that change in

ideas which is characteristic of the Reformation. Such

causes necessarily mean that any such change will be grad¬

ual and will be successful only because of its becoming an

integral part of social patterns. These are what Millar

describes as 'fixed' causes"'", and they are the background

of any society, always a part of its own general develop¬

ment; in this instance, they explain why some societies are

2
more amenable to the Reformation and others less so .

This concentration on general and fixed causes, such

as the revival of learning, which are themselves produced

by very widespread changes in the economic and political

1. Hist. View, II, p. 433.
2. Ibid., pp. 428-434.



187

structure of Europe over a period of centuries, means that

Millar is not in need of any isolated causal factor, and

certainly not one which, like providence, explains the ac¬

tual coming together of this long series of events. He out¬

lines the background of specific factors, and accepts the

ends to which they have led without apparently being obliged

to explain why it is that all these economic and social ele¬

ments combined to produce something quite so 'beneficial'

or 'philosophical' as the emergence of 'true' religion.

For him, such a factor is superfluous; it is not, however,

for Robertson who, though much of his work is devoted to

a detailed study of the very same factors that Millar has

taken into account"'" and accepts as full explanation, must

nonetheless introduce the further element of the providen¬

tial. By so doing, he indicates his dissatisfaction with the

concept that things might possibly have been otherwise in

European history - though Millar himself is not concerned

with this speculation - and seeks to reinforce that point

which seems to be of so much importance to him, that events

such as the Reformation were so necessary to man that the

use of providence as cause is acceptable.

Robertson's position on this matter is further compli¬

cated by the fact that, in the study of the development of

the Reformation in Germany, and particularly its institu-

tionalisation in society, he places considerable emphasis

on certain factors as cause which tend to undermine his

previous emphasis on the providential. He is particularly

interested to maintain the idea of the importance of pro-

1. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 104-158, 256-273, VI, pp.
511-514.
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perty as the basis of political power, for instance, and to

show that ideas or philosophies in themselves do not achieve

permanence, but demand expression in a more concrete form.

Such causal explanations in themselves do away with a depen¬

dence on the isolated and the individual factor. Thus, al¬

though he suggests clearly that Luther was necessary to the

Reformation and implies that this would not have developed

without the existence of this individual ( as opposed to

any other single person) he also denies that individuals

can maintain such innovations single-handed. Had there

been no Luther, there would have been no violence, none of

that decisive action that makes for the turn towards posi¬

tive change; yet Luther's own existence, Robertson seems

to be saying, would have been of relatively small importance

if this philosophy of change had not become a part of Ger¬

man social mores. If the Reformation in Germany in par¬

ticular began with the spread of the more liberal ideas

that challenged the traditional authority of the church"'",
these can only have a limited effect outside the change

which they may produce in the minds of others over a con¬

siderable period of time:

'They may perhaps gradually, and in a long course
of years, undermine and shake an established sys¬
tem of false religion, but there is no instance
of their having overturned one. The battery is
too feeble to demolish those fabrics which super¬
stition raises on deep foundations and can
strengthen with the most consummate art.' 2

The restoration of general and universal principles,

destroyed by the corrupting influence of Catholicism, can-

1. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 269-273.
2. Ibid., VI, p. 512.
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not be permanent without support from another source. How¬

ever much Robertson may believe, then, that the Reformers

were lacking in both power and policy1, this is true only

of their original steps; their later actions, if we cannot

always associate them with policy, are always supported and

implemented by men who can be associated with power, and

whose presence at this time, if a part of the marvellous

combination of causes, can also be explained in terms of
. . 2

the political background of the country . However much

Luther was able to break down the absurd, however much the

society in general was able to divest itself of its old pre¬

judices under proper guidance, the success so achieved was

limited. The very lack of violence and the absence in the
3

early years of the arms needed to maintain changes , indi¬

cated that the real battle to make the Reformation a part

of life, to remove it from being an isolated and imperman¬

ent event, was yet to be fought.

If we consider the particular history of certain key

events in the later history of Germany Protestantism we

1. It is Robertson's belief that there is no political
element in the Reformation itself. Its emergence and
institutionalisation is a part of the growing trend
towards civil liberty, and it is^. .indeed, on this ci¬
vil liberty and its expression in property that it de¬
pends - this is, after all, the manner in which Robert¬
son is trying to show the dominance of natural events.
Religion, he believes, does not undermine the state so
long as it is founded on proper principles: see Charles
V, Works, V, pp. 256-275, 394.

2. Robertson has explained in some detail in the View
the forms and nature of the German constitution (Ibid.,
pp. 146-158) .

3. Ibid., V, p. 235, VI, pp. 514-515.
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will see that any changes made in doctrines, or any tolera¬

tion of religion within the German empire were not the re¬

sult of tolerance per se which did not exist at this time,

but were purely political moves, and always related to the

balance of property. The very difficulties created by the

popes concerning the holding of a council"'", their reluctance
2

to accept doctrinal changes , their distrust of the concept
3

of conciliar power , and the final results of the Council

of Trent make it obvious that the power of the papacy was

not to be challenged simply through words: the influence

of new ideas, however enlightened, could not break so

quickly through generations of prejudice. Furthermore, the

advance of the Reformation within Germany at any time can

be seen to have always depended on political measures; if

the Reformers were to move from the position of dependence

they must themselves gain power through 'property' or the

state itself must achieve a situation in which the new re¬

ligion was wholly acceptable. In other words, the former
4

dependence on the will of the emperor was not transformed

into stability through the force of ideas, but was the re¬

sult of political power matching political power, or of

property against property; and we must always distinguish

1. Charles V, Works, VI, pp. 153, 273-274, 278-279.
2. Ibid., pp. 4-5, 133-134.
3. Ibid., pp. 4-5; tyranny and superstition always go

together, Robertson believed (Situation, pp. 18-19)
and the development of the conciliar is always a
sign that the individualism of the ruler is beginning
to decline, a theory which we can see especially in
his belief in the separation of powers or the co¬
operation of the various sections of government (see
Chapter VI).

4. Charles V, Works, VI, pp. 2, 14-15.
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then, between the Reformers and those persons or groups

which were in a position to effect those gradual changes

which helped to maintain religious freedom.

This importance of 'property' is always evident in

Robertson's interpretation of the Reformation; and he shows

that if Luther's intention was not to destroy but to re¬

form"'", the very nature of the institution which he chal¬

lenged was civil rather than religious. The simplicity

of early Christianity had long disappeared from the Ca-
2

tholic church , and the effects its actions had on, and

the connections it had with, other countries were express¬

ed primarily in a political sense. The canon law had been

used to make the church a part of the feudal society; it

had accumulated property, and excused the ecclesiastics
3

from civil control . The ecclesxastical courts themselves

were a means of breaking down the civil law, invading the

natural laws of inheritance, for instance, and using false
4

pxety to gaxn material benefits , not even compensating

for this by being of any benefit to the oppressed classes
5

in the feudal society . The servants of the pope excom¬

municated those who challenged them, and invaded the rights
6 7

of others ; the corruption of their lives revealed the

Charles V, Works, V, pp. 254-256; Luther's success,
Robertson believes, was due to his discovery of the
central faults of Catholicism around which all its be¬
liefs and practices were centred, not to his political
capacity.
Situation, p. 15, and Charles V, Works, V, pp. 105-106,

3. Ibid. PP
4. Ibid. PP
5. Ibid. P.
6. Ibid. PP
7. Ibid. PP

263-264.

258-261.
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depths to which they had sunk and although certain events

had tended to limit the church's authority and reputation"'',
the effect of such isolated events was necessarily small.

The papacy had become a secular power using the trappings

of a false religion to increase its political strength; its

doctrines might be chimerical, and its theology of the

speculative and useless nature that was abhorred by the
2

theoretical writers , but its policy was effective. The

threat of excommunication was a powerful weapon, and the

papacy was not averse to spreading political disturbance:

'There was not a state in Europe which had not been dis¬

quieted by their ambition; there was not a throne which

they had not shaken, nor a prince who did not tremble at
3

their power.' Nowhere does this appear more true than in

Germany, where the inheritance of past political problems
4

continued to undermine all actions ; it is not on the

ideals of Christ that the sixteenth century church is

founded, but on the solid possession of property and the

power that goes with this.

Robertson believes then, that if Luther's ideas were

to have any effect they must be supported by secular au¬

thority; and as the response of the established church to

his attack was founded on its fear of losing that which

1. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 106-110.
2. Ibid., p. 63: "The presumption of men had added to

the simple and instructive doctrines of Christianity
the theories of a vain philosophy, that attempted to
penetrate into mysteries, and to decide questions
which the limited faculties of the human mind are un¬

able to comprehend or to resolve'.
3. Ibid., p. 106.
4. Ibid., pp. 149-150, 265.



had been gained"*" , so also were the reasons of the defend¬

ers of his actions strictly, or almost entirely, a-relig-

ious. The elector of Saxony, for instance, under whose

jurisdiction Luther came, considered the challenge to the

church to have considerable potential in the long-continu¬

ing political struggle between papacy and princes:

'He secretly encouraged the attempt, and flatter¬
ed himself, that this dispute among the eccles¬
iastics themselves might give some check to the
exactions of the court of Rome, which the secular
princes had long, though without success, been
endeavouring to oppose.' 2

In 1519 the Reformation had only just begun to have an ef¬

fect; in a few years its efforts to survive and become a

legally recognised part of the state meant an involvement

in the German constitutional struggles and in the tortuous

history of Germany politics. Within the political nature

of the society in which the Reformation doctrines existed,

the contest is not so much between the papacy and the new

church, as between the papacy as a political power, the em¬

peror, and the feudal princes. Not only do we find in this

study then, that it is property which is the major or all-

important causal factor, but Robertson also stresses that

it is not until there is a balance of power and a realisa¬

tion of true interests among the princes..,,that their own

ends can be served.

In the light of this emphasis on property, his teleo-

logical examination or presentation is not quite so blatant

as we might be led to think; by declaring that it is by

political power alone that ideas can be made into institu-

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 242.
2. Ibid., pp. 241-242.



tions or are enabled to have a long life, he removes from

ideas, or the individual presentation of these, the sense

of the isolated or the accidental. Such elements become a

part of the society and their continuation within social

institutions means that they no longer have the quality

that distinguishes the accidental from the unexpected. It

is true too that by interpreting the reasons for the con¬

tinuation of Luther's philosophy in terms of political po¬

wer Robertson also gives credence to his statement that it

is through the passions or interests of men that God works:

or at least, if we accept that God is involved, it is ob¬

viously in a manner which takes advantage of the self-

serving desires of the powerful. The elector of Saxony,

after all, is not as moved by piety as by the desire to

limit the power of Catholicism. By stressing that it is

not as a result of religion that men revolt, but because

of a long series of injustices in civil society, he estab¬

lishes that providence makes use of existing factors in

order to further its own ends; and by having established

a long series of reasons for the outbreak of civil discon¬

tent at this time, Robertson can emphasise how very natural

and gradual these were.

Yet it could also be said that the words 'preparation

of circumstances' tend to cancel out the effect of 'pecul¬

iar' providence, and the 'conspiring' of events towards a

particular end; such phrases suggest an isolated instance,

or the usage of factors which happened to occur as a re¬

sult of man's long history, at least within Germany, where¬

as 'preparation of circumstances' implies the creation also
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of the long-established 'powerful causes'. Does God or

providence rule all of man's life and bring about all his

reactions?, we are led to wonder. If so, even these long-

established elements are in a sense individual, in that

while each of them may represent human passions and inter¬

ests and each may also be expressed in property terms,

they are nonetheless isolated events that are combined over

a period of time, as distinct from the less precise and

certainly not easily connected factors which make up the

progress of men in the theoretical interpretation. Each

individual person who has participated in the history of

Germany must have a value as great as that of Luther him¬

self, and yet, as we can see, such eminence is granted on¬

ly to him; it is he alone who is 'raised up' to be the

'author' of a revolution, a distinction which itself se¬

parates him from the past of the society. The same sepa-

rateness or sense of mission is not attributed to those

such as Maurice of Saxony or even Charles V who are none¬

theless of considerable importance to the history of this

time.

Furthermore, if Robertson does mean a 'preparation of

circumstances' in this sense, even though he states that

God uses man's passions as an instrument of his own will,

he is nonetheless distinguishing himself from the theoreti¬

cal concept of separation of the almighty and of men. Even

if we ignore the fact that God must know what man will do

at any moment in time, he would appear to have given men

'interest' and 'passions' in order to further his own aims

and ends, and not those of men; he is in effect making use

of them, sees them as tools to be manipulated even if for



their own good, and to express their full nature, Robert^

son's belief in providence's continued support of the

'true' religion"'" must necessarily mean a constant connect¬

ion of God with man as opposed to the theoretical separation

of God and the affairs of humanity. While man may seem to

struggle towards some unknown end, Robertson suggests, God

does not permit him to simply struggle but guarantees, by

the usage of revelation or appropriate action or placing of

individuals, as well as by the apparent consistent indirect

intervention in all factors of life, that he brings certain

patterns to a particular end.

These gaps in Robertson's interpretation are to be

seen also in his study of the evolution of a balance of po¬

wer among the members of the German constitution in the

first decades of the sixteenth century. Using the general

thesis of property and its power, he does point out that

the history of Germany provides us with the reasons why

the emperor has at least a pretence of claiming certain

rights, and why the German princes fail to unite against

him: the feudal society with its separation of the power¬

ful into small groups each jealous of their own power and

privileges is a natural product of circumstances, and re¬

veals how much situation determines the expression of our

2
interests or passions . The princes do not have the breadth

of view that Charles himself does, being marked by a

'spirit of jealousy and division' which prevented them from

seeing ahead to the creation of a unity of interest so that

1. See above, p. 183.
2. Charles V, Works, VI, pp. 151, 152, 184, 219.



the real interest of all might be served. When they learn

from experience that they cannot act alone, that they must

overcome their faults if they are to survive, their de¬

cision is expressed in property in the form of a more ef¬

ficient army, with which they are eventually able to defeat

the emperor and establish the Reformation principles as a

part of the constitution.

Up to this point, Robertson's assessment of the past

and present factors which go to make up the causes of

these changes appears to be strictly within the terms of

the theoretical philosophy. He has established, especially

in the View, the nature of the German constitution as it

was when Charles became emperor, and he has shown also how

the feudal system limits the operation of the human mind

even of those who apparently benefit most from it; he has

related the failures of the princes to their situation,

and their successes also to situation - even if their

changing ideas were in part believed to have been caused

by the more humane and enlightened principles of the Re¬

formation doctrines"'". Interest is uppermost in their minds,

and with the combining of their resources which are natu-
2

rally produced by the feudal state , they create a balance

which served their interests, those of society and those

of the Reformation.

In the whole of this explanation there is an emphasis

on the interests or the passions of men and the expression

of these in forms of property. Yet, if we assume that

1. Charles V, Works,VI, pp. 1-2.
2. Ibid., p. 206.



Robertson sees providence's working through these passions

on a constant and long-term basis in order to provide a

means by which the Reformation is to be institutionalised,

he would seem to be suggesting that these factors really

are just 'caprices', frivolous actions, which need some

particular and specific bringing together to make them

productive of a more worthy end. If so, interest, even

though it may lead to balance of power and to the success

of the Reformation, does not do so through the hetero¬

geneity of ends. If we believe that the Reformation suc¬

ceeded because of particular or unique factors, do we not

deny the value of all past actions of even the feudal

princes, and select from these only those which are 'cru¬

cial'? Do we not thereby deny that these 'vital' elements,

such as the princes' capacity to call large armies into

action, exist because of hundreds of years of actions?

If, further, all the actions of these men during the Refor¬

mation, are so important, why are they themselves not con¬

sidered as necessary as luther? Also, we may question

Robertson's interpretation on a further point here, name¬

ly, that if it is the actions of men and the long-estab¬

lished causes which 'happily' conspire to produce a situa¬

tion favourable to the actions of a man like Luther, why

should we not try to relate Luther himself more to his own

situation, and why should we not also see that the Reforma¬

tion itself depends on chance or the fortuitous? Again,

the only ansv/er, to the last question at least, is that

Robertson believes there must be some particular factor to

account for what appears to us to be merely 'fortunate';
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and he has clearly revealed that the providential appear¬

ance at this point, the 'protection' of the reformed faith

from the hostile world cannot be a matter of chance but one

of deliberation and plan.

To some extent, however, the insistence by Robertson

that the apparently fortuitous was planned and that it was

also expressed through general or natural means, was a way

of denying that insignificant causes produced major change:

a theme which is common among even the non-teleological

writers of other schools. His usage of property and inter¬

est in at least a superficially philosophical sense

does mean then that on one level he is really challenging

the theories of those with whom he appears to have some¬

thing in common. This is especially necessary to remem¬

ber in our study of his consideration of the development

of a balance of power between the European states in the

sixteenth century. In Scotland, he had plainly suggested

that this balance was in part created by the very existence

of Francis I, and that his appearance at this time was due

to providence in much the same fashion as was Luther: 'had

not Providence, in pity to mankind, and in order to pre¬

serve them from the worst of all evils, universal monarchy,

raised up Francis I to defend the liberty of Europe.'"*"
Yet, this assessment is not one which is continued by

2
Robertson within his major study of the balance of power .

The fear of 'universal monarchy' had disappeared by the

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 68.
2. However, his belief in the role of providence in

Charles' intentions to create a universal monarchy,
was continued in all later editions of Scotland.



time he wrote Charles V, and if the element of providence

as cause was by no means absent from this work, the greater

part of his explanation of the limitations imposed on

Charles is concerned with the limitation of the emperor

through the development of a more philosophical society.

His interpretation then in this later work is in

strong contrast to his more obviously religious one and

is much more in accordance with both his own study of the

means by which a modicum of balance evolved between nations

and the theoretical belief in the consistent dominance of

interest even in the growth and maintenance of the philo¬

sophical system"'". While in his specifically religious

writings Robertson could suggest that Christianity and its

principles had profoundly affected the nature of the modern

state, making 'traditional' virtue a part of modern po-

2
litical principles , and while he never entirely rid him¬

self of the older ideas that duty and conscious action were

3
a part of man'srole m the modern society , it is m gen¬

eral true that he does accept a considerable degree of in¬

terest as necessary, and that he feels it is necessity

rather than generosity which brings about greater stabil-
A

ity*. Men may combine piety with their political inter¬

est, but this combination must always be expressed through

property; and if the mind of man unfolded and his talents

were expressed in a more obviously enlightened manner, to

1. See above, Chapter IV.
2. Situation, pp. 14, 16, 30.
3. See below, Chapters VI and VII.
4. See, for instance, Scotland, Works, I, p. 66.



expect him to restrain himself completely, or to deny the

role of the political in the actions of kings, was to deny

the self-centredness of the most generous. Self-limitation

could exist only when all were obliged to act in accordance

with the 'justice' of a developed state"'", or, as far as re¬

lationships between nations were concerned, when equality of

power made great changes unlikely. When there are discrep¬

ancies in the power of conflicting states, Robertson be-
2

lieved , we do not expect to find that the superior one is

motivated by 'moderation'; rather, we both expect and find

that the weaker will suffer the full force that its opponent

can bring to bear. The change from such inequalities, in

the theoretical viewpoint, does not result from the kind¬

ness or the benevolence of men, which is always uncertain

and continues our dependence upon the whim of others. Ra¬

ther, it must come about through the increasing parity of

property: 'equality of courage and force can alone overawe

the injustice of independent nations into some sort of re-
3

spect for the rights of one another' , and it was hoped

that, with the development of trade, and the extension of

the benefits of the discovery of the new world to all those

who lived in it, all nations might become independent of

the will of others. Certainly it is obvious that Smith

does not feel it a part of the natural sentiments of man

4
to extend 'benevolence' to other nations , and because of

1. See above, Chapter II, and below, pp. 251 ff. How¬
ever, see also pp. 307-309.

2. See, for instance, Charles V, Works, VI, p. 500.
3. WN, II, p. 141.
4. MS, p. 337.
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this fact it is apparent that the capacity to live together

will depend on the emergence of a situation of necessity.

This position concerning balance of power was certain¬

ly one which Robertson made his own, even though he does

not explore the basis of it in the operation of the moral

sentiments of men; he is content, as in the greater part of

his work, to interpret changes in terms of property and of

the eventual institutionalisation of the philosophical. He

does not expect, as the other theoretical writers did not,

that war will come to an end; to have such hopes would be

to deny the nature of man and to ignore the world on which

the scientific principles of the theoretical history was

based. He felt instead, and this was an opinion shared by

his fellow Scots, that many changes produced by man's ac¬

tions had meant the development of techniques which were

more impersonally beneficial, and which distinguished the

battles of the ancient from those of the modern world:

'Civilized nations, which take arms upon cool re¬
flections (sic), from motives of policy or pru¬
dence, with a view to guard against some distant
danger or to prevent some remote contingency,
carry on their hostilities with so little rancour
or animosity that war among them is disarmed of
half its terrors.' 1

This situation, Robertson believed, was the result,

not of conscious 'philosophical' thought, but of a long and

gradual process which began in the sixteenth century and

which reflects the constant expression of human interest

and the operation of the process of heterogeneity of ends.

The concept of balance of power at the beginning of this

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 7; see also WN, II, p. 221.
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period was limited in its extent and practiced only by those

states which had been forced into it through sheer necess¬

ity or situation. The Italian countries which, for numer¬

ous reasons, had been the centre of the major battles of

Europe for a considerable period were naturally jealous of

the transalpine powers and sought to be either entirely rid

of their influence, or to play off one against the other.

The first aim Robertson finds impracticable, the second much

more beneficial for it led these nations to be aware of the

outside world and especially to be aware of the potential

danger of both Charles and Francis, making them 'careful to

preserve the balance even between them, unless when they

were seduced to violate this favourite maxim of their pol¬

icy, by the certain prospect of some great advantage to

themselves.' If the pope took the side of the emperor,

'it was equally manifest, that if it became necessary to

take a side, the Venetians would, from motives of the same

2
nature, declare for the king of France.'

This situation of necessity, however, did not extend

beyond the borders of the Italian states. The remainder

of the European powers acted as though 'they had been sin-
3

gle and disjoined' , and this lack of policy itself created

or aided the conflict which was such a fundamental part of

this age. The inexperience or lack of foresight that was

eventually to be eradicated can be seen particularly clear¬

ly in the fact that the electors of Germany acted as indi-

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 227.
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid., VI, p. 502.
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viduals in 1519, and as individuals concerned only with

their own limited interest:

'Their common interest ought naturally to have
formed a general combination, in order to dis¬
appoint both competitors, and to prevent either
of them from obtaining such a pre-eminence in
power and dignity, as might prove dangerous to
the liberties of Europe. But the ideas with re¬
spect to a proper distribution and balance of po¬
wer were so lately introduced into the system of
European policy, that they were not hitherto ob¬
jects of sufficient attention.' 1

The faults of the existing lack of universal balance

are to be seen in the dominance of personality and individ¬

ualism as major causal factors of many actions and events

during the first decades of the century; and this is par¬

ticularly the case with Henry VIII of England. On occas¬

ion, it is to be seen, Henry was capable of discerning the

need for decisive action and for limiting his own apparent

interests in order to achieve his real ones:

'He was sensible, that if Charles were permitted
to add any considerable part of France to the
vast dominions of which he was already master,
his neighbourhood would be much more formidable
to England than that of the ancient French kings;
while, at the same time, the proper balance on
the continent, to which England owed both its
safety and importance, would be entirely lost.' 2

Yet it is also obvious that such discernment was the result

of experience and was not naturally a part of Henry's per¬

sonality. 'His measures seldom resulted from attention to

the general welfare, or from a deliberate regard to his own

interest, but were dictated by passions which rendered him
3

blind to both' ; although his situation and his power made

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 212.
2 . Ibid., p. 371.
3. Ibid., p. 229. See also ibid., pp. 280, 289, 358, 424

and VI, pp. 143, 144, 170, 171.



him a natural choice as mediator between the two great po¬

wers , he gave way to the immediate and thereby failed to

help build the more permanent:

'he was destitute of the penetration, and still
more of the temper, which such a delicate function
required, Influenced by caprice, by vanity, by
resentment, by affection, he was incapable of form¬
ing any regular and extensive system of policy or
of adhering to it with steadiness.' 1

At the same time as Robertson points out the effects

of individualism, however, he also emphasises that the

variations in personality and situation of Charles and

Francis contributed not only to the existence of conflict,

but also in part explained the very development of balance.

The nature of a ruler of the lesser calibre such as Henry

has considerable effects within his own society but it is

not vital to the fate of Europe; this is not the case with

regard to the emperor and the king of France. It is true,

certainly, that both rarely considered their own true in¬

terest, and this is a fact which Robertson is intent to es¬

tablish:

'If Charles and Francis had been influenced by
considerations of interest or prudence alone,
this, without doubt, must have been the manner
in which they would have reasoned. But the per¬
sonal animosity which mingled itself in all their
quarrels, had grown to be so violent and implaca¬
ble, that, for the pleasure of gratifying it they
disregarded every thing else; and were infinitely
more solicitous how to hurt each other than how
to secure what would be of advantage to them¬
selves . ' 2

He believes nonetheless that the problems created by

such animosity are both the result of more general factors

and to some extent are solved by similar general factors.

1. Charles V, Works, V, p.229.
2. Ibid., VI, p. 150.



Although we cannot explain the very nature of personality

or give the reasons for it, we are nonetheless able to trace

a series of long-established causes which brought about the

likelihood of conflict between these two persons and which

also limited the effectiveness of this conflict, this limi¬

tation itself leading to balance. The heterogeneous pro¬

cess, in the past and even in the present, then, is an ele¬

ment which Robertson sees to be of great value. If he could

not fully account for the existence of the somewhat frivolous

nature of Francis's character"'", he did believe that it was

in part due to the ideas of chivalry, of glory, and honour

that were an integral part of the French society at the

time and which were the result of the very past of the

country. This natural development had also produced the

circumstances which both led to Francis being able to chal¬

lenge Charles, and to limit the effectiveness of Charles's

own characteristics. Francis's situation, in fact, made

up for his very defects as a ruler:

'His chief advantage ... over the emperor, he
derived on this, as on other occasions, from the
contiguity of his dominions, as well as from the
extent of the royal authority in France, which
exempted him from all the delays and disappoint¬
ments unavoidable wherever popular assemblies
provide for the expenses of government by occas¬
ional and frugal subsidies.' 2

If the absolutism of the French kings and the existence of

a standing army in this country are factors which are detri-

1. Charles V, Works, "V, pp. 443-444: 'more enterprising
than steady (he) undertook great designs with warmth,
but often executed them with remissness'.

2. Ibid., VI, p. 148.



mental to the development of men within the nation1, it is
evidence of the unpredictability of life and the coming to¬

gether of events in an unexpected manner that these same

distinguishing marks enable one man to check the growth of

another on an international level.

Robertson is not able, either, to explain the exist¬

ence of the particular personality of Charles V, but he does

see that it is of considerable importance in enabling him

to overcome the situation in which he is placed. His char¬

acter is quite different from that of Francis and is so

steady and precise that one is inclined to think of his

measures as a consistent system 'in which all the parts

were arranged, all the effects were foreseen, and even

2
every accident was provided for.' 'He possessed qualities

so peculiar":

'that they strongly mark his character, and not
only distinguish him from the princes who were
his contemporaries, but account for that super¬
iority over them which he so long maintained.' 3

It is difficult to say whether Charles's situation or

position was a major causal factor in the emergence of his

'nature' or 'bent', but it is obvious to Robertson that his

prudence and determination were the only elements which

could have overcome the fact that he was limited in his

actions by the long-established institutions of the various

states of Spain. This situation Robertson has explained in
4

considerable detail in the View , and thereby relates the

1. See Charles V, Works, V, pp. 76 ff.
2. Ibid., VI, p. 489.
3 . Ibid., p. 488.
4. Ibid., V, pp. 125-139.
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past to the present in such a manner as to eliminate any

suggestion that accidental or isolated factors are of im¬

portance :

'Though Charles possessed dominions more exten¬
sive than any other prince in Europe, and had at
this time no other army but that which was em¬
ployed in Lombardy ... his prerogative in all his
different states was so limited, and his subjects,
without whose consent he could raise no taxes,
discovered such unwillingness to burden themselves
with new or extraordinary impositions, that even
this small body of troops was in want ...' 1

'From a circumstance that now appears very singular, but

arising naturally from the constitution of most European

governments in the sixteenth century ... (Charles' ') reven¬

ues were so limited, that he could not keep on foot his

victorious army ...'

In his study of the alliances which emerged in Europe

during this period, Robertson saw that the most predominant

factor was one of interest, arising from the very existence,

personality and situation of both Charles and Francis and

the effect of these on the fortunes of other nations. The

history of Europe at this time, then, is not simply that of

two powerful individuals but also of the manner in which

other parties act in response to them. These alliances

vary with the changing fortunes of the respective contend¬

ers for power, and the traditional alliances - themselves

once, perhaps, a reflection of interest - give way to the

expedient, a feature of political life which Robertson ob¬

viously accepts. Conscious planning takes the place of

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 361.
2. Ibid., p. 374. See also ibid., pp. 280, 345 and VI,

p. 351.
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the former haphazardness, and if neither Francis nor Charles

is motivated by any such philosophical reasoning, this is

of no importance since the other European states have re¬

sponded to their actions by an increasing unity, and have

thereby limited the effects of these. Thus if Charles's

abilities earn him an increase in status and a greater sup¬

port from others, this advantage is eliminated when he uses

his gains to encroach on the authority of others, thereby

causing a re-arrangement of the balance of power"^".
Furthermore, it is to be seen that not only do such

responses by the lesser states automatically check the ef¬

fects of one individual's actions, but also that they tend

to limit the power of the individual himself. Those very

qualities or advantages of situation which brought about

conflict, and made that animosity between Charles and Fran¬

cis the centre of European actions for so many years, were

cancelled out or limited in their effect by the advantages

which the other powers harnessed through experience and in¬

terest. One either learns to become involved in alliances,

or else remains neutral. Those who do not learn from the

past, such as the Duke of Savoy, remain 'a sad monument of

the imprudence of weak princes, who, by taking part in the

quarrel of mighty neighbours, are crushed and overwhelmed
2

in the shock.'

What Robertson is in effect saying here is that an

equality of power and of skills can be developed by circum¬

stances and that this equality comprises a force which can

1. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 424, 431 and VI, pp. 69, 70.
2. Ibid., p. 79.
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be applied impersonally. Although he conceded that 'each

state derived some advantage, or was subject to some incon¬

venience, from its situation or its climate' and that 'each

was distinguished by something peculiar in the genius of

its people or the constitution of its government'"'", these

distinguishing qualities do not inhibit the development of

balance of power. Not only are the individual advantages

'counterbalanced by circumstances favourable to others',

thereby preventing 'any from attaining such superiority as

2
might have been fatal to all' ; but, these advantages are

made subservient to a greater end than the immediate bene¬

fit of any one group or nation.

Furthermore, the very type of personality useful in

a situation of constant balance and changing of alliances

is of a sort which is developed by experience and demands

no extraordinary qualities. In discussing the personality

of Henry VIII,Robertson had pointed out that this monarch

had many abilities, but little prudence or foresight; and

while it might seem that his passions and enthusiasms were

more glorious, it is, Robertson believes, more truly bene¬

ficial to possess the more solid virtues. 'A prince of

greater art, though with inferior talents' makes more steady
3 ...

and real gains . Such qualities, for instance, distinguish¬

ed Charles V, though these were limited in their effect by

his situation. When, with time and observation, men in

general learned to act carefully and with forethought, such

1. Charles V, Works, VI, p. 501.
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid., V, p. 229.
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characteristics in effect became institutionalised and no

longer so 'accidental'. Again, isolated factors are re¬

placed by more lasting ones, and are so through the capaci¬

ties of men to adapt to their circumstances and situation,

through a developing awareness of real interest:

'It was during the reign of Charles V that the
ideas on which this system is founded first came
to be fully understood. It was then that the
maxims by which it has been uniformly maintained
since that era were universally adopted.' 1

Such an argument, it is apparent, is eminently philo¬

sophical, primarily for two reasons: in the first place, if

Robertson had once seen Francis's existence as providential,

his later explanation of Francis's role tends rather to

suggest the importance of a long series of causes in the

history of many countries, none of which are shown as hav¬

ing been guided by the hand of providence. Men act simply

as their circumstances direct, and in the sixteenth century

the coming together of innumerable factors has brought about

a particular but very 'natural' situation. In the second

place, Robertson also points out that it is interest which

has led to the change in international policies. Necessity

has created the motives, but the solutions are a result of

man adapting to his situation; the philosophical, then, is

achieved over a considerable period of time, and we must

see a vast number of factors making up one whole. The man¬

ners of men have changed gradually to form a new situation

which is conducive to the continuation of the real interests

of all:

1. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 76-77.



'when nations are in a state similar to each
other, and keep equal pace in their advances to¬
wards refinement, they are not exposed to the
calamity of sudden conquests. Their acquisitions
of knowledge, their progress in the art of war,
their political sagacity and address, are nearly
equal. The fate of states in this situation de¬
pends not on a single battle. Their internal re¬
sources are many and various. Nor are they them¬
selves alone interested in their own safety, or
active in their own defence. Other states inter¬
pose, and balance any temporary advantage which
either party may have acquired.' 1

Charles V, Works, VI, pp. 500-501.



CHAPTER VI

INSTITUTIONAL, PARTICULARLY MORAL, VARIATIONS

In the previous chapter we have seen that although

Robertson introduces the element of providence as a

causal factor, he also concedes that interest is a funda¬

mental part of human nature, and that the balance which

is seen to emerge between the European states, for in¬

stance, results from the expression of this interest.

This acknowledgement of the role of interest, and also

of the importance of the unintended effects of human

actions, is an integral part of the theme which can be

seen throughout all of his works: that man only develops

his true nature when he is free from economic dependence

on others, and that this economic freedom produces a

society in which an unplanned balance between various

groups helps maintain the basic human needs of stability

and a certain amount of order. Such a thesis is an in¬

tegral part of the theoretical philosophy, especially in

its emphasis on the general development of man and in

its belief that we must always relate the capacity of

men to express their basic nature to the form of society

in which they live.

Yet, side by side with the usage of interest,

Robertson introduces other elements besides providence

into his philosophy of the factors which do, or should,

influence human actions, and certain of these appear to

have little in common with the theoretical philosophy.

This is not to deny that throughout his historical works
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he uses the concepts of similar economic situations pro¬

ducing similar institutions''", and of stages of develop¬

ment, that he believes each stage necessarily produces

particular customs and laws which reflect the form of

subsistence which predominates. Furthermore, we cannot

deny that he occasionally does interpret men's actions in

terms which correspond closely to those employed in Moral

Sentiments, and does so most explicitly in Scotland,
2

which suggests that by 1759 he was both aware of and had

accepted at least Smith's ideas of passions, rank, and

the sympathetic process. He speaks, for instance, of the

identification which the ordinary man has with the

sufferings of those above him in terms similar to those

used by Smith:

'A woman, young, beautiful, and in distress,
is naturally the object of compassion. The
comparison of their present misery with their
former splendour usually softens us in favour
of illustrious sufferers. But the people
beheld the deplorable situation of their
sovereign with insensibility; and so strong
was their persuasion of her guilt, and so
great the violence of their indignation, that
the sufferings of their queen did not, in any
degree, mitigate their resentment, or procure

1. See, for instance, Charles V, Works, V, pp. 460-
462 (Note VI), 504 (Note XXI). This concept of
similar institutions is also to be seen in the later
editions of Scotland ( see Works, I, p. 11) although
it is absent from the first edition in which the
concept of diffusion, or single origin, explains the
spread of feudalism. Ordinarily, at least in his
later writing, Robertson does not accept diffusion
as explanation: see below, Chapter VIII.

2. The first edition of Scotland appeared in February
1759, the same year in which MS was published; it is
highly probable that Robertson was aware of Smith's
ideas previous to their publication, and that the
concepts of sympathy etc. are those of Smith rather
than Robertson is evident from the full and detailed
discussion of them in MS_ itself: see above, Chapter
II especially.



'her that sympathy which is seldom denied to
unfortunate princes.'

Robertson also considers the operation of other

passions, and the relationship of these to the variations

in human situation - again, in such a manner as to in¬

dicate the influence of Smith's work:

'Resentment is, for obvious and wise reasons,
one of the strongest passions in the human
mind. The natural demand of this passion is,
that the person who feels the injury should
himself inflict the vengeance due on that c
account. The permitting this, however, would
have been destructive to society; and punish¬
ment would have known no bounds, either in
severity or in duration. For this reason, in
the very infancy of the social state, the
sword was taken out of privatg hands, and
committed to the magistrate.'

Nonetheless, in spite of these instances, it would

appear that Robertson's ideas concerning the role of his¬

torical writing and the nature of the principles which

should motivate men also have a profound effect on his

interpretation of human nature; and thus, that the actual

acceptance of the concept of stages, of the operations of

sympathy, of the variations in men's laws and other in¬

stitutions which result from this stadial development,

does not in itself lead to a consistently relativist in¬

terpretation of human actions. In Charles V Robertson

stated that the historian gained a 'satisfaction' which

was natural to him 'when he contemplates the humanity of

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 329-330. See also 1759 ed.,
I, pp. 367-368, and above, pp. 61-66.

2. Scotland, Works, I, p. 277 (1759 ed., I, pp. 311-
312). See above, pp. 46,71.The continuation of
resentment in its original or 'natural' form, then,
Robertson believes, reflects an imperfect state of
social organisation: see, for instance, Scotland,
Works, I, p. 279, and Charles V, Works, V, pp. 35-36.
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'his countrymen' ; in Scotland he had earlier made it clear

that the historian could be rightfully indignant - and

could express this indignation - when faced with the per-

2
version of basic moral principles . In this work -also he

had stated with certainty that 'history' possessed a 'dig¬

nity', by which he appears to mean not that it reveals the

philosophical progress of man but that it should ordinarily

discuss only the affairs of men of rank, of 'real' merit
3

and achievement - if occasionally obliged to do otherwise .

Such a purpose is hardly philosophical in so far as it ig¬

nores both the general and the institutional. More im¬

portantly, it is also in Scotland that Robertson made one

of his most interesting remarks concerning the nature and

purpose of historical writing when, in considering the

(to him) inexplicable fact that religious principles and

basic political interest combined as causes of the murder

of Riccio, he wrote:

'History relates these extravagancies of the
human mind, without pretending to justify, or
even to account for them; and regulating her
own opinions by the eternal and immutable
laws of justice and of virtue, points out such
inconsistencies, as features of the age which
she describes, and records £hem for the in¬
struction of ages to come.'

Such statements, especially the last, are of con-

1. Works, V, p. 554 (Note XXXII). This is also to be
found in the first edition of 1769: I, p. 347.

2. Works, I, p. 280(1759 ed., I, p. 315).
3. Works, I, p. 246: 'The low birth and indigent con¬

dition of this man placed him in a station in which
he ought naturally to have remained, unknown to pos¬
terity. But what fortune called him to act and to
suffer in Scotland, obliges history to descend from
its dignity, and to record his adventures.' (1759
ed., I, p. 275) .

4. Works, I, p. 277 (1759 ed., I, p. 311).



siderable value because they suggest that Robertson uses

his works, and believes that other historians should use

theirs, in order to put forward certain basic ideas con¬

cerning the purpose of history, concerning acceptable be¬

haviour; to praise particular types of actions, and to

condemn others, in short, that he believes history should

not only show causes and connections and discuss human

institutions"'" (aims very philosophic) but should also make

judgments. It should continually evaluate and criticise

the past not so much in relative terms as according to

'higher' standards, and for man's instruction.

Again, we should not deny that didacticism is a part
2

of the philosophic spirit , yet this particular usage by

Robertson of the past does reveal an interpretation of

human nature and a belief in certain constant principles

which have little in common with the theoretical ideas.

This is so even though we may consider that some of

Robertson's attitudes here may in part be attributed to

the particular nature of theoretical history itself; its

emphasis on philosophical values, on the 'natural course

of things', on the relationship between economic situation

and the best, most complete, expression of man's nature,

does reveal a certain bias. Yet, we must also recognise

that the insistence on absolute values and the constant

reference which we see in his earlier works especially to

a vague 'virtue', 'humanity', 'generosity', 'equity', and

'justice', and the attempt to establish these as basic

1. See his explicit statements on this in Charles V,
Works, V, pp. 11, 551 (Note XXXII).

2. See below, Appendix A, g?. 507-510.



to men, without reference to situation or stage of ad¬

vance^", indicates that the general tenets of the theo¬

retical interpretation are not the only influence on his

work.

However much Robertson may talk, then, of men's

notions of property varying 'according to the diversity of
2

their understandings, and the caprice of their passions' ;

3
of the powers of the human mind developing gradually ;

of the serious mistake men make when they judge and

evaluate according to the principles of their own age and
4

not those of the times which they are studying , we must

assume that such remarks do not reflect a basic and funda¬

mental attitude when he can also refer constantly to
5

'fundamental principles of justice' , to 'laws of human-
g

ity' , and make such statements as 'integrity ... is the
7

basis of all transactions among men , and 'truth makes an

g
impression nearly the same in every place' . This second

group of ideas suggests a denial of interest, of relative

values, of the very nature of past, 'unphilosophical'

societies; and the presence of such attitudes in

Robertson's work suggests either a dissatisfaction with

the theoretical explanation, or an inability to make it an

1. See below, pp. 299-303, 308-313, 316-317, 321-330.
2. Charles V, Works, V, p. 470 (Note VIII).
3. Ibid., pp. 64-65. America, Works, III, pp. 348-349.
4. Charles V, Works, V, p. 522 (Note XXIII).
5. Scotland, Works, I, p. 448.
6. Ibid., "p. 185.
7. Charles V, Works, V, p. 401.
8. Ibid., p. 537 (Note XXVIII). All statements are to be

found in the first editions of the respective works
and are continued through subsequent editions.
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integral part of his own interpretation or historical

philosophy. As in the case of the usage of providence,

he may feel that the theoretical does not explain all;

or he may continue to be influenced by religious prin¬

ciples, by older, more traditionally moralistic works^"
and feel that the theoretical emphasis on relative

values, whatever its limitations, excuses men too much,

permits individuals and societies to be accepted too

uncritically. The degree to which he uses the concept of

stages, of similar situations, of variations, and ex¬

plains actions in terms of the moral sentiments of men,

then, must be measured against the presence in his works

of these other attitudes which the theoretical philosophy

sought to make redundant. Both philosophies or approaches

are used constantly by him, both are continued through

edition after edition, and this continuation suggests

at least that he did not find unintended benefits and the

interest of men incompatible with a belief in estab¬

lished traditions of moral responsibility, duty, and

virtue.

The concept of incomplete and imperfect forms of

society and government is one which is very much a part

of the theoretical philosophy, and Robertson's usage of
2 ...

such phrases and ideas is not in itself any indication

1. That is, works which confine the term 'morality'
to purely religious, predominantly Christian,
maxims, and do not extend it to political prin¬
ciples also - though this is not to say that
Robertson does not accept some maxims of state:
see below, pp. 299, 302, 307-308, 313-314.

2. See, for instance, Scotland, Works, I, p. 65, and
Charles V, Works, V, pp. 48, 72.
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of lack of adherence to the theoretical beliefs and

standards, nor necessarily or invariably a reflection of

a belief in some standard of behaviour other than the

philosophical values of the theoretical school. It

merely reflects the theoretical belief in the slow

growth of the human capacities, in the need for par¬

ticular economic situations to exist in order for men's

qualities to ripen. These basic precepts are apparent in

all of Robertson's work, both in the form of specific

statements^ , and in his detailed consideration of the
2

development of men in different types of society . In

his view, this imperfection and incompleteness is reflec¬

ted particularly in the dominance of the individual in

the pre-commercial societies, in the lack of social unity,

of common goals, and common beneficial achievements. In
3

the 'state of nature' , or the first stage of human de¬

velopment, he believes, man is really only acting for him¬

self, and is not a part of any system:

'Man existed as an individual before he
became the member of a community; and the
qualities which belong to him under his
former capacity should be known, before
we proceed to examine those which arise
from the latter relation. This is pecu-

1. See, for instance, Charles V, Works, V, pp. 62-63.
2. For example, his studies of feudalism in Scotland,

Works, I, pp. 11-64, II, pp. 70-79, of feudalism
and the development of the modern European states
system in Charles V, Works, V, pp. 1-163, and of
the nature of primitive society in America, Works,
III, pp. 213-363.

3. This phrase is used explicitly by Robertson - see,
for example, Scotland, Works, I, p. 279 and Charles
V, Works, V, p. 559 (Note XXXVII) - but he means by
this no more than the savage state.



'liarly necessary in investigating the
manners of rude nations. Their political
union is so incomplete, their civil insti¬
tutions and regulations so few, so simple, and
of such slender authority, that men in this
state ought to be viewed rather as inde¬
pendent agents than as members of a regular
society. The character of a savage results al¬
most entirely from his sentiments or feelings
as an individual, and is but little influenced
by his jumperfeet subjection to government and
order.'

In this form of society, the very nature of subsis¬

tence - primarily hunting with some limited communal cul¬

tivation - must necessarily affect the operation of human

ingenuity and the sort of relationships which men have with

one another:

'The wants of men, in the original and most
simple state of society, are so few, and their
desires so limited, that they rest contented
with the natural productions of their climate
and soil, or with what they can add to these
by their own rude industry. They have no super¬
fluities to dispose of^ and few necessities
that demand a supply.'

This very want of property and of individual owner¬

ship in the savage state helps explain the self-centred-

ness of men, whether this is within the community itself

or as regards the limited contact which societies like

these have with other, similar, ones. With regard to the

former situation particularly, it is to be observed that

where there is no dependence or material-based distinction

between men, there is no reason for dissent (except that

resulting from revenge, which, in any event is more a

private than a public matter): 'Where the right of sepa¬

rate and exclusive possession is not introduced, the great

1. America, Works, III, p. 249, and see also pp. 351-352.
2. Charles V, Works, V, p. 65 (1769 ed., I, p. 77).
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'object of law and jurisdiction does not exist'a belief
2

which had been clearly stated by Smith . It is this very

lack of property which determines, furthermore, the extent

of the expression of human nature, and this same lack

which, limiting the interaction of men, both helps deter¬

mine and strengthen the individualism and independence

which is so characteristic of the customs and institutions

of this stage. In all the institutions of this level of

human development, then, we may expect to find a dominance

of unrestrained passion, of the superiority of the indi¬

vidual, and a feeling of looseness and impermanence.

The second and third of these characteristics are to

be seen especially in the form of government typical of

this system, or rather, in the absence of government in
3

any formal sense . The equality of all members of the

society, which is an inevitable result of the lack of

goods, of conflicting interests, produces only the dis¬

tinctions of age, wisdom, or courage and these are of use

4
mainly in any dealings with other tribes . The advice

1. America, Works, III, p. 294.Robertson does concede
that interest exists, at an intertribal level, but
this only affects external policy: ibid., pp. 303-
304.

2. See above, pp. 86-88.
3. America, Works, III, pp. 280, 294-296.
4. Ibid., pp. 276, 293, 295, 306, 350, and see above,

p, 87. Although Robertson briefly discusses the
customs and distinguishing marks of the American
Indian in Charles V (Works, V, pp. 460-462, Note
VI) he does not specifically mention the distinc¬
tions of age and wisdom as characteristics of this
stage, as reflecting the lack of property, in either
the first or subsequent editions; this, however, may
indicate no more than that he was not particularly
concerned with this expression of situation, even
this stage of development, in this work.
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of the elders in most of the American tribes, Robertson

believes, is rarely heeded in domestic matters if it inter¬

feres with the operation of the basic passions such as re¬

venge"'". The social union brought about by the demands of

the limited 'foreign policy" of this system, has no con¬

tinuity because of the brevity of intertribal conflict,

and thus there is no fixed policy holding the state to¬

gether - except the implicit one of simple survival which

demands no meeting and no discussion. Such circumstances

necessarily mean that men 'retain a high idea of equality
2

and independence.'

This individualism and independence, Robertson be¬

lieves, this concern primarily for the self and the or¬

dinary lack of identification with others, is also to be

seen in every other institution or custom found in this

sort of social group - a belief which certainly indicates

his explicit acceptance of the effect of situation and the
3

necessarily limited expressions of man's nature . One of

the most distinguishing characteristics of the savage

state, he believed , was the strength of the human passions

especially those such as revenge which influenced public
4

policy and intratribal mores . Though Robertson does not

consider the operation of revenge in this instance by any

1. America, Works, III, p. 295.
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid., p. 280.
4. Ibid., pp. 303-304. See also Charles V, Works, V, p.

462 (Note VI) and see above, p.215 , where Robertson
points out how natural this passion and its particu¬
lar expression in this stage is, but at the same time
emphasises that what is natural can also be destruc¬
tive.
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detailed employment of 'moral sentiments' concepts, he

shows that it is encouraged by, as it helps maintain, the

extremely loose social arrangements of such systems: this

type of revenge reveals a lack of consistent policy, an

absence of prudence, and a failure to take into account

what we might describe as 'real' interest1. This is es¬

pecially the case in instances of private revenge where the

unity which is produced, however briefly, by affronts from
2

other tribes, is missing . This is not to deny that the

savage has some concept of blood ties, of family pride,
3

Robertson believes , but rather to point out that while

there is some social cohesion and benevolence in actions

against other groups, there is only a limited benevolence
4

in private revenge ; thus, the form of government which

does exist must be considered as imperfect:

'The first step towards establishing a public
jurisdiction has not been taken in those rude
societies. The right of revenge is left in
private hands. If violence is committed, or
blood is shed, the community does not assume
the power either of inflicting or of modera¬
ting the punishment. It belongs to the family
and friends of the person injured or slain to
avenge the wrong, or to accept of the repa¬
ration offered by the aggressor .... as it is

1. America, Works, III, pp. 305-306, 311.
3. Ibid., "pp. 303-304. See also Charles V, Works, V,

p. 71: 'Small tribes or communities, even in their
rudest state, may operate in concert, and exert their
utmost force. They are excited to act ... by their
present feelings.... passions communicate from breast
to breast; and all the members of the community ...
rush into the field ...' . See further, ibid., p.
37 , and 1769 ed., I, pp. 43-44, §4.

3. America, Works, III, p. 295.
4. The word 'benevolence' is not used by Robertson,

however.
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"deemed pusillanimous to suffer an offender
to escape with impunity,.resentment is impla^
cable and everlasting.1

The imperfection of this system, and its necessary re¬

strictions on human feelings, are perhaps seen most clearly

in the domestic relationships of the savage, where the

limitations of certainty, resulting from the irregular pro-
2

curement of subsistence , means that affection is pro¬

portionately restricted. The relationships between men and

women, between parent and child, are thus 'unnatural*,and

although there is a form of marriage and a mutual rearing
3

of children , as well as established family and blood ties,

the position of both women and children is insecure. This

fact seems so obvious to Robertson that he has little pa¬

tience with theories which speculate on the advantages of

the more advanced states:

'Whether man has been improved by the progress
of arts and civilization in society, is a ques¬
tion which, in the wantonness of disputation,
has been agitated among philosophers. That wo¬
men are indebted to the refinements of polished
manners for a happy change in their state, is a
point which can admit of no doubt. To despise
and to degrade the female sex, is the charac¬
teristic of the savage state in every part of
the globe. Man, proud of excelling in strength
and in courage, the chief marks of pre-eminence
among rude people, treats woman, as an in¬
ferior, with disdain.'

1. America, Works, III, p. 295.
2. See ibTd., pp. 264-265, 291-292. The fact that men

are often able to find food without effort - which
results in a limitation of their faculties - does
not mean that such food is not subject to the va¬
garies of climate.

3. America, Works, III, pp. 274-275.
4. Ibid., "pp. 275-276 - Robertson is obviously re¬

ferring to Rousseau here. See also above, pp. 82-85.



Women have no real existence in this stage, and live

a life little better than slavery, a situation which leads

them to destroy their female children in order to spare

them from the misery of a similar fate"*". Such a state of

affairs also means that a smaller number of children are

born, 'thus the first institution of social life is per-

2
verted' . A similar 'perversion' can also be seen, in

Robertson's view, in the relationship which exists between

parents and those children which they do have; for while

marriage does exist - in a sense - and children are looked

after by both parents, the bonds between parent and child

are broken at an early age. The child is soon forced to

become an individual himself, and the attachment of the

parent declines in proportion to this independence. Such

freedom, furthermore, is encouraged - at least as far as

male children are concerned - by the very nature of the

society;

'Thus the ideas which seem to be natural to
man in his savage state, as they result ne¬
cessarily from his circumstances and con¬
dition in that period of his progress, af¬
fect the two capital relations in domestic
life. They render the union between husband
and wife unequal; they shorten the duration,
and weaken the force of the gonnection be¬
tween parents and children.'

In a society which cannot afford luxuries, either of

subsistence or of feeling, the ability to live as an inde¬

pendent and competent being is uppermost; this principle

is reflected, in Robertson's opinion, in all of the tra¬

il. America, Works, III, p. 277.
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid., p. 280.
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ditions and customs of the society: such as the killing of

the deformed, the old, and those otherwise unable to fend

for themselves"'". There is no provision for the maintenance

of others, and where physical strength is needed for sur¬

vival, and thus becomes the distinguishing characteristic

of the society, the support of those such as the deformed

is unrealistic. It is only when emphasis is placed on in¬

tellectual, rather than on these more basic, qualities

that such persons are seen as having the right to live —

and such a philosophical development comes only with time.

These qualities of independence and instability which

are so natural to this stage are to some extent seen by

Robertson to have declined in the second form of human so¬

ciety; yet he also points out that because man only de¬

velops gradually, liberty or love of 'freedom' is to be
2

found in the barbarian system also . In this stage, the

concept of property is limited or imperfect; and, indeed,

Robertson feels that property can only be completely 'un¬

derstood' when it is both fixed and individual. Men have

little inclination to work when they do not gain the fruits

of their labour, and the idle take advantage of communal
3

property arrangements to avoid labour . The existence in

the barbarian stage of group possession and responsibility

1. America, Works, III, pp. 348, 352-352.
2. Robertson does in fact see considerable similarity be¬

tween the American Indian and the German barbarian
tribes (Charles V, Works, V, p. 462 (Note VI) although
he does point out that they are not identical in all
respects.

3. America, Works, IV, p. 299: 'A society, destitute of
the first advantage resulting from social union, was
not formed to prosper. Industry, when not excited by
the idea of property in what was acquired by its own
efforts, made no vigorous exertion.'



thus means that there is no very sophisticated form of

society, no 'perfect' institutions. Subsistence is based

primarily on herding, which is certainly an advance over

the more sporadic and uncertain hunting/minimal agricul¬

ture subsistence of the savage; yet men still achieve sta¬

tus through qualities such as courage, and not through

wealth, since property is communal and not distinguishing.

The free man prizes his freedom, which, however, is not

real liberty, but the lack of restraint. A more regular

form of subsistence, therefore, does not lead to any con¬

siderable change in sentiments, in institutions - particu¬

larly when grazing is supplemented by hunting1. Rather, it

means a continuation of the same sort of manners and atti¬

tudes characteristic of the earlier stage: the German bar¬

barians , for instance, were noted for their distrust of,

and contempt for, those societies in which a more settled

pattern of life was established, and believed that the arts
2

produced 'ennervation' and 'corruption' :

'Inured,by the rigour of their climate or the
poverty of their soil, to hardships which ren¬
dered their bodies firm, and their minds vi¬
gorous; accustomed to a course of life which
was a continual preparation for action; and dis¬
daining every occupation but that of war or of
hunting; they undertook and prosecuted their
military enterprises with an ardour and im¬
petuosity, of which men softened by the refine¬
ments of mo^e polished times can scarcely form
any idea.'

The limitation of wants which checks both the develop¬

ment of mind, and the relationship between one community

1. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 4, 451-452 (Note II), 455-
458 (Note V), 458-462 (Note VI).

2. Ibid., p. 452 (Note II).
3. Ibid., p. 4.



and another - evident in the savage state - exists in the

barbarian system also:

'Every little community subsisting on its own
domestic stock, and satisfied with it, is either
little acquainted with the states around it, or
at variance with them. Society and manners must
be considerably improved, and many provisions
must be made for public order and personal se¬
curity, before a liberal intercourse can take
place between different nations.'

In this state natural independence continues, and men

are hardly affected by those qualities which later ages

value and describe as civilised. Because of the nature of

the barbarian society, its male inhabitants are outstanding

only for those virtues which reflect their martial habits:

'force of mind, a sense of personal dignity, gallantry in

enterprise, invincible perseverance in execution, contempt
2

of danger and of death' - some of which virtues are also
3

to be found among the American Indians . Such qualities

are of the sort which Smith described as necessarily in-
4

hibiting the full operation of sympathy , but Robertson
5

does not consider them in such terms , being mainly con¬

cerned to point out the characteristics of this stage and

the effects of these on those social institutions which do

exist. Revenge is still a passion which strongly affects

men6, both as regards their own honour or that of their

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 66.
2. Ibid. , p. 17.
3. America, Works, III, pp. 308-317.
4. See above, pp. 83-85.
5. However, see America, Works, III, p. 315:'in America,

where the genius and maxims of war are extremely
different, passive fortitude is the quality in
highest estimation' - the comparison here is with war
in the modern society.

6. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 37, 49.
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families, and as regards the honour of the tribe. Again,

as in the savage society, the disruptive effects of this

passion are perhaps greatest within the community itself:

'while fierce barbarians continued to be the
sole judges in their own cause, their enmities
were implacable and immortal; they set no
bounds either to the degree of their vengeance,
or to the duration of their resentment.'

The role of the magistrate was thus limited, and this li¬

mitation necessarily affected the degree to which men in
2

this stage were aware of the 'real' nature of justice ;

thus, although Robertson considers the effects of this un¬

restrained revenge to be less disastrous here than in the
3

feudal society where men rightfully expect more stability ,

he nonetheless believes that such ferocity is hardly con¬

ducive to the emergence of the more philosophical values

of human society.

This is not to say that Robertson considers the do¬

mestic arrangements of this stage in any great detail,

although we may perhaps assume from his correlation of the

savage and barbarian states that he thought the position

of women and children hardly much improved from that of

the most primitive society. Rather, he is more concerned

with the warriors, the fighting men, of this system and in¬

tent to show how the rudimentary development of pro¬

perty typical of this stage limited the concept of unity.

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 49. See also ibid., p. 459
(Note VI).

2. Ibid., pp. 459-460 (Note VI); see also above, p. 88
where Smith is shown to have given the same instance
of imperfect justice - that murder can be punished
by a fine, rather than by death. Although Robertson
does not specifically refer to 'incomplete' forms of
justice here it is evident, especially in his study
of the feudal stage, that he thinks all forms prior
to those of the commercial society to be lacking-
even this last instance, the modern society, is not
completely acceptable to him.

3. Charles V, Works, V, p. 37. See below, pp. 238, 240-
241.
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It is true, he feels, that the barbarian society has ad¬

vanced sufficiently far to possess a larger number of more

formal institutions than the savage, and true also that

the nature of the distinction among men comes gradually to

be measured more in terms of property and goods than in

those of physical qualities. But the institutions which

do exist generally tend to reflect mainly the continuation

of personal freedom, and the lack of an efficient and high¬

ly centralised organisation. Bravery still plays an impor¬

tant part, and although the passion of revenge is also di¬

rected towards external enemies and there is thus some

sense of tribe, some benevolence"'', the services of men are

'purely voluntary', as indeed they continue to be for some

time, and 'every individual among the ancient Germans was

left at liberty to choose whether he would take part in

any military enterprise which was proposed; there seems to

have been no obligation to engage in it, imposed on him by
2

public authority.' The major distinction between this

type of social interaction and that of the savage state-

apart from the fact that there seems to be greater concert

in the latter as far as skirmishes against other tribes

are concerned - is that the new form of property in goods
3

is used by certain individuals in order to gain adherents .

This reflects both the rise of individual property and the

continued freedom to choose whether one will support a

1. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 37, 49: however, Robertson
does not explicitly use the word 'benevolence' here.

2. Ibid., pp. 10, 459 (Note VI).
3. Ibid., p. 459 (Note VI).



communal undertaking, none at all, or one which appears

to benefit one more wealthy or influential individual -

for it would seem that the actions of these new groups

are not directed towards general benefit or profit. Even

in general communal undertakings there is a considerable

degree of independence; all the freemen participate in the

public meetings and decide on major issues, so that, even

though there are 'kings' in this state Robertson is care¬

ful to point out that these can by no means be seen as

possessing the rights or powers of monarchs of more advan¬

ced ages1. In short, he feels that the barbarian society

possesses such freedom and independence as seem 'scarcely

compatible with a state of social union, or with the subor-
2

dination necessary to maintain it" .

In America Robertson stated that the use of animals

as labour and the use of metals to fashion implements were

3
of major importance in the development of man ; providence

has provided these and when man's nature is capable of

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 459 (Note VI). See also below,
Chapter VIII.

2. Charles V, Works, V, p. 10 - in the edition used, the
word 'seat' rather than 'state' is used, but this is
a misprint. See also ibid., pp. 458-462 (Note VI)
where Robertson discusses the nature of the barbarian
institutions in general terms. It should be pointed
out that Tacitus's Germania, which is one of the main
sources of Robertson's information, reveals a society
much more complex and highly organised. However,
Robertson does point out that there were variations
within the German tribes and that we ought not to
build any 'political theory' on their customs which
does not take into account the fact that some tribes
were 'so much improved, that they began to be corrup¬
ted' (ibid. , p. 460). This warning is clearly directed
against those who saw the ancient Germans as repre¬
senting true freedom, uncorrupted by property and arts.
The essence of this warning, though, is not always
heeded by Robertson himself: see below, pp. 359-364.

3. America, Works, III, pp. 233-234, 287-290.
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taking advantage of this provision, the cultivation of the

soil is greatly improved and a more advanced stage of so¬

ciety develops: 'this command over the inferior creatures

is one of the noblest prerogatives of man, and among the

greatest efforts of his wisdom and power'*. With the ad¬

vance of agriculture and the dependence of man on it, the

nature of property is better 'understood' and a greater se¬

curity is achieved - at least in relation to the uncer¬

tainty of earlier ages. The communal begins to give way

to the individual on a much larger scale, and the limited

extent of private ownership in the barbarian system is super¬

seded: 'whoever was able to clear and to cultivate a field

was recognized as the proprietor. His industry merited such
2

a recompence' . Men should be able to retain the fruits

of their labour, and thereby to fulfill their natural in¬

terest, for, as Robertson was to point out in America, where

'the head had no inducement to contrive, nor the hand to
3

labour' , there was no prosperity, no developing of the

natural talents and ingenuity.

This change in the form of property holding is con¬

sidered in some detail in Charles V, at least insofar as

the European land system is concerned. The first change

from the barbarian independence is seen when the German

tribes settled in those countries which they had invaded.

1. America, Works, III, p. 287.
2. Charles V, Works, V, p. 457 (Note V) - although he is

speaking specifically of America here, Robertson bel¬
ieves that we can say the same of Europe after the
barbarian invasions: a 'similar principle' operates.

3. America, Works, IV, p. 299; Robertson further believes
that 'from the moment that industry had the certain
prospect of a recompence, it advanced with rapid pro¬
gress ' (ibid.).
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Each soldier was a freeman and his share of the spoils in

land was of the nature known as allodial, being totally and

unequivocally his; he was not obliged to perform service

for such land, and his independence was still maintained^".
Eventually, however, the need for self-defence against

both the remains of the original population and against

later invaders resulted in all landowners banding together
2

for mutual protection . Failure to abide by this agree-

3
ment of 'tacit consent' resulted in a fine : thus, the

first duty of the allodial freeman was to that form of

state which existed. This mutual protection, however, did

not mean military service, or attendance in the courts of
4

the superior lords , so that we may characterise such a

society as one in which the propertied man was still inde¬

pendent, but also one in which he was beginning to be

aware of wider duties, even though these necessarily were

of benefit to himself as well as to others.

The next stage in the development of land-holding in

Europe, Robertson believes, is to be seen in the emer¬

gence and nature of the beneficia, land given by kings or

chiefs to their followers which replaced the moveable pro¬

perty of earlier ages. Formerly, supporters were re¬

munerated with weapons or similar objects; with the emer¬

gence of the beneficia, with this new form of goods, their

services to an individual were probably increased, leading

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 10.
2. Ibid. , p.~ 464 (Note VIII).
3. Ibid.
4. Ibid., p. 465 (Note VIII).



235

to the division of the society into a collection of more

distinctive groups. While Robertson, in a philosophical

manner, cautions that 'because there are no records so an¬

cient' we cannot determine 'with absolute precision' if

new services were demanded of the retainers^, he feels it

to be probable that this was the case; why, he asks,

'should a king have stripped himself of his domain, if he

had not expected that, by parcelling it out, he might ac¬

quire a right to services to which he had formerly no

2
title?' . With time, the beneficia became hereditary, and

3
the allodial tenures became fiefs , and the duties per¬

taining to them changed to correspond to feudalism, a form

of society in which the individual became more prominent,

and the development of men in general,checked.

If the allodial distribution of property in Europe

had persisted, Robertson believes, the corresponding form

of government would have been almost as democratic in its

nature as that which we see in the barbarian stage; and,

indeed, he does discuss the allodial government as it is

to be seen in the history of France. The widespread di¬

vision of property among the freemen leads to a large mea¬

sure of equality and to public control of those officials

who do exist:

'Under the French monarchs of the first
race, the royal prerogative was very incon¬
siderable. The general assemblies of the na¬
tion, which met annually at stated seasons,

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 466 (Note VIII); he depends
here on the 'proofs and reasonings and conjectures*
of Montesquieu and de Mably (ibid., p. 467).

2. Ibid.
3. Ibid., pp. 467-471 (Note VIII).



'extended their authority to every department
of government. The power of electing kings, of
enacting laws, of redressing grievances, of
conferring donations on the prince, of passing
judgment in the last resort, with respect to
every person and to every cause, resided in
this great convention of the nation.'

The king is elected, the laws are universal and

general; it is a system which clearly has room for a great

deal of individualism still, but one which also has certain

benefits because the relationship between property

possession and expression of man's best qualities in in

partial operation. This, at least, is Robertson's belief

and the basis of his theories concerning the nature of go¬

vernment in this stage; yet, although he did consider that

the allodial system was both popular and beneficial to men

he was able to reach such a conclusion through what ap¬

pears to be a misunderstanding of the very nature of such

societies.

While Robertson later made it apparent, then, that

the separation of power from property in a state such as

Venice meant that a large part of the population was dis-
2

criminated against , he appears to be unaware that in his

discussion of allodial France he is putting forward as

universal those rights which belong only to a particular

group, thereby establishing an 'ancient constitution' ,

beneficial to all, which was to be destroyed by later

monarchs. Here, if the concept of 'ancient constitution'
3

is not used in the most extreme sense , it is nonetheless

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 140, and see also pp. 560-
566 (Note XXXVIII) and p. 576 (Note XLII).

2. Ibid., p. 143, and see below, pp. 322-323.
3. See, for instance, Pocock, op. cit. See also Chapters

VIII and IX, below.



exploited in such a manner as to suggest the existence of

widespread liberties in an early stage of man's social

union1. This, however, is a valid implication only if we

ignore the fate of the greater part of the population , and

this in fact is what Robertson has done. He bases his

study only on the freemen and overlooks the fact that there

are two very distinct groups in allodial France, as in com¬

mercial Venice, and that one of these has no 'rights' at all.

Yet, even though he appears to have misused his sources, or,

2
perhaps, has depended on them too much , it is true that his

description of the allodial state as it refers to the po¬

sition of the freeman does not necessarily support any 'pol-
3

itical theory' since these freemen appear to possess real

political power and a sense of self, both of which are more

extensive at this time, Robertson believes, than in the feu¬

dal system.

In his consideration of these early forms of social

grouping Robertson was not particularly concerned to des¬

cribe the actions of men in terms of benevolence or sym¬

pathy, to go into any detail of the operations of the moral

sentiments. Indeed, in both Scotland and Charles V espe¬

cially, because he had little reason to study either savage

or barbarian life, his references to such systems are brief

and rare. He does, however, clearly accept the concept of

stages and with it the variations in human behaviour which

are produced by situation; and this is true also of America

1. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 560-570 (Notes XXXVIII, XXXIX).
2. For instance, he refers the reader to Hotman's Franco-

galia (ibid., p. 561, Note XXXVIII) though he must have
been aware of its particular bias. See also Chapter
VIII below, and pp. 277-278.

3. See above, p. 232 , note 2.



where, although his dislike of the limitations of primitive

life is evident, he nonetheless makes a considerable effort

to explain such limitations of the human qualities by re¬

lating them to situation, and also points out those values

or institutions which are seen to have some merit"'". Impli¬

citly, if not openly, he accepts the role of self-interest,

of individualism, of the selfishness of men, their limited

aims, their necessarily imperfect forms of government; and,

although there are some instances where we may take issue
2

with his interpretation , we do not find any insistence that

men in these stages must act from other, more philosophical,

principles.

This is not the case, however, when Robertson comes to

consider those societies where fixed property in land is an

established feature, and this change in his attitude appears

to result particularly from his belief that it is in these

very systems that men expect greater returns from society.

He speaks, for instance, of 'that security and protection
3

which men expect from entering into civil society' , and

though he finds principles such as revenge to be natural,

he considers it also natural as well as necessary that men

devise some limitations on their passions when property be-
4

comes more stable . Thus, although he remains concerned

to relate situation and custom, and continues to be aware

of variations produced by mode of subsistence, there is a

1. See America, Works, III, pp. 306, 308, 348-349.
2. See above, pp. 236-237.
3. Charles V, Works, V, p. 137 (1769 ed., I, p. 163).
4. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 37, 49 (1769 ed., I, pp. 43-

44, 57).
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greater tendency in his consideration of these later stages,

from feudalism onwards, to introduce more philosophical

factors as ones which ought to influence the actions of men.

This is particularly the case in both Scotland and Charles

V , where dual explanations are in operation - an acceptance

of the nature and limits of society resulting from property

distribution, and a belief in the need for 'virtue' in order

to create or maintain those values which we might describe

as philosophical, a 'virtue' which has little in common with

the political virtu of other philosophies^. There is thus

in Robertson's work a complexity of thought and interpreta¬

tion which does not in general trouble other members of the

theoretical school; and the relativism which they at least

sought to establish is often missing from his evaluations
2

and leads to considerable problems .

This is not to deny that Robertson continues to stress

the basic theoretical idea of the individualistic nature of

societies such as the feudal. He believes that the di¬

vision of property and its becoming both fixed and private

leads to a distinction of ranks and to inequality, and be¬

lieves also that the dependence on material goods is an en¬

tirely natural process - even though he does not give the
3

same reasons for its effectiveness that Smith does . And

in India in particular he shows that the certainty which

knowledge of place induces can be of considerable benefit
4

to the security of that society at least . At the same

1. See below, Appendix B.
2. See below, pp. 2S8ff.
3. See above, pp. 60-66.
4. India,Works, II, p. 474.
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time, he thinks it obvious that an imperfect form of this

distinction between men, which emerged when the ordinary

man had no means by which to establish his own inde¬

pendence, is clearly detrimental to the development of both

property and , through this , of human nature"*". If there is

no clear distinction in Robertson's work between 'natural'

2
and 'normal' that we see in Smith , this is not to say that

he does not support the theoretical 'natural course of

things' and the conclusions produced by this philosophy. If

property brings power, he believes, it does not automati¬

cally bring responsibility, and when men interfere with the

rightful return of labour they will deny others the benefits

which ought to be derived from their work. Thus, as long as

agriculture remains the basis of the feudal state, as long

as land is divided among a few, the benefits of individual

possession must necessarily be limited. The remainder of

society is profoundly affected by this situation as it

lacks both the liberty of earlier ages, and the stability

which should develop in the civil system; society:

'is in its most corrupted state,at that period
when men have lost their original independence
and simplicity of manners, but have not attained

1. Indeed, Robertson's acceptance of the restrictions pla¬
ced on men through the Indian caste system should be
seen in relation to one of his reasons for writing this
work - to show that the Indian society was an advanced
one and thus that the Indians themselves should be
treated in a better fashion than hitherto: India,
Works, II, p. 535, and see also Blair Adam Papers,
Robertson's letter of 24 May, 1791, f. 1 (permission
to quote from these papers was not granted). This
support of the caste system, further, cannot be taken
as evidence that similar inhibitions of human poten¬
tial are tolerated by Robertson.

2. See above, pp. 96, 102-104.



'that degree of refinement which introduces a
sense of decorum and of propriety In conduct,
as a restraint on,those passions which lead to
heinous crimes.'

In the feudal society it is apparent that while men

'ought to have adopted new maxims concerning the redress

of injuries, and to have regulated, by general and equal

laws, that which they formerly left to be directed by the
2

caprice of private passion' , the power and authority of

the few great landowners meant that a 'universal anarchy,

destructive, in a great measure, of all the advantages
3

which men expect to derive from society, prevailed' . The

few control the many, and the dependence of the latter

means that if they have any 'rights', these must be li¬

mited. That any benefits in a material sense,which have

arisen from property becoming fixed and permanent and

private,are a pre-rogative of those who own the land, is
a principle believed both natural and just by Robertson;

his opposition to the institutions of the feudal system

results from the fact that he believes the situation of

the greater part of the population prevents the develop¬

ment of a concept of general and extensive rights. Men

work the soil and produce food, but because they have no

means of enforcing any claim to the benefits of their la-

bour, they cannot be said to have any independence, or to

gain the rightful returns from their work.

As far as the privileged group of this society is

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 17.
2. Ibid., p. 37.
3. Ibid., p. 14.
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concerned, Robertson does see some signs of social union;

they are able to defend the 'state' - though this would

seem to be no more than their own interest and power -

against external aggression at least1. But as far as do¬

mestic policy is concerned, the same faults remain that we

have seen in the earlier stages of development, with the
2

qualification that such faults are now far more dangerous .

3
The system of kinship which exists in this stage means

that each leader or noble has a large number of enthusiastic

supporters whom he can depend upon to aid him in his depre¬

dations against the authority and property of other nobles:

'It was a point of honour with every man in
Europe, during several ages, not to desert
the chief on whom he depended, and to stand by
those with whom the ties of blood connected him.
Whoever then was bold enough to violate the laws,
was sure of devoted adherents, willing to abet,
and eager to serve him, in whatever manner he
required.' 4

Furthermore, the greater mobility resulting from what¬

ever advances in arms and social organisation existed, the

increase in men's capacity to continue fighting over a long

period of time, meant that these internal battles were much

more dangerous than the foreign 'wars' of the savages and

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 14-15, Charles V, Works, V,
p. 12.

2. Ibid. , p. 37.
3. Robertson does not discuss this relationship explicitly

in terms of 'benevolence' but he did go into con¬
siderable detail as to its nature and operation in
Scotland, (Works, I, pp. 21-22) and states in Charles
V (Works, V, pp. 505-506, Note XXI) that the degree
of kinship was extensive in Europe and extended be¬
yond actual blood ties. However, this type of re¬
lationship between men is to be distinguished from
both that between lord and vassal, and those bonds of
mutual defence made between different nobles.

4. Charles V, Works, V, p. 42.



the limited skirmishing of the barbarians. Thus it is a

characteristic of the feudal state that while defence

against external attack is effectively met by the feudal

army, this same force, split into many groups each under

its respective head, brings chaos to its own country, a

situation which is not to be found in earlier forms of

society: 'the principles of disorder and corruption are

discernible in that constitution under its best and most

perfect form'"'".
The concept of private warfare, of men's right to ex¬

press the passions which they feel, thus has effects much

more damaging than the gratification of revenge in the bar¬

barian and savage states, because there is more to lose

both in property and stability. Assassination, wounding,

damage to land, constant disorder, became a way of life as

a few increasingly powerful men sought to consolidate their

property and the distinguishing marks of their power. If it

was not the lords alone who fought in such contests, the

presence in their armies of either kin or dependents is not

necessarily any indication of support freely given and thus

of the existence of some other group with power in this so¬

ciety. Although it is likely that most of the kin of the

nobility were eager to partake of their battles, it is also

true that the laws of the time obliged them to do so: 'if a

person refused to take part in the quarrel of his kinsman,

and to aid him against his adversary, he was deemed to have
2

renounced all the rights and privileges of kindredship...' .

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 12.
2. Ibid. , p." 505(Note XXI).



Since kindred also included vassals and other dependents,

who were in any event bound to the noble through ties of

military duty, the element of choice was clearly limited;

and although Robertson considers such restrictions as a

natural expression of society at this stage^", it is appa¬

rent that such institutions reflect the dominance of the

will of the powerful as much as other legal customs of the

time, such as trial by combat.

This same individualism, this same limitation of others

is also traced by Robertson in other of the institutions

and customs of the feudal society; he sees, for instance,

that the property of the lords led to their gaining control

of judicial power, that they were supreme in their own terri

tory: they 'scorned to consider themselves as subjects',

they 'aspired openly at being independent' and 'a kingdom

considerable in name and in extent, was broken into as many

2
separate principalities as it contained powerful barons' .

There was no 'common principle of union', no means by which

'common regulations' could be enforced, even if they had

developed, a feature of the feudal system which certainly

distinguishes it from the barbarian and allodial stages in

which all free men operated together - when they so chose -

and the decisions that were made were communal and general.

But the 'universal laws' of the latter age - if perhaps

exaggerated by Robertson - became obsolete when they could

not deal with situations which were foreign to them; and in

the feudal era the true nature of government - regular and

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 505 (Note XXI).
2. Ibid., pp. 13-14.
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known laws, appropriate punishment, peace - was 'little

understood in theory, and less regarded in practice'

The disorder produced by this situation was also re¬

flected, as we have to some extent seen above, in the in¬

hibition of the ordinary man - 'the people, the most nu¬

merous as well as the most useful part of the community,

were either reduced to a state of actual servitude, or trea¬

ted with that same insolence and rigour as if they had been
2

degraded into that wretched condition' - and so great was

the insecurity of life that many small freeholders were

forced to surrender their property and to become slaves in
3

order to gam a modicum of protection . Certainly, it is

true that Robertson did not employ the concept of moral sen¬

timents to any great degree in his study of the effect which

the feudal government had on those without rights - he does

not consider as much as Smith and Millar do those limi¬

tations of human development, the relationship, for in¬

stance between the inhibiting of the mind and the ineffective

production - but this is not to say that he was unaware of

such relationships and such effects - he points out, for

instance, how much commerce later contributed to rousing
4

men from inaction , and that agriculture flourishes when
5

those who work the land can benefit from their labour

and sums up his attitude concerning this stage by stating

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 36.
2. Ibid., p. lTI
3. Ibid., p. 475 (Note IX).
4. Ibid., p. 30.
5. Ibid. , p. 35. See below, pp. 253-254.
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that ' if men do not enjoy the protection of regular govern¬

ment, together with the expectation of personal security,

which naturally flows from it, they never attempt to make

progress in science, nor aim at attaining refinement in

taste or in manners'"''. Such an opinion holds the essence of

the theoretical approach, although it is also to be found

in other philosophies. Without security of livelihood,

there can be no development of human nature or of man's

talents. Without a greater interaction between men, hither¬

to prohibited by the very independence characteristic of

primitive society or by the chaos and restrictions inherent

in feudalism, there can be only a limited breaking down of
2

mutual suspicions, both locally and internationally . The

more that men co-operate and work with each other, the more

they have the opportunity to meet, the greater is their

appreciation of the need for and benefit of regularity and

order and the more they seek that security which has hither¬

to been noticeable by its absence.
This interpretation of the feudal society in terms of

the individualism which it produced is one which is certainly

a part of the theoretical philosophy, and Robertson's

emphasis on this aspect of the society, and on the fact that

it resulted from the division of property, which is found

in the first edition of Scotland, indicates that by 1759

he had accepted this means of looking at the past. Cer¬

tainly the portrait of society which he presented in his

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 15.
2. Ibid., p. 66.
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first work indicated clearly that repressive feudalism1
which was little modified by commerce and by the develop-

2
ment of more popular political power was particularly

conducive to the expression of the will of the nobility.

Both general and particular causes - the latter including

the misfortunes of the monarchy, and the geographical for-
3

mation of the country - combined to produce a feudal state

with all of the faults ordinarily to be found in this.
4

The nobility is shown to be martial and aggressive , and

necessarily limited in its aims:

'War was the sole profession of the nobles, and
hunting their chief amusement; they divided their
time between these: unacquainted with the arts,
and unimproved by science, they disdained any
employment foreign from military affairs, or
which required rather^penetration and address
than bodily vigour.'

Its sole aim, indeed, appears to be the continuation

of its power, and most of its activities are directed to¬

wards this; any sporadic attempts made by the monarchy to

enforce major change did not result in the institution-
g

alising of any solid gains , and it was hardly a charac¬

teristic of the nobility to encourage an extension of po¬

litical power to any other group. The spirit of the age,

and the limitations of human nature in general, mean that

groups rarely surrender privileges or power, and it is

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 29.
2. Ibid., "pp. 13, 20, 67, and also Works, II, pp. 69, 73.
3. Ibid., Works, I, pp. 24-58, 19-20, respectively.
4. Ibid., pp. 113, 118, 133, 139, 157-158, 210, 217-218,

219-221.
5. Ibid., p. 111.
6. Ibid., pp. 35-58.
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foolish for us to expect otherwise. Robertson clearly sta¬

ted his belief in the dominance of interest and in the need

for general, not isolated, action as the basis of major

change when, considering the position of the Catholic church

in Reformation Scotland, he pointed out that:

'To abandon usurped power, to renounce lucrative
error, are sacrifices, which the virtue of in¬
dividuals has, on some occasions, offered to
truth; but from any society of men no such effort
can be expected. The corruptions of a society,
recommended by common utility, and justified by
universal practice, are viewed by its members
without shame or horror; and reformation never

proceeds from themselves, but is^always forced
upon them by some foreign hand.'

At the same time, Robertson also uses the concept of

absolute values in both Scotland and Charles V - indeed,

this is evident in the above quotation - and talks in terms

of permanent standards which he expects to see enforced,

particularly by individuals of power; and does so even

though the nature of the society and the spirit of the age

hardly permit the evolution of such sentiments. If it is

in Charles V especially that he indicates man must change

the basis of his actions in relation to the institution of

fixed property - men 'ought to have adopted new maxims'2 -

the very emphasis which he places in Scotland on the con¬

tinuation of a repressive form of feudalism well into the
3

sixteenth century and even later should have meant that

he could hardly expect the emergence of such philosophical
4

actions within the Scottish society. As we will see later ,

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 129-130.
2. Charles V, Works, III, p. 37.
3. Scotland, Works, II, pp. 69-73.
4. See below, Chapter VII.
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most of Robertson's statements concerning the implementation

of 'philosophical' standards and rather ill-defined abstract

values apply particularly to the nobles or the monarch in

both the feudal or the somewhat more commercialised society,

and this in itself seems to indicate a belief in the prin¬

ciple of noblesse oblige which appears to have little in

common with interest, with the idea of necessity and balance

producing unplanned benefit. When such limitations and re¬

straints are expected of the Scottish feudal aristocracy in

particular, it would seem that the martial and selfish spirit

of the age, which Robertson has been at such pains to estab¬

lish, is not considered a sufficient reason for certain

types of actions"'". Interest and passion, apparently, how¬

ever much they are typical of the age, ought to be modi¬

fied by conscious restraint, by the practice of more gene¬

rous sentiments.

It is also in Scotland in particular that Robertson

uses ideas of general laws and fundamental principles which

seem to have little in common with those of the theoreti¬

cal and even general philosophical approach; and again,

given the nature of the society as he has established it,

his insistence on the need for a general expression of such

sentiments seems to accept of no variation in sentiments in

differing societies. In particular, he appears to have an

idea of 'humanity' which exists without regard to changes

in human institutions and laws, and which indeed appears to

encompass more than the 'philosophical' values even of the

1. For a study of the further complexities in Robertson's
attitude towards the Scottish nobility, especially as
it was during the mid-sixteenth century, see below,
Chapters VIII and IX.



developed society in that it seems to make no provision for

the prevalence of interest''". When such a concept is used

as the standard against which we should evaluate the rigid

feudalism of Scottish society, it seems even less appro¬

priate, particularly in the work of one who also maintains

the theoretical ideas of variation and gradual develop¬

ment; and is possibly an indication of how much Robertson's

moral attitudes have been produced by an earlier tradition
2

in which relativistic concepts have no place .

3
As we have seen above , Robertson believed that there

were 'eternal' and 'immutable' laws of 'justice' and 'vir¬

tue' by which 'history' bound herself, and by which men's

actions were to be evaluated. Such principles, Robertson

indicates, ought to be the basis of human action, should

form the foundation of the principles of humanity when men

are in civil society. As we must moderate our just resent-
4

ment so also, apparently, must we become 'humane', 'mod¬

erate' and 'tolerant' - or whatever 'humanity' comprises

and demands. Robertson's ideas of human nature , at least

as it ought to be in the civil state, are not remarkable for

their clarity. He indicates that men are capable equally

of great crime and of virtue, the one dishonourable and the

other a credit to this 'nature' of man5. But if he is just

as vague concerning the contents of the 'laws of humanity' ,

1. See below, pp. 337-338.
2. See above, p. 219.
3. See pt 216.
4. See above, p. 215.
5. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 107, 124-125.
6. Ibid., p. 185.



the 'fundamental principles of justice'1, the 'principles
2 3

of virtue' , the 'great principle of equity' , he is very

certain that many of the actions and attitudes of men in
4

feudal Scotland were contrary to these basic precepts .

5
The 'sense of honour' is lost , the 'honour and character

g
of the nation' is marred - by the existence of Bothwell's

early success - and men in general show an 'intolerance',

show that they are 'strangers ... to the laws of humanity'

when parliament refuses freedom of worship and plans a

7
zealous persecution of those practising Catholicism . The

actual stating of such ideas shows a lack of relativism,

a tendency to evaluate other ages, to make judgments con¬

cerning them, according to the principles of our own times.

And, when such standards - however uncertain the extent of

their demands - are seen as those by which men should have

acted, as Robertson implies especially in his remarks on the
g

Scottish nobility and the Scottish kings , he clearly in¬

validates his former careful emphasis on the spirit of the

age, on the limitation of the economic situation of society

on the actions of men.

Nonetheless, he is sufficiently much of a theoretical

historian to believe that men in general become more free

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 448.
2. Ibid.,"p. 332.
3. Charles V, Works, V, p. 55.
4. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 129, 271, 352. See below, Chap¬

ter VII.
5. Scotland, Works, I, p. 411.
6. Ibid. , "p. 316.
7. Ibid., p. 185 ; see also ibid., pp. 143-144 where there

are given some extenuating circumstances for the bias
against Catholicism at this time, and Appendix A, p. 508
where Robertson is shown more tolerant of bigotry in his
own time.

8. See below, pp. 298-301, 312, 321-322, 324-327.



and that government loses some of the imperfections which

it has in the feudal state when there is a greater inter¬

action between societies"'" and a greater distribution of

property as a result of the emergence of commerce. In

Scotland he pointed out that the nature of the feudal so¬

ciety was inimical to the development of the commercial
2

system , and that the number and power of the towns were

limited by the strength of the lords:

'Wherever numbers of men assemble together, order
must be established, and a regular form of govern¬
ment instituted; the authority of the magistrate
must be recognised, and his decisions meet (sic)
with prompt and full obedience. Laws and subor¬
dination take rise in cities .... But under the
feudal governments, commerce, the chief^means of
assembling mankind, was neglected...'

If it was not until Charles V - that is, 1769 - that terms
4

such as man's 'wants and desires' are employed by Robertson

and not until then that he goes into some detail concerning

the relationship between commerce, the growth of cities, and

the extension of freedom to a greater number, it is clear

that by 1759 he was aware of this relationship which is a

5
basic part of the theoretical interpretation .

The major importance of commerce, Robertson believes,

is that it itself forms a new type of property, the bene¬

fits of which are extended to a large number of men. These

benefits include the development of the human mind because

of the greater security which men have, and especially be-

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 66.
2. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 13, 20; II, p. 69.
3. Ibid., I, p. 20. 1759 ed., I, p. 22.
4. Charles V, Works, V, p. 65.
5. Scotland, Works, I, p. 67; II, p. 73.



cause they are now able to retain the fruits of their la¬

bour^": 'in every state there was formed a new order of citi¬

zens , to whom commerce presented itself as their proper ob¬

ject, and opened to them a certain path to wealth and con-

2
sideration' . Such consideration or respect - 'dignity'

3
was the word used in the first edition - was also exten¬

ded to men of the new professions which emerged when the

former emphasis on arms as the only 'real' occupation began
4

to decline along with the power of the nobility , and this

consideration meant that a greater part of the population

than hitherto possessed standing, reflected the fact that

property meant independence and that one's trade or pro¬

fession permitted one to be free from the will of others.

More importantly, especially considering the vast num¬

ber of persons who still worked the land, the spirit of

liberty which existed in the towns was also extended to

those who had formerly been deprived of a political exis¬

tence: 'the freedom and independence which one part of the

people had obtained by the institution of communities, in¬

spired the other with the most ardent desire of acquiring
5

the same privileges ...' . Hitherto totally dependent on

the lords, deprived of the benefits of their toil, devoid

of any sense of political existence, such persons underwent

profound changes when they were able to purchase greater

freedom and to institutionalise such freedom through the

possession of their land:

1. See above, p. 240.
2. Charles V, Works, V, p. 67.
3. 1769 ed., I, p. 78.
4. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 59, 535-536 (Note XXVI) 538

(Note xxviirn
5. Ibid., p. 34.



■The effects of such a remarkable change in
the condition of so great a part of the people,
could not fail of being considerable and exten¬
sive. The husbandman, master of his own industry,
and secure of reaping for himself the fruits of
his labour, became the farmer of the same fields
where he had formerly been,compelled to toil for
the benefit of another.'

Although, as indicated above, Robertson does not go into

any great detail concerning the operation of the human mind

in the feudal stage, or consider the relationship between

the limitation of the expression of man's best qualities and

the repressive form of subsistence in any detail, there are

a few suggestions in his works of these relationships and of

the beneficial effects produced by the greater freedom of

the early commercial stage. The wealth produced by commerce

in Italy, for instance, had meant that the new communities in

towns were able to purchase their freedom from those em¬

perors or princes who were the titular heads of such so-

2 3
cieties , and this practice spread all over Europe much to

the benefit of the urban population; a 'great body' became

free from both 'servitude' and ' all the arbitrary and grie¬

vous impositions to which that wretched condition had sub-
4

jected them' . This very establishment of independent

communities also meant that men were no longer dependent on

the great lords of each area for protection, each town now

5
being able to provide its own defence . Both these factors,

the existence of towns and of their powers, had a con¬

siderable effect on the attitudes and feelings of the popu¬

lation, Robertson believes; men were roused to new concerns

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 35.
2. Ibid., pp. 27-28.
3. Ibid., pp. 28-29, 494-497 (Notes XVII-XVIII).
4. Ibid., p. 29.
5. Ibid., pp. 29-30.



and their minds could operate more freely:

'The acquisition of liberty made such a
happy change in the condition of all the mem¬
bers of communities, as roused them from that
inaction into which they had been sunk by the
wretchedness of their former state. The spirit
of industry revived; commerce became an object
of attention, and began to flourish; population
increased; independence was established; and
wealth flowed into cities which had Jong been
the seat of poverty and oppression.'

Such increase in the activity of the human mind, such

release from mental depression produced by economic supp¬

ression, is also to be seen, Robertson believs, in the

country areas; when men are able to purchase their own

lands and thus to gain the fruits of their labour, they un¬

dergo profound changes in spirit. Formerly extremely limi¬

ted in their rights, deprived of those which we ourselves
2

think of as fundamental and natural , sometimes 'debased'
3

to the point of failing to accept of liberty , those who

were able to buy that which they had once worked for an¬

other were inspired to new efforts in much the same manner

as the inhabitants of the towns:

'The odious names of master and of slave, the
most mortifying and depressing of all distinc¬
tions to human nature, were abolished. New pros¬
pects opened, and new incitements to ingenuity
and enterprise presented themselves to those who
were emancipated. The expectation of bettering
their fortune, as well as that of raising them¬
selves to a more honourable condition, concurred
in calling forth their activity and genius; and
a numerous class of men, who formerly had no
political existence, and were employed merely as
instruments of labour, became useful citizens,
and contributed towards augmenting the force or
riches.of the society which adopted them as mem¬
bers .'

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 30.
2. Ibid., pp. 472-476 (Note IX).
3. Ibid., p. 503 (Note XX).
4. Ibid., p. 35; 1769 ed., I, pp. 41-42. See also p. 36.
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Such considerations are not very detailed nor, at least in

relation to the ideas of Smith, are they very profound; but

their presence in Robertson's work at this stage of the de¬

velopment of the theoretical philosophy does at least indi¬

cate an acceptance of certain details of the concept of

situation and of variations in human behaviour produced by

this.

In a similar fashion, we might also point out that

Robertson does not go into much detail concerning the ope¬

ration of such sentiments as 'benevolence' in this early

commercial stage, at least as regards domestic relation¬

ships. In America he did state very clearly how beneficial

'arts' and 'civilization' were to the state of women, that

their standing was improved by the development of 'polished

manners'"1"; but as far as the earlier works are concerned, we

can only assume that changes in property led to the de¬

velopment of a more perfect form of marriage in relation to
2

that which existed in feudalism . Nor, further, can we see

much interest by Robertson in what we might describe as spe¬

cifically 'social' expressions of sentiments such as bene¬

volence, as opposed to the relationships between men intro¬

duced by improved legal systems and by a greater partici¬

pation in political affairs, although he does make some

attempt to indicate certain of the effects produced either

by commerce, or by the exposure of men to the more liberal

sentiments of other nations. He does, for instance, express

the belief that the growth of chivalry was of considerable

1. America, Works, III, p. 275. See above, p. 225.
2. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 473 (Note IX), 499-503 (Note

xxH
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benefit to the order of the new society and, indeed, of

later times"''. Reflecting as it does the decline of the

power of the nobility and the corresponding decrease in

their martial and aggressive occupations - insofar as

these were directed against the society - it is a custom

which is both able to cater for the nobility's peculiar
2

characteristics and to enforce a greater peace which is

to the benefit of all. However, these values are not des¬

cribed in the sort of terms which Smith used.

Much greater emphasis is placed by Robertson on what

we might call the political relationships between men, and

on those customs and institutions which reflect the exten¬

sion of independence and hence of political power. Greater

security leads to the development of more philosophical

sentiments, and this growth is reflected particularly in the

nature of the laws which characterise this early commercial

stage: 'men, as soon as they were acquainted with fixed and

general laws, perceived the advantage of them, and became

impatient to ascertain the principles and forms by which
3

judges should regulate their decisions' . Such a respect for

regularity and certainty, reflected in the revival of Roman
4

law , is in strong contrast to the systems which prevailed

in the feudal society, such as trial by combat and by re-

5
venge , and is in contrast also to the spirit of the laws

of the feudal system - uncertainty, inequality, force, and

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 61.
2. Ibid., p. 60.
3. Ibid., p. 57
4. Ibid., p. 56.
5. Ibid., pp. 37-57.



a strong element of chance, all of which contribute little

to the development of stability, personal security and peace

of mind. More general laws, on the other hand, which are

created by the society as a whole, are both more regular

and more equal, and help provide that certainty which men

expect from civil society.

The role of the ordinary man in political affairs, a

result of the extension of property, is seen not only in

the changing nature of the legal system of this society

but in the greater involvement of men in administration.

When the towns gained the right of community, and purchased

their freedom from kings, emperors and princes, they gained

the right of municipal jurisdiction; commerce, therefore,

originally led to the achievement of a certain amount of

control over one's financial affairs, one's defences, one's

independence: 'towns, upon acquiring the right of community,

became so many little republics, governed by known and

equal laws'1. Such powers were soon extended, again, pri¬

marily as a result of commerce, or rather, of the wealth

which it produced:

'as soon as they were enfranchised, and formed
into bodies corporate, (towns) became legal and
independent members of the constitution, and
acquired all the rights essential to freemen.
Amongst these, the most valuable was the privi¬
lege of a decisive voice in enacting public
laws and granting national subsidies. It was
natural for cities, accustomed to a form of muni¬
cipal government, according to which no regu¬
lation could be established within the community,
and no money could be raised but by their own
consent, to claim this privilege. The wealth,
the power, and consideration, which they ac-

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 29.



'quired on recovering their.^liberty, added
weight to their claim ...'

The extension of national political authority to the

more popular part of the society is thus both entirely natu-
2

ral and, although by no means without serious drawbacks ,

on the whole beneficial - at least in relation to the for¬

mer severity of the feudal stage. As the rights which men

have acquired through commerce, and the emotional fulfill¬

ment which they have achieved through the same means, are

so fundamental to the development of man, it is of the

greatest importance that such advances be institutionalised

in political authority, that the interests of this part of

the population be safeguarded by the maintenance of the

more liberal principles:

'As soon as the representatives of communities
gained any degree of credit and influence in the
legislature, the spirit of laws became different
fromwhat it had formerly been; it flowed from new
principles; it was directed towards new objects;
equality, order, the public good, and the redress
of grievances, were phrases and ideas brought
into use, and which grew to be familiar in the
statutes and jurisprudence of the European
nations. Almost all the efforts in favour of li¬
berty, in every country of Europe, have been made
by this new power in the legislature. In propor¬
tion as it rose to consideration and influence,
the severity of the aristocratical spirit de¬
creased; and the privileges of the people became
gradually more extensive, as the ancient and ex¬

orbitant-^ jurisdiction of the nobles was ab¬
ridged. '

Such a state is far from perfect, but the growth of the hu¬

man capacities which it permits to a greater part of the

inhabitants means that it must be seen as a considerable

1. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 31-32.
2. See below, Chapter VII.
3. Charles V, Works, V, p. 33.
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improvement on the feudal system, and considerably closer

to the theoretical concept of more 'perfect' government.

Robertson's interpretation of the breakdown of the

feudal stage and of the development of commerce is quite

similar to the description given by Smith many years later,

though he is not concerned, for instance, with the problem

of whether it is more 'natural' for freedom to take its

rise in the cities rather than in the country"^. Even though

there is little emphasis by him on the operation of the

moral sentiments of men, it is always evident that there

is an acceptance of the relationship between liberty and

production and the awakening of the mind, of the relation¬

ship between the form of subsistence and all the customs

and institutions of the society.

We may further see that Robertson points out how the

changes in property distribution and in the resulting cus-

2
toms were unintended , and often had greater benefits than

3
men living during such changes would have thought possible .

It is evident too, in Robertson's interpretation, that one

of the most important changes of all, the gaining of free¬

dom and community status by the cities, often resulted
4

from the 'generosity or facility' of princes , who in many

instances were more motivated by present needs than by the

thought of future inconveniences resulting from loss of such

1. See above, p. 102.
2. 'Unintended' in the sense that major causal factors

such as commerce were an integral part of the history
of the European states - for instance, the rise of
commerce was closely connected to the involvement of
various nations in the Crusades (Charles V, Works, V,
pp. 19-26) - and were not thought of consciously as
a means of extending property to a greater number.

3. Charles V, Works, V, p. 61.
4. Ibid., pp. 27-28.
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power:

'The great barons imitated the example of their
monarch, and granted like immunities to the towns
within their territories. They had wasted such
great sums in their expeditions to the Holy Land,
that they were eager to lay hold on this new ex¬
pedient for raising money, by the sale of those
charters of liberty. Though the institution of
communities was as repugnant to their maxims of
policy as it was adverse to their power, they
disregarded remote consequences in order to ob¬
tain present relief.'

Heterogeneous or unintended benefit clearly emerges from the

limited interest of certain men, the philosophical arises

from unphilosophical actions.

In his study of this form of property change, then,

Robertson recognises the prevalence of interest and accepts

man's natural concern with material betterment and with the

political power resulting from this. In Charles V espe¬

cially, and in Scotland to a lesser degree, there is no

suggestion that the vast number of interconnecting causes

which produced the change from one form of property to an¬

other result from anything other than the actions of men

2
over a period of several hundred years . Nor, at least on

one level, does Robertson indicate that the customs and

institutions of men in this society will express any sen¬

timents other than what the new economic situation can

tolerate. Yet at the same time we should also recognise

that in Charles V in particular, and to some extent in

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 28 (1769 ed., I, p. 33). See
also above, pp. 104-106.

2. That is, unless we are to believe that providence has
manipulated all these changes in order to create a
social system, and bring about an advance in science
(Charles V, Works, V, pp. 61-65)which is later to
'cause' tKe Reformation: see above, pp.177-184,187-193.
Robertson, however, does not explicitly mention pro¬
vidence as a causal factor, introducing this concept
only in his actual study of the Reformation.



Scotland also^", there is the same insistence by Robertson

on certain values - at least in societies where commerce is

soundly established - that we have seen advocated above ;

and though we may concede that the commercial system has

produced customs which appear to be more 'philosophical',

more conducive to the expression of man's better qualities,

this is hardly the same as suggesting that the existence of

such philosophical sentiments should mean the end of interest

or that men should act according to the principles of 'hu¬

manity' and 'equity'.

It is also true that many of Robertson's statements re¬

garding these ideal foundations of action apply particu-
3

larly to individuals of rank and power ; but he also indi¬

cates that as the expectation of order, security, and regu¬

larity in this stage is greater than that expected in the
4

feudal , so also must the virtue and restraint of men in

general be greater. Thus he praises Andrea Doria for his
5

virtue and his magnanimity , and clearly approves of what he

interprets as the extension of this virtue and lack of self-

interest to Doria's 'countrymen' as a whole:

'The influence of Doria's virtue and example
communicated itself to his countrymen; the fac¬
tions which had long torn and ruined the state
seemed to be forgotten; prudent precautions were
taken to prevent their reviving .... Doria
preserved a great ascendant over the councils of

1. As Scotland is mainly concerned with feudalism, it is
only the actions of the somewhat more advanced English
nation, especially those of Queen Elizabeth, which can
be seen as instances of virtue or lack of it in the
commercial state: see Chapter VII.

2. See above, pp. 217-218, 250-251.
3. See Chapter VII.
4. See above, pp. 238, 241.
5. Charles V, Works, V, p. 439.
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'the republic, which owed its being to his
generosity. The authority which he possessed
was more flattering, as well as more satisfac¬
tory, than that derived from sovereignty; a
dominion founded in love and in gratitude; and
upheld by veneration for-^his virtues, not by
the dread of his power.'

This happy state of things, however - as Robertson con-

2
cedes - lasted less than twenty years , which suggests that

even institutionalised 'virtue' and 'magnanimity' and'gener¬

osity' are not necessarily permanently or consistently main¬

tained. In view of this, it is difficult to see how there

can be any expectation on Robertson's part that men can live

outside the spirit of their age, and to enforce qualities

which are somewhat foreign to it. That he does have such ex¬

pectations will be shown at some length in the following

chapter when we consider his attitude towards government and
3

towards those who possess political power*.

The greater part of Robertson's work did-.-not discuss

any society much beyond the sixteenth century, or at least

did not do so in any detail; and although he does mention

the beneficial changes which have occurred in Scotland with

the breakdown of the aristocratic power, particularly since
4

the Union of 1707 , he has no call to go into any considera¬

tion of the benefits or drawbacks of the relatively modern

state. For this reason many of the problems which pre-occu-

1. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 439-440.
2. Ibid., VI, pp. 232-240.
3. It is worth noting, however, that Robertson does not

appear to expect a monarch such as James I of Scot¬
land to have been successful in implementing concepts
which reflected a more advanced society than his own
(Scotland, Works, I, pp. 39-40)- presumably because
the balance of power was against him.

4. Scotland, Works, II, pp. 72-73.



pied Smith and Millar, particularly the perversion of the

moral sentiments which occurred in the industrial system1,
are ones which hardly present themselves. This is not to

say, however, that he was unaware of the complexities of

life in the more modern societies, that he believed these

societies automatically produced benefits, that the improve¬

ments which they had achieved over earlier ages had resul¬

ted from the conscious philosophical actions of men rather
2

than from circumstances , that they were free from all in¬

equities. Perhaps his very insistence on the need for vir¬

tue, for 'humanity', for 'equity' in the preceeding stage

indicated his belief that such qualities are ones difficult

to enforce or to institutionalise; and certainly he was a-

ware, despite the many discrepancies in his writings, that

interest was always to be seen in human life, and that it

was often limited in its aims and not necessarily beneficial.

A greater distribution of property did not in itself bring

an end to the individualism of earlier ages, nor was

Robertson ever definite as to the degree of philosophical

values that could be made a part of the normal standards

and laws of the society, or the amount of 'virtue' that the

individual could be expected to practice. Certainly he does

not appear to believe in the perfection of any form of

government , nor does he feel that the very existence of

various conflicting interests in government will suffice to

1. See above, Chapter IV.
2. See, for instance, his remarks on the nature of war in

the modern state as compared with that of the savage
society: America, Works, III, p. 315, and see also
above, pp. 201-202, 229, note 5.

3. See below, Chapter VII.
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maintain or create a society which has few profound pro¬

blems. Although Robertson's references to struggles between

parts of constitutions are primarily to sixteenth-century

systems and thus show little of his opinion concerning

government in modern societies, he reveals no belief in

conflict being a guarantee of the unintended and unplanned

benefit of men"''.
On the whole, there is little expectation by him that

government can eradicate the injustices and inequities which

arise in modern society, and which result from the expression

of a limited interest. Thus, although he intends in India

to at least set forth the problems created by the existence
2

of company rule , though he indicated that monopolies were

3
at the least 'rapacious' and ordinarily detrimental to pro-

4
per growth ; though he felt especially that the rule of a

state by a company creates many of the problems faced by
5

earlier societies , he does not thereby expect that the

simple pointing out of such problems will lead to any re¬

forms, or that men will necessarily change with the growth

of more philosophical values: after all, the very existence

of such 'inequities' in modern times indicates the con¬

stancy of interest in the more philosophical age, and in¬

dicates also that governments do not take those measures

necessary to check interest's invasion of the rights of

others.

1. In this opinion he is to be contrasted with those
such as Machiavelli and , to some degree, Harrington,
who either saw conflict as a vital part of the state
or thought it relatively harmless: see Appendix B.

2. India, Works, II, p. 535. See above, p. 240, note 1.
3. Charles V, Works, V, p. 544(Note XXX).
4. America, Works, IV, pp. 224-226
5. Ibid. , "p. 221.



It is in America particularly that Robertson con¬

sidered the effects of situation on the nature of men in

the modern society, and brought the concept of relation¬

ship between occupation and maturity of thought to its

logical conclusion. As he had pointed out in some detail

the dominance of superstition and 'incomplete' ideas of

the deity which prevailed in the primitive society^" - thus

reinforcing the belief that man's mind only matures with

time - so he also suggested that time alone is not the only

factor determining the rate of human progress. If the

savage is necessarily limited by the form of subsistence

of his society, and his emotional and social responses are

affected by the degree of insecurity which exists, this

situation is continued, Robertson believes, in all so¬

cieties in which similar inequities in the distribution of

land or restraints on subsistence are found. Thus, even

though a society may have advanced to a relatively sophis¬

ticated level, the amount of time which its individual

members may spend in obtaining a livelihood will affect the

extent to which they are able to partake of the benefits

which they have produced. In the modern state, in which

distribution of property has at least meant a greater

equality, there are nonetheless large numbers who do not

gain any benefit from such changes; it is on their labour

that the state is raised to a flourishing condition, but

this leads to an improvement only of the situation of

others, not of themselves.

1. America, Works, III, pp. 329-341.



As we have seen above, Smith went into considerable

detail concerning this problem, and suggested many ways

by which the detrimental effects of it might be overcome

by permitting the natural course of things to operate, by

permitting, for instance, that the property which men had

in their labour be restored to them"'". Robertson, however,

is not especially concerned with the solution of the prob¬

lem, but only to point it out and to indicate that as long

as such conditions exist, the lower classes - those without

leisure and education - of an otherwise healthy state must

be seen to have advanced not much beyond the state of savage

life. In the first place, their domestic relationships

must be in some fashion similar to those of men in the early

stages of development, and the passions of love and sexual

feeling must be restricted by the pressures imposed by the

need to gain subsistence:

'Among persons of inferior order, who are doomed
by their condition to incessant toil, the do¬
minion of this passion is less violent; their
solicitude to procure subsistence, and to provide
for the first demand of nature, leaves little
leisure for attending to its second call.'

In the second place, he believes that these restric¬

tions on the minds of men will produce limitations as to

the intellectual or reasoning capacity of the ordinary man,

a factor, indeed, which will prevent his forming a real part

of the society - although Robertson does not interpret these

limitations in terms of the perversion of the moral senti-

1. See above, Chapter III.
2. America, Works, III, p. 255.
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ments as Smith did"'". Again, he is primarily concerned not

so much to rectify this situation as he is to emphasise

that in religious matters at least those who we might des¬

cribe as the lower orders or lesser ranks must be content

to be instructed, as opposed to participating fully in the

discussion of matters of doctrine. The enthusiam of the

modern age, which resembles the limited understanding and

superstition of the savage state, is not conducive to the

development of rational thought, or philosophical principles:

'Whoever has had any opportunity of examining into
the religious opinions of persons in the inferior
ranks of life, even in the most enlightened and
civilized nations, will find that their system of
belief is derived from instruction, not discovered
by inquiry. That numerous part of the human spe¬
cies whose lot is labour, whose principal and al¬
most sole occupation is to secure subsistence,
views the arrangements and operations of nature
with little reflection, and has neither leisure
nor capacity for entering into that path of re¬
fined and intricate speculation which conducts
to the knowledge of the principles of natural
religion.'

Although such ideas in general may have first been
3

suggested by Smith , and although writers such as he and

Ferguson develop these much more fully than Robertson, it is

nonetheless true that this same scepticism concerning the

1. See above, pp.140ff. See also America, Works, III,
p. 304 for a rather odd usage by Robertson of the
idea of the effect of the division of labour or the
variety of occupation in the polished societies. In
general, though, he is not concerned with the detri¬
mental effects of men being obliged to follow one
rather mind-limiting occupation, a fact which further
emphasises that his endorsement of the caste system
in India results from his desire to show the Indians
as civilized and thus worthy of better treatment than
that enforced by company rule: see above, p. 240, note 1.

2. America, Works, III, p. 330.
3. That is, in his 1748 lecture, the contents of which are

uncertain: see Stewart, Works, p. 68, and Ronald L.Meek,
'Smith, Turgot, and the "Four Stages" Theory', Hist. Pol.
Econ., 3 (1971) pp. 9-27. Otherwise, these ideas are
not much considered by Smith until Wealth of Nations
in 1776.
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capacities of the ordinary man is to be seen quite early

in Robertson's life and forms the basis of many of his

actions within the General Assembly. His belief that the

Presbyterian system was egalitarian meant only that all

men were entitled to the same beliefs and principles of

dogma; such egalitarianism did not presuppose the end of

administrative authority, nor did it suggest that all men

possessed an equal capacity to partake of the decision¬

making process. The General Assembly was meant to govern,

and this government was necessary to its continuation and

to that of the Church1. Thus, although part of Robertson's

attitude on the question of the 'call' was based on his be¬

lief that the law of the land must be respected and that the

few could not go against what he saw as the interests of the
2

many , his opposition to popular choice of ministers also

forms a part of his opinion on this matter: he did not feel

that the ordinary parishioner had the capacity to judge the

qualities needed in a minister, and was much too liable to

be swayed by superficial talents and characteristics. This

attitude was summed up by Gleig in his account of Robertson's

life:

'It did not appear to him, that the people at
large are competent judges of those qualities
which a minister should possess in order to be
a useful teacher of the truth as it is in Jesus,
or of the precepts of a sound morality. He more
than suspected, that if the candidates for chur¬
ches were taught to consider their success in
obtaining a settlement as depending upon a popu-

1. See below, p.274. See also America, Works, IV, p. 338.
2. See below, pp. 274-275.
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1lar election, many of them would be tempted to
adopt a manner of preaching calculated rather to
please the people than to promote their edifica¬
tion. ' 1

The whole of man's life, Robertson suggests in the

above instances, is determined by his situation; and our

emotional development and intellectual maturity depends on

the extent to which the economic structure of society gives

us the leisure necessary to develop those capacities which

could be described as philosophical. The developed capa¬

cities of man, the advances made unintended over a period

of many hundreds of years, are perhaps to be seen most fully

in the commercial society; but the existence in this stage

of a considerable number of men who are limited by the

economic and social structure indicates that even this stage

is far from 'perfection'.

Although we might consider that Robertson's scattered

remarks on men in the modern society are 'philosophical'

not only in that they indicate some awareness of the prob¬

lems of this age but also in that they accept the existence

and probable continuation of such imperfections as pointed

out above, one is also led to wonder at his lack of involve¬

ment in the philosophical suggestions to help rectify the

situation of those without property, or the benefit of

the property which they have in their labour, and of those
2

whose moral sentiments appear to be perverted . This dis¬

interest is especially noticeable when one considers his

belief in the need for active 'virtue' and 'humanity' from

1. George Gleig, 'Some Account of the Life and Writings
of William Robertson ...', in Robertson, Works, I, p.
xxvi. See also Dugald Stewart, 'An Account of the
Life and Writings of William Robertson' (hereafter
cited Robertson) Works, X, pp. 183-186.

2. See above, Chapters III and IV.
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those who were prominent in their societies1. Although he

did support the repeal of restrictions against Catholics in

Scotland, his preference for the 'public good* rather than

his own 'private sentiments' led him to change his mind;

the civil disorder caused by the granting of such a measure

would have been more inimical than the continuation of the

. . 2
existing inequalities . In part, Robertson's attitude as

concerns this issue may have been formed by the philosophical

belief that the individual could not carry out major changes
3

against the spirit of the society ; but his toleration of
4

the bias of the average man in this matter as in few others

also leads us to think that he was not particularly at pains

to help alleviate the very conditions which deprived men

of emotional and intellectual development. His involvement

in matters philosophical is mainly confined to intellectual

discussion, to the maintenance of that supposed detachment

or refusal to publicly reveal passion which is one of the
. . 5

characteristics of the Scottish philosophical spirit ; and
g

although he seeks to influence others and desires that men
7

live by certain values which are seen as beneficial to all ,

he offers no suggestions as to how these are to be made an

integral part of any society.

More importantly, what is of especial interest in re-

1. See below, Chapter VII.
2. See Appendix A, p. 508.
3. Ibid.
4. Stewart, Robertson, pp. 189-190.
5. See Appendix A, pp. 515-516.
6. Ibid., pp. 508-509.
7. See below, Chapter VII.
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lation to Robertson's acceptance of the imperfections of

modern society is that if 'justice', 'equity' and 'hu¬

manity' are not to be found there, then they are , more

obviously than ever, absolute concepts which cannot be

institutionalised in human society. This is not to deny

that in reality such principles are those of Robertson's

own time, however much he thought of them as fundamental,

as 'eternal' and 'immutable'; nor can we deny that he felt

man had on rare occasions managed to embody some of these

principles in his institutions - he believes, for instance,

that canon law, being founded on Roman law, was 'consonant

to the great principles of equity'*. But, as will be shown

in some detail in the following chapter, the attempt to in¬

troduce such concepts of perfection into human institutions

and actions leaves the reader uncertain both as to the con¬

tent of such principles and the extent to which men can in

fact enforce them, especially in opposition to the spirit of

their age; and also leaves the reader feeling that the com¬

bination of the ideas of stages, variations in human capa¬

cities, and relativistic values, with these 'moral' pre¬

cepts, is not a particularly happy one, and presents cer¬

tain problems to Robertson which, as an historian, he seems

unable to solve satisfactorily.

1. Charlea V, Works, V, p. 55.



CHAPTER VII

MAN AND GOVERNMENT

Our understanding as to Robertson's opinion as to the

best form of government - that which limits human imperfec¬

tions and develops the best qualities of man - and the man¬

ner in which this is developed and maintained, rests on

both his overall attitude to particular forms of rule which

he discusses in some detail, and on the scattered remarks

which he makes about other types of political administration.

While he has no such detailed theory as to the relation be¬

tween the moral sentiments of men, and the form of government

under which they live as we see in Smith, for instance, nor

any 'philosophical' considerations on 'authority' and 'ne¬

cessity' such as those put forward by Millar1, it is nonethe¬

less true that he does correlate human development with com¬

merce and a more balanced distribution of power within states,

and that he feels government must have as its fixed objective

the benefit of all men - ideas which are clearly a basic
2

part of the theoretical philosophy : 'the arrangements of

civil government are made, not for the few, but for the many'
3

he wrote in India ; and while it is true that there are spe¬

cial reasons for his endorsement of the rigid caste system

in that country4, this fact in itself does not invalidate a

thesis which he made a consistent part of his life and his

1. See above, Chapter IV.
2. See Chapters III and IV, and pp. 252-259.
3. India, Works, II, p. 474.
4. See above, p. 240,notel;see also George D. Bearce, Bri¬

tish Attitudes Towards India 1784-1858 (London, 196T5
pp. 14, 16-17.
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works.

This can be seen, for instance, in his reasons for

the limitation of the popular element in the administra¬

tion of the Presbyterian church, which are based not only

on his distrust of what we might call the 'lower classes'^"
on his belief that they are unable to make 'philosophical'

decisions because of the limitation of their situation^,
but also on the fact that the law pertaining to the 'call'

is the law of the land, and one which is beneficial to so¬

ciety as a whole:

' "Dissatisfied with the system adopted by his
predecessors, and convinced that the more free
any constitution is, the greater is the danger
of violating its fundamental laws, his vigorous
and enlightened mind suggested to him the ne¬
cessity of opposing more decisive measures to
these growing disorders, and of maintaining the
authority of the Church by enforcing the sub¬
mission of all its members." '

The few, from misguided motives, cannot go against

what Robertson thought of as the will of the many, nor can

they be allowed to go against that which is established.

The interests of the whole, which the law protected, must

be maintained. Such beliefs are especially clearly ex¬

pressed in the statement of the Moderate party on the 'call',

a statement to which Robertson contributed:

' "we conceive this sentence of the Commission to
be inconsistent with the nature and first prin¬
ciples of society. When men are considered as

1. By this term is meant all those who earn their living
by labour, including those of the very lowest ranks
whose status is little better than that of slave or
serf (Charles V, Works, V, p.391);and those who prac¬
tise the 'meaner' professions (Scotland, Works, I, p.
43)also fall into this category:_ roughly, men without
background in jobs without 'dignity'.

2. See above, pp.266-270.
3. Quoted in Stewart, Robertson, p. 183.
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' "individuals, we acknowledge that they have no
guide but their own understanding, and no judge
but their own conscience. But we hold it for an

undeniable principle, that as members of society,
they are bound in many instances to follow the
judgments of the society.... no sooner is ...(any
public) regulation enacted, than private judgment
is so far superseded, that even they who disapp¬
rove it, are, notwithstanding, bound to obey it....
They who maintain that ... disobedience deserves
no censure, maintain in effect, that there should
be no such thing as government and order. They
deny those first principles by which men are
united in society; and endeavour to establish such
maxims as will justify not only licentiousness in
ecclesiastical, but rebellion and disorder in
civil government.... We allow to the right of pri¬
vate judgment all the extent and obligation that
reason or religion requires; but we can never
admit, that any man's private judgment gives him
a right to,disturb, with impunity, all public
order." ' x

This belief in the importance of a system which permits

the greater part of the society to either express the better

of the human qualities or at least to have the benefit of

regular law, leads Robertson to consistently adversely cri¬

ticise those forms of government in which such benefits do

not exist. Again, we should realise that such criticism in

itself is not contrary to the theoretical philosophy, which

constantly spoke in terms of 'incomplete' and 'imperfect'

laws and institutions, while at the same time maintaining

that situation enforced certain limitations; and, on one

level at least, we can see much of Robertson's philosophy of

government in these terms. But it is also true, as indi¬

cated above, that many of the remarks which he makes are

based on concepts which are quite different from the theo¬

retical ideas, and that some of his criticism of rulers and

1. Quoted in Stewart, Robertson, pp. 232-233.
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governments is thus not so much concerned with situation

and its limitations as with some rather nebulous concepts

of 'equitable' and 'humane' standards which men have failed

to enforce - regardless of whether such concepts even exis¬

ted in the period he is discussing.

These limitations in Robertson's interpretation are

not especially obvious, however, until his study of the feu¬

dal society: here, his belief that property in land brings

greater responsibilities^ demands that he comment on the

dearth of responsible attitudes. His remarks on the pre-

feudal stages then are confined primarily to the pointing

out of the inhibitions naturally imposed on men by such

systems, and the necessary predominance of a non-productive

independence in societies where there is little reason for

domestic government and order to develop. Man in the savage

state, he had suggested, was not only dependent on situation,

but was restricted by his very lack of material goods and

absence of 'wants' and 'desires' from developing a constant

need for general rules and laws. Although there was some

form of unity in this system, and even some sense of 'bene¬

volence', these pertained mainly to external matters, and

men were brought together generally for purposes of defence
2

or aggressive attacks on other tribes . The sense of pro¬

perty which they have is one which is based on community,

as opposed to individual, possession; and, again, the in¬

fringement of such 'territory' could only be by another

tribe, for one's fellows cannot trespass on that which is

1. See above, pp. 238, 241.
2. See above, pp. 222-223.



the property of all3".
Not only is there a limitation of man's feelings in

such a social structure, then; but there is also a limi¬

tation of the means by which a 'more perfect' government is

called into existence. This, Robertson believes, is also t

the case in the barbarian stage where, although there is a

greater interaction between men as far as what we might call

'domestic' matters are concerned - that is, those pertaining

to internal matters - most councils concern external policy.

As a result, again, of lack of wants and desires, the sys¬

tem of government is limited in its operations, and men re¬

tain a considerable amount of independence. Thus, although

they possess certain qualities which Robertson finds worthy

of approval, they are limited by their situation from de¬

veloping formal institutions of any depth and permanence2.
It is not until his consideration of the allodial type

of government, therefore, that Robertson finds domestic in¬

stitutions resulting from the development of private pro¬

perty, institutions which he can see as indicative of the

growth of internal government. Thus, although it is true

that he was misled or confused as to the actual nature of

this particular state of property holding, even though he

suggests that the freemen are the greater part of the popu-
O

lation , his opinions concerning its benefit to men - which

is contrasted with the repression of the feudal stage - are

of value in helping us determine his feelings as to the

1. See above, pp. 221-222.
2. See above, pp. 231-232.
3. See above, pp. 235-237.
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basic purpose of social order.

The allodial society of France, Robertson believed,

lived under a predominantly democratic government; the king

is limited, the rights of the lords are clearly defined,

the warriors or fighting men of property participate in

all major decisions, refuse to pay taxes, and elect the

king1. The early monarchs of France:

'ascended the throne not by any hereditary right,
but in consequence of the election of their sub¬
jects ... The effect of this election was not to
invest them with absolute power. Whatever related
to the general welfare of the nation was submitted
to public deliberation, and determined by the
suffrage of the people ... * 2

Such a government, Robertson believes, is not necessarily

wild or enthusiastic; although it permits the propertied

man a considerable amount of power it has a place also for

other ranks and is thus a mixed form which limits the ex¬

cesses of the crown - or rather, helps check the natural
3

tendency of monarchs to encroach on the power of others .

It is, he believes - somewhat unphilosophically - an 'an-
4

cient constitution' , for not only is it the first of the
5

French constitutions or distributions of power but has

qualities which ought to be permanently maintained. Thus

he supports its apparent 'revival'6 and basically does not

accept the development of other 'constitutions' - in part

because he feels these are based not so much on a re-

1. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 140-141, 498-499 (Note XIX),
561-563 (Note XXXVIII), 574 (Note XLII).

2. Ibid., p. 561 (Note XXXVIII).
3. Ibid., pp. 79-86, 498 (Note XIX).
4. Ibid., p. 567 (Note XXXIX).
5. See below, p. 359, note 4.
6. Charles V, Works, V, p. 499 (Note XIX).
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distribution of property as on the employment of 'corrupt'

tactics by the monarchy"''. Liberty, it seems, comes not so

much from conflict with kings as from keeping them very
2

firmly in control ; and if the nature of this 'liberty' is

unclear, if Robertson here is both misinformed and most un-

philosophical, he has at least indicated that he finds some

benefit, some development of man, in this 'mixed' form of

government. Representation, order, the regular administra-
3

tion of laws - these seem to be factors which he considers

as vital.

Even if we cannot be quite sure as to the content of

that 'liberty' which Robertson finds in the allodial type

of government, it is obvious in his consideration of the
feudal society that he finds no widespread liberty whatso¬

ever. To some extent, indeed, he considers this stage of

man's development as somewhat unnatutal; for, in the first

place he believed that the dependence of men on their su¬

periors affected the rate of growth and expression of the
4

sentiments natural to men , and secondly, and more impor¬

tantly here, he also believed that such limitations in fact

created an inhibition of man's nature more serious than

the excessive freedom of the barbarian age. The develop¬

ment of the true nature of property in feudalism meant that

men, in theory, were in a position to advance; yet, the re¬

striction of this private and fixed property to a few gives

these a monopoly of its benefits. In such a system, govern-

1. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 79-86.
2. See below, pp. 7*98-317, and Chapter IX.
3. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 498-499 (Note XIX).
4. See above, pp. 238-249, 252-255.



280

ment cannot come into itself, and its purposes:

'to maintain the order and tranquillity of so¬
ciety by the regular execution of known laws;
to inflict vengeance on crimes destructive of
the peace and safety of individuals, by a pro¬
secution carried on in the name and by the
authority of the community; to consider the
punishment of criminals as a public example,to
deter others from violating the laws ...'

cannot be fulfilled. Civil government, Robertson here es¬

tablishes, not only should have fixed and clear duties
2

which maintain established freedoms , but should be for

the many rather than for the few: an attitude which he

3
appears to hold consistently . Thus, although the feudal

society has a form of civil government, it is one which

lacks the characteristics and qualities that are essential

to men, and must be seen as imperfect; and however much he

believes the feudal aristocracy in France to be useful in¬

sofar as it provides some check to the ambitions of the

crown, he also believes that it has destroyed the univer¬

sal laws of the allodial stage and made men dependent on

a more chaotic, more uncertain form of rule:

'In a kingdom broken into so many indepen-
baronies, hardly any common principle of union
remained; and the general assebly, in its delib¬
erations, could scarcely consider the nation as
forming one body, or establish commoij regulations
to be of equal force in every part.'

Robertson appears to believe then, that it is only

when there is a greater extension of private property, and

a political system which recognises this property and man's

right to the fruits of his labour, to peace, to regular

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 36.
2. See above, Chapter VI.
3. See above, pp. 273-275.
4. Charles V, Works, V, p. 141.



281

enforcement of universal laws, that freedom to develop can

be said to exist. Ordinarily, this combination of factors

is to be found only in the commercial states, where new

forms of property and the means of continuing or maintaining

the power resulting from possession of this property theo¬

retically lead to greater freedom for men to be themselves^".
Nonetheless, Robertson makes it quite clear that the very

existence of commerce and of the institutions appropriate

to the commercial society do not necessarily mean that the

benefits which ought to result in fact do so, nor that the

full advantages of civil government are consistently enfor¬

ced. Not only is it true that even in the modern society

there are many who are unable to take advantage of the more

philosophical institutions which have emerged; but it is also

true that human passions and what we might call limited in-
2

terest , still continue to operate in the early forms of

commercial society and to interfere with the emergence of

peace and stability. True interest, 'equity', 'justice',

'humanity' are not consistent features of these times; and,

he indicated, they will have to emerge and become a part of

the actions of men, a part of the principles of government

even, before the individualism more appropriate to earlier

ages is lessened, and men are able to fully profit from the

benefits which commerce offers.

The manner in which this advance was to come about,

however, was never very clearly defined by Robertson, nor

1. See above, pp. 252-255.
2. See, for instance, America, Works, III, p. 352.



did he believe that it is only in the commercial state that

there must be a limitation of the self - there are many in¬

stances in Scotland in particular where he suggests that

the 'laws of humanity' and the 'principles of justice' ought

to have a place, although it might seem to the reader that

the feudal society has even less chance than later forms of

rule of securing or developing general freedoms by such means'

Certainly it is true that Robertson does not believe the best

interests of all can be either developed or maintained in

any society which is under a single or 'pure' form of govern¬

ment, because of the faults which he apparently considers

inherent in the various groups or individuals which comprise

these. His attitude, therefore, to the democracy, the aris¬

tocracy, and the monarchy, is necessarily closely related

not only to a certain scepticism about mankind in general,

but also to his feelings concerning the 'people', the nobles,

and kings - feelings which seem to be fairly consistent.

We might think such consistency of opinion to be pro¬

duced by a belief that the development of more sophisticated

societies does not necessarily mean an end of certain 'natu¬

ral' attitudes acquired by men, by various groups - a belief

which in itself is not contrary to the theoretical opinions.

There is much emphasis, after all, in both Moral Sentiments

and Wealth of Nations on the various forms of morality in

society, and on the unphilosophical means by which the sta-
2

bility of government can be maintained . It is also a part

1. See above, pp. 216-218; see also below, pp. 229-303.
2. See above, Chapters III and IV.



283

of the theoretical philosophy that either possession or lack

of property necessarily affects the extent to which men have

any feelings for each other or for other classes as well

as determining the degree to which they are capable of par¬

ticipating in government^. To some degree, indeed, many of

Robertson's remarks concerning the 'people' and other groups

are based on his acceptance of the variation in situation

peculiar to stages of growth; yet we should also be aware

that he is often little concerned with the type of argument

which Smith used, with the degrees of 'benevolence' produced

by distribution of property, and that often his feelings to¬

wards various iclasses are not based on such principles or on

an acceptance of differing moral standards. In many instan¬

ces, too, although his attitudes seem founded on the idea

that class or rank may limit men, they have also an overtone

of personal feeling which appears removed from the theoretical

detachment; and this factor, added to the problem of disen¬

tangling Robertson's beliefs as to the nature and express¬

ion of virtue in society, means that his idea of what govern¬

ment is and what it should be, is rather complex.

This is not to deny, however, that he is willing to

grant the extraordinary individual all the merit which his

actions may deserve, providing that any such man from the

lesser ranks steers clear of political matters; thus he

acknowledges the bravery and perseverance of both those with

some 'background' and those with none at all when their

courage is employed in activities such as exploration, in

1. See above, Chapters III and VI.
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extending the power of their country^. But he is also care¬

ful to point out their faults, and, in particular, to em¬

phasise that men of mean rank are often destructive because

they lack the restraints which are necessary for solid gains,

because they are often motivated mainly by interest rather

than by any more prudent considerations . Lack of property,

he seems to be saying, means lack of discipline, lack of

certain 'basic' qualities such as humanity5; this in itself

is not a contradiction of the theoretical approach.

We should also remember that many of the instances

in which a dislike of class, or a distrust of characteris¬

tics associated with a particular class or calling, can at

least be related to some concrete concept of division of

power in the respective society under discussion, of the

education necessary for the fulfillment of certain offices

in the feudal and commercial states, for instance. Thus,

many of Robertson's remarks against individuals or types

were directed to 'courtiers' who flatter kings but fail to

advise them wisely4, to those 'favourites' of monarchs whom

he sees as usurping positions of advice and trust which they

are incapable of fulfilling. Insofar as it can be estab¬

lished that such offices, in both the feudal and the more

commercial societies, are properly the prerogative of the

nobility, Robertson's criticism might be seen as having a

valid basis in the property division of the society5. Cer¬

tainly this would seem to be the case as regards the re-

1. America, Works, III, pp. 55,57,73-76, IV, pp. 2-7,40.
2. Ibid., pp7~8T33-34, 74-75, 81, 96-97, 100.
3. Ibid. , III, p. 181. _

4. See, for instance, Charles V, Works, V, pp. 204-205.
5. See below, pp. 415-416, 427-428.
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tinue of James III of Scotland; not only are their pro¬

fessions 'mean' but they are also in strong contrast to

the military activities of the Scottish lords:

'Under the feudal governments, the nobles were
not only the king's ministers, and possessed of
all the great offices of power or of trust; they
were likewise his companions and favourites, and
hardly any but them approached his person, or
were intitled to his regard. But James, who both
feared and hated his nobles, kept them at an un¬
usual distance, and bestowed every mark of confi¬
dence and affection upon a few mean persons, of
professions so dishonourable, as ought to,have
rendered them unworthy of his presence.'

It is true, certainly, that musicians and fencing in¬

structors probably had little knowleege of affairs of state,

and little experience of government: these, after all, come

with office and education; and to this extent Robertson's

attitude is perhaps justified, as is part at least of his
. 2

attitude towards the unfortunate Riccio . What does seem

unphilosophical, non-theoretical, however - though not there¬

by unusual among the Edinburgh literati - is Robertson's

belief that the affairs and actions of men of low rank are

not really a part of 'history'; that, indeed, we should

hardly concern ourselves with the doings and fate of such

persons. As we have seen above, he felt that the study of

men of such 'low birth' and 'indigent condition' as Riccio

was ordinarily outside the scope of historical inquiry, that

'naturally' we would not be concerned with their affairs.
It is only the fact that Riccio plays what is basically a

passive role in the affairs of Queen Mary and her advi¬
sers that has brought him to our notice; and even then,

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 43, and see also ibid., p. 45.
2. Ibid., p. 146, and see above, p. 216.



'history' is obliged to 'descend from its dignity' in order

to consider him''".
Again, we might argue that however unfortunate his

choice of phrase, it might be possible to accept Robertson's

view if he is really saying that feudal history is concerned

primarily with the nobility and the monarchy, and that the

appearance of individuals such as Riccio are basically iso¬

lated or accidental. But it is not clear that this is in

fact all that is being suggested; and, in any event, what is

it about Riccio that should force 'history' to stoop so low

when the attitudes and exploits of the Scottish aristocracy

are hardly dignified or free from a chaotic self-interest?

Further, it is obvious from Robertson's emphasis on the role

of favourites in the relationship between kings and nobles

in feudal Scotland, that the existence of such personages -

3
often mean in spirit rather than class - can hardly be seen

as incidental to the history of the nation. They ought then

to be taken seriously, and Robertson's reluctance to do so

not only suggests a rather personal concern with status and
. . 4

class, possibly with independence and a free spirit , but

suggests also a break with the aims of philosophical history.

The emphasis on the actions of kings and lords as the 'real'

material of history seems a clear denial of that aim ex¬

pressed by all philosophical historians: to show how insti¬
tutions reflect the spirit of men in various ages, to move

1. See above, p. 216.
2. Though, perhaps Riccio is to be contrasted with the un¬

selfish confederates, the scheming 'courtier' against
the noble 'country' men : see Chapter IX.

3. See, for instance, Scotland, Works, I, pp. 449-450.
4. See below, Appendix A, pp. 503-505.
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away from the emphasis on the 'important' individual. It

hardly seems philosophical to dismiss so summarily those

who wander onto the stage of 'history', to state that, al¬

though Queen Mary proceeded 'with the utmost rigour of law'

against the murderers of her favourite, Riccio, 'in praise

of her clemency, it must be oberved, that only two persons,

and these of no considerable rank, suffered for this crime' .

This attitude appears even more unphilosophical when we con¬

sider how much Robertson emphasised that Bothwell should have

been brought to justice for his role in the murder of the

Queen's husband, Darnley ; the murder of a king, even one so

unworthy, is a far more serious matter. Possibly this dis¬

crepancy may be explained by the fact that Robertson has en¬

tered into the spirit of the times about which he is writing;

but though this would reveal a laudable concern with varia¬

tion and with relative values, his failure to take the oppor¬

tunity to refer here to those timeless and immutable prin¬

ciples of justice and equity suggests again that these prin¬

ciples are not for the likes of Riccio, and, further, that

Robertson has some personal bias against such as he.

For whatever reason - theoretical ideas of limited ca¬

pacity, unphilosophical prejudice, or a combination of the

two - Robertson's low opinion of the people is reflected par¬

ticularly in his ideas as to their capacity for partici¬

pation in government, ecclesiastical or civil, in the feudal

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 276 ,

2. Ibid., pp. 308-312. In this matter, of course, Robertson
was concerned to show both Bothwell and the Queen as
flouting the law of the land, and invading the interest
of the nation: see below, Chapter IX.
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or the commercial state , in his belief especially that

they ordinarily have a limited ability to maintain, or

even create, order. For him, democracy is a form of

government in which the distinctions of rank that exist

have little of 'authority* and where the masses abuse

the sovereign power. Wild and enthusiastic ideas seem to

be more likely here than in any other type of rule, and

this is certainly the case in the sixteenth-century Euro¬

pean commercial states. In an age when philosophical atti¬

tudes were limited, the people in general are marked by

violence and by lack of control, and, Robertson believes,

if popular movements have one outstanding characteristic,

it is that they are nearly always without positive leader-
3

ship and are directed solely by passion . This is to be

seen especially in the Reformation period in Germany, he

feels, when the revolt of the peasants, emanating from

civil,not religious,causes, was both disorganised and bru¬

tal :

'Wherever they came they plundered the monas¬
teries, wasted the lands of their superiors, razed
their castles, and massacred without mercy all
persons of noble birth, who^were so unhappy as
to fall into their hands.'

While Robertson is able to see the economic and social
5

reasons for such actions , he nonetheless finds them par-

1. See above, pp. 241-245, 267-270. Robertson's atti¬
tude towards the ordinary man - at least those who
were of the protestant party - seems to be more bene¬
volent in Scotland. Even though there is some diffi¬
culty for the reader in ascertaining precisely who
the 'nation' is in this work, it is clear that the
man without property seems more 'martial' more in¬
terested in liberty than we might ordinarily have
thought likely: see below, Chapters VIII and IX.

2. See above, p. 136.
3. America, Works, IY , p. 339.
4. Charles V, Works, V, p. 393.
5. Ibid., pp. 391-392.
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ticularly disturbing in that they are based on the con¬

cept of total equality, a concept with which he does not

agree. The necessity of the distinction of ranks, which

reflects the evolution of man through stages, and the un¬

planned, entirely natural, distribution of property in the

civil society, cannot be denied; and the refusal, in other

political writings, to accept this form of inequality, is

felt by Robertson to be anaadvocacy of a return to the

'state of nature', or the earliest stage of human society.

This belief is obvious, for instance, in his assessment of

the Anabaptist group which was prepared to 'level every dis¬

tinction among mankind, and, by abolishing property, to re¬

duce them to their natural state of equality, in which all

should receive their subsistence from one common stock' .

Such extravagant theories, which reveal no knowledge of the

nature of man, lead to nothing but the worst excesses - as

the subsequent history of the Anabaptist movement itself re-

veals . Further, in economic terms, such'wild notions' are

detrimental to true growth in that the establishing of a

communal form of property fails to excite men's interests

and limits the development produced by the secure holding
o 4

of private land . The 'levelling genius of fanaticism' is

inimical to the growth of human nature.

Where there is no control of the ordinary man by those

whom we might describe as his 'betters' or, as Robertson

puts it, his 'superiors', the effects of their enthusiastic

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 395.
2. Ibid. , p. 397. See also America, Works, IV, p. 342.
3. Ibid. , pp. 343, 399. See above, pi 233.
4. America, Works, IV, p. 339.
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actions are likely to be disastrous; and, Robertson belie¬

ves, this is also clearly illustrated in the Reformation

era: 'wherever reformation was sudden, and carried on by the

people without authority from their rulers, or in oppo¬

sition to it, the rupture was violent and total'1. Again,

this is not to say that the actions of the people are with¬

out foundation, that they invariably act mindlessly, with¬

out proper cause: Robertson does recognise the genuine grie¬

vances of many of the popular movements of sixteenth-century

Europe in particular, where the dominance of the aristocracy

had created a society heavily weighted against the emer¬

gence of 'rights' and 'freedoms' for the ordinary man. The

protests of the German peasants appeared to him, in part
2

at least, to be 'extremely reasonable' , and, in descri¬

bing the Castilian junta of 1521 he wrote of the'commons'

that:

'they aimed at obtaining redress of their politi¬
cal grievances, and an establishment of public
liberty on a secure basis; objects worthy of all
the zeal^which they discovered in contending for
them.'

The actions of the populace in Toledo to protect their con-
4

stitutional freedoms , the spirit of the Florentines in

5
ignoring the Treaty of Barcelona - these also have certain

admirable traits, and indicate a love of 'liberty' which

is supposedly a characteristic of the people. But, believes

Robertson, the love of liberty is not paired with a capacity

for achieving it without some help, nor, most important, is

liberty a total freedom from restraint.

1. America, Works, IV, p. 332.
2. Charles V, Works, V, p. 393.
3. Ibid., p. 308.
4. Ibid., p. 304.
5. Ibid., pp. 449-450.
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The intentions of the masses, then, may be good and

their aims reasonable, yet both are very often expressed

in a rash and misguided fashion which prevents their goals

from being achieved. The reason for this, in Robertson's

opinion, is that a lack of ability to lead, to organise,

to enforce order, will result in chaos, and it is obvious

to him that this lack exists. If Florence, for instance,

is an established, commercially successful state, its form

of government - a 'democratical republic' - produced no¬

thing but 'popular turbulence'1. Thus, although we may

admire the vigour of the Florentines, we ought to realise

nonetheless that their society was founded on wrong prin¬

ciples , and that any attempt to revive such 'turbulence'

was misguided. To replace Cosimo de Medici's somewhat ty¬

rannical form of rule may have been a laudable intention,
2

but it was also 'imprudent' ; the Florentines' lack of po¬

litical experience, their need for prudent alliances in

the midst of the war for territorial expansion, meant that
3

the 'ancient popular government' was less suited to their

present needs than the efficient Medici system, and once
4

again, they lost their freedom . 'All popular associa¬

tions' , Robertson concluded, are incapable 'either of
5

carrying on war or of making peace' ; and, in some instan¬

ces, they appear to be incapable of anything positive and

constructive - as witness Robertson's remarks on the Ger¬

man peasant associations during the Reformation: 'being

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 115.
2. Ibid., p. 450.
3. Ibid., p. 425.
4. Ibid., p. 450, VI, pp. 81, 82.
5. ibid. , V, p. 323. See also Robertson's remarks on the

rule of Cola di Rienzo, ibid., pp. 108-109.
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'led by persons of the lowest rank, without skill in war,

or knowledge of what was necessary for accomplishing their

designs, all their exploits were distinguished only by a

brutal and unmeaning fury'\
The fact is that whether popular 'associations' are

formal governments or merely assemblies of persons with a

common purpose, the same characteristics will pervade them

and lead both to be equally unproductive. In the history

of the Spanish attempts to either maintain or to increase

popular powers, for instance, all the experience of the

cortes seems to have had little effect on those who are

there represented. The achievements of the cortes, which

include the institutionalising of considerable popular

'rights' over many centuries seem to have no influence on

any group which is composed mainly of one class and which

has no self-restraint or organising capacity. For instance,

the Germanada of Valencia, intent to 'restore men to some

2
degree of their original equality' -itself a bad sign as

far as Robertson is concerned - is governed not by men of

administrative experience but by a group of 'low mechanics':

'who acquired the confidence of an enraged multi¬
tude, chiefly by the fierceness of their zeal,
and the extravagance of their proceedings. Among
such men, the laws introduced in civilized nations,
in order to restrain or moderate the violence of
war were unknown or despised; and they ran into3
the wildest excesses of cruelty and outrage.'

Yet, even associations which possess some organisation and

a clear plan of action may fail to achieve their purpose if

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 393.
2. Ibid., p. 329.
3. Ibid.
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they are composed primarily of the popular class. The

Castilian junta, for instance, which had generally been

marked by good motives and a sound policy"*", did not achieve

its objectives; and although Robertson does not go into

any detail concerning the decline of this organisation,

he does believe that its failure points out the consistent

and inherent weaknesses of similar groups:

'This sudden dissolution of a confederacy, formed
not upon slight disgusts or upon trifling motives,
into which the whole body of the people had en¬
tered, and which had been allowed time to acquire
a considerable degree of order and consistence,
by establishing a regular plan of government, is
the strongest proof either of the inability of
its leaders or of sonp secret discord reigning
among its members.'

While it is to be seen, then, that it is nearly always

men of the lower classes who are behind the desire to es¬

tablish democracies based purely on equality of position,

it is equally obvious, Robertson believes, not only that

such types of government are destructive of any stability

which might hitherto have been achieved, but also that they

are rarely successful in achieving their own ends. While

he may appear to approve of the strongly democratical ele-
3

ment in the allodial rule of France , he seems to care

little for that form of democracy produced by the more mod¬

ern states. In these, the society is characterised by a

lack of regard for any stable tradition, by an insistence

on 'rights' without a recognition of the responsibility

which these bring; and it is manipulated by the sort of per¬

son for whom he had faint regard, whose credulity, vulnera¬

bility to passion, lack of background he condemned at every

1. However, see Charles V, Works, V, p. 322.
2. Ibid., p. 326.
3. See above, pp. 236-237, 278-279.



opportunity, and whom he felt to be lacking in the ability

to appreciate the true principles of government - order

and regularity especially. However much such limitations

were produced by the economic situation of the society,

Robertson felt, however much they were a result of the lowly

position of men within a relatively advanced system, it was

nonetheless a general principle that those of little edu¬

cation and background, and thereby, of little of the ne¬

cessary experience, were 'ill qualified' to 'enter into any

disquisition concerning the principles of civil policy'

and were certainly as ill-equipped to rule other men as they

should be ruled.

It is only in rare instances, Robertson believed, that

men from this social position have had the genuine ability

to govern well; and in one of the few cases when he thinks

this situation to have occurred, the society in question

was not fully a democracy. Furthermore, although this in¬

stance - the rule of Andrea Doria in Genoa - may be seen as

an isolated case of a man from the popular segment of so¬

ciety governing wisely, it is apparent that Doria's success

depends upon qualities which are quite uncharacteristic of

his class - at least as Robertson interprets the distingu¬

ishing features of the 'lower ranks'. His restraint and

prudence, his moderation and calm - very philosophic traits,

these^- means that he has overcome the disadvantages of his

background through losing the very qualities of this; thus,
he is neither truly representative of the 'people' nor is

1. America, Works, IV, p. 40. See also ibid., III, p. 114.
2. See below, Appendix A, pp. 505-509, 515-516.
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the society in which he institutes some stability truly

a democracy"'".
In both the society which is fully a democracy and

that in which the democratic element is strong, then, it

is apparent that there is a certain amount of disorder and

imperfection resulting from the very nature of the men who

comprise this form of government or this segment of poli¬

tical power. Yet Robertson is by no means clear as to the

manner in which this situation will be improved, even if

he indicates that much of the confusion and tumult to be

found in the democratic element of a commercial society -

such as Spain - results from a lack of balance of power

within the state. But is such a situation to be resolved

by a change in the distribution of power - we cannot,after

all,forget the praise which Robertson bestowed on the allo¬

dial system - or are men to exercise a greater virtue and

self-restraint within the existing inequities?

While Robertson points out the turbulence, the lack of

toleration and of humanity characteristic of the ordinary
2

man - particularly in the less philosophical ages - and

while he indicates, for example, that the 'people' of six¬

teenth century Scotland are at the least violent and im-

petuous , he appears to be concerned not so much with the

1. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 439-440, VI, pp. 232-240.
2. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 137, 185. See also above,

pp. 222-224, 240-241.
3. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 137, 144. The difficulty of

ascertaining Robertson's opinion as to the role of
virtue, self-denial etc. as far as the Scottish peo¬
ple of this time are concerned, is complicated by
the fact that, although they appear to have little
political power, it is necessary for him to imply
that they are intelligent, freedom-loving, martial,
and that these qualities are reflected in the in¬
fluential will of the 'nation': see Chapter IX.



development of virtue as far as they are concerned, but

rather with the beneficent exercise of restraint by the

leaders of the congregation, who are mostly members of the

nobility or else individuals of some authority and power,

such as Knox. Although particular reasons led Robertson

to emphasise that much of the excessive violence of the

Reformation period in Scotland resulted from love of civil

liberty rather than from religious principles^, and although

he tends to excuse much of the disorder of this age because

men had finally become free to express more 'liberal' senti¬

ments after generations of repression and unphilosophical

thought, he does not indicate that these same liberal senti¬

ments suddenly make men in general more capable of humanity
2

or of 'equity' . As in his discussion of the German Refor¬

mation peasant revolts, he suggests that the ordinary man

needs leaders to guide him, to moderate the extremes of

his passions; and it is clear that he does not believe men

of this class, without property, can develop that sense of

discipline, of duty and responsibility, which he expects
3 . . . .

both monarchy and nobility to possess . The limited politi¬

cal experience of this ordinary man, his lack of background,
both mean, as far as Robertson is concerned, that his ex¬

cesses are to be moderated primarily by restraint from a-

bove rather than from any self-imposed limitation; 'amidst

these irregular proceedings, a circumstance which does
honour to the conduct and humanity of the leaders of the

1. See below, Chapter IX.
2. However, see below pp. 410, 411, 413.
3. See below, pp. 298-317, 321-327.



'congregation deserves notice. They so far restrained the

rage of their followers, and were able so to temper their

heat and zeal, that few of the Roman catholics were ex¬

posed to any personal insult, and not a single man suffered

death' \
This concept of regulation from above, in order to

ameliorate the effects of situation or limitation of the

mind, is not perhaps wholly dissimilar to the theoretical
2belief concerning the role of government in modern society ;

yet there is a difference, in that Robertson is not really

attempting to establish a means by which men may be re¬

stored to the proper operation of the moral sentiments.

Furthermore, as will be shown below, the nature of the re¬

straints to be imposed does not appear to be one which has

much room for self-interest, and seems to be composed of

those vague but timeless values which Robertson holds so

dear. In addition, if, despite the growth of commerce, the

extension of property to a greater number, the emergence

of 'mixed' governments, some men remain limited by their

situation, Robertson has no suggestions as to how the

resultant problems might be overcome, how virtue might be

made a part of the mores of the deprived class. He can

only emphasise that for the good of the rest of society -

perhaps, indirectly, for the betterment of the repressed
also - we must continue to depend on the experience and

sense of duty of the more fortunate. By making and living
out such a suggestion, he fails to see that these 'laws

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 144-145.
2. See above, Chapter IV.
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of 'justice' and 'equity' are peculiarly selective, the

pre-rogatives of a ruling class, how they are at best

natural only to a part of any population: in short, how

very much they are a product of human society.

It is not until we study Robertson's ideas concerning

the nature of the monarchy and kings, of aristocracy and

nobles, that the problems resulting from his attempt to com¬

bine the theoretical emphasis on property with a belief in

the need for the enforcing of 'philosophical' principles in

both the feudal and commercial societies really become ob¬

vious. His low opinion of the 'people' in general, es¬

pecially of their capacity for orderly rule, his belief that

the dignity of history demands that it concern itself pri¬

marily with the actions of men of merit and rank, lead him

to emphasise both the nature of these two ranks as it is to

be seen in actual fact, and to make several interesting re¬

marks concerning the more ideal or more virtuous nature of

them both.

Even though it is obvious - to Robertson, to those who

read him - that a king may be limited in his powers because

of the division of property within his own state, may be

further limited in the extent and nature of his actions by

the spirit of his times, and may also find that his plans

are affected by the increase of the balance of power between

states1, Robertson suggests that a monarch should nonethe¬

less both limit his interest and attempt to act according to

1. See above, Chapter V.



principles of humanity and justice. Such principles, as

has been suggested above, are not only vague, but would

also appear to be more philosophical in nature than the

very societies in which Robertson suggests they be applied;

so that, however much a belief in the need for such princi¬

ples is based on a concept of noblesse oblige , such ideas

in themselves appear to deny the variations in human senti¬

ments, and to demand a degree of self-control on the part

of kings which is not only foreign to them, but which their

own society and circumstances hardly encourage.

To this extent, it would seem that Robertson is ignor¬

ing the basic tenets of the theoretical philosophy, although

it is true that he does on occasion clearly state that in¬

terest forms a part of political morality, and that this

morality necessarily differs from his ideal: 'the maxims of

policy, often little consonant to those of morality, may,

perhaps, justify this conduct'1, he wrote of Queen Elizabeth'

foreign - Scottish - policy. Nonetheless, such a statement

also says that there is only one form of 'ethical' morality,

valid at all times; and this attitude is constantly rein¬

forced by Robertson's emphasis on the 'laws of humanity',

the 'principles of justice': political morality, he suggests,

is not really acceptable even within the society in which
its particular forms have developed, and the historian should

not make the mistake of accepting such 'temporary' princi¬

ples in favour of the timeless ones. It is this idea which
2

lies behind his criticism of the Queen Regent's going back

1. Scotland, Works, II, p. 65. See also ibid., I, p. 294
and below, pp. 302, 307-308.

2. That is, Mary of Guise, Queen Mary's mother.
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on a promise she had made, at a time - 1559 - when, if the

division of power in Scotland was in favour of the nobles,

the principles governing the actions of men were hardly

such as could be called philosophical:

'notwithstanding this solemn promise, the queen ...
proceeded to call to trial the persons who had
been summoned; and upon their non-appearance, the
rigour of justice took place, and they were pro¬
nounced outlaws. By this ignoble artifice, so in¬
compatible with regal dignity, and so inconsis¬
tent with that integrity which should prevail in
all transactions between sovereigns and their sub¬
jects, the queen forfeited the esteem and confi¬
dence of the whole nation.'

This stand on the necessity of the enforcement of the

'eternal' and the 'immutable' is thus to be seen in a dis¬

cussion of the monarchy in the feudal society, and it would

appear that Robertson's position here is one which is not

based entirely on the necessary restraint which a monarch

should exercise because of the limited power of his office

in this type of society. His attitude is also based on a

belief that changes may be attempted -whatever the distri¬

bution of power - if they are based on or embody those

principles which Robertson himself finds acceptable. Thus,

although he indicated that James I of Scotland acted slowly
2

and by legal means , his going against the spirit of his

times , against the existing possession of power by the

nobility, is not in itself reprehensible. Indeed, it is

a policy highly acceptable because it is founded on and

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 136. This statement is of par-
ticular interest in that it does not allow to the mon¬
arch that political morality which the nobility can
be seen to express (ibid., p. 348)as part of the spi¬
rit of the age, in that it demands a concept of office
hardly compatible with the times, and because it gives
the 'nation' philosophical attitudes and an extent of
political power which in reality do not exist: see
below, pp. 304ff , and Chapter IX.

2. Scotland, Works, I, p. 40.
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seeks to inculcate enlightened and philosophical principles:
'It was the misfortune of James, that his maxims
and manners were too refined for the age in which
k? liye<3 .... had he reigned in a kingdom more
civilized; his love of peace, of justice, and of
elegance, would have rendered his schemes success¬

ful; and, instead of perishing, because he had
attempted too much, a grateful people would have
applauded and seconded his efforts to reform and
approve (sic) them.'

If this is the basis of Robertson's opinions, then it

is possible that his opposition to certain actions of Mary

Queen of Scots results not only from his belief that a mon¬

arch with limited power should restrict the scope of her

actions and should not invade the property balance, but also

that her actions were of such a nature as to encourage the

domination of political interest in the regal policy. Her

duplicity in actually serving the cause of the Catholic

church while pretending to support the Protestants, for in¬

stance, he finds most unacceptable - although, again, his

strictures hardly take into account the spirit of the age:

'This part of her conduct does little honour to
Mary's integrity: and, though justified by the
example of princes, who often reckon falsehood
and deceit among the necessary arts of govern¬
ment, and even authorised by the pernicious cas¬
uistry of the Roman church, which transfers
breach of faith to heretics from the list of
crimes to that of duties; such dissimulation,
however, must be numbered among those blemishes
which never2stain a truly great and generous
character.'

As Robertson expects philosophical principles to both

emerge and be enacted by monarchs in a rigidly feudal so¬

ciety, so he also expects similar principles to form the
basis of the conduct of rulers in somewhat more advanced

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 39-40. 'Improve' rather than
'approve' would be more appropriate here.

2. ibid., p. 294, and see also ibid., p. 299.
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land, for instance, he does concede that there is such a

thing as an interest which is both 'prudent1 and 'laudable',

and that the interest that is expressed throughout her
2 ^

reign pertains both to herself and the English nation .

Yet, as has been indicated above, he is also at pains to

point out that interest in general is not necessarily ac¬

ceptable, that most of Elizabeth's actions are marked by
4 5'artifice' , by 'political motives' , and, on one occasion

at least, are devoid of that 'decency' which we might ex-
g

pect one ruler to show another . On the whole Robertson

makes it quite clear that Elizabeth should have put aside
7

such unphilosophical principles , should have been both

'just' and 'generous', should have permitted 'virtue' to
8

have overcome 'interest' . Even though he may recognise

that Elizabeth's actions are prompted by the spirit of her

age, and, indeed, are supported in most instances by the
Q

English parliament - which is described as devoid of both

'justice' and 'humanity' in some instances'^"0 - he does not

appear to believe that kings should be vulnerable to this
type of spirit of the times. They should rather go outside

1. Scotland, Works
2. Ibid. P. 449.
3. Ibid. P. 353.
4. Ibid. PP . 248,
5. Ibid. PP . 200,
6. Ibid. P. 202.
7. Ibid. P. 353.
8. Ibid. p. 355.
9. Ibid. P« 493.
10. Ibid.
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of, and beyond, their age, and act in accordance with prin¬

ciples which are more 'permanent'.

Such a concept in itself is clearly devoid of the rela¬

tivism which the theoretical history attempted to introduce;

and Robertson's insistence on a similar set of principles of

behaviour for both the feudal and the commercial states is

a further illustration of his capacity to ignore the great

differences between such societies, the variation in the

power possessed by monarchs in these stages of human pro¬

gress, the extent to which it was possible for monarchs to

institute such principles at the same time as maintaining

their power in societies which which were not founded on

such concepts of responsibility and humanity.

Part of Robertson's problem concerning his interpre¬

tation of the nature of 'monarchy' - in whatever age - and

of those who held this office, results from his rather ob¬

scure ideas as to the actual basis of monarchical power.

He does concede that, even in the feudal state in which the

aristocracy is the most dominant force, both the nobles and

the people in general have some duties to the crown; yet it

is never very clear, especially in Scotland, just how much

these duties, this 'loyalty', reflect the monarch's poss¬

ession of property. Given the aristocratical superiority,
and the difficulty which the monarch has had, over many hun¬

dreds of years, in enforcing even his legitimate will - that

is, the laws of the land - and given also the uncertainty of
the extent of the Scottish crown's power in the mid—sixteenth
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century , it would appear that these vague duties, and this

sense of loyalty are based on some feeling or respect for

the monarch who performs his duties well, and do not reflect

the existence of regal property^, if so, then the crown's

position seems to be a very uncertain one, lacking in secu¬

rity.

Indeed, this is obviously the impression which Robertson

wishes to give of the monarch's relationship vis-a-vis both

the aristocracy and the population in general. Though the

king may have offices to dispose of, both these and the

choice of those to fulfill them, are limited, and he cannot

use this sort of property to gain power, except in a very

restricted degree; for though the nobles may have a desire

to win recognition from him, they both use such offices to

aggrandise themselves, and are basically independent of the

crown's will in any event. As far as the population in gene¬

ral is concerned, Robertson also sees that the relationship

between it and the monarch is based not so much on property

and the authority derived from this, but on the 'affection'

and 'love' which subjects ordinarily have for their kings.

Although, in part, such sentiments may appear to be based,

perhaps unconsciously, on that wealth and rank with which
O

men sympathise ; and although Robertson explicitly states

that subjects - by which he means the 'people' - are ordin¬

arily extremely tolerant 'unless their jealousy be raised by

1. See below, Chapter IX. This uncertainty, in Scotland,
results mainly from Robertson's unwillingness to con¬
cede the Scottish monarchs much legitimate power.

2. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 47, 205, 327, 332.
3. Ibid., pp. 329-330. Again, the concept of sympathy is

not one which Robertson explicitly employs here.
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'repeated injuries'^", thereby endorsing the theoretical

concept of man's tendency to respect, somewhat blindly, those

above him , it is nonetheless true that he himself implies

that this love and affection reflects not the material

wealth of the crown, but is rather a reward for virtuous

behaviour:

'Mary conducted herself with so much moderation
and deference to the sentiments of the nation,
as could not fail of gaining the affection of
her subjects, the firmest foundation of a prince's
power, and the only genuine source of his happi¬
ness and glory.'

In most of Scotland, and primarily for ideological rea-
4

sons , Robertson suggested that this rightful behaviour did

not necessarily indicate any adherence by the monarch to

those eternal laws which he introduced as a basis of conduct,
5but was simply the observance of the 'wishes' of the 'nation'

But when the components of the 'nation' are unclear, the

rights and duties and powers of the parliament uncertain,
g

and the desires of the nobility often unphilosophical , the

demand for such steadiness, such concern for others, seems

excessive especially in view of the chaotic and repressive

nature of the society in general. Even though Robertson's

theories here may simply reflect his belief that the lords'

possession of power permitted them to act as they chose,

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 253, and see also p. 256; it
is true, however, that such statements imply a popu¬
lar patience which only an unworthy ruler would abuse.

2. Ibid., p. 210. See also 1759 ed., I, pp. 232,283, and
above, Chapters III and IV.

3. Scotland, Works, I, p. 208; see also ibid., p. 210.
4. See below, Chapter IX.
5. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 230, 235, 249.
6. See below, Chapters VIII and IX.
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while the monarchy's relative lack of position and auth¬

ority demanded that it act according to the limitations

imposed by the nobility, it should be noted not only that

such expectations refuse the crown the right to attempt to

change the balance of power in a society where there is

little stability, but also seek to establish timeless and

permanent values in a state where they are particularly

inappropriate. It is not by any means true of the feudal

state, for instance, that the prince's power is most firmly

based on the 'affection' of his subjects; and, indeed, one

might say that the usage by Robertson of a similar concept

in his remarks on Andrea Doria and the commercial state of

Genoa'*' suggests that he inserts such maxims without much re¬

gard to the different natures of the societies concerned,

and with the apparent aim of stressing the need to limit the

crown, or the executive authority, in every form of government

regardless of the degree of philosophical principles ex¬

ercised by other members of that government.

At the same time we can also suggest that, though the

above remarks suggest Robertson's adherence to an inter¬

pretation of the past hardly consistent with the theoreti¬

cal, his very emphasis on the duty of subjects is a means

of stating that monarchs have similar duties to their peo¬

ple; that, above all, they should not act as individuals

but as men possessing certain responsibilities. Again, it
is true that the insistence on such attitudes in ages when

they could hardly be expected to have developed reflects

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 440.
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a refusal on Robertson's part to be limited by the theo¬

retical concept of variations in man's sentiments and in¬

stitutions. Yet, although we should always keep these

limitations of Robertson's interpretation in mind, we can

nonetheless find in his statements concerning the prin¬

ciples which ought to be the basis of policy, the restric¬

tions which should have been applied to monarchs in all

ages, a very clear idea of his attitude concerning the na¬

ture of monarchy.

What Robertson appears to be suggesting as a means of

limiting the effects of regal individuality and personality,

is a concept of 'office' of kingship which would inculcate

certain ideas of duty and responsibility. We have seen

above1 that he appears to accept few of the expressions of

kingly interest, whether in the feudal or the commercial

stage, however natural such interest may be; and, with some

qualifications which reveal that he is not politically un¬

sophisticated, he continues this attitude in Charles V.

In this work he appears to accept a limited amount of inte-1-

rest and royal political sagacity - perhaps because in

this work, as opposed to Scotland , he is less concerned

to show interest as a reflection of scheming monarchical

tactics2. He suggests, for instance, that it would have

been an idea 'too refined' for Charles V not to have made

use of the advantage which he gained by his capture of the

king of France, and to have attempted to achieve his aims

1. See pp. 300-303.
2. See especially Chapter IX.
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solely through other means: 'such an exertion of generos¬

ity is not perhaps to be expected in the conduct of poli¬

tical affairs' . He also suggests that a certain amount

of what we might call politic action is in fact necessary

in government, and that a king such as Francis I, though

possessed of many valuable qualities, nevertheless could

not really benefit his people because he lacked a useful

degree of cunning and duplicity - a theory which is quite
3

consistent with that of Voltaire , and which appears to

recognise the existence and even usefulness of unphilo-
4

sophical actions in a true Machiavellian style .

Yet Robertson is also careful to point out in Charles

V , as in Scotland, that situation, circumstances, or pre¬

vailing political philosophies are not in themselves a

sufficient excuse for many of the actions of kings, par¬

ticularly when these actions are based on immoral or sel¬

fish precepts. As he does not accept the duplicity of

Queen Mary in her supposed support of the Presbyterian
C

church , so also does he insist that however much Charles

V's actions, his 'insidious and fraudulent policy', re¬

sult from his personality and power - themselves produced

by situation - such factors cannot 'serve as a justifica¬
tion'6. Men must at all times accept responsibility for

their decisions, and be judged by them, however much these

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 375.
2. Ibid., VI, pp. 103, 246-247.
3. See above, pp. 28-33.
4. See below, Appendix B, pp. 525-526.
5. See above, p. 301.
6. Charles V, Works, VI, pp. 490-491.
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decisions are produced by necessity, and however much the

concept of such responsibility is foreign to the times.

Great ambitions must give way to more philosophical goals.

Robertson further suggested that, in order to estab¬

lish an 'office' of kingship, monarchs should attempt to

make trust and integrity the basis of their policies, that

they should always act in an open manner, and should let

their subjects feel that they can be depended upon to carry

out their promises. This point, which he had made in his

first work1, is one which is made often in Charles V ; lies,

duplicity, breaches of contract, the breaking of oaths, the

ignoring the provisions of treaties - all these are pernic¬

ious , Robertson feels, because honour and trust should re¬

place disorder and suspicion and underhandedness. They are

particularly damaging, he believes, insofar as they pre¬

vent the emergence of the more philosophical qualities, or

the regular usage of them, because it is only the employ¬

ment of honour and trust which can guarantee that promises

made between the rulers of states will be carried out. For

instance, Francis I's refusal to honour the treaty under

which he was released by the emperor - which refusal was

based on Charles' 'dishonourable arts' and 'unprincely ri¬

gour'2 - is not approved of by Robertson, circumstances

notwithstanding:

'By this disingenuous artifice, for which even
the treatment that he had met with was no apol¬
ogy, Francis endeavoured to satisfy his honour
and conscience in signing the treaty, and to

1. See above, pp.299-302.
2. Charles V, Works, V, p. 389.
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provide at the same time a pretext on which
to break it.'

In another instance/ this time concerning the Treaty

of Cambray, Robertson suggests that the French king had

never intended to respect the obligations involved, and

that he substituted specious legal arguments for what was

a moral duty, however unpleasant:

'Francis seems to have thought that, by employing
an artifice unworthy of a king, destructive of
public faith, and of the mutual confidence on
which all transactions between nations are founded,
he was released from any obligation to perform
the most solemn promises,2or to adhere to the
most sacred engagements.'

Such remarks doubtless form an integral part of the

belief held by Robertson that 'integrity' is 'the basis of

all transactions among men'^; and, although it is apparent

to us that the many instances of duplicity and breach of

promise in sixteenth-century European politics reveal such

ideas as 'honour' to have been foreign to the political

precepts of the time, and that Robertson's introduction of

them denies the very nature of the society, it is clear

that he feels such restraints should have been imposed on

princes then, and ought to be in the future. His accep¬

tance of a limited interest, of the need which rulers have

to exercise some political sagacity, his recognition of

the 'mutual jealousy' of kings which leads them to use
4

those 'honourable spies', ambassadors , in order to keep

watch on each other — indeed, his awareness of the sche¬

ming, desire for power and greater aggrandisement which

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 389.
2. Ibid., VI, p. 17.Such dissimulation_differs from that

sagacity which Robertson seems to find acceptable, and
which he believes Francis I lacked.

3. Ibid., V, p. 401.
4. Scotland, Works, I, p. 67 #
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typify most of the actions within and between states at

most stages, still does not lead him to accept such philo¬

sophies in themselves. Certain ethical standards, he

feels, must be maintained in spite of everything, an atti¬
tude which may be laudable in theory, but which is perhaps

less so when it leads the historian to go against his own

principle of interpreting the past in its own terms, and

to insist that what perhaps should be, already was.

This insistence by Robertson on the need for particu¬

lar standards of behaviour leads him to suggest that the

quality which should characterise the office of monarchy

is that which he calls 'dignity', a term which embraces a

number of virtues. These, he believes, should form the

basis of a sovereign's actions, should help us determine

whether any given individual acts in a manner 'worthy' or

'unworthy' of his position. Having stated that there are

certain principles which we might expect rulers to possess-

decency, integrity, truthfulness - he believes that the
absence of these shows a lack of that moral superiority

which is one of the real benefits of the monarchy, and

encourages a domination of passion rather than restraint.

This idea he put forward in Scotland, and maintained through

out his works; and although this idealistic 'character' of

kings seem, like the 'martial spirit' of the feudal aris¬

tocracy, to be peculiar to one age, Robertson sees no rea¬

son why such a concept cannot be used to evaluate the acts
of all kings at all times.

That he himself applies this universal standard in his



work is quite obvious. He speaks, for instance, of James

II of Scotland's murder of the earl of Douglas as 'so un¬

worthy of a king', even though he condemns Douglas1s'credu¬

lity' , and, more important, even though he has established

in some detail the disorder and violence which was typical

of early feudal Scotland. He mentions also the mixture of

'caprice' and 'principle' which characterised Henry VIII,

and which led to 'the passions of the man' being 'an over-

match for the maxims of the king' . He feels that the 'arti¬

fice' of the Queen Regent, Mary of Guise, was 'incompatible
3

with regal dignity' , that the dissimulation of Queen Mary
. . . 4

was similarly reprehensible , and that the licentiousness

of her husband, Darnley -even taking into account the

'manners of that age' - 'little suited the dignity of a

5
king' . While seeing little good in Louis XI of France in

general, he feels that he outdid himself in his attempts

to gain Burgundy, when he 'exhibited such scenes of treach¬

ery, falsehood, and cruelty' as leads Robertson to describe
g

his conduct as 'unworthy of a great monarch' , and to be

contrasted with the qualities of a ruler such as Cosimo I

de Medici, whose 'generosity' and 'virtue' gave him an 'as¬

cendant over the affections ... of his countrymen' which

was sufficient to make him the effective head of a turbu-

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 40-41.
2. Ibid. , "p. 69.
3. Ibid., p. 136. See above, p. 300.
4. Scotland, Works, I, p. 294. See above, p. 301.
5. Scotland, Works, I, p. 281.
6. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 90-91. Considering that his

opinion of Louis is extremely low, it is likely that
the reference to 'great monarch' here is to an ideal,
rather than being the standard of the king's other
actions against which those concerning Burgundy are
to be compared.
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lent republic — a foundation of power which, as we have

seen, Robertson prefers to the actual possession of pro-
2

perty . 'Decency', 'humanity', the treating of a fellow-

monarch according to his station, also form a part of this

'dignity', Robertson suggests, and for this reason he finds

little to approve in Charles V's actions against Francis I:

'instead of displaying the sentiments becoming a great prince,

Charles ... seems to have acted with the mercenary art of a

corsair, who, by the rigorous usage of his prisoners, endea-

vours to draw from them a higher price for their ransom' .

The emperor's actions, in this instance, are marked by 'in¬

decency*, 'avarice', and 'ambition', all of which are in

direct contrast to that 'humanity' and 'generosity' and

'sympathy' which should rather have been the principles that

moved him?.
This is not to say that the demand for 'dignity' , for

a king to act in a manner worthy of his station, must also

mean an end to that degree of political skill which had

been deemed acceptable by Robertson. Dignity, indeed, de¬

mands some sagacity, and those who are limited by a 'timid

moderation' do not act for the benefit of their people. It

is on these grounds that Robertson is often obliged to give
considerable credit to Charles V, who had the capacity of

choosing those who served him with great skill, the talent
of 'knowing men and adapting their talents to the various

5
departments which he allotted to them' , a 'science' which

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 115.
2. See above, pp.304-306.
3. Charles V, Works, V, p. 382.
4. Ibid., p. 383.
5. Ibid., VI, p. 489.
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of all others, is 'of greatest importance to a monarch'

Similarly, he finds much to fault in the temperament of

Francis I who, though his faults were ofetn overlooked by

his own subjects, had many defects as a ruler2. The

historian, judging, cannot be so benevolent as the French

people seem to have been; and, although Robertson points

out that Francis possessed 'dignity without pride', an

'affability free from meanness', and a 'courtesy exempt

from deceit'^, that he was 'humane, beneficent, generous'^,
such characteristics should rather be those of 'men' than

5
kings . They are by no means the only qualities which a

g
ruler should possess. Francis is too easily deceived ,

too liable to trust worthless favourites, so that, although

'too generous himself to oppress his people', his failure

to check his courtiers 'emboldened them to venture upon many

7
acts of oppression' . Impetuous, and motivated by the

O

spirit of chivalry , he lacks that perseverance, that cool¬

ness and inflexibility which characterised Charles V, and

which are vital to the achievement of one's objectives:

'Francis took his resolutions suddenly, prose¬
cuted them at first with warmth, and pushed them
into execution with a most adventurous courage;
but being destitute of the perseverance necessary
to surmount difficulties, he often abandoned his
designs, or relaxed the vigour of pursuit, from
impatience, and sometimes from levity.'

1. Charles V, Works, VI, p. 489.
2. Ibid., p. 2l8
3. Ibid.
4. Ibid.
5. Ibid.
6. Ibid., V, p. 339.
7. Ibid., p. 290.
8. Ibid., p. 233.
9. Ibid. , VI, pp. 246-247. See also above, pp. 308-310.
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At the same time, it is apparent that although a

ruler such as Charles V earns Robertson's praise for his

possession of those very qualities which Francis I lacks,

he is also thought to be excessively 'political'1, and, by

his denial of the virtues of 'humanity' and 'generosity',

of 'decency' and 'sympathy', he is seen by Robertson to

have substituted the passions of the man for the modera¬

tion that should form part of the office of kingship. This

is not to deny that, on occasion, Robertson attempted to

separate the moral and political qualities of great men in

an explicit manner; this is the case, for instance, in his

assessment of Maurice of Saxony whom he feels often acted

against 'the most powerful principles which ought to in-
2

fluence human actions' , who denied many of the bonds which
3

might be described as 'natural' to man . Yet, by stating

that Maurice's nature, the character of his actions, are

contrary to 'virtue' but not to 'kingship', he implies that

they are acceptable, even though they go far beyond those

qualities which make for political sagacity:

'If his exorbitant ambition, his profound dissimu¬
lation, and his unwarrantable usurpation of his
kinsman's honours and dominions, exclude him from
being praised as a virtuous man, his prudence in
concerting his measures, his vigour in executing
them, and the uniform success with which they
were attended, entitled him to the appellation of
a great prince.'

1. See above, pp. 308-309.
2. Charles V, Works, VI, p. 218.
3. Ibid., pp. 218-219; 'natural' is used here in the sense

that it is usual - in Robertson's opinion - for a man
to support his religion, his family, and to abstain
from Invading the property and titles of one s rela¬
tives .

4. Charles V, Works, VI, p. 375.
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Such separation of qualities, however, does not form

a consistent part of Robertson's attitudes, in that,

while he is able to see both faults and values in other

rulers, he believes that 'virtue' or rather vague prin¬

ciples of humanity' etc. should be allied to one's capa¬

city to govern men, to act for the benefit of one's state,

and that these together make for'dignity'. Thus, while

Robertson may have little sympathy with the facility and
9

naivite of Francis I, who permitted Charles to impose on

his good nature and take advantage of his love for 'glory'

he does not believe that great kings should exercise such

cunning and deceit, should take such advantage of the foi¬

bles of others in order to advance their own ends:

'Of all the transactions in the emperor's
life, this, without doubt, reflects the great¬
est dishonour on his reputation. Though Charles
was not extremely scrupulous, at other times,
about the means which he employed for accom¬
plishing his ends, and was not always observant
of the strict precepts of veracity and honour,
he had hitherto maintained some regard for the
maxims of that less precise and rigid morality
by which monarchs think themselves entitled to
regulate their conduct. But on this occasion,
the scheme that he formed of deceiving a gene¬
rous and open-hearted prince, the illiberal and
mean artifices by which he carried it on, the
insensibility with which he received all the
marks of his friendship, as well as the ingrati¬
tude with which he requited them, are all
equally unbecoming the dignity of his character,
and inconsistent with the grandeur of his views.

The ideal ruler, whose individual personality has be¬

come absorbed in the concept of office, would thus appear

to be one who manages to combine the 'good' of his society

and the welfare of his subjects, with the precepts of both

1. Charles V, Works., VI, pp. 103-104. See also ibid., pp
99-100 for Robertson's assessment of Francis s re¬
sponse to Charles's request that he go through France
to reach the Netherlands.



'humanity and 'justice'; who does not invade the 'rights'
of his people, however much he possesses the property and

power to do so , or however much his subjects seem willing

to surrender permanent benefit for temporary gain2. He

must be concerned with the 'happiness' of his subjects in
3

general , and careful of the independence of the nobility,

which care is rewarded by the 'duty' and 'affection' of the
4

lords . He must exercise sufficient political skill in or¬

der to gain his ends, but must ascertain that his ends are

acceptable to his subjects and to a rather rigorous morality,

that his political sagacity is not excessive. In his deal¬

ings with his fellow monarchs, he must combine politics and

ethics, achieving benefits which are measured in terms of

property and power by means which do not deny humanity, re¬

spect, moderation, and decency. Such expectations are con¬

siderable, and might well be thought so even in Robertson's

own time when the greater extent of philosophical principles

at least made such theories more likely to achieve reali-

sation . Though we must remember that Robertson's interpre¬

tation of monarchies and kings is, in part at least, in¬

tended to show that single forms of government have many

faults, it is true that his insistence on certain principles

as the basis of rulers's actions, in the feudal as well as in

the more advanced societies, denies the acceptance of 'im¬

perfection' , as well as of variation, denies, in short, the

very essence of theoretical history.

1. See below, pp.334, 335-336.
2. See below, pp.324, 334-336.
3. See above, p. 303 , and below, p.337.
4. See above, pp. 303-304.
5. America, Works, IV, pp. 241-242, and see below, pp_

336-337.
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In his consideration of the nature of the aristocracy,
Robertson is not quite so insistent on the need for estab¬

lishing an 'office', or a series of principles, by which
the individualistic tendencies of this group could be sub¬

merged and ameliorated; and the reasons for this variation

in his attitude to kings and nobles result in part from the

dual attitude which he has towards the nobility in his first

work, Scotland . On the one hand, the Scottish aristocracy

is presented as selfish and violent; but, insofar as certain

members of this body, at least in the mid-sixteenth century,

are seen as checking the actions of the sovereign power, and

as attempting to preserve what are described as the 'liberties'

of the 'nation', their actions are necessarily interpreted as

beneficial. They are shown as being motivated by love of

country, and as desirous of maintaining its independence,

in contrast to those monarchs whose selfishness and concern

for limited ends, leads them to ally with foreign powers

whose aim is merely to either use the Scots for their own
2

ends, or to destroy their 'ancient constitution' . They

are brave, generous, and 'martial' - qualities arising, to
3

be sure, from their situation - values which are seen as

preferable to both the excessive political scheming of the

crown, and to the timid and inactive spirit of the Catholic

clergy^. Committed, to some degree at least, to such an

interpretation, Robertson found little reason to criticise
the aristocratical spirit, and implicitly gave his support

to it.

1. See below, Chapters VIII and IX.
2. See Chapter IX.
3. Robertson is not always careful to emphasise the re¬

lationship between spirit and property, however - see
below, Chapter IX.

4. Scotland, Works, I, pp. HI/ 113/ 153-154, 157.



This emphasis - and not only in Scotland - on the

particular qualities of the nobility as being beneficial,

tends to limit the degree to which Robertson sees these

distinguishing features as a sign of irresponsibility, of

a selfish desire for glory that in reality is of little

benefit to the state"'". Although, on occasion, he points

out that the spirit of chivalry can lead to impractical

actions, and that, for instance, we can hardly approve of

the destruction of the greater part of the Scottish nobility

in the battle of Flodden - 'a brave nobility chose rather
2

to die than to desert their sovereign' - he also appears

to approve of their pre-occupation with war, per se. This

is to be seen, for instance, in his remarks on the French
3

nobility of the sixteenth century , and though the destruc¬

tion of much of their power meant that they had little

opportunity for other types of employment, Robertson does

not criticise their martial activities as he does, on some

occasions, criticise the chivalrous and martial spirit of
4

their king, Francis I .

It is also to be seen, especially in Scotland, that

Robertson presents the nobility as a group which is willing

to work with the crown and to express its loyalty and de¬

votion, an attitude which is contrasted with that of the

crown, especially in the person of Queen Mary: 'from all
corners of the kingdom, the nobles crowded to testify their

duty and affection to their sovereign, and studied by every

1. However, see Chapter VIII, pp. 374-378, 382-401.
2. Scotland, Works, I, p. 48.
3. Charles V, Works, VI, p. 507.
4. Ibid., pp. 99-100, 246-247.
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'art to wipe out the memory of past misconduct, and to

lay in a stock of future merit'"'". Similarly, we are also

presented with a contrast between the actions of the no¬

bility of fifteenth-century France, and the more politic,

cunning, and self—serving efforts of the crown during the

same period, when Robertson goes into some detail con¬

cerning the respective natures of these two forces. Most

of the great families of France, he states, lost power and

property during the long period of war with the English -

during which they had distinguished themselves: 'a generous

nobility courted every station where danger appeared, or
2

honour could be gained' . But, instead of being rewarded

for such patriotism, they were meanly repaid by Charles VII

and Louis XI, who made every effort to repress them, to

strip them of their privileges, and to take away the few
3

remnants of power which they possessed , in order to agg¬

randise not the nation, but themselves. As in Scotland ,

an open and benevolent spirit and patriotism is contrasted

with a selfish and narrow scheming.

Although Robertson concedes that the martial spirit of

the nobility is reduced in some of the commercial states,

he points out that this body can also bring benefit to its

country in systems other than the feudal. We can see in
the case of Venice, for instance, that the aristocratic

spirit - presumably based on a sense of privilege - has de¬

veloped an organisation of resources, and a centralisation
of power, which are of considerable value to the encourage—

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 205.
2> Charles V, Works, V, p. 81.
3. Ibid. , "pp. 82-83.
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ment and maintenance of commerce:

'By these unintermitted exertions of wisdom and
valour, the Venetians enlarged the dominions of
their commonwealth, until it became the most con¬
siderable power in Italy; while their extensive
commerce, the useful and curious manufactures
which they carried on, together with the large
share which they had acquired of the lucrative
commerce with the East, rendered Venice the most
opulent state in Europe.'

It is also to be observed that the benefits of this commerce

are not restricted to the aristocracy itself, but bring

wealth and status to the society in general - at least in

relation to other countries; thus, although we may think of

the aristocratic spirit as one which naturally inhibits

and seeks to limit other classes, it is by no means wholly

repressive.

Nonetheless, although there is a strong effort made by

Robertson, particularly in Scotland, to show that the aris¬

tocracy of both feudal and commercial stages is capable of

actions which are beneficial, it is also clear that he feels

there are grave faults in this body, and that those faults

are as detrimental to society as those of the monarchs and

of the 'people' in general. As we have seen above, he be¬

lieves that the emergence of property in land demands an

increase in responsibility and in awareness of the true na¬

ture of government, but that it is the nature of the pre¬

dominantly aristocratic feudal society to prevent the emer-
2

gence of such sentiments . The institutions of this so¬

ciety favour one group only, the rest of the population is

enslaved or otherwise denied the benefits of its labour,

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 100.
2. See above, pp. 2.38-260.
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and the qualities most beneficial to men have little chance

of developing. Even though Robertson appears to believe

that there is a greater popular participation in government

in Scotland during this stage than is ordinarily the case,

he finds that the limitation of commerce must necessarily

check the growth of general political freedom in this so¬

ciety as in any other; so that, despite his endorsement of

the nobility on the one hand, he is well aware, on the other,

of the disastrous effects which they have had, particularly

between the union of the crowns and of the kingdoms:

'The extensive rights vested in a feudal chief
became in their hands dreadful instruments of
oppression, and the military ideas on which these
rights were founded being gradually lost or dis¬
regarded, nothing remained to correct or to mitij
gate the rigour with which they were exercised.'

In a similar fashion, he also points out that although

the commercial state of Venice was economically flourishing,

such financial security tended to obscure many of the faults

of this state's political system; thus, although we may find

useful institutions or policies in Venice as in Scotland,

we should also look more closely at the actual division of

political power in the former nation. When we do, Robertson

feels, we find that although it is superficially equitable,

its 'equity' depends on limiting the right to political par¬

ticipation. As an institution, the Venetian government is

essentially as repressive as the ordinary feudal state be¬

cause it does not extend 'rights' to all members of the so¬

ciety:

1. Scotland, Works, II, p. 70.
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'If we view the Venetian government as calcu¬
lated for the order of nobles alone, its insti¬
tutions may be pronounced excellent; the delib¬
erative, legislative, and executive powers, are
so admirably distributed and adjusted, that it
must be regarded as a perfect model of political
wisdom. But if we consider it as formed for a

numerous body of people subject to its juris¬
diction, it will appear a rigid and partial aris¬
tocracy, which lodges all power in the hands of
a few members of the community, while it degrades
and oppresses the rest.'

Aristocratic repression, particularly in the feudal

state, must necessarily be directed against the major part

of the population; and, indeed, such inhibition of men's

nature is also to be seen as a characteristic of the no¬

bility in later stages of development. In feudal society,

it is apparent that the 'people' , having no property and

themselves being the possessions of the lords, are hardly

in a position to challenge the actions of their masters.

Even in a society such as Scotland, where there is a more

appreciable degree of freedom, the extent to which the ac¬

tivities of the nobility actually benefit other segments of

the society as well, is rather difficult to determine -

though Robertson seems to believe that there is some un¬

planned, or heterogeneous benefit to be found in actions

which have a selfish and limited aim: 'the spirit which

some of them discovered ... leaves little room to doubt,

that ambition or resentment were the real motives of their

conduct; and that, on many occasions, while they were pur¬

suing ends just and necessary, they were actuated by prin-
2

ciples and passions altogether unjustifiable' .

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 113; by this statement ,
Robertson challenges the idea that we see in several
works (e.g., Machiavelli, The Discourses, Harmonds-
worth,1970, pp. 119-120) that those excluded from the
Venetian government should accept this situation be¬
cause it was formed before their arrival.

2. Scotland, Works, I, p. 325.
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Ordinarily, even heterogeneous benefit is limited;

and it is to be seen in many instances that the aristo¬

cratic belief in its capacity to check the crown by force

means that it will endeavour to limit the power of any

other group in society, by refusing to support it, by

checking those efforts which it makes to gain, or to re¬

surrect, power. In the history of many of the Spanish

states, for instance, we can see that any threats to the

aristocratic power, any possibility of the limitation of

the nobles's privileges - which is produced by the con¬

tinual demands of the popular part of the constitution

for more power - are always met with violence. The lords

felt it was more appropriate to their status, or pride,

to ally with the crown against the people, and more likely

that they could check one individual than to take on an

entire class, alone: 'their pride and dignity were less

hurt by suffering the prince to possess an extensive pre¬

rogative than by admitting the high pretensions of the

people'

Some of the faults of the aristocracy, resulting as

they do from a belief in their superiority, from past poli¬

tical power which has inculcated ideas of grandeur and

pride, would seem to be reduced in their effect only when

government becomes somewhat more balanced, when the indi¬

vidualism so typical of the nobles, is limited by circum¬

stances. This is the case, for example, in Scotland,

where with the development of commerce, and the Union of

1. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 316-317.
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1707, the powers of the lords were broken and the greater

part of the population was able to come into its own1. But

such considerable changes do not always occur, and to coun¬

teract aristocratical inequities - even in the feudal so¬

ciety, where repression is 'natural' - Robertson suggests

that men should have a regard to certain principles of jus¬

tice, certain virtues, such as humanity. Although his in¬

sistence on these is by no means as strong in this instance

as in the case of the monarchy, and his acceptance of in¬

terest and of the actual nature of the nobility is thus some¬

what greater, it is still true that he believes virtue ought

to guide lords as well as kings.

This virtue, this adherence to the laws of humanity

and justice and other qualities which can hardly be seen as

forming a natural part of the rigidly aristocratic society

of sixteenth-century Scotland, is the standard by which

Robertson judges of the actions of many of the nobility, as

it is the standard by which he believes they ought to have

lived. If he demands that princes act at all times, in all

ages, without regard to the nature of the society in which

they live, according to principles which may collectively

be described as 'dignity*, so he also suggests that much the

same types of limitations form the nobles's ideas of beha¬

viour suitable to their rank. That pride, which can be so

destructive, may be used more positively, Robertson thinks,

may lead them not to act as individuals or as the ordinary

man does, but to go beyond this. Background, political

1. Scotland, Works, II, pp. 72-73. See also below, pp.
336, 383, 388.
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experience, knowledge of the sort of behaviour necessary

for the maintenance of some order in the state - all fac¬

tors produced by their very position in society - should

lead the aristocracy to impose restraints on its members

that will curb their natural tendency towards rash and

thoughtless excesses. If they demand the enforcement of

their traditional right to particular offices, Robertson

implies, then they must reveal the qualities fundamental

to the proper fulfillment of such offices.

That this 'background', representing experience and

privilege, both of which should have brought about more

philosophical attitudes, is important to Robertson's idea

of the nature of the nobility, can be seen from the fact

that he believes those raised to aristocratic standing

from another class are likely to retain their original

qualities - he speaks, for instance, of Arran, James VI's

favourite, as retaining 'the meanness suitable to his primi¬

tive indigence'^. Further, in his consideration of the

nature of Queen Mary's English gaolers, he distinguishes
between various ranks of nobility; and, though he quali¬

fies his description of Paulet by conceding that he at

least had 'honour and integrity', he believes both Paulet
2

and Drury are characterised by 'severe vigilance' , by ri-
3

gour and harshness, even brutality - all to be expected
4

from those 'of an inferior rank' . Such men are to be

contrasted with a great lord such as Shrewsbury, whose be¬

haviour towards Queen Mary was based on 'gentleness and

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 490.
2. Ibid. , "p. 488.
3. Ibid., p. 525.
4. Ibid., p. 488.
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•respect', on •humanity*, befitting a man of his quality1.
Although Robertson accepts the dominance of interest

2
among the Scottish nobility and is able to see that men

3
will combine a love of wealth with a zeal for liberty , he

nonetheless does demand some observation of the laws of

'honour' and 'humanity' in the midst of chaos and disorder.

It is for this reason that he makes the statement which is

perhaps the most clear expression of his belief in the need

for an office, based on pride and rank, to limit the aris¬

tocracy, when, in discussing the reasons which certain of

the lords had for murdering Riccio, he remarks that these

reasons 'inspired them with thoughts of vengeance, in no

wise suitable to justice, to humanity, or to their own dig-
4

nity' . Dignity, pride, superiority - all these should be

maintained, should lead the aristocrat to set an example to

his inferiors, should restrain him from succumbing to his
5

lowly passions, and thereby create peace and stability .

As will be apparent from the nature of the feudal so-
g

ciety , and especially that of sixteenth-century Scotland,

such expectations as Robertson expresses appear to be rather

unrealistic. He has, after all, gone to considerable pains

not only to show the type of institutions and customs in

Scotland during the reign of Queen Mary, but also to estab¬

lish that passions, such as revenge, still affect men almost

as strongly as in the most primitive stages of human de-
7

velopment however much this ought not to be the case . To

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 488.
2. Ibid., "p. 217.
3. Ibid., p. 214.
4. Ibid., p. 271.
5. Such qualities are particularly valued by Robertson,

and many of his friends: see Appendix A, pp. 506-507.
6. See above, pp. 238-260 , and also Chapter VIII.
7. See above, pp. 215, 246-247, 251.
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part of the 'humanity', 'justice' and self- discipline

of the feudal noble, is to expect such a degree of philo¬

sophical restraint as is hardly to be found even in the

more modern society — certainly neither Smith nor Millar

ever believed that men should surrender all thoughts of

passions such as vengeance, even if they agreed that a

certain moderation of the more unsocial ones was necessary.

From this consideration of Robertson's thoughts con¬

cerning the various groups and ranks which constitute so¬

ciety, and particularly from the study of the principles

which he feels should guide nobles and , especially, mon-

archs, it would seem that he is not always closely bound

by the concepts which are the basis of theoretical history.

His tendency to evaluate other ages by ideas more common

to his own, his suggestion that certain concepts existed

in both feudal and commercial societies by which those in

power should have regulated their actions, is a clear de¬

nial of the variation within different stages of develop¬

ment, of the relativism which he is elsewhere intent to

establish. We may conclude from this, perhaps, that he

is attempting to anticipate the eventual development of

unplanned and unintended benefits; and that, although he

often shows an awareness of the slow growth of the philo¬

sophical, and accepts that men's actions may have greater

benefits only later in their history"'", there are some

situations where he seems unable to wait for such bene-

1. See, for instance, Charles V, Works, VI, p. 509.
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fits to emerge.

It must be conceded that Robertson's attitude may

partially result from his refusal to accept the actual

morality of other ages, and that he may feel one endor¬

ses unacceptable standards by passing over the actions

of rulers in silence. Certainly, the didactic element

in the philosophic spirit^, which in Robertson's work

is often transformed into advice to kings, may be seen

in his thoughts on government. We may go further than

this, however, to suggest that Robertson is lacking in

that detachment which Smith at least possessed, and is

unable to accept the totality of human experience, un¬

able also to accept all of the variations in human be¬

haviour and moral standards. He is, in other words, much

more closely involved with the historical events which he

is describing and, perhaps entering too much into the

spirit of the age, refuses to accept the 'inequities' which

he sees, cannot absorb them as a part of the 'natural

course of things'. For a more detached, more truly objec¬

tive writer such as Smith, 'systems of positive law ... can

never be regarded as accurate systems of the rules of natu-
2

ral justice' ; but Robertson seeks always to make 'natural

justice' the guide of men in the most unphilosophical of

times.

This sort of attitude we have seen to some degree in

Robertson's usage of Providence as a causal factor, and it

was suggested that he could not accept that certain events

1. See below, Appendix A.
2. Smith, MS, p. 502. See also above, pp. 31-32, 139.
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might not have occurred, or might have been expressed in

other, less beneficial,ways had it not been for the wise

intervention of God\ It was particularly noticeable that

the providential was employed only to explain the emer¬

gence of what Robertson saw as useful or philosophical

ends; the manipulation of the natural, the intervention by

divine forces, can never be seen in other instances. Thus,

while Robertson's remarks on the nature of government, on

the various elements of which it is composed, do not involve

Providence as a causal factor, we can see in many of his

statements a similar inability to accept the nature , the

imperfections,of the past which is expressed in the refusal

to give a value to institutions because they are an inte¬

gral expression of stages in man's development. It is

rather as though Robertson is denying the validity of those

actions and customs which benefit some at the expense of

others, or which show that corruption or an excess of politi¬

cal sagacity can be profitable. History may be obliged to
2

record such actions 'for the instruction of ages to come' ;

but this 'instruction' is not merely a philosophical aware¬

ness of the nature of institutions of other ages if 'history'

regulates her opinions of such institutions by 'the eternal
3

and immutable laws of justice' .

Nonetheless, such considerations should not lead us to

ignore those ideas concerning the nature of government which

Robertson does put forward, since these are, after all, an

1. See above, pp. 178-179.
2. Scotland, Works, I, p. 277.
3. Ibid.
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important part of his historical philosophy. His evalua¬

tion of the qualities or distinguishing characteristics of

those who comprise the three fundamental elements of the

forms of governments indicates that he has reservations

about all three. In each instance, he has suggested, there

are particular faults which demand restraint, which should

either be imposed from above or should emerge as a result

of the awareness of the behaviour appropriate to office or

rank. When such restraints are not imposed, then disorder

and chaos follow; thus, while it is true that Robertson's

attitude towards the lower classes is based on his belief

that they are especially prone to civil disturbance, it is

also a fact that he feels all institutions in which there

are few checks or balances tend to produce similar instan¬

ces of instability. In the English American colonies, for

instance, he observed that when men are not motivated to

work steadily, and with perseverance, when they prefer to

gain easy wealth rather than to establish proper foundations

for regular economic growth, there can be no true develop¬

ment, no emergence of good laws and stability^"; and that

many of the colonists were men of noble family suggests

that concepts of 'duty' and 'rank' count for little when

the attractions of wealth present themselves, that men of

this class are as prone to violence and disorder as those
2

of the lower ranks .

1. America, Works, IV, pp. 273-274, 278, 285-287, 288-289.
2. Ibid. It is worth noting that Robertson here expects

all men, whatever their class, to act by that morality
which Smith saw as peculiar to the middling and lower
ranks - but he himself does not make this point ex¬
plicitly, or suggest that variation in situation must
lead to a change in moral sentiments.
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We may observe further, from the nature of the League

of Schmallkalde which was composed of the German Protestant

princes, that those of the higher ranks of society permit

individual gain, limited interest, and personality to triumph

in the midst of difficulties which one might have thought to

be sufficiently great to develop a sense of unity. The most

basic fault of the League, failure to establish a central

leadership of its army, is on general principle 'always of

fatal consequence in the operations of war'^; and if there is

a general tendency, in 'all great associations or bodies of

men', to be 'slow, and dilatory and undecisive in their de-
2

liberations' , then the Protestant princes must be as vul¬

nerable as lesser men. Certainly, the confusion and disorder

which flourished in the League until the rise of Maurice of

Saxony, reveals clearly that lack of organisation and the

inability to mobilise one's resources are failings which are

not peculiar to the lower ranks. When added to the other

faults of both lords and kings, such instances reinforce

Robertson's belief, that no social division or group , no

single part of the society, has the restraint, order and con¬

stancy necessary to establish and maintain a form of govern¬

ment which could bring benefit to all.

Some limitation of the selfish characteristics of men

would therefore seem to be appropriate, Robertson believes,

and, indeed, to be necessary if the real interests of the
3

members of societies are to predominate . To some degree, he

1. Charles V, Works, VI, p. 211.
2. Ibid., p. 193. See also p. 212.
3. Though Robertson does not use the phrase 'true interest'

often, the occasions on which he does show that he sees
it as meaning possession of sufficient political saga¬
city to maintain a certain stability (Charles V, Works,
VI,pp. 520-521) or the use of one's power to benefit the
whole society(ibid., V, pp. 82-83).
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sees this restriction of apparent interest, of temporary

gain, to be achieved through the actions of kings and the

nobility - when they act according to philosophical princi¬

ples - and through the imposing of restraints on the people.

But he also appears to believe that other limitations are

valuable, especially those which arise from a greater dis¬

tribution of property, and from a balance of powers. As a

greater security and order can be achieved on an inter¬

national level by the limitation of the interest of any one

state, so also can we see that it is to the advantage of

all the members of any constitution to limit their desires

and their more destructive characteristics in order to

create a system which is more beneficial than any single or

pure form of government.

This is not to say that any balance which exists in the

various European systems must necessarily be the result of

virtue, or that it demands an end to the particular dis¬

tinguishing characteristics of the various classes. On

some occasions, Robertson's timeless virtues are replaced

by an acceptance of enlightened self-interest whereby one

surrenders one thing in order to gain another; and he be¬

lieves that qualities such as pride and jealousy of rank,

which mark the aristocracy, can provide a means of checking

monarchical power;

'The maxims of Turkish policy do not authorize
any of those institutions, which, in other
countries limit the exercise or moderate the
rigour of monarchical power; they admit neither
of any great court with constitutional and per¬
manent jurisdiction to interpose, both in en¬
acting laws, and in superintending the execution
of them; nor of a body of hereditary nobles,
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'whose sense of their own pre-eminence, whose
consciousness of what is due to their rank and
character, whose jealousy of their privileges,
circumscribe the authority of the prince, and
serve not only as a barrier against the excesses
of his caprice, but stand as an intermediate
order between him and the people.'

Whether arising from traditional virtue, from pride,

jealousy of rank, or from some surrender of limited in¬

terest, it is apparent that unless there is some limitation

of self, or some institutionalisation of balance, there will

be little chance of the society as a whole being able to

prosper. Certainly it is clear, Robertson believes, that

whatever advantages men may have secured by the development

of trade and commerce, these are always vulnerable to ero¬

sion either through the faults of various groups or through

limited interest. He shows, for instance, how, in fifteenth-

century France, Louis XI managed to extend his power through

purchasing the authority of the national assembly:

'By exerting all his power and address in influen¬
cing the election of representatives, by bribing
or overawing the members, and by various changes
which he artfully made in the form of their de¬
liberation, Louis acquired such entire direction
of these assemblies, that, from being the vigi¬
lant guardians of the privileges and property of
the people, he rendered them tamely subservient
towards2promoting the most odious measures of his
reign.'

We may also see, Robertson thought, than when the jea¬

lousy of place and position typical of the nobility, is used

unwisely and without reflection, it can lead to the nobility

being corrupted by a monarch who has the skill to divide so¬

ciety. This is particularly evident in the history of the

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 159.
2. Ibid., p. 85, and see also ibid., VI, p. 511, and

Scotland, Works, II, pp. 68-72.
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various Spanish kingdoms during the reign of Charles V,

when the cities as well as the nobility failed to present

a united front to the crown. The belief of the Castilian

nobility that it could more easily check the monarchical

power than popular rights"'" led to its being corrupted by

Charles to the extent of granting him a subsidy 'in con¬

tempt not only of the sentiments of the nation, but of the
2

ancient forms of the constitution' . This, and similar

actions eventually led to the destruction by the emperor,

not only of the democratic, but also the aristocratic, ele¬

ment - a clear instance of the domination of temporary in¬

terest, of passions and pride limiting the awareness of real

interest:

'the imprudent zeal with which the Castilian
nobles had supported the regal prerogative, in
opposition to the claims of the commons, during
the commotions in the year one thousand five
hundred and twenty-one, proved at last fatal to
their own body. By enabling Charles to depress
one of the orders in the state they destroyed
that balance to which the constitution owed its
security, and put it in his power, or in that of
his successors, to humble the other, and to st^ip
it gradually of its most valuable privileges.'

Furthermore, being themselves depressed and subjected,

the Castilians were only too ready to aid the suppression

of other kingdoms, so that eventually all were affected by

the same lack of balance, all became subject to the crown's

will:

'The will of the sovereign became the supreme law
in all the kingdoms of Spain; and princes who were
not checked in forming their plans by the jea¬
lousy of the people, nor controuled in executing

1. See above, p. 324.
2. Charles V, Works, V, p. 224.
3. Ibid., VI, p. 92.
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"them by the power of the nobles, could both aim
at great objects, and call forth the whole ,

strength of the monarchy in order to attain them.'

Thus, despite his demand for standards which express

and reflect perfection and timeless moral values, Robertson

also accepts other forms of limitation of men's actions

which either take the form of interest, or are an expression

of characteristics which he otherwise shows as being detri¬

mental. Although he believes that government should have a

dignity, though he feels some forms approach nearer to per-

2
fection than do others , he does not really expect to find

any society in which there are no problems of rule: these,

after all, will arise from the very nature of man. He does

suggest that greater benefits will emerge from the very in¬

troduction of commerce, that men will become more enlightened

and more free of their passions, a point which he illus¬

trates explicitly in Scotland:

'As the nobles were deprived of power, the people
acquired liberty. Exempted from burdens to which
they were formerly subject, screened from opp¬
ression to which they had been long exposed, and
adopted into a constitution whose genius and laws
were more liberal than their own, they have ex¬
tended their commerce, refined their manners,
made improvements in the elegances^of life, and
cultivated the arts and sciences.'

Yet, although he felt the government most likely to

permit men to develop their best qualities emerged from the

commercial system, his awareness of the problems of men in

his own times, of the conflict between various groups in the

commercial societies of mid-sixteenth century Europe, of

the continuation of apparent interest to the detriment of

1. Charles V, Works, VI, pp. 503-504.
2. Scotland, Works, I, p. 547, Charles V, Works, VI, p.

509.
3. Scotland, Works, II, p. 73.
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real growth, meant that he did not see an end to conflict

and dissent. His studies of modern commercial Spain -

that is, Spain of the eighteenth century - showed him that

the institution of beneficial principles of government by

no means meant a cessation of selfish interest, and a pre¬

dominance of virtue. Though the attempt to revive trade,

to encourage commerce, both in Spain and its colonies, was

a policy which became a monarch concerned with the well-

being of his subjects"'", though these efforts were suppor-

2
ted by the 'sentiments and spirit' of the people , the con¬

tinuing interest of men restricts the extent of the bene-
3

fits which we might expect to emerge . Indeed, although

Robertson obviously disapproves of this interest, he sees

it as something to be expected, especially because there

are some severe restrictions on the free operation of trade:

'the vigilance and ingenuity of private interest discover

means of effecting (private gain), which public wisdom
4

cannot foresee, nor public authority prevent' . Yet, how¬

ever natural, such interest goes against the duty which

men owe to their country and their ruler, and leads them to

ignore those controls on behaviour which are necessary in
5

the developed society .

1. America, Works, IV, p. 227.
2. Ibid. , "p. 242.
3. Ibid., p. 243. These restrictions are of a nature which

Smith would consider an interference with the laissez-
faire pattern, an instance of government upsetting the
natural course of things. Although Robertson does not
consider them in these terms, he may see that man's
interest here is natural because these restrictions
are an interference with his benefit, even if it is
limited -but, as in many other instances, he does not
employ the terminology of Smith in his discussion of
such matters.'

4. Ibid.
5. Ibid., p. 244. See also Works, III, p. 352 - 'interes-

tedness' in the modern state leads men to be solely
concerned with the self.
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Interest and virtue, then, continue to do battle. Yet,

so much does Robertson fluctuate in his ideas, veering un¬

certainly between acceptance of what is, and the desire to

see perfect equity, perfect government, that we can make

no definitive statement, establish no final conclusion, as

to whether the principles of theoretical history supersede

the moral attitudes of other times, other historical inter¬

pretations; we can only point out that in his own times he

sought constantly for instances of virtue, and was greatly

reassured to find them:

'even in situations so trying to human frailty,
there are instances of virtue that remains un-

seduced. In the year 1772 the Marquis de Croix
finished the term of his viceroyalty in New Spain
with unsuspected integrity; and instead of
bringing home exorbitant wealth, returned with
the admiration and applause of a grateful^people,
whom his government had rendered happy.'

Other forces than the theoretical have moulded Robertson's

ideas, and though he himself is able to accept the com¬

bination of relativism and absolute values, the acceptance

by him of the latter and his insistence on forming them

into a pattern by which men live, and making them an inte¬

gral part of his historical analysis, must necessarily mean

that he cannot be seen as a full member of the theoretical

school. Such duality of interpretation is a consistent fea¬

ture of his writing, as will be seen in greater detail in

the following chapters where we will study some of the ele¬

ments which may have contributed towards the development of

his historical approach, and examine the extent to which

they permit him to support or reject certain basic princi¬

ples of the theoretical interpretation.

1. America, Works, IV, pp. 250-251,



CHAPTER VIII

THE SCIENTIFIC INTERPRETATION OF HISTORY

The employment of more than one type of interpretation,

the vulnerability to multiple influences, is to be seen es¬

pecially in Robertson's ideas about the nature and purpose

of history, and particularly in his interpretation of the

Scottish past"*". Yet, to some extent he appears to conform

to the philosophical approach to the study of the past, and,

indeed, when he has no special bias, his attitudes are con¬

sonant with the theoretical. The two laws of man's capacity

to progress, and the heterogeneity of ends, which help deter¬

mine the theoretical position on the role of climate, the in-
2

dividual, and the accidental in history , are also the basis

of the theoretical assessment of historical evidence and of

its criticism of other theories which do not take into account

the complexities of human nature and the variations in human

society. Such standards Robertson appears to welcome.

We must always extend to our study of history, the theo¬

retical writers believed, those principles which are vital

to the development of true science, whether pertaining to

man or to nature:

'The objects of science, and of all the steady
judgments of the understanding, must be per¬
manent, unchangeable, always existent, and liable
neither to generation nor corruption, nor al¬
teration of any kind. Such are the species or
specific essences of things. Man is perpetually

1. See below, Chapter IX.
2. See above, pp.154-168.
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'changing every particle of his body; and every
thought of his mind is in continual flux and
succession. But humanity, or human nature, is
always existent, is always the same,,is never
generated, and is never corrupted.'

We must not only study constancies and uniformities, but

must do so in a detached manner, replacing intuition and

specious supposition with general principles, in true

scientific fashion. Ordinarily, Ferguson believed, the

'natural historian' concedes that 'his knowledge of the

material system of the world consists in a collection of

facts, or at most, in general tenets derived from particu¬

lar observations and experiments':

'It is only in what relates to himself, and in
matters the most important, and the most easily
known, that he substitutes hypothesis instead of
reality, and confounds the provinces of imagin¬
ation and reason, of poetry and science.'

In the attempt made to undermine the influence of past

and present unphilosophical writers, the theoretical tech¬

nique of the conjectural process was particularly valuable.
3

As we have seen above , this process was used to supply

probabilities which would fill up the gaps in our knowledge

of the past, was a means of connecting the parts in order to

form a whole. Based as it is on observation, and on a belief

in the existence of the two basic laws of the theoretical

philosophy - which establish a uniformity of response to

various economic situations - this process permits the his-

1. Smith, Essays, pp. 125-126.
2. Ferguson, Essay, p. 2. This statment should not be seen

as suggesting that theoretical history does not specu¬
late as to the past: any condemnation of hypthesis, in¬
deed, of conjecture, refers solely to that based on un¬
scientific principles, not to the process itself.

3. See p. 80, note 1.
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torian to make general hypotheses concerning societies

other than his own. He is thereby enabled to avoid the

extremes of speculation in his consideration of the nature

of other stages and the sort of institutions which might

exist in these, and is less prone to interpret the past

in terms peculiar to his own times and to indulge in fanci¬

ful theories which are not based on observation. He is not

obliged to depend on myth or legend, as other writers often

are, and when he makes use of such material, he does so not

indiscriminately but rather with regard to the information

which it gives us about the institutions and customs of other

ages.

This usage of the past, the combination of 'poetry' and

'science', is seen, for instance, in Robertson's acceptance

of Homer as an historical source: 'the only poet to whom his¬

tory ventures to appeal, and who, by his scrupulous accuracy

in describing the manners and arts of early ages, merits this

distinction'^. The theoretical writers's awareness of the

variations and also the constancies in human societies, their

capacity to separate valid from specious sources, their em¬

ployment of conjecture to limit the possible causes of events

and to extend our knowledge of the past, permit them to be

eminently philosophical in their work, to interpret prior

ages in their own terms. And, although it is true that this

1. America, Works, III, p. 10. See also Ferguson, Essay,
pp. 74-81, especially p. 77: 'It were absurd to quote
the fable of the Iliad or the Odyssey ... as authorities
in matter of fact relating to the history of mankind;
but they may,with great justice, be cited to ascertain
what were the conceptions and sentiments of the age in
which they were composed .... In this manner fiction may
be admitted to vouch for the genius of nations, while
history has nothing to offer that is intitled to credit.'



342

ideal is by no means always fulfilled in practice1, it does

reflect the theoretical history's 'scientific' attempt to

move away from all previous classifying of events into the

natural and the artificial, the philosophical and the un-

2
phxlosophical , to accept all the institutions of each age

and every stage because these were a part of the whole - the
3

history of mankind .

Nonetheless, while the theoretical writers believed it

to be unphilosophical to use the standards of one's own time

in the evaluation of other eras, they felt that it fell with¬

in the range of the philosophical historian's duties to both

point out and criticise unphilosophical ideas and approaches

to the study of the past, especially those to be found in

their own times. Such a process, after all, helped to re¬

inforce our awareness of the gradual evolution of human so¬

ciety and thought, of the length of time which it had taken

for the scientific approach to be adopted and for man's mind

to develop. 'How slow is the progress of reason and of civil
4

order!' , lamented Robertson, who continually berated 'his¬

torians' for not being concerned with the general and the

illuminating:

'it is a cruel mortification, in searching for what
is instructive in the history of past times, to
find that the exploits of conquerors who have
desolated the earth, and the freaks of tyrants who
have rendered nations unhappy, are recorded with
minute and often disgusting accuracy, while the
discovery of useful arts, and the progress of the
most beneficial branches of commerce, are passed

1. See above, Chapters V-Vlt, and below, Chapter IX.
2. See Chapter I.
3. See especially Chapters II and III.
4. Charles V, Works, V, p. 511 (Note XXI).
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'over in silence, and suffered to sink into
oblivion.'

This attitude is especially evident in Robertson's own

usage of conjecture and in his criticism of the misappli¬

cation of this process. While, on occasion, he may seem

to be saying that conjecture should be applied to the

study only of those ages and events which occurred before
2

written history , while at times he appears to have little
3

desire to use it at all , it is evident not only from his

adoption of the concept of stages and variations, but also

from more specific instances, that he finds it valuable -

providing that certain standards are maintained in its app¬

lication.

Essentially, Robertson thought there were several
4

forms of conjecture: 'probable' ; that which is based on

5
insufficient evidence ; that based on complete absence of

g
material ; that which should not interest the historian at

all because it concerns 'events' which 'might have occurred'
7

but never did ; that based on what we might describe as

1. India, Works, II, p. 367. See also Charles V, Works,
V, pp. 61-65, 536 (Note XXVIII) and America, Works,
III, pp. 20-21, 243.

2. India, Works, II, p. 331.
3. Scotland, Works, I, p. 149.
4. AmericaT Works, III, p. 554 (Note XCVI).
5. Ibid., p. 247. Although Robertson believes that the

study of the institutions of primitive people is of
considerable value because it 'tended to complete our
knowledge of the human species', he felt that many
'philosophers' had failed to approach this study in
the proper spirit, had indulged in unregulated conjec¬
ture, and 'began to erect systems, when they should
have been searching for facts on which to establish
their foundations' (ibid.).

6. Ibid., pp. 10, 19.
7. Scotland, Works, I, p. 149:'into this boundless field

of fancy and conjecture, the historian must make no
excursions; to relate real occurrences, and to ex¬
plain their real causes and effects, is his peculiar
and only province'. But, see above, p.179.
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common sense^; and the sort of speculation which is es¬

pecially meaningless or irrelevant because it is impossible

to prove or disprove and adds little to our knowledge
2

were we able to authenticate it . His ideas concerning

conjecture, therefore, are a basic part of his attitudes

pertaining to the subject matter of history and the sort of

problems to which the modern scientific historian should
3

confine himself . Yet, although in these specific instan¬

ces he shows some scepticism about the nature of the tech¬

nique, he nonetheless insists that it must always be em¬

ployed according to scientific principles. As we must al¬

ways establish our theories concerning more important
4

matters on a wide variety of solid sources , so we must at

least attempt to weed out unphilosophical types of con¬

jecture which consider less relevant inquiries - such as

the origin of the American Indians:

'When an investigation is, from its nature, so
intricate and obscure that it is impossible to
arrive at conclusions which are certain, there
may be somegmerit in pointing out such as are
probable.'

In his consideration of this particular problem,

Robertson attempted to apply the general principles of the

theoretical philosophy in order to show that the unscien¬

tific approach of other 'philosophers' led them to substi-

1. America, Works, III, p. 522 (Note XXXV).
2. Ibid. , "p. 230.
3. See especially pp. 2-6,78ff> and also Appendix A, pp.

509-517.
4. America, Works, III, p. 247.
5. Ibid. , "p. 243.
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tute unconnected or unique facts for evidence. These so-

called facts could be related to no overall concept of

human nature and development, and could be easily over¬

turned by the theoretical standards, especially those per¬

taining to the diffusion of culture. The theoretical his¬

torians explicitly deny the possibility of such diffusion

though this concept had once been a common explanation of

similarities of behaviour. Such a theory, they felt, con¬

tinues the interpretation of the past as a unique process,

in which whole institutions were isolated from their past -

here, by being transferred en masse to other societies. As

far as they were concerned, the idea of similarity of stages

of development was a more general explanation of the exis¬

tence of similar institutions; and, if any society did in

fact adopt any invention or custom from another, it must

itself have reached the same stage and be aware of the merit

of those institutions which it takes over: otherwise, it

would never have seen the need for them: 'any singular prac¬

tice of one country ... is seldom transferred to another,

till the way be prepared by the introduction of similar cir¬

cumstances ' \
Likewise, there is also criticism in the theoretical

works of that form of conjecture which attempts to use the

diffusion of culture idea to explain many considerable and

profound changes. This criticism is based not only on a re¬

fusal to recognise this form of change in general, but also

on the belief that such theories are often constructed from

1. Ferguson, Essay, p. 169. See also ibid., pp. 170-171.
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very limited evidence. The theoretical writers felt that

if this concept was to be accepted, even partially, it

must be able to account for a wide range of social insti¬

tutions; it cannot be suggested as the cause of isolated

customs if it does not take into account the particular

nature of the respective society.

All conclusions concerning resemblances between in¬

stitutions, therefore, must be supported by detailed and

comprehensive evidence, and must also be based on an under¬

standing of the gradual development of society. And all

theories that suggest the wholesale transfer of cultures

must be measured against the belief that the rise and de¬

cline of societies have 'in some respects, a resemblance

to each other, which independent of imitation, is naturally

productive of similar manners and customs1"'". Claims which

rested upon 'no better foundation than the casual resem¬

blance of some customs, or the supposed affinity between a

2
few words' , therefore, Robertson believed, could hardly be

taken seriously as explanations of the European origin of the

Americans; he condemned them as 'frivolous' and 'uncertain',

and stated that if men lived in a similar type of society

and under a similar climate, 'they must feel the same wants,

and exert the same endeavours to supply them. The same ob¬

jects will allure, the same passions will animate them, and
3

the same ideas and sentiments will arise in their minds' .

Robertson feels that it is only when truly individual

or singular institutions can be found both in America and

1. Millar, Origin, p. 283.
2. America, Works, III, pp. 229-230.
3. Ibid., "pp. 230-231.
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in the older society which claims to have peopled it,

institutions which cannot be accounted for by the con¬

cept of general uniformities in similar social stages,

that we might concede that a direct relationship exists:

'There are,it is true, among every people, some
customs, which, as they do not flow from any
natural want or desire peculiar to their situ¬
ation, may be denominated usages of arbitrary
institution. If, between two nations settled in
remote parts of the earth, a perfect agreement
with respect to any of these should be dis¬
covered, one might be led to suspect that they
were connected by some affinity.*

But, he believes, this is rarely the case; and certainly,

such correspondence occurs so rarely, 'thatno theory con¬

cerning the population of the New World ought to be foun-
2

ded upon them' .

Robertson also uses the general principles of theo¬

retical history to invalidate other theories concerning

the origin of the American Indians. He believes, for in¬

stance, that no people has ever lost 'the necessary arts
3

of life' - that is, the use of metals and tools - once

these have become an integral part of their life. Because

of this fact he feels that we can be sure the progenitors

of the Indians were extremely primitive, as many of their

descendants had still not developed such basic equipment.

Certainly, such a fact enables us to deny those theories

which suggest some of the most sophisticated nations of the
4

old world to have established colonies in the new . The

5
fine arts can decline , and men may cease to cultivate land

1. America, Works, III, p. 231.
2. Ibid. , "p. 232.
3. Ibid., p. 233.
4. Ibid., p. 229.
5. Ibid., p. 231. See also Charles V, Works, V, p. 9.
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when their society is greatly disrupted1 - but they do

not forget how to cultivate. Similarly, Robertson be¬

lieves , we cannot expect that men from the civilised so

southern nations of the old world were the ancestors of

the modern American savage; the former were aware of the

use of domestic animals, the latter were not, and:

'Whenever any people have experienced the ad¬
vantages which men enjoy, by their dominion
over the inferior animals, they can neither
subsist without the nourishment which these
afford, nor carry on any considerable operation
independent of their ministry and labour.'

The faults of these and other unreasonable conjectures

must be made obvious; and, if the historian is so inclined,
3

he may substitute other conjectures which are at least more

philosophical in that they distinguish between what is

probable and what is clearly impossible. Such, for instance,

is the motivation behind Robertson's own speculations con¬

cerning the issue of the peopling of the new world; by
4

eliminating those nations which could not have done so ,

and, by observation, restricting the number of those which
might have been able to, he puts forward some suggestions

which he considered to be based on general principles,

and which were partially supported by contemporaneous scien-
5

tific investigations .

The conjectural process depends then, as does theoreti¬

cal history in general, on regular patterns of explanation

which are based on the two fundamental laws of the hetero¬

geneity of ends and of man's capacity to progress. This

1. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 5,8.
2. America, Works, III, p. 234,
3. Ibid.,~pp~ 239, 243.
4. Ibid., pp. 231-235.
5. Ibid., pp. 235-242.
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belief in similarities and uniformities resulting from the

broad correlation of situation permits the Scottish his¬

torians to continually emphasise the relationships which

are to be found between societies separated by great periods

of time'1' while it also permits them to use the history of

one country in a particular stage - such as feudalism - to

make some general conclusions regarding the institutions of

other like systems. This point, for instance, is often made

by Robertson in his study of the development of laws and of

the distribution of political power in medieval and also in

Renaissance Europe, and forms a part of his effort to break

down that acceptance of individual characteristics, that

national pride, that belief in peculiar institutions, which

he sees as inimical to a true historical understanding of

the past:

'The state of government, in all the nations of
Europe, having been nearly the same during several
ages, nothing can tend more to illustrate the pro¬
gress of the English constitution, than a careful
inquiry into the laws and customs of the kingdoms
on the continent. This source of information has
been too much neglected by the English antiquaries
and lawyers. Filled with admiration of that happy
constitution now established in Great Britain,
they have been more attentive to its forms and
principles than to the condition and ideas of re¬
mote times, which, in almost every particular,
differ from the present. While engaged in perusing
the laws, charters, and early historians, of the
continental kingdoms, I have often been led to
think that an attempt to illustrate the progress
of English jurisprudence and policy, by a com¬
parison with those of other kingdoms in a similar
situation, would be of great utility, and might
throw much light on some points which are now
obscure, and decide others which have been long
controverted.'

1. See above, Chapters III and VI.
2. Charles V, Works, V, p. 586 (Note XLV); see also ibid. ,

p. 566 (Note XXXVIII). Millar's Historical View seems
to fulfill Robertson's suggestion - see, for instance,
I, p. 376.
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This emphasis on similarities, even within institu¬

tions, does not lead the theoretical historians to ignore

those variations which do exist, however. We can often

distinguish particular causal factors within the history of

nations in a similar state which account for distinctive

features in these societies. It is because of this fact,

indeed, that Robertson goes into some considerable detail

concerning the variations in the respective powers held by

members of the constitutions of the different European

states at the beginning of the sixteenth century:

1
as the institutions and events, which I have
endeavoured to illustrate, formed the people of
Europe to resemble each other, and conducted them
from barbarism to refinement, in the same path,
and by nearly equal steps; there were other cir¬
cumstances which occasioned a difference in their
political establishments, and gave rise to those
peculiar modes of government which have produced
such variety in the character and genius of
nations.

It is no less necessary to become acquainted
with the latter than to have contemplated the
former. Without a distinct knowledge of the pe¬
culiar form and genius of civil government in each
state,a great part of its transactions must appear
altogether mysterious and inexplicable.'

The limitations which the theoretical historians impose

on their acceptance of such peculiarities, however, are

those dictated by the general principles of the theoretical

approach. Firstly, they believe that any unique features

or institutions of a society must be unique only in the

sense of not being typical or general; one cannot accept

whatever individual features the English constitution may

possess, therefore, if these are represented as having exis-
2

ted since time immemorial , or at the least as having de-

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 104.
2. For further remarks on the theoretical attitude to¬

wards concepts such as 'ancient constitution', see
below, pp. 356-359.
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veloped in ages when the economic and social situation of

men simply could not allow of such development. Such in¬

dividual characteristics - or this explanation of them -

are fanciful, not truly historical, insofar as they are

accounted for in terms or concepts which are inappropriate

to the era in which they are considered to have emerged"'".
While it may be true, then, Millar points out, that there

are particular limitations on the crown in the English con¬

stitution, these have emerged over a period of several hun¬

dred years, and generally without conscious planning. Such

distinctive features cannot be explained by the arbitrary

statement that they always existed, always had the same form:

'Accurate limitations of power, and a regular sys¬
tem of subordination, the fruit of experience and
foresight, cannot be expected to characterize the
institutions of a simple people; who are usually
guided by their feelings more than by reflection,
and who attend more to the immediate effects of2
any measure, than to its remote consequences.'

The truly unique or distinguishing characteristic, there¬

fore, must conform to the theoretical standards by reflec¬

ting the nature of the age in which it has emerged - that is,

if it is limited in its effects to a particular period of

the society's history (if it has a permanent place in the

social institutions, it must necessarily change somewhat

over many ages). Such restrictions are observed, for in¬

stance, in Robertson's account of the reasons for the slow

development of commerce in England during a period when

most other European states had begun to expand their trade

1. For Millar's assessment of the two main views or inter¬
pretations of the English constitution, see Hist. View,
I, pp. 207-208.

2. Ibid., pp. 253-254.
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and their manufactures. Under Saxon rule, the various

kingdoms were constantly at war with each other, and sub¬

ject to external attack; when the country was finally

united under one monarch, the Norman invasion took place''".
When Saxon and Norman finally formed one people, the whole

of the new nation then became involved in a series of wars

in and with France, which were then followed by the Wars of

the Roses. All these particular factors thus produced a

situation which prevented the development of man's trading

instincts:

'Thus, besides the common obstructions of commerce
occasioned by the nature of the feudal govern¬
ment, and the state of manners during the middle
ages, its progress in England was retarded by pe¬
culiar causes. Such a succession of events ad¬
verse to the commercial spirit, was sufficient
to have checked its growth, although every other
circumstance had favoured it.'

The theoretical philosophy, furthermore, also developed

other rules concerning the validity of the explanations of

peculiar or individual characteristics of societies. As a

second general principle, therefore, we should point out

that, although it accepted that such characteristics, which

later form an integral part of the society, may have devel¬

oped over a relatively short period, this development must

not be seen as conscious or planned, but as being formed

and shaped by circumstances which men necessarily had to

adapt to. Such a thesis, which is one which Millar em¬

phasised in the Historical View, denies the probability of

conscious, consistent rational thought and action, even in

a more philosophical age. By so doing, it reinforces the

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 547 (Note XXX).
2. Ibid.
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theoretical belief in the constancy of human nature at the

same time as it shows that the unplanned and unintended may

have an effect on society even within a relatively short

period of time of the original, limited, action. The unique¬

ness of the institution or characteristic under discussion,

therefore, is not denied; but it is also shown to reflect

constant and common human responses. This, for example, is

shown by Millar's remarks on conflict between 'court' and

'country'"'' in the seventeenth century, which conflict was

productive of some profound changes in the English consti¬

tution :

'We are not...to imagine that, from the beginning
to the end of this contest, the same line of con¬
duct was invariably pursued by either of the par¬
ties. They were sometimes actuated by the feelings
of the moment; changed their ground according to
alteration of times and circumstances; and varied
their measures, according to the character and
views of those individuals by whom they were
occasionally directed.'

Thirdly, and as a part of the theoretical attack on the
3

usage of the individual and isolated factor as explanation ,

there is always a demand that features which are peculiar to

any society, and form an integral part of them, must have

both their origin and their continuation accounted for. This

is done by Millar, for example, in his examination of the

differences between the power of the Frenah and the English

monarchs; while Louis XI was able to continue the changes

in the constitution which had been made by Charles VII, and

to make these very much a part of his power, the same type

of privileges did not become a part of the English monarchy's

1. These terns indicate, roughly, those who supported the
crown, and those who supported that part of parliament
whose policies were directed against the crown's claims.

2. Hist. View, III, pp. 149-150.
3. See above, pp.163-168.
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rights under the Tudors. Among the reasons "which Millar

gives for this are both that Henry VIII lacked the per¬

severance which Louis possessed, and that the English

parliament tended to support his actions to the extent

that he was not obliged to exercise his claim to certian

legislative powers. Thus, he had 'little occasion to exer¬

cise this new branch of prerogative; and, as he did not

live to reduce it into a system, the constitution, in the

reign of his successor, returned into its former channel'^.
This same insistence on the need to explain the con¬

tinuation of a characteristic which has been originally pro¬

duced by particular circumstances, is also seen in the study

which Robertson made of the various European constitutions,

and especially in his study of the German system of govern¬

ment. Originally, he pointed out, all the member states of

the empire were subject to feudal restrictions, and owed

homage to the emperor; and, although there was a considerable

amount of independence within these states, as far as the

ruling bodies were concerned, matters which concerned all

were the prerogative of the emperor. There was thus a mix¬

ture of feudal restrictions and political freedom, which

mixture was partially continued into the modern society -

even though the actual property basis of the emperor's feu¬

dal powers had disappeared. His 'rights' had formed a part

of the nature of the constitution, and were still a part of
2

this though no longer based on land or power :'thus an oppo¬

sition was established between the genius of the government,

1. Hist. View, II, pp. 442-443, and see above, pp.166-167.
See also Robertson's discussion of the reasons for Louis
XI's absolute power: Charles V, Works, V, pp. 77-87.

2. Ibid., pp. 146-153.
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'and the forms of administration in the German empire'

It is by techniques such as that which Robertson employs here

that the theoretical history can accept the individuality

of any custom or institution, at the same time as it goes

beyond an unphilosophical insistence on the 'unique' or

isolated through establishing the means by which the indi¬

vidual element becomes institutionalised in the society.

It is also as a result of their dependence on the two

basic laws of the capacity to progress and the heterogeneity

of ends - especially on the concept of social variations in

different stages which is an integral part of these - that

the theoretical historians attempt to introduce relative

values into their works and to insist that these become a

part of the historian's technique. Although, as we have

seen, Robertson does not by any means always adhere to such

standards, there are still many remarks in his works which

indicate that, in theory, he accepted them. Furthermore, it

is also apparent from his remarks on 'antiquarians', 'phil-
2

ologists', 'etymologists' and 'lawyers' that he felt the

absence of a capacity to examine the past according to the

values which existed in prior ages was an indication of an

unphilosophical spirit, which should be constantly pointed

out and criticised. To do so did not mean that one en¬

dorsed the unphilosophical spirit of other ages and events,

but rather that one sought to understand the spirit of an

age, and this was possible only if one refrained from im-

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 153.
2. See above, p.343 , note 5f and below, pp.358, 365-366,

375-377.
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posing the concepts of a more advanced time on ages when

the social structure permitted only relatively unsophisti¬

cated institutions and attitudes. Thus, for example, al¬

though it is apparent from his discussion of the crusades

that Robertson sees these as a sign of enthusiasm, of un¬

scientific credulity1, and characterises them as a 'wild
2

enterprize' , he believes that if we are to gain some idea

of the circumstances which led to such actions, we must

turn to the works of the contemporaneous writers:

'The histories of the crusades, written by modern
authors, who are apt to substitute the ideas and
maxims of their own age in the place of those
which influenced the persons whose actions they
attempt to relate, convey a very imperfect notion
of the spirit at that time predominant in Europe.
The original historians, who were animated them¬
selves with the same passions which possessed
their contemporaries, exhibit to us a more striking
picture^of the times and manners which they des¬
cribe. '

Similar criticism is also directed towards those who,

because of political pressure, or because they judge past

institutions by those which exist in their own times, are

unable to reveal the development of the political systems

under which they live, and to relate the different stages
4

of it to the economic situations of past ages . Such per¬

sons ignore the unplanned and unintended character of in¬

stitutional development, and often presuppose rational and

philosophical action to have occurred in ages when this was
5

not possible . Again, the basic principles of the theoreti¬

cal philosophy are the foundation of the Scottish writers's

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 19.
2. America, Works, III, p. 26.
3. Charles V, Works, V, p. 482 (Note XIII).
4. Ibid., pp. 326, 549 (Note XXXI). See also Millar,

Origin, p. 269, note *.
5. See above, p. 351.
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criticism of other historical interpretations. Some, such

as Millar, are scrupulous in pointing out the faults of

all sides in such disputes, and indicate that while the

claims of the monarchical supporters for an original

'absolute'monarchy, for instance, have no basis in the dis¬

tribution of property and power in early society, so also

must we discredit those who defend the 'rights of the peo¬

ple", because they presuppose a complete and fully organ¬

ised government to have existed in a remote period:

'In their endeavours to prove the independent
authority of the ancient national council, they
were induced to believe, that, from the be¬
ginning, it had been modelled upon the same plan
as at present; and that it was originally com¬
posed of the nobility, the knights of^shires,
and the representatives of boroughs.'

It is noticeable, on the contrary, that Robertson is

primarily concerned in his criticism of such ideas, to cas¬

tigate the supporters of monarchical claims. This ten¬

dency, although compensated for to some extent by his con¬

sideration of the gradual development of popular political

power in European governments, does reflect his constant
2

concern with the absolutxst tendencies of kings . It also

suggests a disposition to obscure the faults or unsubstan¬

tiated theories of other members of constitutions , and, on

occasion, to present as 'virtues' those qualities which

are simply a reflection of a particular age, a certain di-
3

vision of power . This is illustrated, for instance, in his
4

study of the nature of the French constitution . Yet, al¬

though such bias must necessarily affect the extent to which

1. Hist. View, I, p. 208.
2. See above, pp. 299-303, 334-336.
3. See especially Chapter IX.
4. Charles V, Works, V, p. 499 (Note XIX), and see also

above, p£. 235-237, 277-279.
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he is able to apply the theoretical standards, it is none¬

theless true that Robertson does support the principle of

relative evaluation when this is useful to his purpose.

His statements concerning the mistakes made by the French

pro-monarchical writers, for instance, are very similar to

those of Millar^, in that they criticise the refusal or in¬

ability of such authors to relate all institutions to the

division of property:

'Nothing is more common among antiquaries,
and there is not a more copious source of error,
than to decide concerning the institutions and
manners of past ages, by the forms and ideas
which prevail in their own times. The French law¬
yers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
having found their sovereigns in possession of
absolute power, seem to think it a duty incumbent
on them to maintain, that such unbounded authority
belonged to the crown in every period of their
monarchy .... It is impossible, however, to con¬
ceive two states of civil society more unlike to
each other than that of the French2nation under
Clovis and that under Lewis XV.'

The general theoretical position on such non-relative

concepts as 'ancient constitutions' thus depends on the

idea of particular stages producing particular forms of

government. Sophisticated theories concerning the 'rights'

of men could be valid only in relation to the nature of the

society in which such theories developed. No 'rights' can

be seen to exist, nor privileges of king, lords, or commons

develop unless each particular group holds political power

over a considerable period of time. All forms of govern¬

ment, Millar had stated, were 'a kind of natural growth,

produced by the peculiar situation and circumstances of the

society', thus they were neither produced in 'inappropriate'

1. Origin, pp. 269-270, Note *.
2. Charles V, Works, V, p. 560 (Note XXXVIII).
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circumstances, nor were they ever created consciously,

especially not by individuals. Again, the theoretical

insistence that single and isolated factors must become

an integral part of society if they are to have a con¬

sistent effect^, and that individuals such as the 'legis-
2

lator' cannot create an entire system , form a part of

the denial of the validity of concepts such as "ancient

constitutions', and of all others which fail to take the

gradual development of man, and the general and social

nature of causes into account - 'no constitution is formed

3
by concert, no government is copied from a plan' .

We cannot deny, however, that Robertson occasionally

departs from this relativist position and clearly suggests

that some societies do have, or have had, an 'ancient con-

4
stitution' . This has been seen to some degree in his dis-

1. See above, pp. 165-168.
2. See above, pp. 164-165.
3. Ferguson, Essay, p. 123.
4. By the word 'constitution', Robertson ordinarily does

not mean a specific document which embodies 'timeless'
rights, but rather a collection of laws and customs
which reflect the spirit and decisions of previous ages,
and which are relevant to the present age. On occasion,
he also means by 'constitution' the distribution of
power among the various parts or components of a form
of government, or these parts themselves - for instance,
the king and nobles are the feudal constitution.
We should also be aware that Robertson often used the
word 'ancient' loosely, and that its meaning can be
very vague: see for instance below, pp.379-382 , and
Scotland, Works,I, pp. 36,47,107,227,236,305,365. It
may also mean '"originally, 'well-established', or 'se¬
veral hundred years' - see ibid.,pp. 61,63,76,99,108,
110,126,135,159,,183,184,185,191,213,263,282,387,455.
The word can further be used to mean 'of some duration'
or 'many years': ibid.,pp. 239,240, and Charles V, Works,
V, p. 101, and even ""a few years' - Scotland,Works, I,
p. 472. Nonetheless, although this imprecision is to
be seen in Robertson's reference to various ancient con¬

stitutions - ibid.,pp. 179,210, and Charles V, Works, V,
pp. 139,143,490(Note XVI),549(Note XXXI),567(Note XXXIX)-
he does not give this phrase the connotation of 'beyond
the mists of time'. Though his 'ancient constitutions'
are open to criticism -especially as to the sources on
which they are based - they are at least situated in
recorded history.
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cussion of allodial, and later, institutions in France^,
and it is evident also in his consideration of the Spanish

form of government in Charles V. In his study of the

various Spanish states, Robertson was able to relate many

of the changes which had taken place in government to the

constant laws of property/power correlation; and thus, insofar

as his belief in the existence of particular rights is
2

supported by the theoretical principles , his arguments
3

differ from those of the unphilosophical Spanish historians .

But there are some instances when he appears to have been

influenced by these same writers, and although this may re¬

sult from the difficulty of working in another language and

on unfamiliar institutions, it is also possible that his pre-

4
ference for 'mixed government' led him to make some unfoun¬

ded conclusions.

In particular, there is some uncertainty in his work as

to the nature of the Spanish constitutions prior to the in¬

vasions of the Moors; his words - 'the customs introduced

by the Vandals and Goths'^ - might imply the existence of

an allodial system, a supposition which is supported by his

belief that after the defeat of the Moors a 'considerable

part of the people' wished for the government of old to be

re-established, indeed, were 'eager to resume' their former

institutions . But, if this is the case, when we take into

1. See above, pp. 235-237, 277-279.
2. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 123-139.
3. See especially Ralph E. Giesey, If Not, Not. The Oath

of the Aragonese and the Legendary Laws of Sobrarbe
(Princeton, 1968); many of the histories which were
used by Robertson, and many of the ideas which he ab¬
sorbed uncritically, are discussed in this work.

4. See above,pp. 235-236, 278-279, 333-334.
5. Charles V, Works, V, p. 124.
6. Ibid., p. 125.
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consideration Robertson's own belief that trades were only

learnt from the Moors themselves , and that the towns only
2

developed during the period of occupation and gained poli-
3

tical power after it , then it is difficult to see how

popular power could have been an integral part of the various

constitutions from the beginning.

If, on the other hand, we accept that by 'Gothic' insti¬

tutions Robertson means feudalism - which idea is supported

by his usage of the word 'nobles' in his summary of the
4

Spanish response to the Moorish invasion - then it would

seem unlikely that a considerable part of the population

would have been so eager to have the old institutions and

powers restored - unless by 'considerable' Robertson means

'the wealthy*. This confusion is also to be seen in other

instances -for example, concerning the actions of the inde¬

pendent nobles, Robertson applies the legend of one of the
5

Spanish states to the actions of the whole country , and

further suggests that this nobility is motivated by the de¬

sire of 'rescuing their country from oppression'^ which
7

seems a very philosophic aim in the early middle ages . In

other matters also Robertson is either confused or prefers

to endorse theories which are favourable to 'ancient consti¬

tution' ideologies or to the 'rights' of the 'people'; he

implies that the king of Aragon was still elected in rela-

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 134.
2. Ibid., pp. 133-134.
3. Ibid., p. 557 (Note XXXV).
4. Ibid., p. 123. It is possible, though, that Robertson

has made the mistake of applying the terms peculiar to
later ages to a less developed form of property div¬
ision: see above, pp. 345-346, and below, pp. 363-364.

5. Charles V, Works, V, p. 123. See Giesey, op.cit.,pp.53,
106-107.

6. Charles V, Works, V, p. 123.
7. See especially Chapter IX below.
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tively recent times1, a claim which even the Spanish his¬

torians did not make, created a new form of the traditional
2oath of Aragon which limited the king , confused one law

with another, and customary with statute law, and estab-
3

lished rights for the cortes which did not exist . Perhaps

the multiplicity of sources and the confused Spanish his-

toriographical traditions led him astray; but, if so, they

led him always to favour the more popular element.

The theoretical emphasis on the need for relative stan¬

dards is also to be seen in the belief that we should care¬

fully distinguish between the institutions of one society

and those of another, entirely different, stage. Although

we may have a tendency to believe that similar names and

titles represent similar achievements and values, a tendency
4

encouraged by our respect for the European classical ages ,

the describing of primitive societies as 'republics' , for

!• Charles V, Works, V, p. 127.
2. Ibid., pp. 130, 551 (Note XXXII). See also Giesey, op.

cit., p. 28, note 17.
3* Charles V, Works, V, pp. 548-549 (Note XXXI),555 (Note

XXXIII), and Giesey, op.cit., p. 87, note 29.
4. Robertson valued many of the institutions of Greece and

Rome, especially the Roman system of law (Charles V,
Works, V, pp. 54-56) and republican political ideas: see
ibid., p. 269, and Scotland, Works, I, p. 141. But his
belief in the gradual development of commerce, and the
extension of its benefits to a greater number of men in
the modern society, led him to appreciate the achieve¬
ments of more recent times also, especially the greater
security, stability, and lack of violence that emerged
from the balance of powers. Ferguson distinguishes be¬
tween the artistic and political achievements of the
ancient states, and their lack of those attitudes and
institutions which modern men consider necessary: see
Essay, pp. 200,203. He further insists that whatever we
may think of the most notable customs of these older
systems, we must always remember that they were very
different from our own -'we are frequently to forget
the general terms that are employed, in order to collect
the real manners of an age'(ibid., p. 79 and see also
pp. 79-80).
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instance, suggests the existence of sophisticated ideas in

a very early stage, and implies that the principle of pro¬

gression and gradual development is not a valid measure of

change:

'we may incline to believe, that mankind, in their
simplest state, are on the eve of erecting repub¬
lics. Their love of equality, their habit of assem¬
bling in public councils, and their zeal for the
tribe to which they belong, are qualifications that
fit them to act under that species of government;
and they seem to have but a few steps to make, in
order to reach its establishment....

But these steps are far from being so easily
made, as they appear on a slight or transient view.
The resolution of chusing,from among their equals,
the magistrate to whom they give from thenceforward
a right to controul their own actions, is far from
the thoughts of simple men; and no eloquence, per¬
haps, could make them adopt^this measure, or give
them any sense of its use.'

We must be careful, in other words, not to distort the

characteristics of other ages and to suggest that 'advanced'

ideas and 'more perfect' institutions can develop without a

particular property base and without the social grouping of

men that this suggests. We must not blend the 'refined ideas

of modern policy' with our reasonings concerning 'ancient
2

transactions' , Robertson believed, although he himself

occasionally implied that primitive societies had the titles
3

or institutions of other, more advanced, ones . In Scotland,

for instance, he had originally spoken of the European bar¬

barians in such a manner as to imply that they possessed in¬

stitutions which are peculiarly feudal; he mentions that the

invaded states were 'cantoned out among powerful barons' who
4

were followed by their 'vassals' , words which in later

1. Ferguson, Essay, p. 99.
2. Charles V, Works, V, p. 521 (Note XXIII).
3. See above, p.361 > note 4.
4. Scotland, 1759 ed., I, p. 17.'
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editions are replaced by 'chiefs' and 'dependents' respec¬

tively^". But such specific instances are rare in his works,

and although it is probable that he owes later illustrations
2

of this point to Ferguson , it is nonetheless apparent that

he ordinarily seeks to emphasise the precise nature and

limitations of each society and of the institutions within

it3.

Although there are certain discrepancies in Robertson's

work, then, which arise from the multiplicity of influences

that form his attitudes towards the past, his adherence to

some of the techniques of the theoretical philosophy indi¬

cates that on one level he is concerned with the universal,

with regular patterns of explanation, with interpretations

which fulfill the requirements demanded by the concept of

variations in human institutions. If he speaks of 'ancient

constitutions', if he may feel that history should reveal
4

truth and teach wisdom , that it must regulate its opinions
5

by eternal and immutable laws , he also stresses that its

subject matter must be philosophical, must concern human in¬

stitutions and societies and their development over time;

that it must be concerned not with the trivial and the eph-
6 7

emeral , but with events which have a lasting effect on men ,

g
with the connections between past and present , with causes

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 15.
2. See, for instance, America, Works, III, pp. 350-351,

553 (Note XCIII).
3. However, see below, Chapter IX.
4. Scotland, Works, I, p. 1; the content and nature of both

'truth' and 'wisdom' are not defined.
5. See above, p. 216.
6. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 85,139. See also above, pp.342-343.
7. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 4-5, India, Works, II, p. 367,

Charles V, Works, V, pp. 9-10, 104-105.
8. Scotland, Works, I, Preface, pp. i-ii.



365

as well as effects'*" - aims which are consonant with both

2
the general philosophical approach and with the theoretical

concepts'^.
As we have seen above, Robertson did not accept much of

what is described as conjecture because it was concerned with

speculation based on false premises or limited observation,

or with abstruse, 'curious' problems and with what 'might

have happened'; such speculations add little of real value

to man's knowledge about himself and his gradual development.

Similarly, he rejects throughout his works the greater part

of the concerns of those whom he described as 'antiquaries',

'lawyers', and 'philologists'. Their standards, he thought,
4

were intolerable , their subject matter was generally irrele¬

vant; and while he praises the efforts of those collectors
5

such as the 'industrious Muratori' , whose works are of con¬

siderable value in that they aid in the making of general
g

inquiries ; while he feels that detailed studies on minute
7

points are not wholly without value , he is obliged to re¬

ject most such compilations because they reveal no under¬

standing of human evolution or of the scientific basis on

which all our researches into the past must be established:

'Several Scottish antiquaries, under the influence

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 18, Scotland, Works, I, p. 65.
2. See above, Chapter I.
3. See above, Chapters II and III, and Appendix Af below.
4. Scotland, Works, I, p. 255: 'to believe implicitly what¬

ever they find in an ancient paper, is a folly to which,
in every age, antiquarians are extremely prone'.

5. India, Works, II, p. 408.
6. See, for instance, Charles V, Works, V, p. 457 (Note V).

Robertson is particularly dependent on Muratori for facts
which illustrate the general statements and theories of
the theoretical philosophy.

7. Ibid., p. 512 (Note XXI).
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'of that pious credulity which disposes men to
assent, without hesitation, to whatever they
deem for the honour of their native country,
contend zealously, that the Regiam Majestatem
is a production prior to the treatise of Glan-
ville; and have brought themselves to believe,
that a nation in a superior state of improvement
borrowed its laws and institutions from one con¬

siderably, less advanced in its political pro¬
gress .'

The true historian, he believed, could not be concerned

with the legendary, the mythical, or the fabulous, except

insofar as these reveal useful details concerning a particu-
2

lar stage of human development . As he separates the essen¬

tial and the meaningful from the trivial, so also must he

separate the improbable from the possible, must examine his

sources carefully to see that they conform to the theoretical

standard of what is truly reflective of past ages. Such an

approach, although by no means always employed by Robertson

himself, is nonetheless one which often permits him to re¬

veal the flaws in historical arguments, and to replace these

with an evaluation of particular problems based on an aware¬

ness of what we can reasonably expect particular ages to

produce in the way of institutions.

This attitude is of considerable value in Robertson's

first work, Scotland, in which he attempts to disentangle

the meaningful and important events of his country's past

from the legend, tradition, and ideology which surrounded

them; and although there are serious faults in this book,

though there are occasions where his lack of precise defin¬

itions and his use of innuendo rather than of clear state-

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 533 (Note XXV).
2. See above, pi 3T1.
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merit tends to continue the very type of misunderstanding

and falsification that he condemned, his relating all

national characteristics and customs to property division

does permit a more 'philosophical' explanation of certain

issues.

The idea that the past is to be interpreted through

regular causal patterns, and according to the general

characteristics typical of certain stages of development,

is of particular value in Robertson's consideration of, or

reference to, some problems which had profoundly affected

the nature of Scottish historical philosophy. Such, for

instance, is the question of 'independence': freedom from

dependence on, or subjection to, external powers. As dis¬

cussed by earlier writers, this issue was an extremely com¬

plex one because it involved not only religious and politi¬

cal independence, but also the spirit of the Scottish so¬

ciety, the extent of certain virtuous qualities - courage,

simplicity, love of freedom - in the Scottish character.

The religious aspects of this matter, the connection be¬

tween the Scottish denial of episcopal power as ever having

been an integral part of their religion, and their belief

that they traditionally limited the power of their kings1,

1. The English works which attacked the Scottish 'pres-
byterian' stand on episcopalianism (especially William
Lloyd, Historical Account of Church Government,London,
1677, and Edward Stillingfleet, Origines Britannicae,
London,1685) attempted to deny Scotland's freedom from
external religious control, and to deny also that
bishops were not a normal part of Scottish church admini¬
stration - which had been stated by Fordun and Major,
among others. As part of their argument they had also
challenged the antiquity of the Scottish nation and the
long list of kings which illustrated that antiquity, as
it illustrated also an ancient freedom and independence.
Such challenges were bound to anger a nation constantly
on the defensive concerning its independence in both re¬
ligious and political affairs.
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need not concern us here. It is sufficient to point out

that while many authors are pro-monarchist and others

apparently in favour of what Nicolson described as 'the

People's Claim of Right'"'', most attempt to establish an

ancient and independent monarchy and to create an illus¬

trious past which does credit to their country.

The arrogant claim of the English down the centuries,

that Scotland was subject to the English crown, was met

with angry rejoinders which were supported by the fantastic
2

and the factual . Originally, the Scots, like all Euro¬

pean nations, had a version of the Trojan legend, which

situated their origins in Greece, and which created a mon¬

archy in the remote past - so remote, indeed, that Innes

remarked with some asperity that 'the more they were ig¬

norant of what passed before their own time, the more they

were inclined to run up their antiquities to incredible
3

heights: nay, some even before the creation of the world' .

Long before the English were a nation, went the Scottish

rejoinder, Scotland was both free and ruled by free kings.

The Scottish line descended from one Gaythelos, Fordun de-
4

clared , and was established some hundreds of years before

1. William Nicolson, The Scottish Historical Library (Lon¬
don, 1702) p. 36.

2. See, for instance, Patrick Abercromby, The Martial
Achievements of the Scots Nation (Edinburgh, 1711-1715),
I, p. 2? George Mackenzie, A Defence of the Antiquity
of the Royal Line of Scotland (London,1685) page 2 of
the Advertisement, and pp. 3§"-41; Thomas Innes, A
Critical Essay on the Ancient Inhabitants of the
Northern Parts of Britain or Scotland (London,1729),
I, pp. 173-174.

3. Ibid., p. iii.
4. The original work is Johannis de Fordun, Chronica

Gentis Scotorum, the edition used here is John of
Fordun's Chronicle of the Scottish Nation (Edinburgh,
1872), I, pp. i-iv.



369

Christ, a boast which no other modern state could match.

To the English challenge concerning the existence of

Scotland as both separate and ancient, Fordun replied with

damning, if wholly spurious, evidence. There was, he said,

a long line of kings traced from Greece, through Egypt, to

Spain and Ireland, and thence to Scotland: a claim which

certainly overshadowed any which the English could produce1.
Furthermore, Ireland had not been granted to the Scots by

a strange, supposedly English, king, as Geoffrey of Monmouth

had declared; the territory was obtained through the con¬

sent of the contemporaneous inhabitants, wrote Fordun, or

else because the Scots had defeated the indigenous popu¬

lation - a somewhat more satisfactory interpretation because
2

it emphasised military prowess . In very remote times, then,

no Scottish possession resulted from the favour of the Eng¬

lish, and it was also apparent from many other circumstances

that Scotland itself was always free, was not the property
3

of some other state which could claim duties . As a final

blow, Fordun does not hesitate to point out that Julius

Caesar overcame the Britons, but was sufficiently aware of

the Scots's (deserved ) reputation as warriors to press for

conciliation rather than battle? and that, although the

Scots preferred peace, they would never consent to be as
4

slaves. The implication was obvious .

Not all the Scottish writers maintained the belief in

a Greek and Egyptian background to the national past, both

1. The main English sources are Geoffrey of Monmouth,
Historia Regum Britanniae, and Ralph Higden, Polychronica.

2. Fordun, op.cit., II, pp. xxiii, xxiv.
3. Ibid., I, pp. xxvii, xxix-xxx, and II, pp. ii-iii. But

see also II, p. iv.
4. Ibid., pp. xiv-xv.
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Major, and Buchanan after him, declining to follow Fordun

in this1; but they did assert the ancient existence of the
2

Scottish monarchy , for a long line of kings meant an

equally long national existence, and thus independence; and

independence meant freedom and implied bravery and lack of

'corruption':

'The chief reason of their maintaining, with so
much concern, the antiquity of their settlement
and monarchy in Britain in the Scotish line is,
that their modern historians ground their chief
title to the most ancient monarchy of Europe, as
well as their claim to all the warlike actions
performed by the ancient inhabitants of the North
of Britain against the Romans and provincial
Britons, wholly upon their descent from these
Scots that came from Ireland.'

The English challenge, in whatever century it was made,

had to be met; and if this was not done in a philosophical

manner, the claim itself was not philosophical but political,

and unrelated to any concept of property division and the

institutions peculiar to this. The charge that Scotland was

the vassal of the English crown was based on homage done by

Scottish kings for territory held in England, and thus was

not only false but damaging to Scottish pride: 'it is a thing

unheard of, and among the Scots simply inconceivable', Major

declared, 'that a Scot at peace in his own kingdom ever

recognised as his temporal superior either the English king
4

or any one else' . To some degree, this statement was an

attempt to gloss over the actions of the nobility during the

1. John Major, A History of Greater Britain as well England
as Scotland(Edinburgh,1892 edition of his Historia
Maioris Britanniae, tarn Anqli q. Scotie); George Buchanan,
The History of Scotland(Edinburgh,1821edition of his
Rerum Scoticarum Historia).

2. Ibid., I, pp. 70-74,115,121,218.
3. Innes, op.cit., I, p. 175.
4. Major, op.cit., p. 128.
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wars of independence,or, at least, was pointing out that

such treason was unusual; but, quite apart from this, the

claim of feudal homage for land held in one country could

hardly be taken to mean that Scotland itself was a fief.

William the Conqueror, Boece stated1, had given part of

Northumberland to Malcolm Canmore on the usual feudal basis,

and this, all Scottish writers concluded, was the only form

of such relationship between England and Scotland. Any

suggestion of loss of freedom, of being bound to another

state, was strongly resented, always denied.

While it was not only on matters of independence that

many of the controversies rested, the renewal of old argu¬

ments and the voluminous output of apparently defamatory

material by the English meant that indpendence was a con-

2
stant issue . It is indeed, highly likely that the diffi¬

culties of union and the degrading treatment which the Scots

met with even after the Union had been in operation for some

3
time made ancient independence a 'problem' long beyond the

time when historical awareness engendered by Innes's work

showed that much of the legend surrounding this issue to be

unacceptable. Thus, even if the ancient kings were reluc¬

tantly surrendered, the emphasis on past bravery, on the

spartan, martial spirit, was maintained. The Scots, Major

could write in the early sixteenth century, had always

1. Hector Boece, The Chronicles of Scotland (Edinburgh,
1838 edition of his Scotorum Historiae a prima gentis
origine) XII, pp. x,xvi. See also Major, opjcit. , p. 127.

2. Abercromby, op. cit., I, p. 2.
3. See, for instance, the connection made between the union

and independence in Abercromby, op.cit., I, p.117, II, p.
509, and in James Anderson, An Historical Essay Shewing
that the Crown and Kingdom o? Scotland is Imperial and
Independent (Edinburgh, 1705) p. 280.
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cherished their freedom:

'for eighteen hundred and fifty years the Scots
have kept foot in Britain, and at this present
day are no less strong, no less given to war,
than they ever were, ready to risk life itself
for their country's independence, and counting
death for their country an honourable thing.' 1

Some two hundred years later, the same return to an

implied challenge of this characteristic could also be

found - the association between simplicity, militancy, and

virtue had become ingrained: 'the Homage was due for Cum¬

berland, etc.', Abercromby wrote tersely, 'and if perform'd,
2

what wonder?' . The Scots, he reiterated, having estab¬

lished a spirit of liberty, which was very evident in their

history, continued this spirit even in the present since it

was an integral part of their nature:

'the Scotland has been overrun, yet such has been
the invineible Aversion of its Inhabitants, to
Slavery; and they have been in all Ages so ob¬
stinately Tenacious of their independent Freedom,
that, in a proper Sense, it cannot be said to have
been Conquer'd; since always, and that in a short
time, deliver'd both from home-bred Tyranny and
foreign Power.' 3

The poverty of the country, he pointed out, was one of the

reasons which enabled the Scots to remain free - they had

no reason for becoming corrupted. The English, on the

other hand, had become used to easy living, and because of
4

this were unable to maintain their fighting spirit . This

emphasis on tenacity, hardihood, courage, and the fierce de¬

sire for freedom (a part of the tradition of many nations)

is also seen in Major's work, in which it is pointed out that

1. Major, op.cit., p. 41.
2. Abercromby, op.cit., I, p. 145.
3. Ibid., p. 160.
4. Ibid., p. 365.
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a nobility of virtue was more important than that nobility

created by men\ and that this virtue was established on

a simple life; there is a correlation between hard work
2

and the capacity to meet all problems with courage , a

belief that luxury leads to vice, to loss of the martial

spirit, to wrong views of government, and that such luxury
3

is especially damaging when it affects the court .

There is thus a long tradition in Scottish historical

writing of political independence, an independence which is

thought to be reflected in the possession by the Scots of

certain qualities of hardiness, courage, strength of mind

and simplicity. Judged by the theoretical philosophy and

the techniques which it developed, such works have two main

faults; in the first place, the tendency to value such quali¬

ties, especially in connection with the martial ardour of the

Scots, denies both the beneficial effect of other 'virtues'

and the usefulness of other professions than the militaris¬

tic. It continues the emphasis placed by many earlier politi¬

cal writers on the importance of the citizen as soldier, and

suggests that only one profession is meritorious; thus, by

implication, if not more explicitly, it denies the values

of commerce and trade, and the related emergence of other
4

occupations which do not demand the same virtues .

Secondly, insofar as these qualities of simplicity and

1. Major, op.cit., p. 46:'there is absolutely no true no¬
bility but virtue and evidence of virtue. That which is
commonly called nobility is naught but a windy thing of
human devising'.

2. Ibid., pp. 48-49, 155.
3. Ibid., pp. 55, 182, 183-186; the further north one went,

Major believed, the better men were able to fight and
the more freedom was likely to be found: a fairly common
expression of theories which believed climate to be of
considerable importance - ibid., pp. 48-49,181,240,295.

4. See below, Appendix B, p. 530.
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courage are thought of as reflecting 'virtuous' and per¬

manently necessary behaviour, rather than a particular

stage of society, insofar as they are seen as evidence of

conscious denial of self and of aware devotion to the country,

they suggest the existence of philosophical and unselfish

considerations in an age when these were unlikely to de¬

velop"'". On both counts - the creation of a past, the insis¬

tence on a virtuousness which seems distinct from political
2

virtu - such works must be seen as contrary to the theo¬

retical ideas, and as expressions of those unphilosophical

investigations which writers such as Robertson sought to dis¬

credit.

Robertson is not concerned with the question of the in¬

dependence of the early Scottish church from either Roman

or English control, nor is he specifically interested in re¬

marking on the nature of this institution, although he does

make some isolated remarks on the purity of primitive Chris-
3

tianity , and goes into some detail concerning the corrup¬

tion of pre-Reformation religion. Furthermore, he is able

to separate the question of secular independence into two

distinct sections, namely the degree to which the Scots were

dependent on external powers, and the relating of particular

qualities to a certain stage of development which permits a

considerable amount of freedom to one segment of the so¬

ciety; and to discuss both these questions, at least to

some extent, in terms of the theoretical principles.

1. See below, Chapter IX.
2. See Appendix B,. pp. 526-529.
3. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 86, 114-116, 144, 191-192. See

also Edinburgh Review, No. 2 (1756) pp. 17-18.
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Although he believes that the question of independence

was now 'a matter of mere curiosity', he accepts that it

was originally 'a question of much importance'^. Because

of this fact he does seek to discredit the English claims

to sovereignty over Scotland, but not through the usage of

the legendary and the fabulous. It is true that on many

occasions he does refer to 'ancient kings and heroes' of
2 3

Scotland , to 'an ancient race of monarchs' , to the 'an-
4

cient and legal' limits of the royal prerogative , an 'an¬

cient kingdom', and 'the legal and ancient government' of
5

the Scottish kings - all of which might suggest some be¬

lief in the long list of monarchs which the earlier his¬

torians had been at such pains to establish. Yet, although

we may criticise Robertson's vague employment of the word

'ancient' here, as elsewhere, such phrases as those cited

must be limited in their effect when we take into account

his insistence at the very beginning of Scotland that the

early ages of the nation's history are dark and fabulous,

that:

'Nations, as well as men, arrive at maturity by
degrees, and the events, which happened during
their infancy or early youth, cannot be re¬
collected, and deserve not to be remembered. The
gross ignorance which anciently covered all the
north of Europe, the continual migrations of its
inhabitants, and the frequent and destructive re¬
volutions which these occasioned, render it im¬
possible to give any authentic account of the
origin of the different kingdoms now established
there. Every thing beyond that short period to
which well-attested annals reach, is obscure;

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 5,6.
2. Ibid., p. 305 - this reference,however, may simply be

a paraphrase of sixteenth-century opinion: see also
ibid., p. 339.

3. Ibid., pp. 153, 227, 365, 548.
4. Ibid., p. 230.
5. Ibid., pp. 107, 236.



376

'an immense space is left for invention to occupy;
each nation, with a vanity inseparable from human
nature, hath filled that void with events calcu¬
lated to display its own antiquity and lustre. His¬
tory, which ought to record truth and to teach wis¬
dom, often sets out with retailing fictions and
absurdities.

The Scots carry their pretensions to antiquity
as high as any of their neighbours. Relying upon
uncertain legends, and the traditions of their bards,
still more uncertain, they reckon up a series of
kings several ages before the birth of Christ; and
give a particular detail of the occurrences which
happened in their reigns. But with regard to the
Scots, as well as the other northern nations, we re¬
ceive the earliest accounts on which we can depend,
not from their own, but from the Roman authors.'

This statement, which emphasises both the gradual de¬

velopment of man and his mind, and the falsifications of

those earlier works which sought to establish sophisticated

kingdoms in the early ages of man's history, is supported by

other remarks which Robertson makes. Particularly valuable

among these, because of its stressing the theoretical ideas

of the need to explain through institutions and through

general ideas, rather than by the unphilosophical employment

of isolated and disconnected factors, is his statement on

the Scots and the Picts, which is intended to undermine any

theory of the extremely ancient origin of the former people;

The Scots, he declares:

'who are not mentioned by any Roman author before
the end of the fourth century, were probably a
colony of the Celtae or Gauls; their affinity to
whom appears from their language, their manners,
and religious rites; circumstances more decisive
with regard to the origin of nations, than either
fabulous traditions, or t£e tales of ill-informedand credulous annalists.'

In addition, Robertson also criticises the work of For-

3
dun , Major, and Boece - 'the former a succinct and dry

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 1-2.
2. Ibid., pp. 2-3, and see also p. 21.
3. Ibid., p. 4.
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'writer, the latter a copious and florid one, and both

equally credulous'^" - and, finally, Buchanan:

'if his accuracy and impartiality had been, in
any degree, equal to the elegance of his taste,
and to the purity and vigour of his style, his
history might be placed on a level with the most
admired compositions of the ancients. But instead
of rejecting the improbable tales of Chronicle
writers, he was at the utmost pains to adorn them;
and hath clothed, with all the beauties and graces
of fiction, those legends, which,formerly had only
its wildness and extravagance.'

Thus, he concludes, the first period of Scottish history,

during which the monarchy began to evolve, 'is the region of

pure fable and conjecture, and ought to be totally neglected,
3

or abandoned to the industry and credulity of antiquaries' .

If the Scottish kings are ancient, they are neither so old

as antiquaries believe, nor are their rights and powers, or

those of the societies in which they lived, either highly

developed, but must reflect the same limitations as those to

be found in the tribes from which they appear to have pro¬

gressed.

Through this dismissal of the legendary, Robertson is

left free to deny the English claims to superiority by ex¬

amining them in the light of the nature of feudal society.

Although a king might owe homage to another, as an indivi¬

dual possessor of land or as a vassal, he believes, this is

by no means the same as saying that Scotland itself was a

fief of the English crown. The feudal duties which he con¬

cedes the Scottish kings owed, pertained not to any part of

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 4.
2. Ibid. For other remarks on legend in Scottish and other

history, see ibid., pp. 9-10, and Works, II, p. 16.
3. Ibid., I, p. 4.
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the independent state of Scotland but to territories which

formed a part of England/ and were 'in no wise derogatory

from their royal dignity':

'Nothing is more suitable to feudal ideas, than
that the same person should be both a lord and a
vassal, independent in one capacity, and depen¬
dent in another. The crown of England was, without
doubt, imperial and independent, though the prin¬
ces who wore it were, for many ages, the vassals
of the kings of France; and, in consequence of
their possessions in that kingdom, bound to per¬
form all the services which a feudal sovereign
has a title to exact. The same was the condition
of the monarchs of Scotland; free and independent
as kings of their own country, but, as possessing
English,territories, vassals to the king of Eng¬
land. '

Such an interpretation is philosophical in the theoreti¬

cal sense of using one's knowledge of the nature of a society

at a given stage to erode the 'facts' on which claims such

as those made by the English were based. It is not from any

peculiarities in English feudalism that the attempts later

made to annex Scotland to the English crown were made, for

the kings were originally 'satisfied with their legal and

uncontroverted rights', and were 'neither capable, nor had
2 ...

any thoughts of usurping more' . It was only political in¬

terest, the love of power, the desire to take advantage of

misfortunes suffered by the Scots, that later led to those

claims which Robertson considers as preposterous and 'ill-
3

founded' .

The one major objection which we could put forward to

Robertson's consideration of this problem of independence,

is that although he is careful to employ the theoretical

type of explanation in his specific statements, he does not

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 6-7.
2. Ibid., p. 7.
3. Ibid., pp. 7-10.
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explicitly deny other "legendary* factors which earlier

Scottish authors employed in their attempt to establish

an ancient and sophisticated freedom from control by Eng¬

land. In particular, we should condemn his further vague

usage of the word "ancient" as it is applied to the concept

of an 'ancient alliance' which the Scots were supposed to

have made with the French. In the Scottish historical tra¬

dition, as far back as Fordun, this alliance forms an inte¬

gral part of the question of independence, and it is as vul¬

nerable to philosophical criticism as the argument of the

ancient monarchy and state of Scotland.

The basis of the argument was, that if it could be shown-

as most writers believed possible - that an alliance had been

made between Achaius, king of Scotland, and the emperor

Charlemagne, this would be considerable proof of Scotland's

long-staiiding freedom and independence. This was especially
so, they thought, as the alliance was not between an inferior

and a superior power, but between equals. A ruler of such

outstanding capacities as Charlemagne, possessed of legen¬

dary authority and status, must have indeed respected the

power and standing of the Scots if he had asked for their

assistance against mutual enemies"*". Like other aspects of

the independence question, the 'alliance' was a matter hotly

debated over many centuries, and productive of a large number

1. Abercromby, op. cit., I, p. 83.See also Walter Goodall,
An Introduction to the History and Antiquities of Scot¬
land (London, 1769)p. 221: 'The Scotch historians derive
an argument, in favour of the antiquity of their country,
from the league which the emperor Charles the Great is
said to have entered into with Achaius king of Scotland;
and they infer, that the Scots must have been, at that
time, a very eminent and illustrious nation, when so
great an emperor was desirous of their friendship'.
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of works of varying merit. It will suffice here to point

out that the issue was one which still engaged the Scots

well into the eighteenth century, a reflection of the strength

of the unphilosophical type of history and particularly of

the fact that 'scientific' principles of historical inves¬

tigation could not necessarily limit Scottish pride in

supposed ancient glories: 'even at this day', wrote Dalrymple

in 1773, * I hardly venture to express any doubts as to the

historical evidence of that alliance'"'".
For this reason alone, it is perhaps unfortunate that

Robertson does not discuss the issue, however briefly; more

importantly, however, and although we should always recollect

that he made several remarks on legendary histories, the

several references which he also makes to an 'ancient' rela¬

tionship between France and Scotland must create further

doubt as to his whole-hearted allegiance to the principles of

theoretical history. He mentions that the French are the
2

'ancient allies' of the Scots , and refers to the 'ancient

1. Sir David Dalrymple, Remarks on the History of Scotland
(Edinburgh, 1773, hereafter cited Remarks) pi 1. For a
sample of the works referring to, or discussing at some
length, this issue, see the following: (Sir Robert
Sibbald) An Answer to the Second Letter to the Right
Reverend, the Lord Bishop of Carlisle (Edinburgh, 1704);
Abercromby, op.cit., I, pp. 110-111; Robert Keith, The
History of the Affairs of Church and State in Scotland
... (Edinburgh,1734,hereafter cited History) p.443;
Memoirs Concerning the Ancient Alliance Between the
French and Scots ...(printed in Tracts Illustrative of
the Traditionary and Historical Antiquities of Scotland,
Edinburgh,1836). Most of the Scottish works avoid dis-
cussing the issue in terms which the theoretical his¬
torians found acceptable, and some of them - such as
that of Sibbald - are mainly a response to English works
and concerned to maintain Scottish pride and antiquity:
see Dalrymple's remarks on Sibbald, Remarks, pp. 31-32.
Only Dalrymple himself makes an effort to disentangle
myth and history: see ibid., pp. 13-14, and below, p.381.

2. Scotland, Works, I, pp~ 70, 204, 385, 400.
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'alliance of France and Scotland'and the 'ancient con-

2
federacy of the two kingdoms' . Even in Charles V, a work

in which Scottish history is rarely discussed, the same ter¬

minology is employed when he mentions that Francis I's daugh¬

ter is married to James V of Scotland, 'a monarch descended

from a race of princes, the most ancient and faithful allies
3

of the French crown' . These continual, if imprecise refer¬

ences - we do not know, after all, what 'ancient' and'alliance'

mean in these contexts - suggest that Robertson was willing

to take advantage of whatever implications such concepts

might have had for the reader of his own time, while other¬

wise insisting on the obscurity of early annals, and on the

need to see the early ages of Scottish history as relatively

unsophisticated. He may thereby be supporting Scottish

pride, which is partially based on pure legend, while or¬

dinarily basing his interpretation on scientific principles -

notwithstanding his later statements on such 'pious credulity'

and his general tendency not to appear too Scottish. Cer¬

tainly he makes no effort to state precisely what this union

or alliance might mean, although other writers whom he himself

would probably consider as antiquarians, had suggested on

reasonable grounds that the alliance had really only begun
4

in the thirteenth century ; and Dalrymple had thought that

the embassy of Charlemagne's time was simply of a religious
5

nature , that an alliance would only have begun 'when the

two nations saw that mutual aid was necessary, and could be

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 100, 195.
2. Ibid.,"p. 189.
3. Charles V, Works, VI, p. 83.
4. See, for instance, Memoirs Concerning the Ancient Alliance

(cited above, p.380 , note 1) pp. 1-2.
5. Remarks, p. 21.
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'afforded'1, that is, in the time of William the Lyon.

Such gaps in Robertson's work are by no means any indi¬

cation of the denial of the theoretical position; but it

is perhaps not going toofar if we see them as a failure

on his part to live up to the high standards which both

he and other theoretical writers constantly insisted on,

a failure which helps support those same unphilosophical

attitudes which he ordinarily claimed to oppose.

Nonetheless, Robertson's interpretation of the feudal

Scottish society ordinarily permits him not only to deny

the validity of the English claims to sovereignty in terms

which emphasise general patterns of property/power divisions,

but also allows him to reveal the extent to which the early

Scottish historical writing gives a very limited idea of

the real nature of feudalism. As far as the suggestion by

these earlier writers that particular virtues characterise

the Scots is concerned, Robertson is able to use the theo¬

retical concept of particular stages producing certain

characteristics in order to undermine any suggestion that

these virtues are something other than qualities peculiar

to a certain division of property. Although, again, there

are some serious discrepancies in his work here, especially

in his interpretation of the nature of the Scottish feudal
2

society , it is nonetheless possible to see that in Scotland

Robertson does make an attempt to reveal not only the causes

and effects of feudalism in general, but the effects of the

dominance of the nobility in particular.

1. Dalrymple, Remarks, p. 39.
2. See below, Chapter IX.
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While we may regard Scotland as to some degree a re¬

buttal of the above-mentioned implications of earlier his¬

tories, we should also see Robertson's interpretation of

the nature of the aristocracy in this work as a deliberate

attemptto use the theoretical philosophy to replace those

theories of cause which emphasise benevolent, philosophical,

and planned actions by men, especially by men living in a

violent age. In the following pages, then, we will not only

be examining Robertson's implicit denial of earlier works,

especially as regards the idea of 'independence', but we will

also be examining further his own philosophy of cause, and

the degree of his acceptance of variation in social stan¬

dards - in other words, extending the study made above of

his use of theoretical ideas and the extent to which these

conflict with other influences.

Throughout Scotland Robertson emphasises that the di¬

vision of property which is characteristic of the feudal

stage has two major effects. In the first place, the vir¬

tual monopoly of property by the nobility grants them con¬

siderable political power and limits the development both

of other forms of property and of a more general partici¬

pation in government; and, in the second instance, this

monopoly of power by a few, and the subsequent limitation

of the progress of the remainder of the society means that

the social system as a whole is characterised by violence

and disorder. Scotland is not only a feudal country, and

one which continues to be so in the sixteenth century, it

is pointed out; but the country is also one in which pecu-
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liar features have strengthened that already great power

which the feudal aristocracy possesses^. If in the Euro¬

pean states the number of the lords encouraged warfare

among them, which was detrimental to their interests as a

whole, the smaller number of nobles in Scotland meant that

even in the midst of faction they remained aware of their

basic aims - to limit the power of the crown, and to in¬

crease their own:

'When nobles are numerous, their operations nearly
resemble those of the people; they are roused
only by what they feel, not by what they appre¬
hend; and submit to many arbitrary and oppressive
acts, before they take arms against their sove¬
reign. A small body, on the contrary, is more sen¬
sible, and more impatient; quick in discerning,
and prompt in repelling danger; all its motions2
are as sudden as those of the other are slow.'

In addition, while it is true that the vassals of the

nobility in Europe were considered as their kindred and thus
3

obliged to fight their battles , and while there is no rea¬

son to suppose any great reluctance on their part to do so,

Robertson believes that the Scottish clan system was both

more widespread and a more fully developed form of unity,

creating bonds which were even warmer than those which

existed in the European feudal structure: 'men willingly

followed a leader, whom they regarded both as the superior

of their lands, and the chief of their blood, and served

him not only with the fidelity of vassals, but with the
4

affection of friends' . Although, in this instance,

Robertson does not speak specifically of benevolence and

1. See above, pp. 238-260.
2. Scotland, Works, I, p. 22.
3. See above, p p. 242-244.
4. Scotland, Works, I, p. 21.
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of its role in men's lives, it is apparent that he feels

the existence of an emotional relationship, rather than one

based on duty, to be of considerable benefit to the strength

of the Scottish aristocracy:

"Such a confederacy might be overcome, it could
not be broken; and no change of manners, or of
government, has been able, in some parts of the
kingdom, to dissolve associations which are foun¬
ded upon prejudices so natural to the human mind.
How formidable were nobles at the head of follow¬
ers,who, counting that cause just and honourable
which their chief approved, rushed into the field
at his command, ever ready to sacrifice their lives
in defence of his person or of his fame; against
such men a king contended with great disadvantage;
and that cold service which money purchases, or
authority extorts, was ijiot an equal match for
their ardour and zeal.'

Such intangible sources of power are reinforced not

only by the lords's possession of property but by their con¬

tinual increase in this at a time when most European so¬

cieties witnessed a gradual growth in the power and rights

of towns and communities, the increase in monarchical au-
2

thority, and the final collapse of the nobility in France .

In addition to the entailing of their original estates and

the obtaining possession of the major national offices, the

Scottish nobles constantly encroached on the royal estates.

A relatively normal procedure in most feudal countries, this

practice was made easier in Scotland by the particular cir¬

cumstances of domestic history, and was perpetuated by the

violence of feudalism itself.

The weakness of the Scottish crown, Robertson feels,

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 21-22. Robertson does not con-
sider that the strength of the clanship system in his
own time might well depend on the fact that new customs,
new forms of government, had not really penetrated the
highland society.

2. See above, Chapter VI.
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was due especially to a long succession of minorities,

many of which were caused directly by the aristocracy"*",
and all of which were characterised by corruption and

misrule. If the regents themselves were not venal, they

were incapable of firm government, and in both cases the

crown lands were encroached upon, allowing the lords to

add to their own property and thereby to increase the num¬

ber of their vassals. Furthermore, during the minorities,

the revenues of the crown were distributed in a manner

which did not make either for increase or for a proper re¬

turn of outlay: they were employed either as a gift from

the king's minister, or else they were usurped by the no¬

bility. In the former case, any duty or service performed

as payment would benefit only the immediate recipient, and

would be of no advantage to the monarchy; and in the latter,

the revenues enriched only the individual who had possession
2

of them . Since there was no taxation in the feudal state,

there were, in any event, few enough means by which any in¬

dividual monarch could restore those revenues which had

been dissipated during his minority, so that each such event

seriously threatened the stability and power of the crown.

The Scottish monarchy, therefore, was predominantly

characterised by a lack of steady growth, for, in addition

to the ordinary limitations imposed by feudalism - restric¬

ted jurisdiction, small revenues - the prevalence of factors

such as minorities meant that the king was always in an un¬

certain position, not only in relation to the nobility, but

1. That of James II, for instance, resulted from the mur¬
der of his father by the nobility: Scotland, Works, I,
pp. 39-40.

2. Ibid., pp. 24-29.



387

in his possession of power per se. The respect on which

obedience is based could not be maintained without power,

revenue, or 'authority'; and none of the changes made by

any of the individual monarchs prior to the reign of Queen

Mary were successfully institutionalised.

This dominance of the lords affected not only the

strength of the monarchy but also the extent to which other

forms of property could emerge. As Robertson was to show in

some detail in Charles V, feudalism proper ordinarily limits

the development of the greater part of the population"''; and

while the rather isolated development of the Scottish feu-
2

dal system did not lead to the existence of a serf class ,

Robertson felt that there was a very limited amount of

commerce, and a consequent limitation of the growth of town¬

ships in Scotland. The absence of both these elements per¬

mitted a maintenance of aristocratical power which limited

popular participation in social and governmental business

as effectively as the institution of repressive forms of
3

labour had in Europe . Furthermore, even though commerce

appears to have increased somewhat in the centuries prior

to the Reformation era, and though townships became more

4
powerful and boroughs gained a place in Parliament , the

continued and increasing power of the nobility generally

limited the effective power of Parliament itself. Thus,

Robertson points out, while it may appear strange that such

a limited monarchy as that of Scotland had such considerable

power in, and influence on, Parliament, it is to be seen

1. See above, Chapter VI.
2. Scotland, Works, I, p. 21.
3. See above, p p. 240-241, 245-246, 253-256.
4. Scotland, Works, I, p. 60.
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that the nobility easily ignored the proceedings of this in¬

stitution. Although the Catholic church and the ecclesias¬

tic lords generally supported the crown1, and though the

monarchy influenced legislation through its control of the
2

Lords of the Articles , Parliament can by no means be thought
3of as an effective extension of the monarchical powers , nor

of those of the boroughs.

The great nobles, and even the lesser barons, therefore

have the balance of power, and, expressing this through their

acts rather than through the laws, are able to ignore those

proceedings of Parliament which do not conform to their idea

of what should be. Formal institutions such as this, then,

Robertson concedes, do not really reflect the basic nature
4

of a feudal aristocracy ; and it is only when one is able

to turn the aggressive spirit of the lords against themselves
5

that it is possible to check them - such lxmxtatxons cannot

ordinarily be effected by an institution which is peripheral

to the society. Hence, although by the Reformation era the

actual components of the Parliament reflect some increase

in popular power, the actual powers of this institution are

less important - especially in the matter of ratification
g

of certain constitutional issues - than the extent to

which the nobility participates in, and accepts, and helps

enforce, Parliamentary action.

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 51, 110-111.
2. Ibid. , "p. 63.
3. Ibid., pp. 61-62.
4. Ibid.
5. Ibid. , p. 42.
6. See below, Chapter IX.
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This particular division of property and the dominance

of an oppressive nobility is further emphasised by the con¬

tinual remarks of Robertson on the spirit of the Scottish

nation in the feudal stage. Although he is rarely precise

as to the actual powers of the various political elements

in the state,and often tends to suggest both the existence

of a conscious self-denial by a 'nation' and a considerable

influence on events by popular sentiments1 - both of which

imply support of the implications of earlier writers - he

also consistently points out the prevalence of violence,

aggressiveness, and destructiveness in all elements of the

society. Such features or characteristics, he indicates,

must necessarily limit the degree of interest which the no¬

bility has in the benefit of the whole country, as well as

repress the development of philosophical sentiments in this

aristocracy.

This turbulence and anarchy are particularly obvious

in the nobility, for the lords, especially the more power¬

ful nobles, are interested only in maintaining and increa-
2

sing their already considerable power . As a natural re¬

sult of the limited concerns of any feudal age, they re¬

spect only the active and aggressive occupations of war and
3

hunting , and this, Robertson believes, leads them to be

contemptuous of those such as the clergy whom they see as
4

leading 'soft' and corrupt lives , and to despise all other

1. See below, Chapter IX.
2. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 29, 38-39.
3. Ibid. , "pp. 30, 36.
4. Ibid., pp. 51-52, 111-113.
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professions than those pertaining to the martial arts:

'War was the sole profession of the nobles, and
hunting their chief amusement; they divided their
time between these: unacquainted with the arts,
and unimproved by science, they disdained any em¬
ployment foreign from military affairs, or which
required rather^penetration and address than
bodily vigour.'

The dominance of military activity, the prevalence of a

bold and aggressive spirit, Robertson thus indicates, re¬

flects only the nature of feudalism; such qualities cannot

be seen as being those which 'ought' to be found in all so¬

cieties, nor do they necessarily reveal any concern with a

2
truly national freedom and independence .

Furthermore, we may also see that the lords have little

respect for law and for a regular form of government, that
3

they are characterised by an 'anarchy' and 'independence' ,

and that they express their feelings of resentment and their

desire for revenge quite openly and without restraint ; cer¬

tainly they have little conscious concern with the effects

of such sentiments on society as a whole, and merely act as

4
their political and property dominance permits them to .

This turbulent spirit is indeed wholly natural to the feudal
5

society; yet, though productive of a 'fierce courage' that

may occasionally be beneficial, it also has other, more det¬

rimental effects: it means that the weak are vulnerable and

g
at the mercy of the strong , that the king cannot depend

7
on the lords or work with them to effect change, and thus

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 111.
2. However, see below, Chapter IX.
3. Scotland, Works, I, p. 28.
4. Ibid.,"pp. 86-87, 277.
5. Ibid., p. 30.
6. Ibid., p. 37.
7. Ibid., p. 39.
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that there is little stability or unity in the society as

a whole.

Robertson also believes that we may see this same

spirit in the rest of the population, although in this in¬

stance it is not a result of general property possession

or of widespread political power. Rather, this tumultuous-

ness^" of the 'people' is apparently produced by the dis¬

order and self-interest of the lords; so that, while the

ordinary man is free from certain of the repressive insti¬

tutions characteristic of European feudalism, he is not

thereby more developed, more inclined to stability. Such

features cannot be found in a state where there is both an

'imperfect' system, and understanding , of law, and little

respect by men's superiors or betters for that law which

does exist: 'the state of order and tranquillity was not
2

natural to the feudal aristocracy' . The Scots, in general

Robertson feels, can be described as 'warlike and factious'
4 5

as 'fierce and turbulent' , as 'eager and impatient' ; and

although all these qualities reflect an eminently natural

stage of man's development, they must necessarily mean that

the society in which they are expressed is characterised
g

by violence and instability , by sudden and abrupt change
7

rather than by more peaceful and orderly action : the

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 206.
2. Ibid., p. 217.
3. Ibid., pp. 103, 325.
4. Ibid., pp. 107, 436.
5. Ibid., p. 133; they are also described as 'high-

spirited', ibid., pp. 77, 100.
6. Ibid., pp. 128,140,204,210.
7. Ibid., p. 465.
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spirit of any government can only be what the nature of

the society permits1.
This emphasis by Robertson on the nature of the com¬

ponents of the Scottish feudal society is of considerable

importance in his attempt to use the theoretical approach

in order to challenge earlier interpretations of the past.

By continually relating particular characteristics and

attitudes to the existing division of property, he denies

the acceptability of the earlier tendency towards implying

that aggressiveness, the warlike spirit, were values which

should be cherished at all times, and that they were values

which also reflect a purity, or freedom from corruption

which is lost in later systems. This is not to deny that

Robertson occasionally appears proud of the factiousness,

the independence; the sensitivity, fierce courage and un¬

polished manners of the Scots; he states that impatience
.2

is a national trait , he feels, with some seeming pride,

that the military virtues have always been a part of the
3

Scottish character , and in such instances he appears to

value the warlike spirit in itself and for the traditional

implications which it carries. But at the same time he is

also concerned to reveal that such characteristics are pro¬

duced by a particular social structure, and that the pre¬

valence of the martial spirit, for instance, is neither

necessarily beneficial to society, nor an indication of a

'free' state, if 'free* is taken to mean political and

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 475.
2. Ibid., "p. 157.
3. Ibid., p. 433. See also ibid., p. 118 - the'manly

and determined boldness natural to a free people'.
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personal benefit for all the population. The nobles's con¬

tempt for the inactivity of the clergy, for example, does

not reveal a concern for a fully national freedom but

merely shows that the lords are a true product of their

age: they act as they must. Even the sensitivity to in¬

sult, the desire to maintain national pride, must, at best,

be seen as an indication of rash and impolitic behaviour:

'their promptness to revenge the least appearance of

national injury, dissipated in a moment, the wise and pa¬

cific resolutions which they had so lately formedIn

such instances, the love of 'freedom' and 'independence*

reflects a lack of capacity to see ahead, and the 'real'

or more permanent interests of the nobility, not to men¬

tion the rest of society, are not served; such a spirit

can thus hardly be seen as meritorious, even though we may

2
find it understandable .

This refusal by Robertson to praise and respect blind

impetuosity, and his concern to reveal it as inimical to
3

the real interests of all , implicitly challenges the value

placed on such qualities and action by earlier writers.

In itself, this is a philosophical approach, and it is one

which is constantly reinforced by his statements concerning

other questions of 'independence'. In these, as in earlier

instances, he relates the actions and motives of various

parts of the Scottish feudal society to the spirit which is

produced by the division of property; and by so doing he is

able to show, in part at least, that the love of personal

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 119.
2. Ibid.,~p. 76.
3. See, for instance, ibid., pp. 95-97.
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independence, the desire to maintain power, and the lack

of respect for laws and other institutions, characteristic

of the nobility in particular, rarely make for a truly

beneficial concern for the well-being of the entire society.

Thus, as he shows the Scots in general, the nobility es¬

pecially, as destructive of themselves, as revealing no

profound concern for real advancement because of their

'generous' and rash actions, so he also shows an even more

insidious quality in the response of the lords to certain

other situations.

In questions of 'freedom' and independence from ex¬

ternal authority, for instance, Robertson shows that the

Scottish nobility by no means acted invariably for the best

interest of the whole society, and, indeed, he again; suggests

that their limited concerns were far from benefitting even

themselves. The nobles's agreeing to permit Edward I of

England to adjudicate in the Baliol/Bruce controversy, for

example, was a decision which Robertson describes as 'well

nigh ... fatal to the independence of Scotland'"'', and their

subsequent actions in this matter reveal a lack of true love
2

of country :

'As it was vain to pronounce a sentence which he
had not power to execute, Edward demanded
possession of the kingdom, that he might be able
to deliver it to him whose right should be found
preferable; and such was the pusillanimity of
the nobles, and the impatient ambition of the
competitors, that both assented to this strange
demand.... Edward finding Baliol the most ob-

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 8.
2. It should be pointed out, however, that earlier authors,

such as Fordun, had also criticised the actions of the
lords in this matter.
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'sequious and the least formidable of the two
competitors, soon after gave judgment in his
favour. Baliol once more professed himself the
vassal of England, and submitted to every con¬
dition which the sovereign whom he had now
acknowledged was pleased to prescribe.'

The "ancient liberties and independence' of Scotland

were thus sacrificed to personal gain, to a mean-spirited

desire on the part of the lords for individual benefit,

factors which clearly reveal the nature of the feudal aris¬

tocracy as one far removed from any philosophical concerns.

This 'pusillinamity1, this 'baseness', moreover, though

eventually replaced on this occasion by the more active and
2

martial spirit also characteristic of the lords , can hardly

be seen as benefitting even the nobility itself; thus, as

rashness and impetuosity are fundamentally unproductive,

so also is selfishness.

Nor, furthermore, does Robertson see that the eventual

re-emergence of the active spirit is any indication of a

conscious self-denial on the part of the nobles; it is

simply a reflection of the age, of the qualities which mark

a feudal society. In short, even though the lords may be

seen as acting for the 'nation', their own predominance in

the society means that their actions are basically for them¬

selves rather than for the welfare or advancement of any

other group. Indeed, Robertson believes, there are many

instances in which they appear to show less concern with

the independence of the society, with the threat of exter¬

nal aggression, than with their constant desire to limit

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 9.
2. Ibid.
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other political bodies, especially the crown. During the

reign of James III, for instance, there was an incident

when, in the midst of a threat from English troops, many

of the nobility were motivated to action by their desire to

regain their traditional position and offices, rather than

by love of country. Such an aim in itself Robertson does

not find reprehensible - especially in view of his senti¬

ments concerning those unfit to hold positions of authority

and responsibility, and in view of the fact that James Ill's

minions were eminently unfit"'". But he does show too that

even a 'generous' and 'active' spirit, itself often suspect,
2

can be mixed with less 'meritorious* motives .

This selfishness or limited interest of the Scottish

nobles which Robertson is at some pains to establish, and

to relate to the division of property in the society, is a

quality hardly stressed by earlier writers whose works were

more concerned with superficial actions, and not with the

real effects and meaning of the warlike nature of feudalism.

By emphasising both the limitations of the feudal stage, and

the necessarily individualistic and unphilosophical motives

of those who possessed great political power, Robertson

is able to show that certain prized qualities are in reality

detrimental - however natural they may be - and especially

to show that in all issues, such as 'independence', we must

carefully examine the real motives and effects of men's

actions.

Furthermore, because he is especially interested to

demonstrate the true nature of the feudal society, he goes

1. See above, pp. 283-287.
2. Scotland, Works, I, p. 44. See also ibid., pp. 79-82.
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beyond such controversial issues as independence which are

always loaded with emotional overtones, and attempts to

show that a feudal aristocracy can be ruthless and selfish

on a purely domestic level. It is for this reason in par¬

ticular that he is concerned in Scotland to demonstrate the

response of the nobility in general to the needs of the re¬

formed church; for this response, he suggests, is such as

to refute all claims that the lords are unselfish and self-

denying, and reveals clearly that they are, on the contrary,

unconcerned with the maintenance of what Robertson sees as

a philosophical institution.

The constant refusal of all the nobility to support

the Reformation by giving the clergy appropriate financial

aid, and to strengthen the spirit of change by institution¬

alising this change through political power, indicates to

Robertson that very limited interests lay behind much of

the aristocracy's domestic policy. One such refusal might

indicate a temporary inability to appreciate or respect the

position of the church; but when such actions were made into

a consistent attitude there could be no question of lack of

intent. All their refusals to make an adequate provision

are an expression of their very nature, so that their re¬

ligious feelings must be seen as less important than their

position as aristocrats. And while they may have expressed

opposition to Catholicism before the Reformation, before

1560, their main interest is rather in the wealth and power

which is a part of the old religion:
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'They hoped to shake off the yoke of ecclesias¬
tical dominion, which they had long felt to be
oppressive, and which they now discovered to be
unchristian. They expected to recover possession
of the church revenues, which they were now taught
to consider as alienations made by their ancestors,
with a profusion no less undiscerning than unboun¬
ded. They flattered themselves, that a check would
be given to the pride and luxury of the clergy,
who would be obliged, henceforward, to confine
themselves within the sphere peculiar to their
sacred character.'

The nobility, concerned with greater wealth and power,

intent on changing the political structure to their even

greater advantage, has little interest in the morality of

the priests. Rather, since the church itself is among the

feudal landlords, it is apparent that the confiscating of

its estates must limit any tendency which this institution

might have to maintain interests different from those of

the aristocracy as a secular body, and as a group devoted

to the limitation of the crown.

In such a situation, any real gains made by the reformed

church can only result from particular and isolated circum¬

stances, which can hardly be predicted, and can arise only

from any need which the aristocracy may have to accomodate

any other group. Normally, their interests are confined to

their own gains; and while they are very eager to dispose

of the Catholic clergy, they refuse to hand over the land

and the wealth thus gained in order to support the protes-

tants:

'The vigorous zeal of the parliament overturned
in a few days the ancient system of religion,
which had been established so many ages. In re¬
forming the doctrine and discipline of the church,
the nobles kept pace with the ardour and expec¬
tations even of Knox himself. But their pro¬
ceedings, with respect to these, were not more

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 116.
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'rapid and impetuous, than they were slow and
dilatory when they entered on the consideration
of ecclesiastical revenues.'

These 'early symptoms of selfishness and avarice' soon

became permanent. Each time the clergy, with increasingly
2

greater need, applied for relief , they received little
support from those very men, who, in 1560, had appeared to

be fighting for religion alone. That Robertson believes

such a secular attitude is fundamental to the nobles seems

clear, not only from his statement that they 'held fast the

prey which they had seized', but also because he believes

that they were more intent to maintain the existing politi¬

cal structure than to make room for a more egalitarian one.

This can be seen in many instances, especially in the in¬

clination of those nobles who had been involved in the Ruth-

ven Raid to prefer an alliance with the crown to the ful¬

fillment of the obligations which they had incurred to the

church on this occasion. To have acted in accordance with

their agreement would have involved, perhaps, the making

over of power to a body which might become stronger; thus,

to regroup the original constitution of the state appeared

much the safer policy. And, if Robertson has indicated
3

that the crown is not to be trusted , his attitude towards

this affair as well as towards others implies that a simi¬

lar assessment can be made of the aristocracy:

'The confederate nobles had all along affected
to be considered as guardians of all the privi¬
leges and discipline of the church. In all their
manifestos they had declared their resolution

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 185.
2. Ibid., pp. 159, 186, 262, 298-299, 345, 391.
3. See above, Chapters VI and VII.
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'to restore these, and by that popular pretence
had gained many friends. It was now natural to
expect some fruit of these promises, and some
returns of gratitude towards many of the most
eminent preachers who had suffered in their cause,
and who demanded the repeal of the laws passed the
preceeding year. The king, however, was resolute
to maintain these laws in full authority; and as
the nobles were extremely solicitous not to dis¬
gust him, by insisting on any disagreeable re¬
quest, the claims of the church in this, as well
as in many other instances, were sacrificed to
the interests of the laity.'

This explanation by Robertson of the qualities of the

feudal society, the emphasis which he places on the real

nature of the feudal state,does not necessarily mean a

denial of the occurrence of benefits in this stage of man's
2

development . Nonetheless, the reader does gain the im¬

pression that however natural and typical the aggressive

and selfish spirit of this age is, neither it nor the ac¬

tions resulting from its predominance gain Robertson's

approval. To some degree, indeed, this lack of approbation
3

is based on Robertson's somewhat unrealistic standards ,

yet his evaluation of this stage of development is also

one which is very much a part of the theoretical interpre¬

tation. Because it reflects self-interest, in a society

where peace is not natural, the martial spirit cannot form

the basis of a new spirit or type of society. It is pro¬

ductive of isolated actions which rarely bring about per¬

manent, beneficial, change, which cannot be institution¬

alised. In particular, Robertson believes the aristocratic

love of independence, which reveals both imprudence and

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 501-502.
2. However, many of the 'achievements' of the Scottish

feudal system are granted such status at the expense
of Robertson's adherence to the theoretical viewpoint:
see below, Chapter IX.

3. See above, Chapters VI and VII.
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selfishness, does not necessarily mean either a conscious

denial of the nobility's ambitions, or a love for the true

independence of the whole society. It is rather an auto¬

matic response of a group which possesses considerable poli¬

tical power, to situations which it sees as threatening to

its position; at most, it is an expression of political

virtu designed solely to continue the existing pre¬

dominance of aristocratic power, and cannot be seen as a

philosophical extension of 'rights' to those who have little

part in the operation of government.

1. See below, Appendix B.



CHAPTER IX

THE DOMINANCE OF THE UNPHILOSOPHICAL

The interpretation of the Scottish feudal society that

is shown in the preceeding chapter indicates that Robertson

endorsed the theoretical approach to an examination of the

history of a particular society, and that he was able to use

general and universal concepts to undermine the more roman¬

tic, vague, and idealistic interpretations of earlier ages.

At the same time, however, it must also be pointed out that

Robertson's approach to certain problems of Scottish history

leads him to diverge from the basic theoretical attitude,

and on occasion he uses arguments and makes implications

which are more typical of those 'unphilosophical' writers

whose work he explicitly challenges. In particular, his de¬

sire to reveal the dangers of unchecked monarchical govern¬

ment^", and, especially, to emphasise that the Scottish 'na¬

tion' was threatened by the actions of Queen Mary, means

that his work often depends at best upon vague and imprecise

statements, particularly concerning the nature of aristo-

cratical opposition to the crown. At worst, he seems to

follow the virulent bias of writers such as Buchanan to such

an extent as to ignore those standards of historical re¬

search and analysis which he is otherwise intent to maintain.

This is not to say, however, that Robertson's own

1. See above, Chapter VII.
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work is always blatantly biased, for in many instances

his examination of the actions of Queen Mary is based on

his idea of the nature of the feudal state. As such, it

is a direct contrast to the writing of those such as

Buchanan whose work is much more obviously motivated by

ideological bias. Buchanan, for instance, used his main

work, The History of Scotland, to prove that the Scottish

monarchs had always been subject to clearly defined limi¬

tations of power, and that the failure to observe these

limitations resulted in a valid deprivation of authority"*'.
'The nation of the Scots', he wrote, ' being at first free,

by the common suffrage of the people set up kings over them,

conditionally, that, if need were, they might take away the

government by the same suffrages that gave it. The princi-
2

pies of this law remain to this day ...' . Such sentiments,

indicative of an adherence to an 'ancient constitution',
3

are thought of by Robertson as unphilosophical , as instan¬

ces of an interpretation which the theoretical philosophy

cannot accept.

In the place of these theories, Robertson attempts to

substitute an examination of Queen Mary's actions, of the

rights of the crown, which is more in accordance with what

we know to be the type of society in which she lived, and

with the powers which she possessed in this. Thus he does

not, for instance, wholeheartedly endorse the concept of

1. See especially H. R. Trevor-Roper, George Buchanan and
the Ancient Scottish Constitution (EHR Supplement, No.
3, London, 1966) .

2. Buchanan, History, III, p. 329: these words are a para¬
phrase of a speech supposedly given by Morton.

3. See Scotland, Works, I, p. 4.
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the subject's right to resistance, as Buchanan had; it was,

he thought, a doctrine 'so just in its own nature, but so

delicate in its application to particular cases'^. Instead,

he examines these 'particular cases', and in these studies

he is concerned not so much to establish the actual legality

of aristocratic procedure - because this often involves, in

earlier works, a dependence on supposed long-established

'rights' - as he is to show that strictly illegal actions

are often necessary, and that they acquire a form of rati¬

fication or validity through expressing national sentiments.

With respect to the major instance of resistance to regal

authority, for example - the deposition of Queen Mary in

1567 - he does not so much attempt to show that the con¬

federate lords acted within the law as to point out that

the action of the confederates appeared both 'wise' and
2

'just' to a 'great part of the nation' . The issue of re¬

sistance for him is therefore reduced to determining the

extent to which Queen Mary can be seen as intending to in¬

vade or ignore the aristocratic powers and rights, and en¬

dangering the reformed religion, the security of the state,

and the traditional 'liberties' and independence of the

'nation'. This investigation seems to depend very much on

the theoretical correlation of property and power in that

it relates the monarch's and the nobles's rights and powers

to the division of property.

Nonetheless, the use of the word 'issue' is misleading

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 242.
2. Ibid. , "p. 341.
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if it suggests that Robertson's opinions concerning the

Queen's actions were both limited to one specific section

of Scotland, and took the form only of explicit and fully

documented statements. On the contrary, his interpretation

of Mary's undertakings is to be seen throughout the work,

and, more importantly, is often expressed in indirect ways -

particularly through contrasting her behaviour with that of

certain of the confederate lords whose religious principles

appear to make them more 'philosophical' than we might have

thought a feudal nobility could be. Thus, although there

is some uncertainty in Robertson's mind as to whether the

confederate lords possessed the right to act on behalf of

the whole nobility or parliament in deposing the Queen in

1567, his assessment of her attitude at this time and in

earlier years is used to show that some such action as de¬

position was necessary in order to maintain the established

aristocratic dominance in the state. In such a situation,

his concern to show Mary as irresponsible, as acting "un¬

constitutionally' , assumes an even greater importance; for,

if he can establish these factors, he is able to give some

measure of credibility to the claim that deposition was a

matter of 'necessity'. Furthermore, this emphasis on the

'invasion' of 'rights' also suggests that certain responses

of the confederate lords were also 'right' or 'just' inso¬

far as they were an attempt to retain established property

and offices, to secure these for the men entitled to hold

them. This combination of 'necessity' and 'justice', de¬

pending as it does on the idea of property/power correla¬

tion, does away with the need to establish a false 'ancient
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constitution'.

It is Robertson's belief, expressed throughout Scotland,

that Queen Mary had always shown herself as predominantly

concerned for her own advancement, and that she had little

regard for the laws of the state or the wishes of the popu¬

lation in general. This he reveals in a number of ways.

Her original response to the created religious situation in

Scotland in 1560 was one of moderation and tolerance, he

felt, but he also points out that this acceptance was not

the result of any respect which the Queen had for the new

Protestant doctrines. Her aim from the first, he believes,

was to give the appearance of toleration while hiding an in¬

tention to act for the advancement of Catholicism when the

opportunity arose. She is not therefore to be seen as

opposed to violence and faction, but rather as quite capable

of resorting to expediency and deviousness when these were

imposed by circumstances:

'the princes of Lorrain ... the French officers,
too ... dissuaded Mary from all violent measures;
and, by representing the power and number of the
protestants to be irresistible, determined her
to court them by every art; and rather to employ
the leading men of that party as ministers, than
to provoke them, by a-^fruitless opposition, to
become her enemies.'

The appointing of the Protestant lords to her council,

the refusal to become more involved in the obvious efforts of

the more influential Catholics in Scotland to gain political
2

power , are not to be seen either as acceptable political

sagacity, or as indicative of a desire for national peace,

1. Scotland, Works, I, p.195.
2. Ibid.,"pp. 207, 211.
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but rather as resulting from a secret policy of individual

interest and from a particular aversion for the house of

Hamilton. The Queen, Robertson believes, was merely waiting

for an opportune moment, and when this came her true in¬

tentions were revealed - to gain power at the expense of the

'established' religion:

'Amidst all her other cares, Mary was ever
solicitous to promote the interest of that re¬
ligion which she professed. The re-establishment
of the Romish doctrine seems to have been her
favourite passion; and though the design was con¬
cealed with care and conducted with ^aution, she
pursued it with a persevering zeal.'

This, Robertson suggests, we can see in many ways: a

2
refusal to even listen to the Protestant preachers , the

3
remtroduction of the ecclesiastical courts , and, most of

all, her connections with the papacy and with the 'holy
4

league' for the extirpation of the reformed faith . She

had accepted aid from the pope, she clearly wished to marry

a Catholic, and it was obvious that such a policy boded

little good for the Protestant faith, or for the stability

of the predominantly Protestant country. Many of these

actions were obviously against the law, and although

Robertson expressed some uncertainty about the validity of

the statutes concerning the reformed faith, he at no time

believed that the Queen was free to go against the general

spirit of the nation, which he himself saw as very much in

favour of the new system.

In this last instance in particular - the legal validity

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 292. See also ibid., p. 268.
2. Ibid., p. 241.
3. Ibid., p. 299.
4. Ibid., pp. 266, 268, 292.
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of the new religion - Robertson's attitude is based pri¬

marily on two factors: firstly, that the nobility has the

dominance in the society, secondly, that there are occasions

on which changes should be both made and enforced if they

are beneficial and especially if they reflect a national

mood. Throughout Scotland, as we have seen above1, he has

emphasised that the lords do in fact possess the greater

part of the political authority, and he stresses that the

feudal state is always aristocratical in nature - certainly

this is believed to be particularly true of Scotland. Fur¬

thermore, he believes that by the 1560 agreements between

the 'nation' and the Queen, the aristocratic dominance in

Scotland was not only legally recognised but had become

total: 'that limited prerogative, which the crown had

hitherto possessed, was almost entirely annihilated; and

the aristocratical power, which always predominated in the
2

Scottish government, became supreme and incontrollable' .

Even more important,in Robertson's opinion, is the fact

that by this 1560 agreement, the 'sovereign authority' is

transferred from the crown 'wholly into the hands of the
3

congregation' . Although he refers to the whole of the

nobility in the same context, and may mean to imply that

the Reformation principles were supported by the greater

part of the lords, he firmly establishes that it is those

who do support the Reformation who are the recognised and

legal leaders of the country. By so doing he lays a firm

1. See Chapter VIII.
2. Scotland, Works, I, p. 181.
3. Ibid.
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foundation for some acceptance of the confederate lords's

actions in later years against the Queen - they represent

that religion and that desire for religious freedom which

is characteristic of the society''', and they are the consti¬

tuted authority.

This aristocratic dominance does not lead Robertson

to state that the Protestant religion was thereby legally

established, in the sense of being ratified by the monarchi¬

cal power; his adherence to the theoretical standards is

certainly such as to lead him to distinguish between the

ideal and the actual. He states quite clearly that the

congregation-dominated Parliament of 1560 was only to 'ex¬

amine the points in difference, and to represent their
2

sense of them to the king and queen' , though he is aware

that 'the controversies in religion being left to the con¬

sideration of parliament, the protestants might reckon upon

obtaining whatever decision was most favourable to the
3

opinions which they professed' . He further explicitly

concedes that any action of the Parliament of 1560 concer¬

ning the establishment of the Protestant religion was il¬

legal , according to the provisions of the agreement made
4

between Queen Mary and her subjects - a point which he
5

makes again later . But, at the same time, he also uses

the argument of'necessity' in order to support the effec¬

tive establishment of the new doctrine at this time, an

argument which is implicitly supported by his belief that

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 141.
2. Ibid., p. 181.
3. Ibid., p. 182.
4. Ibid., p. 181.
5. Ibid., pp. 241, 345.
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such action is in accord with the spirit of the whole so¬

ciety:

'By these proceedings, it must ... be confessed,
that the parliament, or rather the nation, vio¬
lated the last article in the treaty of Edinburgh,
and even exceeded the powers which belong to sub¬
jects. But when once men have been accustomed to
break through the common boundaries of subjection,
and their minds are inflamed with the passions
which civil war inspires, it is mere pedantry or
ignorance to measure their conduct by those rules,
which can be applied only where government is in
a state of order and tranquillity. A nation, when
obliged to employ such extraordinary efforts in
defence of its liberties, avails itself of every
thing which can promote this great end; and the
necessity of the case, as well as the importance
of the object, justify any departure from the ^
common and established rules of the constitution.'

Such a relativistic viewpoint is rather rare in Scotland,

and clearly is employed only upon occasions where it is seen

as useful. In this instance, Robertson's statements against

the tumultuous actions typical of the feudal society are

forgotten, and the strictly unconstitutional actions of the

'nation' , however representative of the feudal disrespect
3

for law , are presented as both 'philosophical' in nature

and as indicative of the spirit of another, less philosophi¬

cal age. The Reformation, he suggests, has introduced new

principles into the state, or,at the least, supports new
4

political ideas which had already begun to develop - ideas

which challenge the existing monarchical invasion of the

nation's 'liberties'. Yet, however much this may have been

the case, there is no attempt by Robertson to explain how

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 187, and see also ibid., p. 143.
2. See below, pp. 431-433.
3. See above, pp. 388-390.
4. See below, pp. 413-414.
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prevailing aristocratical dominance, nor to reveal the degree

to which such 'freedoms' promote genuinely national benefits.

This vagueness, this respect for illegal action when it seems

to benefit a particular cause, would seem to be a misuse of

the theoretical emphasis on consistency of interpretation

and on the need to use precise and universally valid argu¬

ments. These statements of Robertson really have one main

purpose, to show the mistakes of Queen Mary, the invasions

which she made into national religious freedoms, the ten¬

dency which she had to go against popular sentiments - all

factors which suggest that she was not concerned with the

maintenance of supposedly existing national liberties. The

fact that the Queen was often acting entirely within her

legal powers - if against the popular spirit - is rarely

brought out; and she is presented predominantly as moti¬

vated by selfish interest.

The necessity of establishing such a background is seen

in particular in Robertson's attempt to show that these re¬

ligious problems are of fundamental importance in any assess¬

ment of the Queen's capacity as a ruler; for, if only in¬

directly, unfavourable assessments mean support for the

actions of the confederate lords. For instance, he suggests

that it is the Queen's bias and intolerance, her intention

to extirpate Protestantism, which are the major causes of

her difficulties as a ruler; that her desire to support

Catholicism eventually led her to choose ministers who

would accede to her wishes in this regard, and to attack

those lords who would not. Her joining the holy alliance,
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therefore, is not so much detrimental to her real interests

and to those of the nation hecause it represents an alliance

with external powers, and one inimical to national freedoms?

rather, the profound effect such a course had on her po¬

sition - 'to this fatal resolution may be imputed all the

subsequent calamities of Mary's life'1 - results from the

fact that it led her to turn permanently from Moray to whom,
2

Robertson felt, she owed her previous success in government .

The issue is not so much one of intolerance, but rather of

the extent to which certain types of actions, including the

above example, reflect the political immaturity of the Queen

which must necessarily be detrimental to the interests of

the whole.

In itself, an emphasis on the individualistic interest

of the Queen does not contravene the theoretical concern

with general causes. Indeed, particularly in conjunction

with a similar emphasis on the mixed motives of the con-

3 . .

federate lords , it is a means of pointing out the spirit of

a society at a given stage of development. Nonetheless,

even though Robertson does indicate certain of the discrepan¬

cies of motive of the Protestants, he also states that these

same confederate lords act according to liberal principles

and from a concern for a 'nation' - attitudes, he makes

clear, which are in direct contrast to those of many of the

Scottish monarchs^. This is especially to be seen in his

correlation of the Protestant doctrines and the love of

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 267.
2. See below, pp.422-426.
3. See, for instance, Scotland, Works, I, pp. 116, 276-277.
4. Ibid., pp. 141-142, 154.
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"republican principles', and his belief that all those

who supported the change in religion supported also a

form of political authority which can be considered as

'philosophical' in that it was more 'perfect', more con¬

ducive to general 'freedom'"'":
'Men became more acquainted with the Greek and
Roman authors, who described exquisite models
of free government, far superior to the inaccurate
and oppressive system established by the feudal
law; and produced such illustrious examples of
public virtue, as wonderfully suited both the
circumstances and spirit of that age.... The most
ardent love of liberty accompanied the protestant
religion throughout all its progress; and wherever
it was embraced, it roused an independent spirit,
which rendered men attentive to their privileges
as subjects, and jealous of the incroachments of
their sovereigns.'

This statement is of considerable interest for many

reasons. In the first place, although the usage of the

word 'inaccurate' to describe a particular form of govern¬

ment is not contrary to the theoretical approach, it is

somewhat misleading for Robertson to imply that there was

such a clear distinction between the confederate lords and

the typical feudal aristocracy. In the second place, the

term 'public virtue' lacks precision; and while Robertson
3

may mean here no more than a true virtu or concern for
4

'country' which does not preclude interest, he has as yet

made no attempt to show that any instance of virtue could

benefit any other group than the nobility. Thirdly, both

the 'circumstances and spirit' of the feudal society, es¬

pecially one which is so obviously aristocratic as is Scot-

1. See above, Chapter VI, pp. 252-255.
2. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 141-142.
3. That is, as opposed to other situations: see above,

Chapter VII, pp. 321-323.
4. See below, Appendix B, pp. 527-529.
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land, have not hitherto been shown by Robertson to be any¬

thing other than selfish, as tending to increase the aris¬

tocratic dominance.

Even more interesting, especially insofar as these sen¬

timents are contrasted with those of the Scottish monarchs,

is Robertson's suggestion not only that 'republican' princi¬

ples influenced the nobility - he gives no instance of its

surrendering its authority in order to establish a more

balanced form of government - but that the nobility had pre¬

viously been hesitant and backward in asserting its 'rights'

and 'privileges'. At the same time, therefore, as he points

out that the 'Scottish barons' were 'naturally free and

bold', or, in other words, acted according to the feudal

spirit, he suggests that they have been repressed in the

expression of their political 'rights', and that all their

actions against the crown must be seen as evidence not of

feudal 'tumultuousness', but of 'republican' sentiments.

If such statements do not explicitly support deposition,

they contribute to the creation of a general indictment of

Queen Mary's reign, this being always starkly contrasted

with the aristocratical unselfishness, 'public virtue', and

apparent, though unillustrated, adherence to 'republican'

sentiments. Once again, vagueness and lack of precision are

employed in order to make implications which seem untheo-

retical, and this obscurity is very much to be contrasted

with Robertson's ordinarily explicit and detailed examin¬

ation of the limits of monarchical power and the ignoring

of these by the Scottish kings. Certainly, Mary's alliance

with Rome is seen as evidence of her willingness to act
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against the 'independence' of the 'nation', and this ques¬

tion of independence and thereby of 'national liberties' is

also raised by Robertson's discussion of the relationship

which Mary and also her mother had with France.

Despite Robertson's implication that there was an 'an¬

cient alliance' with France, there is considerable emphasis

in his work that Scotland's relationships with this country

were always uneasy, and that the relationship which existed

between the Scottish kings and the French monarchy was often

one detrimental to the 'national' interest. In such a sit¬

uation, he further believes, there is often a clear con¬

trast to be seen between the actions of the nobility in re¬

sponse to what is seen as the French attempt to dominate

the 'nation', and those tendencies of either regents or

monarchs to make selfish, if temporary, gains at the ex¬

pense of the national interest. The duke of Albany, for

instance, who was the regent for James V, 'acted, on some

occasions, rather like a viceroy of the French king, than

the governor of Scotland'"'". His actions, however, were

not tolerated by the nobility, who proceeded to defend a

general interest - though the nature of this is not made

explicit by Robertson: 'the nobles asserted their own pri¬

vileges, and contended for the interest of their country

with a boldness which convinced him of their independence,
2

and of the impotence of his own authority' .

A similar contrast is also to be seen, Robertson feels,

between the attempts made by the Queen Regent, Mary of

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 48.
2. Ibid.
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Guise, to give certain 'traditional' offices to the French,

and the indignant refusal of the 'nobility' to tolerate this

invasion of 'national' liberties. Like Albany, the Regent

was influenced by the French interest1, but in this instance,

as in the earlier case, the nobility - and indeed, Robertson

implies, the nation as a whole - strongly protested against

such action: 'it was with the highest indignation that the

Scotsbeheld offices of the greatest eminence and authority

dealt out amongst strangers':

'By these promotions, they conceived the queen
to have offered an insult both to their under¬

standings and to their courage; to the former,
by supposing them unfit for those stations which
their ancestors had filled with so much dignity;
to the latter, by imagining that they were tame
enough not to complain of an affront, which, in
no former age, would have been tolerated with im¬
punity. ' 2

3
Agaxn, as in an earlier instance , Robertson appears to be

tolerant of the violent spirit of the aristocracy, although

he does relate this particular expression of it to the

rights which the nobility held and cannot thereby be seen

to blindly support the tumultuous spirit per se.

This invasion of the national independence is contin¬

ued, Robertson believes, by another act of the Regent's -

the attempt to impose a tax in order to support a body of

French troops, which was ostensibly to defend the border

areas but in reality was to serve the aims of the French

king^. In this particular instance, Robertson's interpre-

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 95.
2. Ibid., p. 117.
3. See above, p. 410.
4. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 117-118.
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tation of the nobility's refusal to accept such a situation

appears in part to be based on the theoretical concept of

the nature of the feudal state, in that he points out that

taxes were virtually unknown in this type of society, and

could thus be seen as contrary to the nature of the state:

'A fixed tax upon land, which the growing expense of govern¬

ment hath introduced into almost every part of Europe, was

unknown at that time, and seemed altogether inconsistent

with the genius of feudal policy.1"'" This, together with

his earlier emphasis on the role of the nobility as the
2

feudal army , which is again mentioned here, permits Robert¬

son to interpret the lords' response primarily in terms of

the theoretical correlation of property and power. Cer¬

tainly, insofar as he indicates that the nobility's re¬

action is an automatic response to an attempted invasion

of their rights he is able to go beyond Buchanan's more

commonwealth emphasis on the introduction of a mercenary

or standing army, the illegality of which is not related
3

to the nature of the society . Nonetheless, it is true

that Robertson himself does contrast the 'independence' of

the feudal army with the French 'mercenary' forces, and,

furthermore, while stating that it is the whole of the no¬

bility which protests this invasion of 'rights', he also

states that 'the Scots' were motivated to act against this

violation. This would appear to be a vague usage of terms

which tends to imply a wider response to a situation that

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 118.
2. Ibid., pp. 14-15. See also ibid., pp. 13-14.
3. History, III, p. 147.
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appears to affect only one part of the society"'".
In addition, one might also be inclined to suppose that

the usage of such words as 'generous' and 'brave' to describe

the nobility suggests that a self-denying spirit is the mo¬

tive of their actions. These words can perhaps be seen

simply as an indication of the 'spirit' of the feudal no¬

bility, a thesis which is to some extent supported by

Robertson's employment of the words 'manly and determined

boldness which is natural to a free people in a martial

age', but they may also carry implications contrary to the

emphasis which Robertson has hitherto placed on the very

limited aims of the nobility. Here in particular Robert¬

son's lack of precision can be contrasted with the more

specific statements of writers such as Andrew Fletcher,

who distinguishes much more clearly between the motives of

the great lords - who had no intention of supporting the

'publick liberty' - and the lesser barons who act for their

own benefit which is also that of the nation: 'was it to be

supposed, that mercenaries would fight more bravely for the

defence of other men's fortunes, than the possessors could
2

do for themselves or their own' , Though Robertson does

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 118.
2. The Political Works of Andrew Fletcher, Esq. (London,

1732) p^ 23. Ordinarily, however, Fletcher must be
considered as a commonwealth writer who is generally
intent to establish a constant correlation between
'freedom' and hard work, discipline, limitation of lux¬
uries, etc., and who does not accept that changes in
society always demand changes in manners. As such, he
is one of those authors whose work Robertson condemned
- though see also Scotland, Works, II, p. 79.
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point out that it is the lesser barons who protest to the

Regent, he suggests that both they and the great lords are

influenced by sentiments other than purely selfish ones,

sentiments which are to be contrasted with those of the

Guise family. The 'freedoms' and 'independence' of the

'Scots' are challenged by the Regent and bravely defended

by a selfless nobility.

What Robertson sees as a tendency of the Scottish mon-

archs to endanger the independence of the society through

being vulnerable to external, particularly French, influ¬

ence is also illustrated, he believes, in Queen Mary's

reign. Her education in France, for instance, he sees as

being the cause of many of her later difficulties, in part

because it created her dependence on her uncles, but espec¬

ially because it exposed her to a system of government

where monarchical power was predominant and which was thus

contrary to the spirit of the Scottish constitution"'": 'by

her education in that court, one of the politest but most

corrupted in Europe, she acquired every accomplishment that

could add to her charms as a woman, and contracted many of

those prejudices which occasioned her misfortunes as a

2
queen' . Similar sentiments had indeed been expressed by

Buchanan, who believed that the influence of political ideas

opposite to those predominant in Scotland could seriously

disrupt the operation of the state and the relationship be-
3

tween the crown and other political groups . The ideas of

1.
2.
3.

Scotland, Works, I, p. 43.
Ibid., p. 97.
History, III, pp. 157-158.
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the French xnonarchs, in particular, he had felt, were such

as to deny the very rights of other parts of the society,

and these ideas had been impressed upon both the Queen Re¬

gent and Queen Mary herself, who had been educated in a

court "where lawful dominion was interpreted to be un¬

becoming and below the dignity of princes, as if their li¬

berty consisted in the slavery of others'"'". Yet, although

it is possible that Robertson may have been influenced by
2

Buchanan's philosophy , it is also true that certain of his

arguments concerning royal invasions of traditional rights,

or the alienation of the national interest to external

forces, are based on his belief in the limited power of

the crown and on the legal dominance of the lords. Queen

Mary's imposition of an 'unusual tax' and her demand of a

3 .

loan from 'the citizens of Edinburgh' m order to pay her

army, for instance, are 'unprecendented' actions and ones

which are contrary to the feudal spirit.

More importantly, in his consideration of the agree-

ment made between Queen Mary and the French crown", and of

the marriage articles insisted upon by the Scottish repre¬

sentatives, Robertson contrasts the concern of the latter

1. History, III, p. 148.
2. Buchanan, for instance, states that Mary attempted to

introduce a personal guard composed of mercenaries,
which was against the tradition of the nation (History,
III, p. 148). This statement is supported by Robert¬
son in a manner which ignores the complexity and dis¬
order of the feudal state, which he is otherwise intent
to establish: see Scotland, Works, I, p. 323, and see
also ibid., p. 39.

3. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 261-262.
4. Ibid., p. 122. Robertson does not believe that the

Queen was culpable in this instance, but he does feel
that this incident reveals her as susceptible to French
influence and as lacking in political sagacity.
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for the 'liberty and independence of the nation' with the

duplicity and corruption of the French court which had no

scruples about invading the rights of the 'nation'"'". Yet,

while he may be entirely correct as to the factual basis of

his argument, and in his implication that the Queen might

not confer the kingdom outside the nation, the manner in

which Robertson does distinguish between the free-spirited

'Scots' and the perfidious French rests not so much on the

theoretical argument as on a less 'philosophical' approach.

He speaksf for instance, of the 'public choice' of represen¬

tatives to the Queen's marriage, of the representation of

the 'whole body of the nation', thereby contrasting the

oppressive French monarchy with the apparently less rigid
2

Scottish state . He contrasts, furthermore, not only the

representatives' concern for the national freedoms with the

French attempt to invade these, but the Parliament's 'laud¬

able concern for the dignity and interest of their sove¬

reign' with the French exploitation of the youth and in¬

experience of the Scottish queen. By these means, he not

only suggests a truly national participation in such im¬

portant matters, but also fails to point out the likeli¬

hood of the Parliament or nobles being motivated not so

much by a concern for the Queen, as by pride in the 'tu¬

multuous' feudal spirit which would not care to have for¬

eigners dictate to the 'nation'. In such instances, the

solid material dominance of the nobility - or even of the

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 122.
2. Ibid., pp. 121-122.
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Parliament, assuming it to be composed mainly of the no¬

bles - does not appear to him to be sufficient explanation.

He must rather emphasise a love of freedom, a philosophical

concern of a 'nation' with certain 'rights' and 'dignities',

the existence of which, in a chaotic feudal society, he does

not undertake to explain. It is sufficient for him that this

selflessness be contrasted with the inexperience of the Queen,

and with the cunning of the French who have, and continue to

have, considerable influence over her\
Robertson's evaluation of Queen Mary's capacities as a

ruler, and also his contrasting of her with certain of the

confederate lords, is further to be seen in his study of her

actions vis-a-vis those of Moray. The latter is generally

portrayed as being concerned with the well-being of the

country - a 'country' greater than the nobility - and as

lacking in the political duplicity of the Queen. He is pre¬

sented as unworldly, detached, and clever - though not so

clever as to be cunning - and as a man whose qualities repre¬

sent the best of the feudal spirit. Originally the Prior of

St. Andrews, he becomes disgusted with 'the indolence and
2

retirement of a monastic life' - an attitude typical of the
3

feudal nobility - and reveals talents which are eminently

suited to the age:

'The scene in which he appeared required talents
of different kinds: military virtue, and political

1. See, for instance, Scotland, Works, I, p. 495, and also
Appendix XLVI, ibid., II, pp. 257-259which indicates
that a similar arrangement with France was considered
by Queen Mary, and at a time when she must be held re¬
sponsible for her actions.

2. Ibid., I, p. 138.
3. See above, pp. 389-390.
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'discernment, were equally necessary in order to
rend him illustrious. These he possessed in an
eminent degree. To the most unquestionable per¬
sonal bravery, he added great skill in the art of
war, and in every enterprise his arms were crowned
with success. His sagacity and penetration in
civil affairs enabled him, amidst the reeling and
turbulence,of factions, to hold a prosperous
course.1

In the years prior to Mary's effective rule, Moray had

been doing his utmost, Robertson believes, both to keep peace

within the country and to prevent Scotland's association with

France from becoming even stronger. He supported the Queen
2

Regent until he felt that her attempts on national liberties

released him from this obligation to work for reform through

legal channels: 'the earl of Argyll and the prior of St.

Andrew's instantly deserted a court where faith and honour
3

seemed to them to be no longer regarded' . He was willing

to take the responsibility of governing the country after

the Regent's death, and when Mary did return he gave her his
4

full support . Not only is he seen as tolerant enough to
5

uphold her right to hold mass in the chapel at Holyrood ,

but his support of her attempts to govern is entirely dis¬

interested - he had no legal claim to the throne, Robertson
6

points out, and thus cannot have been acting for himself .

He was, in short, concerned to maintain the Queen in her law¬

ful position, and the break with Knox which this attitude

occasioned is seen, by Robertson, as ' a strong proof of

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 138, and see also ibid.,pp. 171,
211, 224.

2 . Ibid., p. 138.
3. Ibid., p. 140.
4. See, for instance, ibid., pp. 219-225.
5. Ibid., p. 206.
6. Ibid., p. 153, and see also Works, II, pp. 82-83.
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'Murray's sincere attachment to the queen'"'".
This dutiful service, however, is poorly rewarded by

2
Queen Mary , who early appears to have favoured those nobles,

3
such as Bothwell, who were opposed to Moray , and who made

every effort to undermine his power and influence, even

4
though this had been employed on her behalf . In particu¬

lar, Robertson is intent to reveal Moray as opposed to the

French and, thereby, to many of the policies of the Queen,

because of his desire to maintain the nation's independence:

'a disinterested passion for the liberty of his country

prompted him to oppose the pernicious system which the princes

of Lorain had obliged the queen-mother to pursue'^. His

alliance with England, in particular, is devoid of self-
g

interest , and results from his desire to maintain civil and

religious freedoms. Thus, although Robertson is ordinarily

critical of any relationship of the nobility with external
7

powers , his support of the interest of the Protestants, his

belief in the superior political authority of the nobility

in general, leads him to see that there could be potential

benefits from the relationship between the confederates and
8

Queen Elizabeth . As far as Moray in particular is concerned,

this relationship appears to reflect his interest in the

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 232.
2. Ibid.,*"p. 250.
3. Ibid., pp. 250-251, 256-260.
4. Ibid., p. 256. Moray and his supporters were even¬

tually obliged to leave the kingdom.
5. Ibid., p. 394.
6. Ibid., p. 251. Robertson does concede there is an ele¬

ment of personal vengeance in Moray's opposition to
the Queen's marrying Darnley, but this reluctance to
elevate an enemy to the throne is not unusual.

7. See above, pp. 394-395.
8. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 163, 170, 175, 176, 188.
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security of the nation, and it is this factor, along with

a wish to limit the growth of Catholicism, which motivates

him to oppose Queen Mary's marriage with Darnley:

'He had always openly preferred a confederacy
with England, before the ancient alliance with
Finance. By his means, chiefly, this change in
the system of national politics had been brought
about. A league with England had been established;
and he could not think of sacrificing, to a rash
and youthful passion, an alliance of so much
utility to the kingdom; and which he and the other
nobles.were bound, by every obligation, to main¬
tain. '

Political wisdom is here contrasted with lack of experience,

as a love of freedom, especially religious, is contrasted

with Queen Mary's desire to re-introduce Catholicism in oppo¬

sition to the desires of the nation. This is not to deny

that Robertson points out that Moray and his party were

'duped' by Elizabeth with regard to her response to Mary's
2

plan of marrying Darnley , but he does suggest that Moray

had acted in good faith and from acceptable motives: at the

worst he is guilty of stupidity, and this is a failing which

is rarely to be seen in his other actions.

The main criticism which Robertson makes of Moray is
3 ...

that he is excessively ambitious , and yet this is a point

which he does not make in his consideration of Moray in

relation to the Queen, nor one which he illustrates at any

length; thus, although he may appear to concede the validity

of those claims made by other writers who felt that Moray

had some specific interest in defying Mary's authority, he

openly denies this both in the main text of Scotland and in

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 251, and see also ibid., p. 268.
2. Ibid., p. 253.
3. Ibid., p. 394, and see also ibid., p. 153.
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his study of the murder of Darnley1. He does not bring out

the role which Moray played in the murder of Riccio, sugges¬

ting rather that he benefited from this through chance than
2

participation , and he finds no reason to believe that Moray
3

could have profited from the death of Darnley . In addition,

though he points out that Moray refused to grant necessary-

financial aid to the reformed church^, was often harsh and

severe, and on occasion betrayed trust^, he finds his admini¬

strative capacities sufficiently great, and his moderation
g

sufficiently unusual in the violent feudal society for many

of his faults to be overlooked. Above all, his concern for

the country and his acceptable political sagacity is seen by

Robertson to make an effective contrast with the ineptness

and the repeated instances of invasions of freedom that mark

the character and behaviour of the Queen.

Queen Mary's interest in her own ends, her lack of con¬

cern with national 'rights' is further seen, in Robertson's

opinion, in her attempt to deprive the nobility of many of

its traditional offices - a procedure which had many prece-

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 153, and see also Works, II, pp.
82-83.

2. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 270-275.
3. See below, pp. 452, 460-461, 471-472.
4. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 214-217.See also ibid.,p. 152,

where Robertson suggests that perhaps Moray is only
superficially concerned for religious freedom: 'his bold¬
ness in defence of the reformation, together with the de¬
cency, and even severity^, of his manners, secured him the
reputation of being sincerely attached to religion, with¬
out which it was impossible in that age to gain an as¬
cendant over mankind'.

5. Ibid., pp. 276, 394; his condemnation of Moray in the
latter instance is made in the same terms by which he
evaluates other actions of those whose class and back¬
ground should have instilled certain principles into
them:'he deceived and betrayed Norfolk with a baseness
unworthy of a man of honour'. See above, pp. 326-327.

6. Scotland, Works, I, p. 395.
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dents, as Robertson also shows, but which never became a

part of the crown's legal prerogative. While it is true

that Robertson's contempt for those men of other classes

who attempt to take the place of the nobles may reflect the

influence of commonwealth, and other, ideas1, it is also

true that his attitude in part results from his adherence

to the theoretical property/power relationship. The no¬

bility, he felt, had held the major national offices for a

2
considerable period of time , and their political power,

their position in society, demanded that this situation be
3

continued . In particular, as traditional counsellors to
4

the crown , they held a position which only those with ex¬

perience and power could fill properly; for this reason, if

for no other, it was imprudent as well as illegal for the

monarchy to attempt to supplant them either by men with no

administrative experience, or by those who had no knowledge

of national affairs. As it was a mistake for James III to

have men of low birth as his companions, so also was it a

mistake for the Queen Regent to grant 'several offices of

trust and dignity' to foreigners:

'a step which, both from the inability of strangers

1. See below, Appendix B, pp. 526-530. See also Pauline
M. Smith, The Anti-Courtier Trend in Sixteenth Century
French Literature (Geneve, 1966) and (George Ridpath),
An Historical Account of the Ancient Rights and Power
of the Parliament of Scotland (Aberdeen, 1803, origm-
ally published 1703) pi 711

2. Scotland, Works, I, p. 43.
3. See above, pp. 284-287.
4. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 43, 159; although, in this se¬

cond reference Robertson appears to be paraphrasing a
sixteenth-century statement, he also seems to endorse
the conclusions reached by it.
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'to discharge these offices with propriety, and
from the envy which their preferment excites
among the natives, is never attended with good
consequences.'

Similarly, Queen Mary's appointment of Riccio - a man

of low birth and a foreigner as well - to a position of re¬

sponsibility and power, was , at best, a mistake of great

magnitude: 'it was with the utmost indignation that the

nobles beheld the power, it was with the utmost difficulty
2

that they tolerated the arrogance, of this unworthy minion' .

Even if the damage resulting from such appointments is only

to aristocratic pride or to administrative efficiency, pride

is an important part of the nobility's spirit, and efficiency

was at a premium in the feudal state. At the very least,

Queen Mary and her predecessors appear irresponsible, and,

insofar as they seek to invade the established balance of

power, they must be considered as acting against the law.

At the same time, however, Robertson also appears to

evaluate the nobility's response to certain of these actions

in terms which have little to do with the theoretical ideas.

As we have seen above, he suggests that the lords proceeded
3

against the Queen Regent from a love of 'national' liberties ,

4
and on this and other occasions his usage of the word

'Scots' when he really only means the nobility implies a

national concern for, and interest in, certain unspecified

rights, which would presuppose the existence of a society

much more developed than the rigidly feudal state which he

ordinarily emphasises. As regards the influence of these

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 117.
2. Ibid., pp. 246-247.
3. See above, p. 416, and see below, p. 436.
4. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 118, 247.
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'courtiers' or favourites in particular, and the nobility's

more philosophical reaction to their power, we may refer

especially to Robertson's remarks on James VI's companions.

The power of these 'irritated the impatient spirit of the

Scottish nobles, who resolved to tolerate no longer the in¬

solence of the two minions, or to stand by, while their pre¬

sumption and inexperience ruined both the king and the king¬

dom'"1". The suggestion that the lords were concerned for

James is unsubstantiated, and the implication that they were

also concerned for the kingdom suggests a rather unselfish

interest in the welfare of a society beyond that of the aris¬

tocratic territories and powers. Such actions seem both con¬

scious, planned, and also self-denying, and are thus to be

contrasted with the frivolity and immaturity of the king,

and with the corruption of the court and the concern of these

'minions' with purely selfish ends.

It is true, certainly, that Robertson does attempt to

establish the existence of certain traditional rights be-
2

longing to the nobility , and to show how the invasion of

these by the monarchy reflected a lack of concern with the

maintenance of a rightfully established power. As such, this

would appear to be an interpretation which adheres to theo¬

retical standards, and thus the addition of these elements of

'unselfishness', of devotion to a general interest, can only

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 464.
2. This is true also of Buchanan (History, II, pp. 301,

305, and III, pp. 81, 167-169) who does not attempt
to suggest that the lords were possessed of any unsel¬
fish spirit, but rather points out simply that it was
unwise, and a break with tradition, to chose 'mean
persons' as counsel to the crown.
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detract from the emphasis on the spirit of the feudal so¬

ciety. Certainly, even though Robertson can find few in¬

stances of Queen Mary being led to unconstitutional acts

by the influence: of those such as Riccio, his condemnation

of her choice of counsel from among the nobility is also

based in part on a rather idealistic interpretation of the

character of those, such as Moray, whom he feels she ought

to have preferred. Again, while his criticism of her choice

may be justified, and may indeed reveal that there is a cer¬

tain lack of political sagacity in her behaviour which

helps contribute to the "necessity1 of her deposition, the

addition to such an assessment of ideas such as the nobles's

concern for the nation, reinforces the reader's sense of

monarchical irresponsibility at the same time as it leads

the more discerning to feel that Robertson fails to maintain

his attack on the unphilosophical approach.

This discrepancy, this division in his interpretation,

which we have seen in many other instances, is brought out

in two ways in particular. Firstly, Robertson does not

always make it clear that the 'martial', 'aggressive', and

'tumultuous' spirit of the Scottish population in general,

and of the nobles in particular, simply reflects one of the

stages of social development, and, further, is not necessarily

beneficial to the society in which it is found1. Secondly,

and more to the point in relation to the immediately pre-

ceeding pages of this work, his vagueness concerning the

meaning of 'Scots' and of 'nation' leads him to imply that

1. See above, pp.389-401.
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certain actions against internal and external threats to

the country are met either by the whole population, or else

by a selfless nobility which is acting consciously for the

benefit of the entire population.

In some references, it is apparent that by 'Scots' or

"whole nation' Robertson does mean the entire number of in¬

habitants"'', although by this usage he may imply a popular

possession of power or influence which is not necessarily
2

valid considering the aristocratical dominance . He may

also be suggesting the existence of the power of popular

sentiment or feeling, even though this does not appear to be

supported by the possession of property. This would seem to

be the case, for instance, in his emphasis on the need the

crown has to maintain the generally tolerant disposition of
3

the ordinary man : 'Mary conducted herself with so much mod¬

eration and deference to the sentiments of the nation, as

could not fail of gaining the affection of her subjects, the

firmest foundation of a prince's power, and the only genuine
4

source of his happiness and glory' . Further, in some cases,

his usage of the word 'Scots' or 'nation' in contexts where

1. See, for instance, Scotland, Works, I, pp. 40('Scotsmen),
76 (second referenced 'Scots'), 77, note d, 92 (refer¬
ence at bottom of page), 133 (first reference to 'nation')
147.

2. See below, pp. 433-439 . See also Scotland, Works, I,pp.
208, 210, 325, 327, 339, 419.

3. Ibid., I, p. 253:'the queen gained wonderfully upon the
people, who, unless their jealousy be raised by re¬
peated injuries, are always ready to view the actions of
their sovereign with an indulgent eye'. See also ibid.,
pp. 210, 230, 257.

4. Ibid., p. 208. See also above, pp. 304-305.
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it would appear he is really referring to the nobility"1",
implies both a public concern with national honour - which

implication is not supported by any references - and a

constant, active participation in affairs of state by the

people.

In some instances Robertson may mean by 'Scots' the

aristocracy and its supporters, particularly when these to-
2

gether form the feudal army . This usage, although also im¬

precise and often supplemented by implications of widespread
3

freedoms , is perhaps more suitable than the first when it is

applied in appropriate situations. Furthermore, Robertson
4

may also use the word 'Scots' to mean simply the nobility ,

and by the word 'nation' cover anything from the nobles

alone to at most the Parliament - even though he may often

suggest, without concrete evidence, that this Parliament

represents the society as a whole or that it represents a
. 5

body of opinion which is not predominantly aristocratic..

This intermingling of meanings is especially detrimental to

his own historical stature when he implies there exists a

national 'interest' which the lords are concerned to main¬

tain, without identifying this 'interest' and relating it

either to the political constituency of the nation or to

the rights of all the 'Scots'^. As in similar instances of

obscurity and lack of precision, the result is the continua-

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 118, and see also ibid., p. 364.
2. See, for instance, ibid., pp. 57, 76 ('Scottish nation').
3. Ibid., p. 120.
4. See, for example, ibid., pp. 117, 247.
5. See especially ibid., pp. 121,187, and also pp. 125,

257, 309.
6. See, for instance, ibid., p. 48.
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tion of the use of unphilosophical techniques through the

adding of what are basically unnecessary details to the

theoretical explanation. This mistake in approach becomes

particularly obvious when we examine the actual powers of

the various members of the 'nation' and attempt to relate

these to Robertson's concepts of 'national' interests and

freedoms.

Even if one accepts Robertson's belief that the Re¬

formation made certain of the nobility more moderate and

more philosophical/ one cannot easily ignore either his be¬

lief in the mixed motives of many of the confederate lords\
or his general assessment of the feudal society in which the

power of the Parliament to enforce changes which recalci¬

trant lords are opposed to is severely limited. Both these

factors suggest the existence of at least a certain amount

of what we might describe as unphilosophical action or spirit

in the feudal society. Yet, in many instances of his con¬

sideration of the motives behind Parliamentary action during
2

the Reformation era , Robertson suggests the existence not

only of a general national freedom of spirit, which seems

most unfeudal, but especially of an aristocratical 'public
3

spirit' , which obscures the fact that the Scottish Parlia¬

ment is predominantly aristocratical, and that the aristoc¬

racy's actions are mainly directed towards its own benefit.

In particular, he rarely distinguishes carefully between the

rights of Parliament - even supposing this to have been a

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 116, 276-277. See above, pp.
397-400, 426.

2. By 'parliament' here Robertson generally means those
held by the confederate party.

3. Scotland, Works, I, p. 159.
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body much more widely 'national' in character than it was -

and those of the lords, at the same time as he implies that

a 'national' Parliament is keen to maintain both national

'liberties' and 'independence' and those of the aristocracy:

a situation which we might consider likely only if the

national freedoms and those of the lords were basically one

and the same. This fundamental point, however, is one which

Robertson does not make explicitly at any time, however much

he may have implied it by hisstudy of the division of power

in the society. By failing to make this distinction he is

able to contrast further the selfishness and limiting re¬

pression of monarchical rule with the generous and 'republi¬

can' sentiments of a Protestant nobility.

The rights of the Parliament/aristocracy as mentioned by

Robertson appear to include the following (although he him¬

self is rarely explicit as to whether these claimed 'rights'

were valid) : freedom from taxation or other such impositions'*";
the right to declare peace and war in conjunction with the

2
monarch , and, incidentally, to constitute the only legal

3
army in the state - the Queen Regent, for instance, was

seen as invading the liberties of the nation/aristocracy by

her fortification of Leith^ and by her employment of foreign

troops . There are several mentions also of the right to

counsel the prince*5 and the right, as part of this counsel,

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 118, 159, 264.
2. Ibid.,"p. 180.
3. Ibid., pp. 13-14.
4. Ibid., p. 154.See also p. 180.
5. Ibid., pp. 117-118, 157.
6. See above, pp.386, 426-430 , and Scotland, Works, I,

p. 159.
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to interfere when the monarch acts against the 'ancient

laws' and 'ancient constitution'"^. This appears to be

wholly an aristocratic privilege, as is that of holding the
. . . 2

traditional offices of the nation . The nobles/Parliament

also appeared to have believed they alone could set the
3

monetary standard - presumably as a part of their rati¬

fication of all laws. The confederate lords also claimed

the right to practice the religion which was considered to
4

be that of the nation , and although Robertson does not con¬

cede that they possessed this power legally, he believes
that their dominance in the society enabled them to right-

5
fully establish the Protestant religion . He does state,

however, that Parliament was able to interfere with the
g

succession of the monarchy - which fact may lend some au¬

thority and support to the Queen's deposition and the coro¬

nation of James VI - and that Parliament alone could grant
7

the Crown Matrimonial .

All of these rights belong to the nobility as members

of Parliament, and many of them appear to be privileges or

prerogatives of the aristocracy as a separate power. Insofar

as he has established the dominance of the lords, Robertson

may be quite justified in assigning these offices and powers

to them, and certainly he appears to be dependent on the

theoretical correlation of property and power in so doing.

1. Scotland, Works, I, p.159, and see also ibid., pp.
160, 179.

2. Ibid., pp. 117, 159, 181. See above, pp. 427-430.
3. Scotland, Works, I, p. 159.
4. Ibid., "p. 179.
5. See above, pp. 409-410.
6. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 91-92, 198-199, 238, 413.
7. Ibid., pp.: 123, 125, 231, 257, 269.



Our disagreement with his discussion of the nature of the

role of Parliament and the aristocracy, therefore, rests

not so much on the type of authority which they claimed,

but rather with the manner in which the claim is expressed.

For instance, Robertson does not believe that the Parliament

will always endorse the real interest of the nation"*", but yet
he does suggest that in all instances in which the con¬

federate lords held a Parliament, and where the Protestant

factor was necessarily dominant, the real interest of the

nation - that is, the whole of the society - was maintained.

This he emphasises without specifically distinguishing that

the interest of the 'nation' or 'Scots' must often simply be

that of the lords, and thus that they are hardly motivated

by unselfish reasons.

This emphasis on love of widespread liberty by the aris¬

tocracy is made, for instance, when Robertson points out

that the attempts made by the Queen Regent to invade the

national freedoms were always met with prompt action from
2

the confederate lords and implies that this action was on

behalf of all members of the society and resulted from a

3
'public spirit' :

'Upon their arrival at Edinburgh, they once more
represented to (the Queen Regent) the dangers
arising from the increase of the French troops,
the fortifying of Leith, and her other measures,
which they conceived to be destructive to the
peace and liberty of the kingdom; and in this
address they spoke in a firmer tone, and avowed,
more openly than ever, their resolution of pro¬
ceeding to the utmost extremities, in order to^
put a stop to such dangerous encroachments.'

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 97.
2. Ibid.,"pp. 11?-118, 154.
3. Ibid., pp. 154, 156, 157.
4. Ibid., p. 157.
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When these actions continued, the confederate lords

did not hesitate to act with firmness in defence of the

national liberties, and proceeded against the Regent by

calling a Parliament^. In this instance, it is obvious

that it is the confederate lords who are most inclined to

direct action, and they also who call the Parliament com¬

posed primarily of their supporters - an action which,

strictly speaking, is illegal in that only the monarch

had the right to convene this body. The Parliament itself,

as a body separate from the nobility, could not, and did

not, act with such purpose and singlemindedness: a fact
2

which reflects the strength of the feudal aristocracy .

Yet, although Robertson points out the nobles's power in

this instance in such a fashion as to reinforce the sense

3
of their effectually being the nation , he indicates that

they acted for the 'kingdom' and its 'liberties': 'the

lords of the congregation thought it incumbent on them...

to inquire into the male-administration of the queen regent,

and to preserve their country from being enslaved or con¬

quered, by depriving her of the power to execute such a

pernicious scheme'^.
This is again the case in 1560 when Queen Mary was still

in France and the Parliament which then met was given con-

5
stitutional validity by arrangementwith her . It is the

confederate lords who in effect call this meeting in that

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 157-158.
2. See above pp. 384, 388.
3. Scotland, Works, I, p. 160.
4. Ibid.
5. Ibid., p. 180.
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they organise the administrative procedures necessary to

bring together and organise the various members of this in¬

stitution. It is these same lords who dominate the actual

proceedings of the Parliament which ratifies the rights of

the nation/aristocracy and proceeds to go beyond its con¬

stituted authority^. A third instance of the confederate

lords's domination of Parliament is to be seen in that held

in December 1567. This was legally convened, insofar as

the Regent Moray possessed the authority to do so, but it

was used merely to ratify the actions of a small number of

the confederates, which actions had been carried out during

the year and at a time when these lords were very much in

a minority^:
'The parliament granted every thing the con¬

federates could demand, either for the safety of
their own persons, or the security of that form
of government which they had established in the
1 • J IJkingdom.'

From these three instances it would seem apparent that

Robertson's emphasis on the 'nation' and the 'Scots' as

suggestive of a more popular form of government than a

rigid feudal aristocracy, is misleading. Not only does the

confederate nobility dominate these Parliaments, as the no¬

bility in general dominates all Parliaments, but - for what¬

ever reason - the confederates appear to act as they please

and to use the Parliament only to give an air of constitu¬

tionality to their proceedings. This point,in fact,is one

which Robertson himself does make: 'that they might not

seem to depart from the established forms of the constitu-

1. See above, pp. 409-410.
2. Scotland, Works, I, p. 344.
3. Ibid., "p. 345.
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'tion, for which, even amidst their most violent opera¬

tions, men always retain the greatest reverence, they

assembled all the peers, barons, and representatives of

boroughs, who adhered to their party'1.
Yet at no time does Robertson see this characteristic

as evidence of a feudal arrogance and as a contempt for
2

the legal and established power . Rather, he appears to

support all the steps of the confederates because he sees

them as representing a national spirit, as acting in a

manner conducive to the development of freedom. Indeed,

he endorses the very feudal spirit which underlies certain

of the lords's proceedings because it represents not only

a love of liberty but an impatience with the niceties so

typical of later - perhaps more corrupted - forms of so¬

ciety. Here the contrast is not so much between feudal

lack of sophistication and a more philosophical age, but

between a 'manly' boldness, a 'masculine and undaunted
3

spirit' , and a more (unnecessarily?) elaborate system:

'This assembly proceeded to decide with no
less dispatch than unanimity. Strangers to those
forms which protract business; unacquainted with
the arts which make a figure in debate; and much
more fitted for action than discourse; a warlike
people always hasten to a conclusion, and b^ing
their deliberations to the shortest issue.'

Furthermore, although Robertson does point out the in¬

stances where there is a discrepancy between the 'constitu¬

tional 'power of the nobility and the authority which they

assumed , he does not appear to challenge any 'illegal'

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 157-158.
2. See above, pp. 388, 390.
3. Scotland, Works, I, p. 160.
4. Ibid., p. 158, and see also ibid., p. 182.
5. Ibid., pp. 157, 187.
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changes in themselves. In the first place, he suggests

that the lords have the right to institutionalise 'national'

sentiments and their own claims, because they in fact have

the power to do so. This is true not only of the peers,

but also of the gentry; for, even though the lesser barons

may only make a rare appearance in Parliament because they

are entitled to representation"'", their occasional physical

presence there or in some such equivalent, is entirely
. 2

valid . Indeed, the sporadic nature of the gentry's direct

participation reflects their love of liberty and their public

spirit, as it brings into relief the immense power which the
3

nobility can muster when necessary . Thus, although the

lords may on occasion agree to have their 'rights' and privi¬

leges ratified, and their grievances 'redressed' as a matter

of 'favour' and 'indulgence' rather than of 'right and privi-
4

lege' , this merely reflects their desire for peace and free¬

dom. It cannot be seen as an indication of their dependence

upon the crown.

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 61, 182.
2. Ibid., p. 182: 'The lesser barons, though possessed of

a right to be present, either in person or by their
representatives, seldom exercised it'. By making this
point Robertson also challenges those earlier histories
which believed the confederate parliaments to contain
men not entitled to participation, and thereby to be
invalid. For a consideration of this controversy, see
James Anderson, Collections Relating to the History of
Mary Queen of Scotland (Edinburgh, 1727-1728) I, pp.
xxi-xlvi.

3. See below, p. 442 . Robertson does make the point, though
(Scotland, Works, I, p. 182)that the lesser barons had
often felt the peers to dominate the Parliament, and
that this was one reason why they had long kept away
and had taken little interest in national affairs - an
instance of the split in 'national' interests, of the
nature of the feudal aristocracy which he emphasised
when it served his point.

4. Ibid., PP. 179, 231.
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Secondly, Robertson believes that the power of the

lords is further reflected in the traditions and prece¬

dents of Scottish constitutional history, so that certain

actions of the confederate lords also have the authority

of tradition behind them. They are, in effect, authorised

by customary law - although Robertson does not explicitly

use this term - as well as directly by possession of pro¬

perty. This view is especially to be seen in his consid¬

eration of the deposition of the Queen Regent:

^Violent as this action may appear, there
wanted not principles in the constitution, nor
precedents in the history of Scotland, to justify
and authorise it. Under the aristocratical form
of government established among the Scots, the
power of the sovereign was extremely limited. The
more considerable nobles were themselves petty
princes, possessing extensive jurisdictions, al¬
most independent of the crown, and followed by
numerous vassals, who, in every contest, espoused
their chieftain's quarrel, in opposition to the
king. Hence the many instances of the impotence
of regal authority, which are to be found in the
Scottish history. In every age, the nobles not
only claimed, but exercised, the right of con¬
trolling the king. Jealous of their privileges,
and ever ready to take the field in defence of
them, every error in administration was observed,
every encroachments(sic) upon the rights of the
aristocracy excited indignation, and no prince
ever ventured to transgress the boundaries which
the law had prescribed to prerogative, without
meeting resistance, which shook or overturned
his throne.'

This instance is of particular importance, not so much

in relation to the Queen Regent but in relation to the ques¬

tion of the deposition of Queen Mary. Although Robertson

was careful not to commit himself to an explicit statement

on this matter, it would seem clear that he supports the

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 160.
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deposition of the Regent on grounds of the 'spirit of the

constitution' and the 'example' of the past - both of

which reflect the distribution of property in the society"*";
and that, as the reasons for this action differ little

from those advanced by the confederate lords in 1567, and

the aristocratic dominance is even greater at this time,

he may be tacitly giving recognition to this action - even

though he may see it as illegal because only a few nobles

took part on this occasion. Certainly, it is true that in

both instances the individualism, the selfishness, and il¬

legal actions of the crown are contrasted with the public

spirit of the nobility; the lords react swiftly in defence

of the national liberties, and a martial Parliament en¬

dorses their acts in favour of freedom:

'in extraordinary conjunctures, when the struggle
for liberty was violent, and the spirit of oppo¬
sition to the crown rose to an height, the bur¬
gesses and lesser barons were roused from their
inactivity, and stood forth to vindicate the
rights of their country. The turbulent reign of
James III. affords examples in proof of this ob¬
servation. The public indignation against the
rash designs of that weak and ill-advised prince,
brought into parliament, besides the greater
nobles and prelates, a considerable number of the
lesser barons.

The same causes occasioned the unusual con¬

fluence of all orders of men to the parliament,
which met on the first of August. The universal
passion for liberty, civil and religious, which
had seized the nation, suffered few persons to
remain unconcerned spectators of an assembly
whose acts were likely to prove decisive with
respect to both.' 2

It is true that Robertson's previous emphasis on the

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 160.
2. Ibid., pp. 182-183.
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chaotic and individualistic nature of feudalism tends to

offset his remarks on the 'nation', on the actions of the

lords and Parliament, on the 'love of liberty'. It is true

also that he does not appear to endorse certain implications

of some earlier writers concerning the role of particular

groups within a society: for instance, although he suggests

the lesser barons to be concerned with a freedom which goes

beyond their own rights, he does not elevate this body to

the role of a balancing power between lords and monarch^.
Nonetheless, we must also concede that his lack of precision

in the use of certain terms and concepts, the clear state¬

ments concerning a conscious denial of limited aims, is

all evidence which reveal that he is unhistorical according

to theoretical standards. Such 'techniques' permit the

'scientific' evaluation of institutions and political power

to be replaced by obscure intimations of 'rights' and of a

'spirit' , the true nature of which are not defined, and the

existence of which in Robertson's work detracts considerably

from its claim to be 'philosophical'.

********************

1. See, in general, J.G.A. Pocock, The Ancient Constitution
and the Feudal Law (Cambridge, 1957).
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Perhaps nowhere is this conflict in Robertson's

thought and approach so clearly illustrated as in his

study of the death of Queen Mary's husband, Darnley, and

of the so-called Casket Letters1. In writing this Disser¬

tation, Robertson had one specific aim, to marshall the

evidence pertaining to an extremely controversial issue,

and to do so in a 'scientific' manner that would enable

the reader to form his own conclusions:

'It is not my intention to engage in all the
controversies to which the murder of king Henry,
or the letters from queen Mary to Bothwell, have
given rise; far less to appear as an adversary to
any particular author, who hath treated of them.
To repeat, and to expose all the ill-founded asser¬
tions, with regard to these points, which have
flowed from inattention, from prejudice, from par¬
tiality, from malevolence, and from dishonesty,
would be no less irksome to myself, than unaccep¬
table to most of my readers. All I propose is, to
assist others in forming some judgment concerning
the facts in dispute, by stating the proofs pro¬
duced on each side, with as much brevity as the
case will admit, and with the same attention and
impartiality which I have endeavoured to exercise
in examining other2controverted points in the
Scottish history.'

Such an aim appears to conform to the theoretical philo¬

sophy, especially in its emphasis upon impartiality and its

dissociation from the unphilosophically vituperative, biased,

and unsubstantiated discussions typical of much earlier wri¬

ting. Certainly it is one which suggests that the new app-

1. A Critical Dissertation Concerning the Murder of King
Henry, and the Genuineness of the Queen's Letters to
Bothwell, appended to Scotland, Works, II, pp. 80-131,
hereafter cited Dissertation.

2. Dissertation, p. 80.This is an eminently 'philosophical'
approach insofar as Robertson specifically avoided not
only a detailed discussion of these 'unphilosophical'
works but also refused to become openly or publicly in¬
volved in the contemporary expression of the Marian con¬
troversy: see below, Appendix A,pp. 515-516.
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roach to historical interpretation was to be favourably

contrasted with those which had hitherto characterised

any 'discussion' of the issues, an implication borne out

by an examination not only of the sixteenth and seven¬

teenth century works, but also of those written in the

first half of the eighteenth century . Although Anderson

had deemed it vital that:

'all faithful Historians and Publishers of His¬
torical Transactions, ought in matters of Fact
to lay aside all partiall Regard to Religion,
Country, Interest, Prepossessions, Parties, or
Other Views: and pay^their intire Devotion to
the Altar of Truth'

his plea went largely unheeded? indeed, impressive though it

may seem, coming as it did in the midst of a period of rabid

disagreement, it was unheeded by Anderson himself. His be¬

lief that 'Notwithstanding All Art and Opposition Whatsoever,
3

TRUTH Will At Length Prevail' apparently led him to practise

some 'opposition' himself and to omit certain valuable papers

which showed Queen Mary in a more favourable light. Such an

approach, however, was typical of much eighteenth-century

work as it was of earlier writing; and in the early decades

of the century in particular, a notable disinterest in care¬

ful research, and an almost complete lack of moderation or

objectivity was characteristic. The positive assertion that

the Queen was either completely guilty or wholly innocent

1. The best collections of works on the Marian controversy
are Samuel Jebb, De Vita et Rebus Gestis... Mariae
Scotorum Reginae (London,1725) and the supposedly Whig
answer to this rpro-monarchy' work, James Anderson,
Collections relating to the History of Mary Queen of
Scotland (Edinburgh,1727-1728) hereafter cited Collec¬
tions.

2. Anderson, Collections, I, General Preface, p. Iv.
3. Ibid.
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of the charges made against her was an acceptable basis

for interpreting the whole series of events that comprised

the Reformation era; and the immense popularity of the

writings of Buchanan/ given authority by his position in

the reformed church and his closeness to the scenes which

he described"'"/ lent an air of authenticity to the 'repub-

lican' interpretation . A hundred and twenty five years

had convinced many Scots not only that the constitution

had been as Buchanan described it but also that Queen Mary

was certainly capable of the most illegal and violent acts;

the verdict of 'guilty' was by far the more common one, and

had indeed become established tradition.

Because of this, those few who attempted to challenge

the basis of De Jure Regni Apud Scotos or the arguments put

forward in Buchanan's History and suchlike works, found them¬

selves in a difficult position. They were aware of the

false basis of much of the writing of Buchanan, among others,

aware also of the distortion of facts which had enabled him

to portray the Queen as a scheming Jezabel who was only too
3

typical of the woman ruler . They knew, further, that the

1. On some occasions Robertson attempted to undermine the
authority of Buchanan by pointing out that he was, in
fact, at some remove from the centre of affairs during
Queen Mary's reign: Scotland, Works, I, p. 285.

2. See, for instance, Nicolson, op.cit.,p. 13: 'we ought
to acknowledge that he always writes with such an Air
of Eloquence and learning that 'tis hard to contradict
even where we cannot believe him'.

3. For Buchanan's remarks, which refer to earlier queens,
see History,11, pp. 265-266, III, p. 72. Buchanan felt
that by the time of Queen Mary's rule, the Scots had
become more accustomed to female monarchs (ibid.,111,
p. 166) - though this does not mean that he thought the
Queen was capable, or that women generally made good
rulers. For Robertson's opinion on these sentiments,
see Scotland, Works, I,p.141, note n.



447

need of Queen Mary's sixteenth century supporters , in

particular, to respond to the monarchomachi propaganda

with strength and little subtlety, had led them to make

rash statements unsupported by research, to present their

own case 'lamely and with some Confusion'. Yet, at the

same time, the pro-Marian writers realised that if their

own works were to have a hearing, were to make an impact

on readers inclined to the opposite viewpoint, they would

need to appear as definitive as Buchanan's History, as un¬

abashedly triumphant as his Detectioun"*" - if not so crude -

2and as unyielding as Lesly's Defence . This unpleasant

fact, indeed, was not necessarily made explicit. David

Crawfurd, for instance, stated that his aim was only 'to do

Justice to oppress'd Truth and Right':

'to do Servise in my humble Station, to the Crown
and to my Country,and, if possible, disabuse those
who have hitherto, for the Life of Queen Mary, and
an account of the Troubles during her Reign, un¬
happily consulted an History, which ought no more
to be credited than the Life of the Royal Martyr
Charles the3lst, if written by Cook, Ireton, or
Bradshaw.'

Nonetheless, his edition of the Memoirs is sufficient witness

to the meeting of falsification with a like distortion of
4

material , so that the air of authenticity in Buchanan is

challenged by the authoritative statements of the Memoirs,

and Crawfurd's complete vindication of the Queen is opposed

1. Ane Detectioun of the Doingis of Marie Quene of Scottis
& c. , in Anderson,Collections,11, pp. 1-163, hereafter
cited Detectioun.

2. John Leslie(Lesly), A Defence of the Honour of ... Marie
Queene of Scotlande(London, 1571, reprinted in Anderson,
Collections, Volume I).

3. David Crawfurd (ed.) Memoirs of the Affairs of Scotland
... (London,1706) Preface, p. 32.

4. Later writers, such as Keith, Goodall, and Robertson
were presumably aware of such falsification but failed
to point it out:possibly because the original manuscript
was equally caustic towards Moray and Queen Mary.
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to the republicans's enthusiastic condemnation of her.

This continuation of earlier approaches, of uncom¬

promising and outspoken adherence to one of two views,

could only mean the perpetuation of those attitudes ini¬

mical to the development of an interest in research, of

those techniques which the theoretical historians in par¬

ticular felt to be fundamental. The aggressive defence

of one's own view, the attack of all others, was a feature

of most works, for in an issue of such importance there

could be no room for subtleties: the Queen was either a

martyr or a whore, Moray the Godly Regent or a scheming

politician, and to have suggested a mean between these

would have been to pass unnoticed. This is not to deny

that there were studies which attempted to modify the in¬

fluence of these attitudes, which suggested there were

1 2
faults in both - Keith's work and even that of Innes ,

show that it was not impossible to write in a more de¬

tached fashion, to depend on research rather than polemic.

Yet, prior to the development of the theoretical philo¬

sophy, this type of study had gained little ground, while

the unphilosophical, particularly that which was anti-

Marian, had become respectable with time. Indeed, the very

3
continuation of opposition to Queen Mary, to the Stuarts

1. The History of the Affairs of Church and State in
Scotland (Edinburgh,1734).

2. See Innes, op.cit., I, pp. 322-323; the Marian con¬
troversy itself, however, was peripheral to Innes'
main purpose.

3. See especially Walter Goodall, An Examination of the
Letters, said to be Written by Mary Queen of Scots...
(Edinburgh,1754) I,pp. v-vii. He mentions that in about
1718 a society was formed in Edinburgh 'whose profess'd
purpose was to decry the character' of Queen Mary, and
it would appear that this society came into being be¬
cause of the 1715 rebellion, and was a forerunner of
the Revolution Club.
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well into the middle of the eighteenth century, and its

expression in distinctly unphilosophical terms1, en¬

couraged the perpetuation of disputation and controversy;

and to those not imbued with the philosophical detachment
2

and moderation , scepticism could be a means of hiding a

. . . . 3
disinclination for research , and 'objectivity* be a re¬

fusal to consider the issues in any depth. 'Moderation',

declared Goodall:

'is certainly an amiable, decent, comely, well
bred gentlewoman: No man in his senses ever
denied it: But there are courtezans too, who
stride about in the very same dress, and impose
upon the unwary. One who in a disputed point
betwixt facts, or characters in history, tells
truth moderately, that is mincingly, differs
but in a small.degree from him who tells lies
moderately.'

In general, then, although we can consider work such

as that of Goodall to represent some improvement in, or

development of, historical techniques, there does not seem

to be any profound change in the attitudes of controver¬

sialists between the sixteenth and the mid-eighteenth cen¬

turies. Impassioned declarations were the order of the day,

and a lack of heat, an emphasis on replacing fury with a

more dispassionate view, instituted some doubts as to one's

1. Goodall, Examination, I, p. vii.
2. See below, Appendix A.
3. Goodall, op.cit., I, p. 28.
4. Ibid., p. 63, also pp. 59-61. This dislike of detach¬

ment, which he equated with a lack of true historical
fervour, appears to have been a consistent attitude
of Goodall's, as Dalrymple's letter to Walpole (Walpole,
Correspondence, XV, p. 28) suggests: 'Some days ago
Goodall told Mr Robertson that he would expose him for
his ignorance in the history of Queen Mary. "Why do
(you) speak so harshly of me?" said Mr Robertson; "I
am sure I have spoken of the Queen with moderation."
"Moderation," cried Goodall with great heat, "I always
detested moderation; did you never see the book that I
published against moderation?" '.
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manly spirit. It is this type of approach which Robertson

ostensibly sought to discredit, and against which,therefore,

many of his remarks and especially his opening statement in

the Dissertation, should be viewed. The philosophical wri¬

ters' s expressed aim was to strip away polemic and to expose

much earlier work as sheer bombast; yet, we should be aware

that their refusal to engage openly in a heated exchange, or

to specifically list the arguments and attack the philosophy

of any particular author or view1, does not mean that they

refused to come to any conclusions concerning the murder of

Darnley and the role which Queen Mary played in this. While
2

a writer such as Tytler may have hoped to be thought philo¬

sophical by stating that the whole controversy was nothing

more than 'a piece of fashionable entertainment' , those,

such as Robertson, who were more truly philosophical, be¬

lieved that one should give the matter serious study, should

replace the rancorous exchange of unexamined 'facts' with

what purported to be an objective presentation of thoroughly
4

researched material . Impartiality, they felt, did not mean

1. See below, Appendix A, pp. 515-517.
2. William Tytler, An Historical and Critical Enquiry into

the Evidence ... against Mary, Queen of Scots ... (Edin¬
burgh, 17 60,hereafter cited Enquiry).

3. Ibid., p. vii.
4. See also Goodall, Examination, pp.xiii-xiv. Goodall

stressed that 'scepticism', which he felt had marked
Bayle's consideration of the matter, was a luxury which
the Scots could not afford, and that although the vast
amount of material which it was necessary to study might
be conducive to an 'historical Pyrrhonism' (ibid. , p.27)
this must be rejected. His approach, however, must none¬
theless be distinguished from that of the philosophical
writers; although they also warn that we must avoid
being either sceptical or credulous (see, for instance,
Robertson, India, Works, II, p. 537, Note I) they re¬
fuse to be obviously or openly 'concerned', always in¬
sisting on moderation and a seeming detachment: see
Appendix A, pp. 515-517.
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disinterest1, and Robertson in particular believed the
2

issue was an important one and that the historian should

make some decision regarding it:

'The decision of many controverted facts in
history, is a matter rather of curiosity than of
use. They stand detached; and whatever we deter¬
mine with regard to them, the fabric of the story
remains untouched. But the fact under dispute in
this place is a fundamental and essential one, and
according to the opinion which an historian adopts
with regard to it, he must vary andgdispose thewhole of his subsequent narration.'

Robertson's objections as listed above, therefore, are

only to undignified controversy and to the unphilosophical

approach which such controversy encouraged; as a historian,

especially as one influenced by the growing concern for dis¬

passionate research and presentation, which was fundamental

to the theoretical philosophy, he felt himself obliged to

make some conclusions concerning the issue, and, above all,

to make these an integral part of his interpretation of the
4

whole period . That he has done so, indeed, is apparent not

1. See, for instance, Hume's letter to Sir Alexander Dick
(August 26,1760) in Raymond Klibansky and Ernest C.
Mossner (eds) New Letters of David Hume (Oxford,1954)
p. 58.

2. See the Preface to the first edition of Scotland, in
Works, I, p. ii.

3. Dissertation, p. 81.
4. This decision of Robertson's to relate the material in

the Dissertation to the main body of the text, to base
the interpretation of many points in Scotland on the
conclusions which he himself had reached in the Disser¬
tation, was one of the means by which he sought to in-
troduce the philosophical standards into the Marian
controversy. He felt that the letters had been given
too much importance in many prior works, and that they
should be seen simply as one aspect of a much larger
issue -the nature of the Scottish feudal government, the
character and actions of the Queen throughout her reign.
Others also felt that there should be a move away from
the view that if the Queen had written the letters, she
must be considered guilty of adultery and murder, or
that if they were forged she must also be innocent of
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only from his implicit support of the actions of the con¬

federate lords, and from the interpretation which he makes

of Moray in particular, but also from remarks which he makes

concerning the authenticity of the Casket Letters1. Yet,

despite its emphasis on impartiality as well as on the need

to relate these issues to a wider theme, the philosophical

interpretation does not necessarily overcome bias, nor bring

the distortion of evidence to an end. The extent to which

Robertson, in both the Dissertation and Scotland proper, em¬

ploys techniques of analysis and investigation fundamental

to the theoretical ideal, is not as great as one might be

led to suppose by his own words. Thus, although he has

(cont.) any of the charges which had been levelled against
her during her entire reign: see Campbell's letter to
Hume(via Sir Alexander Dick) in Mrs Atholl Forbes(ed.)
Curiosities of a Scots Charta Chest...(Edinburgh,1897),
pi 190,and Hume's response -'I agree with Mr Campbell,
that the Charge against Queen Mary is far from resting
solely on the Letters: Her public Conduct was so mon¬
strously imprudent, in a multitude of Particulars, that
we must conclude, that nothing but Guilt could lead a
Woman of common Sense & common Honour into it. Yet it
is material to examine the authenticity of the Letters;
both, because, if genuine, they fix her Character be¬
yond Controversy, and if forg'd, they determine that
of her Adversary's(sic), particularly the Earl of Murray,
whom otherwise I shou'd incline to think, as the Age
went, not a very bad man.' (Klibansky and Mossner,op.
cit., p. 59). Nonetheless, the emphasis on the letters
continued, as is to be seen not only in Goodall's
Examination and Tytler's Enquiry > but in the very de-
tailed Mary Queen of Scots Vindicated by John Whitaker,
first published m 1787, enlarged and corrected edi¬
tion published in London,1790. This work in particular
was very critical of many of the philosophical writers,
including Robertson, and often with good reason. For
Robertson's response - though this is rather to open
and public criticism than the content of it - see be¬
low, Appendix A, p. 516.

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 302,319,345,371: we should, how-
ever, distinguish between the authenticity of the
letters - that is, their being written by the Queen -
and the degree to which they reveal her participation
in Darnley's murder. See below, pp. 476-480.
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given good reasons why the historian should make some

assessment of the issues in the Marian controversy, and

incorporate this into his work as a whole, the very exis¬

tence of the examination of the Queen's character which

we find in Scotland means that the hypothetical reader

must have already been influenced to some degree about the

conclusions which he will draw from the Dissertation, and

cannot himself by wholly impartial. More importantly, the

actual employment of certain sources and the presentation

of some material in Scotland itself, which is used to lay

the foundation for further study in the Dissertation, is

by no means invariably in accordance with Robertson's pro¬

fessed standards.

This all too common separation between theory and

practice is evident especially in the study which is made

by Robertson of the Queen's personal relationships; and,

though we cannot deny that some of his statements seem to

be factually correct, and are unexceptionable, others

appear to be based on unphilosophical sources and to carry

either subtle or more obvious implications which are not

always substantiated - yet which are used by Robertson to

establish the 'probability' ^ of the Queen's being invol¬

ved in her husband's murder.

Two individuals especially are studied by Robertson

in his examination of the nature of the Queen's personal

life, her second husband, Darnley, and her third, Bothwell.
2

His opinion of Darnley can hardly be considered favourable ,

1. Dissertation,p. 81.
2. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 243,245,252,269,281-282,285-

287,295,304-305.
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and this evaluation1 must necessarily affect his attitude

towards the Queen, who was originally infatuated. In par¬

ticular , Robertson felt her to have made an unwise choice

in selecting Darnley as her husband, not only because of

the danger to the nation's 'liberties' and to the Protestant

religion which this marriage represented, but also because

Darnley lacked the qualities which one might expect a

monarch to possess:

'Darnly was not superior to his father in under¬
standing, and all his passions were still more
impetuous. To these he added that insolence,
which the advantage of external form, when accom¬
panied with no quality more valuable, is apt to
inspire. Intoxicated with the queen's favour, he
began already to assume the haughtiness of a
king, and to put on that imperious air which2
majesty itself can scarce render tolerable.'

The Queen's choice, therefore, reflects not only an

3
xndxfference to the needs of the nation but also reveals

her as rash and impulsive - particularly so when we con¬

trast her action in this instance with the prudence and
. . 4

dxsxnterest of Moray - and as inclxned to xnvade the

1. Apart from Buchanan himself, whose attachment to the
Lennox family may explain his bias, there were few
writers who presented Darnley in a favourable light,
and Darnley the loving husband(Buchanan, Detectioun,
pp. 9,38), the simple but innocent youth (ibid.,pp.
27,46 and History, III, pp. 189-190,192-193,331)had
become, by the mid-eighteenth century Darnley the
vicious and selfish lover of power - see especially
Keith,op.cit.,p. 328, Robertson, Scotland, Works,I,
pp. 281-282. Yet, the Casket Letters reveal him to be
the character presented by Buchanan(see Thomas
Robertson, The History of Mary Queen of Scots,Edin¬
burgh,1793, pp.221-224), but this discrepancy is not
pointed out by (William) Robertson, nor seen by him
to challenge the authenticity of the letters.

2. Scotland, Works, I, p. 245.
3. Robertson does state,however, that the Queen professed

an intention of asking the consent of her subjects to
the marriage: ibid.,p. 249.

4. See above, pp. 422-426.



455

rights and powers of others in order to satisfy Darnley's

excessive craving for power and honours. Thus, although

Robertson is less definite than Buchanan concerning the

role of the 'nation' in approving the Queen's choice of

spouse''", he believed that Parliament alone had the power

and authority to elevate Darnley to the office and rights

of king:

•Whether she had any right to choose a husband
without consent of parliament,was, in that age,
a matter of some dispute; that she had no right
to confer upon him, by her private authority,
the title and dignity of king, or by a simple
proclamation to raise her husband to be master
of her people, seems to be beyond all doubt.
Francis II. indeed, bore the same title. It was
not, however, the gift of the queen, but of the
nation; and the consent of parliament was20b-
tained, before he ventured to assume it.'

That the Queen 'substituted a proclamation' in place
3

of 'an act of parliament' by granting Darnley the title

of king, indicates to Robertson both her disregard of the

prerogatives of Parliament and her obsession with an indi¬

vidual whose own personal limitations could benefit neither

her nor her country. Yet, it is worth pointing out that

1. In considering an earlier instance, Buchanan had
suggested that the nation should participate in such
decisions: 'for it was looked upon as far more just,
than an husband should be chosen for the young lady ,

than that she should chuse an husband for herself, and
a king for the whole land'(History, II, p. 43). That
Darnley was an unpopular choice was also pointed out
by Buchanan, Detectioun, p. 39. He does not suggest,
however, that lack of approval from the 'nation' -
by which he may mean no more than the Parliament or
the nobility alone - will affect the marriage, but
rather implies that when the spouse is to be con¬
sidered as a co-ruler, the 'nation' should have some
say in the matter. This point is made more clearly by
Robertson.

2. Scotland, Works, I, p. 257, and see also ibid., p.249.
3. Ibid., "p. 257.



tt J u

while it may have been 'an unprecedented stretch of power'1
for Queen Mary to have ignored the Parliament in this

matter, the title of 'king' itself seems to have carried
2

no powers , and the Queen refused to grant her husband the
3

more influential Crown Matrimonial , alleging 'that this

gift was beyond her power, and that the authority of parlia-
4

ment must be interposed to bestow it' . These facts, to¬

gether with her refusal to grant even the title of'king'to

Bothwell, suggest some reluctance on the Queen's part to

constantly invade 'national' liberties. Yet Robertson does

not emphasise this aspect of the Queen's attitude, nor that

the agreement of certain of the lords to 'procure' the Crown
5

Matrimonial for Darnley and to extend the traditional pre-
g

rogatives pertaining to this , seems to be at least an in¬

vasion os custom, and at best a manipulation of Parliament
7

for rather selfish ends .

The emphasis which Robertson places on Darnley's ex¬

it Scotland, Works, I, p. 269.
2. Ibid., "p. 123.Here Robertson mentions that the Scottish

Parliamentary deputies had the authority to give the
title King of Scotland to the dauphin, but that this was
only 'honorary' and carried no 'solid privileges and
power'.

3. Ibid., pp. 123, and 123 note q(see Buchanan, History,
III, pp. 171-172 in relation to Robertson's discussion
here) and Scotland, p. 269.

4. Ibid.
5. Ibid., pp. 273-274.
6. Ibid., p. 124, note q (from p. 123).
7. The confederate lords who made this arrangement with

Darnley - Morton, Ruthven, Lindsay, and Maitland - pre¬
sumably had no intention of actually fulfilling their
part of the bargain, yet the arrangement itself does
auggest a willingness on their part to use this insti¬
tution in a manner hardly conducive to the national in¬
terest. It also reinforces a point which Robertson does
not care to make here, namely that the aristocracy ob¬
viously felt the Parliament to be a part of its rights
and privileges and not an independent body representing
the needs of a greater part of the population.
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tremely unpleasant nature1 suggests that he has a certain

sympathy for the Queen in her predicament, and this sym¬

pathy appears to be reflected in many of his statements

concerning her response to Darnley's behaviour:

"She had placed her love on a very unworthy ob¬
ject, who requited it with ingratitude, and
treated her with2neglect, with insolence, and
with brutality.'

Yet, although Robertson may in fact have genuinely felt

such sentiments, his commiseration with her lot is not pro¬

found and fundamentally serves to establish a basis for

suggesting the true nature of her relationship with the man

who was to become her third husband, Bothwell; thus, after

summarising the Queen's reaction to her discovery of Darnley's

character, he adds:

'In this situation, the attention and complaisance
of a man who had vindicated her authority and pro¬
tected her person, who had entered into all her
views, who soothed all her passions, who watched
and improved every opportunity of insinuating his
design and recommending his passion, could hardly
fail of making an3impression on a heart of such a
frame as Mary's.'

Darnley's fall, therefore, appears to be concurrent

with, though not the result of, the rise of Bothwell, who

is perhaps the more important of the two as far as Robertson's

examination is concerned. Yet, although he is careful to

show how much Darnley's actions were sufficient reason in

themselves to alienate the Queen, his statements concerning

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 269, 281-282.
2. Ibid., p. 286. The reference to brutality probably is

to the circumstances surrounding the murder of Riccio:
'Though Mary was now in the sixth month of her preg¬
nancy, and though Rizio might have been seized else¬
where without any difficulty, the king pitched upon this
place, that he might enjoy the malicious pleasure of
reproaching Rizio with his crimes before the queen's
face' (ibid.,p. 273).

3. Ibid. , p. 286.
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the influence which Bothwell had over her are sufficiently

confused to also suggest that Bothwell had long had a place

in her affections. This 'fact' by no means makes his con¬

sideration of Darnley's character superfluous, but it may

be one means - often expressed unphilosophically - by which

Robertson implies both the Queen's tendency towards de¬

pending upon self-serving favourites, and, more importantly,

the degree of credibility which we can attribute to those

who charge her with participation in Darnley's murder.

In his consideration of the events of 1566 after the

murder of Riccio, Robertson states that 'about this time a

new favourite grew into great credit with the queen, and

soon gained an ascendant over her heart.Coming as it

does immediately after a detailed delineation of Darnley's

faults, this remark does suggest that Bothwell replaced the

king in Queen Mary's favour; and the remainder of the state¬

ment - that this ascendant 'encouraged his enterprising

genius to form designs that proved fatal to himself, and
2

the occasion of all Mary's subsequent misfortunes' - in¬

dicates that it is only when Bothwell observes Darnley's

fall from grace that he begins to think of murdering him

and marrying the Queen. To some degree, especially in con-
3

junction with the remark quoted above , this passage links

the fortunes, and actions, of Mary and Bothwell - which may

have been Robertson's intention. Certainly it is to be ob-

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 282.
2. Ibid.
3. See above, p. 457.
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served in the Dissertation that he finds it difficult to

consider the guilt or innocence of one without reference

to that of the other"''. Yet we may also see this statement

as a contradiction of many other implications concerning

the relationship between the two which Robertson has made,

and these, along with an examination of his ideas on other

controversial points, suggest that his seemingly philo-
2

sophical or detached work is, in reality, heavily biased.

In the first place, Robertson has earlier indicated -

indeed, does so also in this same summary of Bothwell's
3

character and ambitions - that he had long been an assid¬

uous supporter of the crown. He had faithfully served the
4

Queen Regent , and had not only been part of Queen Mary's

retinue in France but one of her most dependable servants

since her return to Scotland - some six years prior to the

death of Riccio: 'from that period, every step of his con¬

duct towards Mary was remarkably dutiful; and, amidst all

the shiftings of faction, we scarcely ever find him holding

any course which could be offensive to her'5. Robertson has

further shown that the Queen began to depend on Bothwell's

support of her long before her marriage to Darnley - though

he does not suggest there was any illicit relationship det¬

rimental to Darnley's conjugal and other interests because

of this5 - and has indicated that the Queen's attitude to

Bothwell obviously differs from that to the disinterested

1. See below, pp. 472-475, 477-480.
2. See above, Chapter VIII, and below, Appendix A, pp. 515-

517.
3. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 282-283.
4. Ibid.,"pp. 163, 282.
5. Ibid., p. 283.
6. See below, p. 464, note 3.
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Moray. No sentence of outlawry is passed upon Bothwell

for his failure to appear at the trial arranged by Moray

in 1565^, though Moray and his supporters were shown no

such leniency in a similar situation: 'upon his (Moray's)

non-appearance, the rigour of justice took place, and he
2

was declared an outlaw' ; as soon as this sentence was

3
passed Bothwell was permitted to return to the country .

These facts - or rather, the particular juxtaposition

of them by Robertson - suggests not only that someone who

is opposed to Moray must differ in character from him, but

also that Bothwell had clearly gained the Queen's favour

before 1566. In fact, this latter point is one which was

intentionally established by Robertson - whatever the con¬

clusion he may expect his readers to draw from it - for he

omits certain salient details concerning the Queen's 'pre¬

ference' for Bothwell and her efforts to limit Moray's in¬

fluence. Thus, he not only says that 'when Murray's pro¬

ceedings with regard to her marriage gave umbrage to the

queen, she recalled Bothwell from that banishment into which
4

she had been obliged with reluctance to drive him' , but he

also fails to point out that Moray had been involved in the

events which had led to Bothwell's earlier departure from

Scotland. In fact, Moray was not so much concerned, in

these situations, with an impartial justice, but rather

with a concern for his own safety and advancement.

Furthermore, Robertson's emphasis on 'Murray's procee¬

dings with regard to (the Queen's) marriage' and on the 'um-

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 250-251.
2. Ibid.,"p. 257.
3. Ibid., pp. 257-258.
4. Ibid., p. 283.
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brage' which the Queen is supposed to have felt, suggest a

rather petulant response by her to Moray's justifiable

efforts to prevent her marriage to Darnley, and ignores the

possibility that the Queen recalled Bothwell in order to

assist her during the chaotic period of the Chaseabout Raid.

Finally, it is worth pointing out that, although Robertson

says that Bothwell was the'chief instrument of recovering

(the Queen's) liberty' after the murder of Riccio^", and

that he'served her, on that occasion, with so much fidelity

and success, as made the deepest impression on her mind,

and greatly increased the confidence which she had hitherto
2

placed in him' , he put the matter in rather another light

somewhat earlier in Scotland. In this previous considera¬

tion he had indicated - though without naming any sources -

that Bothwell and the other lords who had been at Holyrood

at the time of the murder, 'were alarmed at the uproar, and
3

filled with the utmost terror on their own account' , and,

further, that Bothwell had fled with the Queen and Darnley.

The only instance of service which he performed at the time

was to use his followers, after the escape, in order to

allow the Queen 'to set the power of the conspirators at
4

defiance' . It was in fact Darnley who was the means by
5

which the Queen 'recovered' her 'liberty' .

These discrepancies suggest, at best, an uncritical

usage by Robertson of his sources, which can hardly be seen

as part of the theoretical ideal. Certainly it is evident

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 283.
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid., p. 274.
4. Ibid., p. 275.
5. Ibid.
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that he seems unsure of the interpretation which he wishes

to put forward as to the role which Bothwell had played in

Scottish history from the end of the 1550's, in that, while

he clearly believes him to have been extremely ambitious^",
and thus capable of any action, including the murder of

2
Darnley , he seems uncertain as to when this ambition had

become directed towards the specific end of obtaining the
3

crown . If, as he implies, this may not have been until

after Riccio's death, then we are justified in assuming that

whatever aims Bothwell may have had prior to this event,

these must have been vague, and that any implications which

Robertson wished to make concerning Bothwell's service to

the Queen are perhaps unjustified.

These factors, however, do not seem to enter into

Robertson's study of Bothwell's actions, even though some of

his remarks(whatever other inferences we may draw from them)

1. Scotland, Works, I,p. 282:'Even in that turbulent age,
when so many vast projects were laid open to an aspiring
mind, and invited it to action, no man's ambition was
more daring than Bothwell's, or had recourse to bolder
or more singular expedients for obtaining power'. See
also ibid., note h, which was not in the first edition,
and may have been added to give some weight to these
ideas of Robertson, since they do not seem to be suppor¬
ted by his own statements; even here, though, it is worth
noting that the reference which he quotes suggests no
more than that Bothwell was intent on establishing him¬
self despite the opposition of the confederates, which
opposition - a conflict of interest - Robertson himself
refers to (ibid., p. 283).

2. Dissertation, pp. 82-83.
3. Scotland, Works, I, p. 283 (this statement refers to the

period just after Riccio's death): 'By complaisance and
assiduity he confirmed and fortified these dispositions
of the queen in his favour, and insensibly paved the
way towards that vast project, which his Immoderate am¬
bition had perhaps already conceived...' (my italics).
See also ibid., p. 299.
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suggest that Bothwell was lacking in political sagacity.

His support of the Queen Rgent, for instance, is believed

by Robertson to have been complete: 'he, though an avowed

protestant, adhered to the queen regent, and acted with

vigour on her side1"'". While this support is clearly re-

lated to a disinterest in popular freedoms , to be contras¬

ted with the attitude of the confederate lords, its 'vigour'

appears to be limited by what Robertson himself pointed out,

that although Bothwell 'openly favoured' the cause of the

Regent, he did not bring his followers into the field as ac-

3
tive support, and merely 'resided at his own house' . Such

an attitude indicates a strong desire to alienate both major

parties - or so it would seem. Yet, even assuming that

Bothwell faithfully served both the Regent and Queen Mary,

such unusual constancy of purpose in itself indicates no

more than loyalty to the crown, however misguided, and cer¬

tainly reveals a complete absence of ambition given the in¬

creasing power of the confederate party. This view is

surely supported by Robertson's suggestion that it was not

until 1566 -and perhaps not even then - that Bothwell began

to direct his thoughts towards becoming king. Thus, the

only conclusion which we can make from these remarks is that

the Queen was inclined to favour Bothwell - prior to 1566

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 282.
2. Ibid. Bothwell would thus appear to be in opposition to

almost the entire nobility, and to its 'disinterested'
concern for general rights:'almost every person of dis¬
tinction in the kingdom, whether papist or protestant,
had joined the congregation in opposing the dangerous
encroachments of the French upon the liberties of the
nation'. This would suggest either excessive confidence
or a complete ignorance of political reality.

3. Ibid., p. 165.
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and Riccio's death - and perhaps was excessively dependent

on him. Bothwell himself appears to have little interest

in the Queen, at least as a means of gaining any power be¬

yond certain offices and honours, and shows little inclina¬

tion to cultivate any.

It is only after Riccio's death that certain of the

Queen's actions - as presented by Robertson - suggest that

her dependence on Bothwell turns into infatuation, and that

Bothwell's ambition becomes more obvious. Certainly it is

true that Robertson does make some effort to discredit ear¬

lier, unphilosophical, views - especially those of Knox and

Buchanan - which specifically mention instances of the Queen's

infatuation and Bothwell's 'love'^" prior to this time. His

own uncertainty as to the date of Bothwell's deliberately
2

forming his 'vast project' leads him to be critical of
3

those who assume it without proper evidence :

'Together with this ascendant over her councils,
Bothwell, if we may believe the contemporary his¬
torians, acquired no less sway over her heart.
But at what precise time this ambitious lord first
allowed the sentiments of a lover to occupy the
place of that duty and respect which a subject

1. See below, p. 472 , note 2.
2. Scotland, Works, I, p. 283, and see also ibid., p. 299.
3. See Buchanan, History, III, pp. 189-190,and his

Detectioun, pp. 6-9. Robertson also gives little cre¬
dence to Buchanan's statement that the Queen had adul¬
terous relations with Riccio (see History,111, p. 181)
both because Randolph ('a man abundantly ready to men¬
tion and to aggravate Mary's faults') makes no such
suggestion, and because the Queen appeared happy with
Darnley and had a child by him: 'it appears almost im¬
possible that the queen, unless we suppose her to have
been a woman utterly abandoned, could carry on any
criminal intrigue with Rizio' (Scotland, Works, I, p.
272, note n) .
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'owes his sovereign; or when Mary, instead of
gratitude for his faithful services,felt a
passion of another nature rising in her bosom,
is no easy matter to determine. Such delicate
transitions of passion can be discerned only by
those who are admitted near the persons of the
parties, and who can view the secret workings
of the heart with calm and acute observation.
Neither Knox nor Buchanan enjoyed these advan¬
tages. Their humble station allowed them only
a distant access to the queen and her favourite.
And the ardour of their zeal, as well as the
violence of their prejudices, rendered their
opinions rash, precipitate, and inaccurate. It
is by the effects of this reciprocal passion,
rather than by their accounts of it, that sub-^
sequent historians can judge of its reality.'

However much his approach here may seem to conform to

the theoretical philosophy, we should point outthat the

consideration which Robertson makes of the more explicit

relationship between the Queen and Bothwell is not more

philosophical than that of the sixteenth-century writers;

and, indeed, that in the main example which he gives, his

source would appear to be Buchanan, whose 'zeal' and 'pre¬

judice' are not here mentioned. This example - the 'Jed¬

burgh incident' - is used by Robertson not only to indicate
2

Bothwell's crass desire to put himself in the limelight

but also to imply that shortly after Riccio's death the

Queen had become devoted to the ambitious lord to the ex¬

tent of interrupting the court session being held at Jed¬

burgh in order to ascertain that Bothwell, injured in a

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 285-286. The last sentence of
the statement, however, is not only dependent on a cir¬
cuitous argument, but beside the point: the issue is
not so much the existence of a 'reciprocal' passion
as the time of its development.

2. Ibid., p. 288. Though Robertson says here that 'the
queen's favour' had enabled Bothwell to hold the tri¬
partite wardenship of the marches alone, the fact is
rather that Bothwell was the Lieutenant-General in
charge of these wardens(Register of the Privy Council
of Scotland, I -Edinburgh,1877 - p.383) and the Queen
had made no special arrangement in his case.
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skirmish, was in no danger. 'Mary', he wrote, 'instantly

flew thither(to Hermitage Castle), with an impatience

which has been considered as marking the anxiety of a

lover, but little suited the dignity of a queen'This

would appear dependent on Buchanan's statement, that the

Queen 'flew' to Melrose and thence to Jedburgh, despite

bad conditions and the danger of robbers, not to mention
2

the inclement season . Certainly, Robertson appears to be

aware of some errors in Buchanan's work: he leaves out the

reference to Melrose since he was aware that the Queen was

already there, in Jedburgh, and instead of saying that this

journey took place in 'the depth of winter', as Buchanan

did - intending, presumably to reinforce the idea that Mary's

passion knew no bounds - he substitutes the phrase, 'the
3

season of the year was far advanced' . This, however, is

not much better than Buchanan's effort, even though we

might accept that he means autumn was 'far advanced'. He

does not query the assertion that the middle of October was

'the depth of winter', nor does he point out that,far from

rushing instantly to Hermitage, the Queen apparently waited
4

for a week before visiting Bothwell .

Robertson's evaluation of this incident appears to be

detached, in that he does not himself explicitly state that

the Queen was Bothwell's mistress, only that it would seem

this would be the case. Yet, not only does he state in the

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 288.
2. Buchanan, History, III, pp. 189-190. See also his

Detectioun, pp. 9-10.
3. Scotland, Works, I, p. 288, note a.
4/ See W.A. Gatherer (ed.),The Tyrannous Reign of Mary

Stewart (Edinburgh,1958) p. 107.
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following passage that Mary suffered 'anguish of mind' on

Bothwell's account"'', but suggests that only romantic in¬

terest would have prompted her to make such a difficult
2

journey :

'As there is no further evidence with respect to
the motives of this extraordinary journey, the
reader must judge what degree of credit is due
to Knox and Buchanan, who ascribe it to the queen's
love of Bothwell.'

This statement not only suggests that the evidence which we

have does reveal 'love' to have been the cause, and ignores

the possibility that the Queen wished to ascertain the health

of Bothwell as one of her most constant and trustworthy

supporters; but, by failing to examine the nature of the

'evidence' put forward by Buchanan and Knox, gives credence
4

to their biased interpretation .

It is really only in his study of the period immediately

following Darnley's death that Robertson sets out material

that is somewhat more convincing, at least insofar as it

suggests a prior attachment of the Queen to Bothwell: her

reluctance to have him tried for murder, the further privi¬

leges and honours which she bestowed upon him, the haste of
5

the trial itself , and, particularly, her continued attach¬

ment to Bothwell despite his 'guilt' and, later, his depar-

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 289.
2. Ibid., p. 288, note a - the Queen's journey, he states,

was 'through a country almost impassable', a phrase
which may owe much to Buchanan's 'difficulties of the
road': History, III, pp. 189-190.

3. Scotland, Works, I, p. 289, note a (from p. 288).
4. Nonetheless, this passage is somewhat less uncompro¬

mising than that which Robertson had written in the
first edition- 'No other reason but that which we have
produced, seems sufficient to account for the Queen's
conduct' (1759 ed. , I,p. 324, note ).

5. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 305-313.
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ture from the country1. Yet it should be pointed out that

even much of this 'evidence' is far from being objective;

to mention but a few instances, Robertson does not refer to

the section in Keith's Church and State where the whole of

Lennox's correspondence was published, and Mary's reasons

2for postponing the trial were mentioned ; although he says

3
that Lennox had asked for the trial to be held earlier , he

also states that 'it was of great importance to hurry over

the trial, while nothing more than general suspicions and
4

uncertain surmises could be produced' , and that 'no person

appeared as an accuser, not a single witness was examined,
5

nor any evidence produced against (Bothwell)' . Yet, if

Lennox had wished the trial to be earlier it seems misleading

for Robertson to suggest that it was brought on so soon

solely for nefarious reasons, nor can we suppose that if

Lennox himself had been in possession of any evidence in

the February that this would have become merely a 'general

suspicion' or 'uncertain surmise' by April. Though Robertson

states that Lennox was afraid to come to the hearing because
g

he lacked the support of his vassals - a point which he

emphasises by indicating the large number of men who escor-

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 312-313, 317-321. 324-331, 335.
See also Works,II, p. 192 (Appendix XXII).

2. Keith, op.cit., pp. 370-371.
3. Scotland, Works, I, p. 311.
4. Ibid., p. 308.
5. Ibid., p. 311.
6. Ibid., p. 309. Robertson also mentions that Lennox had

many enemies and few friends in Scotland (ibid.), a
factor which contributed to his fear of attending the
trial of Bothwell; but, again, it is unlikely that
this situation would have been changed by the post¬
poning of the trial, and it was naturally one long
evident to Lennox himself.
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ted Bothwell"^ - we cannot imagine either that Lennox expec¬

ted Bothwell's supporters not to accompany him at any later

date, or that he himself would have been able to 'recover

his ascendant' over his own vassals in even a few months

when their independence had been established during his

several years' absence. The existence of such problems is

no indication of the Queen's love for Bothwell.

There is, further, no mention by Robertson that the

decision of the peers concerning Bothwell's participation

in the murder of Darnley was rather one of 'not proven'

than the 'not guilty' which he himself mentions , nor does

he openly state that his conclusions concerning the pro¬

cedure of the trial were based not on the original records -

which were missing - but on Buchanan's Detectioun, which

was hardly an unbiased source. Finally, though Robertson

refers to a letter written by Throkmorton to support his

belief in the Queen's continuing 'love' for Bothwell, he

does not mention in Scotland itself the reason which was

given by Throkmorton for the Queen's obstinacy: that she

pregnant by Bothwell and did not wish the child to be ille-

gitimate . This attitude itself does not imply 'love', at
4

least at that time .

1. Scotland, Works, I, p. 310. See ibid., p. 250, where
Robertson points out that the presence of large num¬
bers of Moray's supporters at the intended place of
Bothwell's trial in 1565 inhibited him from appearing.
He does not here criticise Moray on this account.

2. Ibid. , p. 311.
3. Scotland, Works, II, p. 192 (Appendix XXII).
4. Robertson also refers in the Dissertation (p.99)to

Herries's saying in the December 15, 1567 Parliament,
that the Queen was attached to Bothwell; this, however,
refers only to the period of her first imprisonment,
not to her attitude in December, several months later,
and, assuming Herries's statement to be correct, the
Queen's stand was presumably based on the same factor
mentioned by Throkmorton.
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In the Dissertation itself, Robertson considers that

much of the evidence concerning the participation or in¬

direct involvement of the Queen in Darnley's murder must

be considered circumstantial, though he does not believe

that such evidence is necessarily unsatisfactory:

"Some crimes...are of such a nature, that
they hardly admit of a positive or direct proof.
Deeds of darkness can seldom be brought perfectly
to light. Where persons are accused, not of being
principals, but only of being accesaries(sic)in
the commission of a crime; not of having perpe¬
trated it themselves, but only of giving consent
to the commission of it by others; the proof be¬
comes still more difficult; and unless when some

accomplice betrays the secret, a proof by circum¬
stances or presumptive evidence is all that can
be attained. Even in judicial trials, such evi¬
dence is sometimes held to be sufficient for con¬

demning criminals. The degree of conviction which
such evidence carries along with it, is often not
inferior to that which arises from positive tes¬
timony; and a concurring series of circumstances
satisfies the understanding no lesjss than the ex¬
press declaration of witnesses.*

Much of this type of evidence, however, as presented

by Robertson, seems to be rather unsatisfactory - the 'strong

suspicion* of 'some of her subjects', the 'sentiments of

foreigners' , and, particularly, his remark'that 'many of

her nobles accused her of that crime, and a great part of

the nation, by supporting them, seems to have allowed the
3

accusation to be well founded' . Whatever we may think of

the suspicions and sentiments of Scots and foreigners, we

cannot assume these persons to have necessarily been un¬

biased, although Robertson implicitly suggests they were.

Nor, furthermore, do the accusations of many of the nobles

carry any weight in themselves in that the lords in ques-

1. Dissertation, pp. 90-91.
2. Ibid., p. 90, and see also pp. 92-94.
3. Ibid., p. 90.
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political reasons, and their supporters may have acted for

these same reasons also1.
Furthermore, it must be stressed that Robertson him¬

self does not accept this sort of evidence in other circum¬

stances / particularly when these concern individuals whom

he does not believe to have been involved in Darnley's mur¬

der. He refuses to grant any credit to Lesly's similar

charge against Moray, because 'the assertion of a man so

heated with faction as Lesley, unless it were supported by
2

proper evidence, is of little weight' . This statement

might be acceptable were it not for the fact that many of

those who charged the Queen produced no evidence of their

'belief', and the evidence of the confederate lords, even

as discussed by Robertson, is far from satisfactory.

Robertson also states that the belief of Huntly and

Argyll in Moray's and Maitland's involvement in the murder

'is nothing more than the private opinion or personal affir-
3

mation of these two noblemen' , who were not only 'the lea¬

ders of that party opposite to Murray' and thus 'animated

with all the rage of faction', but also Moray's 'personal
4

enemies' . While it is true that some of the reasons for

Robertson's refusal to give credence to this particular

charge seem quite reasonable - 'because Murray proposed to

obtain for the queen a divorce from her husband with her

own consent, it does not follow that therefore he committed

1. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 329-330.
2. Dissertation, p. 85.
3. Ibid., "p"! 86.
4. Ibid.
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the murder without her knowledge1^ - we must again point

out that some of the 'evidence' which he accepts against

the Queen is also 'private opinion' or 'personal affir¬

mation' , and that the confederate lords must certainly be

considered as her 'personal enemies'. In addition, we can

see that Robertson finds no reason not to accept Lesly's

assertions - even if they have no more weight than those

against Moray - when these are directed against an indi-
2

vxdual such as Bothwell , and accepts also the fact that
3

they are reinforced by 'all the contemporary historians' .

Truth, it would seem, is simply a constant reiteration of

personal beliefs.

These accusations against both Queen Mary and Bothwell,

which themselves form a part of the circumstantial evidence

as well as giving strength to other material of the same

nature, are supplemented by Robertson's restatement of

those 'facts' which he gave in Scotland , to which a few
4

more details are added . This double employment of 'proofs'

which have been shown to be unsatisfactory, must necessarily

reinforce the impression which the reader has gained of

Queen Mary; and even though the Dissertation was intended

as a setting out of the evidence on which attitudes taken in

Scotland were based, much of the material of the History it¬

self is used as evidence in the Dissertation"?. Yet, this is

1. Dissertation, p. 86.
2. Ibid., p"! 84".
3. Ibid.
4. Ibid., pp. 91-99.
5. See, for instance, ibid., p. 92.
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to deny that this circumstantial evidence reveals at least

that the Queen was either attached to, or under the influence

of, Bothwell , and certainly Bothwell himself appears to
phave acted in a manner which indicates not only ambition

but probable involvement in Darnley's death3. As far as the

Queen is concerned, however, such evidence suggests rashness,

impetuosity, and a lack of discernment; it does not justi¬

fiably lead one to conclude that she was even indirectly

involved in her husband's murder, and Robertson appears to

acknowledge this by one of the conclusions which he suggests

at the end of the Dissertation^:
'that Bothwell, prompted by his ambition or love,
encouraged by the queen's known aversion to her
husband, and presuming on her attachment to him¬
self, struck the blow without having concerted
with her the manner or circumstances of perpe¬
trating that crime.... By this verdict,Mary is
not pronounced guilty of having contrived the
murder of her husband, or even of having pre¬
viously given her consent to his death; but she
is not acquitted of having discovered her appro¬
bation of the deed, by her^behaviour towards him
who was the author of it. '

Although Robertson puts forward this suggestion or in¬

terpretation of all the evidence which he presents in the

Dissertation, it is nonetheless evident that he himself does

1. See above, pp. 467-468 . See also Scotland, Works,I,
pp. 305-331, Dissertation, pp. 94-99.

2. Although Robertson appeared to concede that Bothwell
had loved the Queen(Scotland,Works,I,pp.285-286)he does
not seem to have been satisfied with the evidence which
suggested this and generally refers only to Bothwell's
love of ambition, of power: see the above quotation,
and also Scotland,Works,1,p.299, and Dissertation,p.82.

3. This conclusion rests not so much on the material put
forward by Robertson concerning Bothwell's actions be¬
fore Darnley's murder(Pissertation,pp.81-84)but rather
on Bothwell's actions afterwards:Scotland,Works,1,pp.
315-321.

4. This conclusion is suggested by Robertson after his con¬
sideration not only of the circumstantial but also the
positive evidence: see the following pages.

5. Dissertation, p. 131.
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not find it very plausible. This is to be seen early in

his summary of the nature of the breach between the Queen

and her husband, where he emphasises that their differences

seemed irreconcileable, and concluded:

'Had Henry died a natural death at this juncture,
it must have been considered as a very fortunate
event to the queen, and as a seasonable deliverance
from a husband who had become altogether odious to
her. Now, as Henry was murdered a few weeks after¬
wards , and as nothing had happened to render the
queen's aversion to him less violent, the opinion
of those who consider Mary as the author of an
event which was manifestly so agreeable to her,
will appear perhaps to some of our readers to be
neither unnatural nor over refined.'

Furthermore, Robertson seems no less firm in his conviction

of the Queen's being 'art and part' of the murder when he

puts forward as 'positive' evidence - that which is other
2

than circumstantial - statements and implications which in

fact not only reveal at most that the Queen was infatuated

with Bothwell, but which seem to differ little from the cir¬

cumstantial evidence which formed the first part of the

Dissertation.

To some extent, the dubious value of this material is

recognised by Robertson himself, although this does not pre¬

vent him from at least mentioning it. This is very much the

case with 'the depositions of some persons who were employed
3

in committing the murder' . In fact, Robertson only refers

to one of these at any length - that of Bothwell's servant,
4

'French Paris' - and, though believing it to be genuine ,

1. Dissertation, p. 92.
2. Ibid., p. 91.
3. Ibid., p. 100.
4. Ibid. The depositions are 'remarkable for a simplicity

and naivete which it is almost impossible to imitate;
they abound with a number of minute facts and particu¬
larities, which the most dexterous forger could not
have easily assembled and connected together with any
appearance of probability'.
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dismisses it because 'some of the most material facts' there

mentioned 'rest upon his (Paris*s) single testimony'1. But

there is not a single instance given of these 'material facts'

by Robertson, although he had provided ample illustrations

of the circumstantial evidence; and, furthermore, he fails to

state why this vital evidence is so conclusive. At the same

time, therefore, he denies the reader a chance to ascertain

the value of this testimony while using it to show that there

is in fact 'positive' proof of the Queen's involvement in the

murder.

In this instance, as in many others, Robertson, while

appearing intent to examine all evidence carefully and to

present the most philosophical assessment of it, is in reality

glossing over many faults and failing to point out many weak¬

nesses. It was clear from the confessions of some of those

who were executed for complicity in the murder that they be¬

lieved the Queen was not guilty, and they had said so quite
2 . .

explicitly ; and, further, of Paris's two depositions, only

one includes a charge against the Queen. In fact, if Paris

had been such a vital witness, as anti-Marian writers claimed,

it is difficult to see why he was not produced before the

English commission, and why it was, too, that the only state¬

ments he made were shortly before his execution which took
3

place some two years after Darnley's death .

1. Dissertation, pp. 100-101.
2. See, for instance, Goodall, Examination, II, p. 359.
3. For Robertson's qualifying remarks as to the two depo¬

sitions of Paris - though these remarks are not particu¬
larly searching - see Dissertation, p. 100. See also
his statements on similar issues,where he appears more
discriminating: Scotland, Works, I, pp. 482, 514, 515.
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However unsatisfactory this instance of positive proof

is, Robertson's discussion of the Casket Letters is even

more so\ Though it is not the intention here to consider

all the points which Robertson made concerning these , and

though his remarks on certain peripheral points seem to be
. 3

quite solid , it is nonetheless of some value to discuss

some of the remarks which he makes as to the authenticity of

these letters. It is especially necessary - considering the

emphasis which Robertson placed on these as being positive

proof - to point out that his main interest appears to be

not so much their content, but whether they were in fact

written by the Queen; and to point out also that some of the

'facts' which he cites as 'external' evidence are as dubious

as those which he felt constituted circumstantial proof.

This is especially the case in his statement that 'Murray,

and the nobles who adhered to him, affirm upon their word

and honour, that the letters were written with the queen's
4

own hand, with which they were well acquainted' . However

well acquainted they were with Mary's handwriting, this fa¬

miliarity in itself is not a reasonable basis for assuming

that they were being truthful - they were, after all, very

much opposed to the Queen and had every reason to act against

her. Robertson also appears to be uncritical of the opinion

1. Robertson seems to accept the confederate lords's state¬
ments as to the circumstances by which the Casket
Letters came into their hands (Scotland, Works, I,pp.
332-333) but he does not accept a similar instance
though it is no more improbable: ibid., p. 508.

2. Dissertation, pp. 101-127.
3. See, for instance, ibid. , pp. 122-127.
4. Ibid., p. 101.
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expressed by certain of the English commissioners, that the

letters were genuine - that is, written by the Queen - which

opinion was based on the 'fact' that the letters 'discourse

of some things, which were unknown to any other than to her¬

self and Bothwell'^. Such an assessment surely leaves un¬

answered the pertinent question, on whom did the commiss¬

ioners depend for information concerning the validity of

these facts? - facts which, apparently, only the Queen and

Bothwell were aware of in the first place.

That Robertson seems primarily concerned with the au¬

thenticity of these letters is especially evident in some

extraordinary statements which he makes concerning the con¬

clusions which we may draw from them. Thus, although he has

indicated that they reveal positive proof of the Queen's
2

being an accessory to the murder , he believes the 'internal'

evidence shows no such thing; and, furthermore, that this

absence of clear and decisive proof is a factor which helps

establish their authenticity:

'whenever a paper is forged with a particular in¬
tention, the eagerness of the forger to establish
the point in view, his solicitude to cut off all
doubts and cavils, and to avoid any appearance of
uncertainty, seldom fail of prompting him to use
expressions the most explicit and full to his pur¬
pose.... No maxims (sic) seems to be more certain
than this, that a forger is often apt to prove too
much, but seldom falls into the error of proving
too little. The point which the queen's enemies
had to establish was, "that as the earl of Bothwell
was the chief executor of the horrible and unworthy
murder perpetrated, & c. so was she of the fore¬
knowledge, council, devise, persuader, and commander
of the said murder to be done.".... But of this
there are only imperfect hints, obscure intimations,
and dark expressions in the letters, which, however

1. Dissertation, p. 101.
2. Ibid.
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'convincing evidence they might furnish if found
in real letters, bear no resemblance to that glare
and superfluity of,evidence which forgeries
commonly contain.'

To summarise Robertson's argument here, he seems to be

saying that the letters are genuine, that is, they were

written by the Queen; that they are genuine because they are

vague and imprecise concerning her role in Darnley's death -

'however convincing evidence they might furnish if found in

real letters' - and that the Queen was an accessory to the

murder because the letters do not definitely state that she

was. This claim of authenticity is to some degree supported

by Robertson's consideration of the letters in the pages

2
following this statement , although Whitaker and many others

challenged Robertson on these points. For instance, he does

not appear to give much credence to the belief that the cir¬

cumstantial material which he sees as demonstrating the vali-
3

dity of the letters could have been written down and used
4

by forgers to create convincing details ; this is so even

though he points out that Lennox's servant was well aware of

all these 'facts'; 'the king repeated to him every night what¬

ever had passed through the day between her majesty and him;

and ... the account given of these conversations in the first

letter is nearly the same with what the king communicated to

him'

1. Dissertation, pp. 110-111. See also Robertson's remarks
concerning forgery, ibid., p. 100.

2. Ibid., pp. 111-125.
3. Ibid. , p. 120, and see also p. 100.
4. Goodall, Examination, II, p. 246.
5. Dissertation, p. 112(incorrectly printed p. 120). However,

see ibid., p. 113: 'If we shall still think it probable
to suppose that so many real circumstances were artfully
introduced into the letters by the forgers, in order to
give an air of authenticity to their production ...'.



479

However, the question of the Queen's writing these

letters is not in itself of major importance here. Assuming

that she did, we should consider precisely what they - as

illustrated by Robertson - reveal her to have thought or done,

and what value we can attach to Robertson's other evidence

concerning her guilt which is apparently based on these docu¬

ments. In the first place, Robertson, assuming authenticity,

mentions the 'fondest expressions of her love to Bothwell',

and mentions also that the letters written prior to the death

of Darnley 'excite something more than a suspicion that their

familiarity had been extremely criminal'^. Secondly, and

more importantly, in view of Robertson's rather non-committal

attitude here, he mentions that we can see in the early

letters 'some dark expressions' which the Queen's 'enemies

employed to prove that she was no stranger to the schemes
2

which were formed against her husband's life' . The 'imper¬

fect hints' and 'obscure intimations' which had hitherto

seemed so conclusive, do suggest a close relationship be¬

tween the Queen and Bothwell; but these hints, however, are

so 'dark' as to suggest very little more, and Robertson's

simply listing a few instances without going into any de¬

tails concerning them and their possible relationship to

subsequent events, can hardly support his claim that they

are proof positive.

Since the evidence which Robertson has given seems pri¬

marily circumstantial - however roudh this may be a part of

1. Dissertation, p. 127, and see also p. 126.
2. Ibid., p. 127.
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his plan to present the relevant material with brevity1 -

the question arises as to the value which we can place on

other testimony which says that the letters indicate the

Queen's complicity. If, as Robertson believed, the letters

which he worked from and on which he based his conclusions,

were the same as those found by the confederates and seen

2
by Norfolk and Cecil among others , how do we explain the

certainty, the positive belief expressed by some of these,

not so much that the letters were written by the Queen but

that they obviously showed her to have taken some part in

her husband's murder. The bias of the confederates, of

the Scottish and English privy councils and parliaments,is

understandable, and they may well have taken hints and inti¬

mations as the most solid proof. Yet Robertson explicitly

wrote that the letters 'seem to have made such an impression

on the duke of Norfolk' that he wrote of the 'matter' being

'as detestable and manifest... as, for oughtwe can perceive,
3

it seemeth here to us' . If Norfolk was referring to the

Queen's guilt concerning Darnley's death, he seems to have

been easily swayed, or else, the letters which he saw differ

from those copies used by Robertson. Much the same may be
4

said of the letter written by Cecil , indeed, of all the

evidence which Robertson gives; and this, particularly in

conjunction with his own assessment of the nature of the

evidence produced by the Casket Letters, must lead us to

question both his detachment and his technique.

1. Dissertation, p. 80.
2. Ibid., pp. 101-106.
3. Ibid., pp. 101-102.
4. Ibid., p. 103.
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It is true that Robertson's emphasis on the circum¬

stantial evidence, and on the incorporation into Scotland

of his own sentiments, was a welcome break with the tra¬

dition which had mainly considered the evidence of the

Casket Letters and had done so in no particularly philo¬

sophical fashion. Yet we must also conclude/ from the

above examination/ not only that Robertson found the letters

to be valuable as positive proof because of his unphilo-

sophical bias and willingness to be convinced"'"/ but that
the standards even of the circumstantial evidence are by

no means always high. His capacity for detachment and for

detailed analysis of pertinent material seems limited in

this case, which in effect means that a great part of Scot¬

land demonstrates no advance in scholarship over the un-

philosophical works. As on occasion Robertson can show a

real detachment from - perhaps because of a lack of in-
2

terest xn - controversial issues , it is reasonable to

assume that on the central issue of the deposition of Queen

Mary and the constitutional problems pertinent to this, his

standards were made subservient to ideological considera¬

tions.

Certainly, this is not to deny that the theoretical

approach itself was based on a belief in the value of a

certain form of government, nor that much of Scotland can

be seen to reflect those approaches and attitudes which are
3

an integral part of the theoretical philosophy . But, as

1. This is especially evident in the second of the two
conclusions which he makes from all the evidence: see

Dissertation, p. 131.
2. See Robertson's consideration of the Babington Plot-an

issue peripheral to the question of Queen Mary's charac¬
ter and actions as ruler of Scotland: Scotland,Works,1,
pp. 505-517.

3. See above, Chapter VIII.
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the presentation of the confederate lords as primarily con¬

cerned for the welfare of a 'nation', for the 'liberties' of

the 'Scots', is superfluous to, and detracts from, the theo¬

retical correlation of property and power, so also do the

lack of precision, the misrepresentation of facts, the vague

innuendo, found in Scotland and in the Dissertation reveal a

bias which undermines the real achievements of the theoreti¬

cal forms of investigation and analysis. Above all, the

presence of these elements in Robertson's work reveals the

continuation of those same approaches which he specifically

condemned and planned to discredit, and shows that the

avowedly philosophical contained some very unphilosophical

features.
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CONCLUSION

What, then, are we to make of Robertson?

Perhaps we can begin by stating again that he is not

to be seen as a particularly original thinker. As far as

it is possible to determine, the basic ideas of theoretical

history - stages/variations, the capacity of man to pro¬

gress, the heterogeneity of ends - were developed primarily

by Smith, or, at the very least, were suggested by him.

Certainly, the circumstantial evidence concerning this is

rather sketchy, and depends mainly on conjecture as to the

content of the 1748 lectures, which conjecture is based on

Smith's 1755 statement"*". It does appear from this state¬

ment, however, that Smith clearly felt it necessary to es¬

tablish a claim to certain ideas which he felt other per¬

sons were planning to use, and which he himself did not de¬

velop until he wrote Moral Sentiments and Wealth of Nations.

There is no evidence that this claim to 'ownership' or to

originality was seriously challenged.

It is difficult also to determine with any precision

who Smith had in mind as planning to make use of 'his' ideas.

It has been suggested that he was referring specifically to

Robertson, and he apparently believed that the View of Charles
2

V had been prompted by his theories . This may well be so,

1. Ronald Meek, 'Smith, Turgot and the "Four Stages" Theory',
Hist.Pol.Econ., 3 (1971)pp.9-27; Stewart,Works,X,p. 68.

2. Meek, op.cit., pp. 21-22.
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and it may also be true that Smith's claim was prompted by

Robertson's 1755 sermon, Situation1. However, we should

not overlook the fact that Robertson was already writing
2

Scotland by 1755 , and Smith may have been instigated to act

by what he had heard about this work. Though there are some

suggestions of the relationship between situation and manners

in the sermon, this relationship is much more obvious in

Scotland itself -even if muted by the presence of other in¬

fluences .

More direct evidence as to Smith's originality and to

the likelihood of Robertson's borrowing from him, is to be

found in Robertson's own work, especially when we compare it

with the theoretical philosophy, with the very detailed

study of man's nature, the operation of the moral sentiments
3

in particular, that is to be found in Smith . In the first

place, there is an almost complete absence from Robertson's

works of any profound theory of human nature. He does, in¬

deed, make certain remarks concerning the 'moral sentiments'
4

of men , and these statements do not appear totally incong¬

ruous in their context. Yet it is also noticeable that they

are isolated, that they are more illustrations of some point

which Robertson wishes to make, or somewhat random comments

1. Meek, op.cit., pp. 21-22; Meek also mentions Karnes's use
of these concepts and suggests that Smith may have been
referring to him(ibid.). We should not overlook the fact
that there are many indications of the basic theoretical
ideas in Hume's Treatise which was published long before
Smith's lectures, and also in the historical essays pub¬
lished in the early 1750's. The first may have influenced
Smith, the latter may owe something to him: but in any
event, Smith appears to have been always on good terms
with Hume.

2. Stewart, Robertson, pp. 112, 209-210.
3. See above, Chapters II-IV.
4. See above, pp. 213-215.
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on the way men act and respond. In other words, they reveal

not only that Robertson has no fully thought out theory as to

the manner in which men act and why they do so, but that such

a theory really forms no fundamental part of his work"'". Such

abstract ideas are quite foreign to his aims, which are mainly

to discuss certain periods of history, to study situations and

'problems' - albeit within a theoretical framework. Possibly

he was motivated to add theoretical concepts to his planned

history of Scotland by Smith's ideas - we cannot tell. But

while theoretical ideas of stages, of variations in man's

sentiments, of the relationship between situation and insti¬

tutions, provide a scientific structure which sets limitations

and boundaries to his writing, they can do no more than this.

In such works, there is no room for, no great need of, a

theory of Moral Sentiments.

However, as was pointed out above, the very fact of wri¬

ting 'history* as opposed to what we might call philosophy or

even historical philosophy, does not necessarily mean that one

need introduce other elements, other ideas of cause, into one's
2

work . Millar's Historical View is an excellent instance of

the consistent application of theoretical ideas to the study

of the history of one country, and it differs very much from

Robertson's writing. The employment of the providential, the

introduction of moral standards which have little relation¬

ship to the economic and social situation of various societies:

such factors are opposed to the theoretical concept of general,

1. See above, p. 170.
2. See above, pp. 173-174.
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universal, and all-explaining laws, and are explanations

which Millar has no need of.

This duality of interpretation - variations and absolutes,

economic limitations and rigid moral standards, providence

and the natural course of things - runs throughout Robertson's

work"*". On the one hand, there is an acceptance of interest

and imperfection, of passions and violence and other unphilo-

sophical expressions produced by situation; on the other,

factious nobles are reproved for not having philosophical

notions, techniques and standards of investigation are set up

and others judged by them, only to be thrown aside by 'scien¬

tific' studies which are little more than thinly disguised
2

party pamphlets . Past, unphilosophical works are examined

mercilessly, and their implications apparently rejected,

sacrificed to the demands of objectivity; legend and party

apologetics are exposed to the glare of the moderate, de¬

tached, and, above all, scientific, examination not only of

the past but of works about the past. Yet, party emerges

again: not so much the republican or the mixed government
3

bias of the theoretical philosophy , the belief in the bene¬

fits to be derived from the commercial society in which a

greater distribution of property in goods gave greater free¬

dom to men - though this 'best' form of government idea is
4

certainly one which Robertson adheres to . Rather, Robertson

goes much further than such preferences to attack kings - and

especially those of Scotland - for their cunning, their du-

1. See especially Chapters V-IX.
2. See Chapter IX.
3. See Chapter III and pp. 171-172 above.
4. See Chapters VI and VII.
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plicity, their employment of corruption - such corruption

being very much a cause, rather than an effect, of social

disorder'''. True, he has some harsh remarks to make of the

. . 2
nobility and the people , but it is the monarchy which he

most dislikes, the king unchecked by office, not limited by

a jealousy peculiar to the nobility, who earns his most

bitter remarks. Again, this is especially the case in Scot¬

land - the same work in which his professed aim was to show

how much party prejudices had affected men of his own time,

how the biased histories of other ages had distorted those

issues which he himself would put into proper perspective, in

true scientific fashion.

As can be seen especially from Chapter IX, this aim has

hardly been fulfilled. True, Robertson has pointed out the

property situation in Scotland, the dominance of the nobility,

their extensive rights and the invasions of these by the mon¬

archy; but while we may welcome his study of the division of

power and the relationship between this and the spirit and

institutions of the society, we must remember that many of

his remarks on the crown especially are motivated by preju¬

dice. The sources which Robertson uses, his manipulation of

facts, the omission of salient material, the emphasis on the

'virtue' of the aristocracy, his approval of the martial

spirit which makes them devoted to the service of the 'nation',

all help him to present a scientific conclusion which supports

the prejudcies of a particular party.

1. See above, Chapter VII and also below, Appendix B, pp.
527-529.

2. See above, Chapter VII.
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The existence of this dual interpretation, as well as

of this distorted employment of the theoretical techniques,

the continuation of both these elements in all of the edi¬

tions of his works, indicates that they are basic to

Robertson's historical philosophy. Perhaps we might suggest,

then, that the moral attitudes which he puts forward, the

element of the providential, the inability to accept the

conclusions of the theoretical philosophy in full, all indi¬

cate that he was primarily an historian in another tradition.

That, although he employs the theoretical concepts to advan¬

tage, and does so in all of his writings, he does not permit

this new interpretation to interfere with some very funda¬

mental attitudes. This is not to deny that he is an assiduous

researcher"*", that, when he is dealing with events which do

not hold great importance for him, he is very much the philo¬

sophical historian, refusing to accept of the providential -

because such casual usage, as well as being unscientific,

offends the dignity of God - interpreting the past in its own

terms, emphasising the importance of the property/power ideas,

making use of the concept of stages and institutional varia¬

tions. But, for the other theoretical historians, the new

theories of the nature of man, the stadial progress of human

society, the heterogeneity of ends, the constant emphasis on

moral rather than physical causes, the standards of research,

the techniques which evolved from the basic premises of the

theoretical philosophy - all these superseded other forms of

1. See below, Appendix A^ pp. 512-515.
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interpretation, made them unable to mingle the old with the

new. Perhaps Robertson's ability to take the ideas of others

and make them his own"'", has permitted him to make use of this

new philosophy. But it does not appear to be something which

has become so much a part of himself that it leads him to

surrender other ideas, and perhaps we might be expecting too

much by thinking that it should have done so.

This is so for two reasons especially. In the first place,

Robertson is rather rigid, not a particularly flexible person;

the picking up of new ideas does not lead him to dislodge

others better established, even though the two may contradict

each other. He, especially, seems very insistent on the need
2

to give no public sign of reaction to criticism - partly, no

doubt, for the reasons mentioned below, that one should not

fight the unphilosophical with their own miserable weapons,

but also one might think, because he is determined to'save

face'. The reasons for this are by no means clear, but are

possibly closely connected with his desire to be independent,
3

to be the slave of no man, at the call of no-one .

This inflexibility is also expressed in other ways, es¬

pecially in a desire to control matters, to be at the centre

of things, so that his attitude seems often to be one of

benevolent paternalism. He is willing, in the General

Assembly, to conciliate, compromise, even give up his own

ideas, but always so long as it is he who controls the dis-
4

cussion and makes the compromises . He seems desirous of

1. Alexander Carlyle, Anecdotes and Characters of the Times
(ed. James Kinsley, London, 1973)p. 88.

2. See below, Appendix A, pp. 515-517.
3. See below, Appendix A, pp. 504-505.
4. Stewart, Robertson, pp. 185, 194.
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seeing the American colonies develop, of their being free

'to buy and sell and trade where and with whom they please'-
2

but 'not just now' . One must regret that 'prosperous and

growing states should be checked in their career', but, 'as

a subject of Great Britain', Robertson declared that he

'must wish that their dependence on it should continue' .

Most importantly, in relation to his historical app¬

roach, this desire to be authoritative, this fear to be ex¬

posed to criticism, leads him to be hesitant about presenting

his work if he feels it cannot be definitive. This atti¬

tude is seen very clearly in his refusal to publish what he

had written of the history of the American colonies with the

rest of America: 'it is lucky that my American History was

not finished before (the outbreak of war)', he wrote, for

'how many plausible theories that I should have been entitled
4

to form, are contradicted by what has now happened]* . We

might justifiably be led to wonder how much it is a part of

the historian's duty to make predictions concerning the

future of any country, though , if we granted him this pri¬

vilege, we might accept Robertson's reasons for not doing so:

'it is impossible ... to venture any speculation concerning

them while the contest between us remains undecided. Instead

of a History, one could write only the conjecture or factious
5

pamphlet of the day' . But at the same time, it is difficult

to see why present uncertainty should make a study of the

1. Stewart, Robertson, p. 160.
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid., pp. 160-161.
4. Ibid., p. 161.
5. BM Add. MSS 35,350 f.60,r/v.
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past superfluous: 'inquiries and speculations concerning

their ancient forms of policy and laws, which exist no

longer, cannot be interesting' \ Because a new 'order of

things' must arise, it does not follow that the old is

irrelevant, merely to be studied by the antiquarian: un¬

less one had hoped to use the old in order to predict the

new, expecting a regular and steady course of affairs

which would come to a fairly obvious end. If so, then it

must be conceded that Robertson's approach is not very

philosophical, nor can such attitudes be particularly use¬

ful to the historian who must accept all, and at most dis¬

tinguish between 'natural' and 'normal' as Smith did.

In the second place, we must also remember that

Robertson is after all a man of religion, who participated
2

fully in the General Assembly - even as a young unknown

and who, though apparently liberal, had very fixed ideas

about God, 'true' religion, the social duty of men, about

moral standards and the role which the minister should play
3 . .

in society as leader of his flock . That his religious

principles had a profound effect on his historical philosophy

is evident. It may, perhaps, not be going too far to

suggest that his Presbyterian egalitarianism - if qualified -

influenced his attitude towards monarchs; certainly it is

obvious that his distrust of Catholicism, especially that

form of it which he believed existed in pre-Reformation

Europe, led him to believe that Catholic monarchs were es¬

pecially dangerous: their actions were influenced not even

1. Preface to America, Works, III, p. i.
2. Stewart, Robertson, pp. 183-184.
3. See Appendix A, and also above, pp. 266-270, 274-275.
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by that less rigid form of morality which princes lived

by, but rather by the precepts of the church1. His criti¬

cism of Queen Mary, of Mary of Guise, is based not only on

their being vulnerable to influence, but on the fact that

their religious beliefs led them to prefer policies which

were beneficial to the church or to other Catholic nations,

policies which were detrimental to Scotland, to the rights

and liberties of the nation, to civil and religious free¬

dom.

It is true also that the element of the providential

in Robertson's work results from his religious beliefs,
2

which, if somewhat more scientific than most , nonetheless

reserve a place for divine intervention in matters of great
3

importance ; and it is surely his religious background and

profession that established his basic moral precepts and

made them such an integral part of his work. Others might

be able to keep religion in its 'place', might judge that

one form was better than another because it conformed to

the principles of science; but, though Robertson criti¬

cises the enthusiastic and the unphilosophical, and always

challenges the miraculous - especially in Catholicism - the

'place' of true religion, he finds, is well to the fore.

It is not something extraneous, as far as he is concerned,

not a part-time influence, not merely another institution

or expression of social variations, not peculiar to one form

of economic development or government: but something by

which men ought to regulate their lives.

1. See above, pp. 301, 406-407.
2. See above, pp. 8-11, 177-178.
3. See above, pp. 179-185, 187-189.
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How much,then,does this conformity to older ideas of

morality limit Robertson's capacity to interpret the past

as a theoretical historian? We must point out that his re¬

ligious precepts and moral standards, if consistent; if

forming part of his basic philosophy, nonetheless are inter¬

woven with the theoretical ideas; that he shows in great

detail the social, economic and political factors which con¬

tributed to the development of the Reformation in Germany"''
and, to a lesser degree, in Scotland; that he seeks to sepa¬

rate religious and civil issues - if only to demonstrate

that the Reformation was not itself the cause of civil dis¬

turbances. Thus, although we find the introduction of the

providential in the discussion of Luther's influence and im¬

portance to be rather extraneous; though we ourselves may

not feel obliged to see heterogeneous benefit resulting from

divine intervention in the emergence of the Reformation in
2

Scotland , we may concede that the element of social and

economic causes is at least an improvement over those works

which see only God as cause and relegate institutions to,

at most, a peripheral position.

Yet, at the same time, we cannot deny that much of

Robertson's work reads like 'theoretical history for the

minister' - even though there are not many instances in

which man's evil is shown as being punished, of kings

suffering unpleasant fates through their denial of true vir¬

tue. Those who are good, are praised - though virtue here

must be its own reward - and the evil deeds of the cunning

1. See above, Chapter V.
2. See above, pp. 180-182 especially.
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though not exactly suffered in silence, must at least be

accepted, if deplored. One may record them for the in¬

struction of ages to come, but these ages are often unim¬

pressed - which detracts not from the fact that one must

point a moral. But, as suggested above"'", the presence of

two opposed attitudes in one philosophy detracts considerably

from at least one. The precepts of true Christianity, in

this instance, at least had the advantage over theoretical

history in that they were well-established; and the new his¬

torical theories were surely ill-served, were robbed of some

of their force, by sharing the limelight with some well-

tried truisms. Much the some can be said of the inclusion

of prejudiced material, of unphilosophical attitudes,along

with the theoretical ideas of property and power, especially

in Scotland. If Robertson's works were well received, those

who most praised them did so in terms which show no great in¬

terest in, or awareness of, the theoretical concepts or in¬

terpretation: the respect accorded Scotland, for instance,

is based on its scientific presentation of anti-Marian senti¬

ments. Indeed, Robertson is lauded for his fairness, criti-
2

cised even for being too lenient with Queen Mary . But what

of the nature of feudal society, the institutions produced

by economic circumstances? Perhaps Robertson's friends and

acquaintances were rather unappreciative and undiscerning;

but it may also be that when the martial spirit of the aris¬

tocracy was considered as something other than an expression

1. See Chapters VI, VII, and IX.
2. Stewart, Robertson, pp. 113-119, 120, 207-208, 213-216,

219.
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of the nature of the times and became a value in itself,

when it supported republican sentiments and challenged the

monarchy, when it was seen as having helped to at least es¬

tablish the Protestant religion, if it did not maintain it -

possibly all these factors obscured the impact which this

work might otherwise have made1.
As for Charles V, especially the View : true, Smith felt

thfet Robertson had taken his theories and written them up in

some detail, so there is some recognition of what he was

about. We must also concede that the View is interesting,

is very detailed, and rearranges a great deal of familiar

material into new patterns: the importance of commerce, the

effect which forms of government have on men, the development

of freedom, physical and 'moral' are points made, and made

well enough. But again, how much does the remainder of

Charles V - even, one might say, parts of Sections II and III

of the View - which meanders through countless battles and

conflicts between personalities, which praises the democratic

society of allodial France and condemns the corruption of

kings - how much do all these factors distract the reader

from the ideas of stadial development, of the relationship

between situation and nature of society? How much did the

usage of the providential, the rising up of Luther, the

careful manipulation of natural events by a divine hand,

the direct forcing of these to a definite end - interpreta¬

tions which may have been only too familiar - bury the idea

of balance of power, domination of interest, the unplanned

1. However, see The Scots Magazine, XXI (1759) pp. 78-81,
126-132.
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development of more philosophical sentiments in war, in

society in general?"'" The reader may see only that kings

are corrupt, that monarchs and nobles should act according

to standards, which, if unrealistic as far as earlier ages

were concerned, were doubtless familiar to him. Perhaps

this hypothetical reader, like Robertson himself, was only

too well versed in the evil intentions of rulers, and thus

not inclined, also like Robertson, to see that perhaps even

'corruption' might eventually be absorbed into the principles

of government, or at least, never permitted to go too far :

as Smith and Millar believed. If so, his ideas were only to

be reinforced, and the acceptance of the 'natural course of

things', the separation between action and direct end, the

somewhat more detached, more relaxed, more objective attitude

of Smith could not make any impression on him. Again, we

cannot really tell if this was the case; but, this detachment,

if more easily induced by a work which does not deal with
2

specific ages and problems , does not push forward historical

personalities and well-known events and subject them to a

close scrutiny, is something basic to the theoretical app¬

roach.

Certainly, we must again emphasise the faults of the

theoretical philosophy, its particular political prejudices

or preferences; we must emphasise also that it was didactic

in its approach to the past, no mere commentary on events,
3

no listing simply of what happened and when . But its faults

and its insistence on spreading the gospel of science, do

1. See above, Chapter V especially.
2. See above, pp. 170-171.
3. See above, Chapters I-IV, and also Appendix A, below.
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not mar the impact of the basic laws, the stadial development

of society, etc. Nor, more importantly, do they prevent the

theoretical writers from standing back to look at the past,

from being at a remove from the inevitable inequities of the

present and future. They are not obliged to right wrongs

retrospectively, much less make the customs of another time

reprehensible - detrimental to man's development, demonstra¬

tive of unphilosophical ages - yes, but not wrong. Robertson ,

however, though didactic, though sharing some of the theoreti¬

cal hopes and aims, though by no means averse to pointing

out the faults of other, less perfect, systems and times, is

essentially didactic in the wrong fashion.

By the time America was published, in 1777, Robertson

had lost whatever opportunities he might have had - were he

another sort of person - to make a great contribution to the

theoretical history. He is as assiduous as ever in this his

last major work; his 'Notes and Illustrations' are copious1,
his Books IV and VII deal with man in the earliest and some¬

what more developed stage in accordance with the theoretical

philosophy; he carefully relates man's nature to situation,
2

his institutions to his form of subsistence ; he as carefully
3

qualifies the effect of climate and geography , and makes

some remarks on diffusion, unphilosophical writers, false

types of conjecture, the need for relative assessment of s
4

social institutions which are all in line with the theoreti¬

cal standards and techniques. He even throws in a few 'econo¬

mic' statements which show that he has read the Wealth of

1. See below, Appendix A.
2. See Chapters VI and VII.
3. See above, pp. 155-160.
4. See Chapter VIII.
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Nations^". But he also uses the Marquis de Croix as an in-
2

stance of virtue amidst corruption , points out that men

have a duty to their sovereign and their country which
3

should limit their interest , and feels that 'interested-

ness' itself, in the modern state, resembles the individual¬

ism of the savage society in that it refers everything to
4

a man himself rather than to his society in general . Thus

in this as in his earlier works, he is intent to continue

the employment of two opposed interpretations, variations

and absolutes, the theoretical and the traditionally moral¬

istic; and, apart from Millar's Historical View, this is the

last in a long series of works which together make up the

theoretical philosophy. Between 1759 and 1769 - the dates

of his first works - the field was wide open; but the oppor¬

tunity could not be taken. Robertson was what he was, and he

could be no other.

Perhaps his works are too detailed, perhaps he undertook

too much in the sense that he was so intent to be philosopi-

cal and universal that he attempted to bring together too

great a part of the history of too many countries to be able

to make a few outstanding points. We might also grant that

much of his work - when not concerned with the theoretical

ideas of stages and variations , property and power - seems

very much in the vein of much earlier historical writing:

kings and battles and politics, albeit arranged in a more

scientific fashion. But, these are really minor points. The

1. America, Works, IV, pp. 233, 237.
2. Ibid., pp. 250-251.
3. Ibid., p. 244.
4. Ibid., III, p. 353.
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most fundamental reason why Robertson made no original con¬

tribution to theoretical history is that, not only was he

a man who depended more on the ideas of others - if capable

enough of putting them into practice - than on any theories

which he himself formulated, but that he came to historical

writing loaded down with the past, his country's, his own,

and was never able to shake it off, perhaps had no desire to.

To some extent, indeed, his works do form part of the theo¬

retical philosophy because of their very detail; but his is

not the outstanding contribution, the radical innovation, and

in many instances his writing must be seen as having done a

great disservice to the development of the new philosophy.



APPENDIX A

FURTHER MEANINGS OF THE WORD 'PHILOSOPHICAL'

Possession of what is described as a 'philosophical'

spirit or attitude which determines the type of history

that one writes marks many French and Scottish historical

writers of the mid-eighteenth century. The word 'philo¬

sophical' refers not only to social or institutional

history, but also to the society in which the philosophi¬

cal writers either lived or hoped to live, and to the

manner in which they acted in everyday life; hence, it

necessarily varies in meaning according to the nature of

that society or the attitudes which characterise the

historians's approach to particular problems'^.
There are nonetheless, certain distinctions to be

drawn between the nature and expression of this spirit in

France and in Scotland, distinctions which are also to be

seen in greater detail and depth in the variation between

the work of Voltaire, for instance, and that of the theo-
2

retical school in general . For the French writers,

especially those such as Voltaire, the tolerance, desire

for 'equity', for the inculcation of 'rights' which rep-

1. We cannot explain the actual existence of any type of
history solely through a consideration of the nature
of the society in which the respective authors lived.
This appendix is only concerned to point out some of
the nuances of the word 'philosophical' and to suggest
some of the possible reasons for the variations in
the spirit which underlay the general philosophical
history and theoretical history.

2. See above, Chapter I, pp. 13-17 especially.
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resented a philosophical society, were aims rather than

achievements of the age in which they lived - even though

they did see great improvements in their own era. There

is in their work, then, a greater urgency than in the

theoretical, a greater sense of the need for change and

action, for outspoken and 'extreme' thought in the effort

to rid the society of all things unphilosophical, and to

establish what is seen to be beneficial as soon as

possible. Persecution, intolerance and repression were a

part of their everyday life, and they were more sceptical

than were the Scottish writers of the possibility of the

beneficial emerging without direct action. Hence, calm

and moderation are not characteristics of Voltaire's

nature or work, nor, indeed, of those of many other

French anti-establishment writers of approximately the same

period, and to this extent they differ noticeably from the

theoretical historians. The traditions and institutions

against which the French philosophical writers worked

certainly included the government of their day, and this is

hardly the case with the greater part of the Scots.

Nonetheless, it is rather difficult to ascertain the

extent to which the nature of one's society determines the

limitations or nature of one's historical interpretation.

That there is a distinction between theoretical and

general philosophical history is evident, but the causes of

this difference are somewhat less so. It is possible,

for instance, that the dominance of the monarchy in France

assisted in the creation of Voltaire's philosophy of
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change, particularly his emphasis on the individual. Al¬

though he does show some belief in the possibility of the

philosophical gradually being diffused throughout society,

he is generally more concerned with the need for positive

action in order to bring this desirable state of affairs

somewhat closer to reality. Thus, the greater emphasis

on both the individual and on the correlation between

action and end in his work may result from the dominance of

the individual in his own society. At the same time, how¬

ever, we should remember that the nature of the society it¬

self is not really a sufficiently comprehensive factor to

account wholly for the existence of such philosophies. The

emergence by 1750 of the Physiocratic doctrines, which

closely resemble those of the theoretical school in their

concept of the general economic basis of social institu¬

tions and of the unintended results of actions, demon¬

strates that social limitations as such are not a full

explanation of the emergence of the nature of historical

theories - even though one might argue that writers such

as Turgot were a new generation, less affected by past

repression, more influenced by the positive and beneficial

changes within the society.

As far as the Scottish writers are concerned, it is

possible that the social structure of their country in¬

fluenced both the development of the concept of stages of

economic growth^, and influenced also the meaning of

■philosophical' as used by them in describing their

attitude towards life in general. Appreciable changes

1. See above, p. 36, note 1.
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from the seventeenth-century political and economic

structure, Millar believed, had permitted the growth of

sentiments which could be described as philosophical,

had made it possible for a greater part of the population

to achieve material security and a degree of political

power, such improvements being reflected in the laws and

in a greater stability in the society, in a decrease in

rabid and extremist political opinion, in repression and

violence^. Such factors, perhaps, led to the degree of

freedom to develop one's potential that was to be found in

some parts of mid-eighteenth century Scottish society; and

certainly it is true that there was a considerable degree

of what we might call social mobility - at least as far as

the 'middling ranks' were concerned - and this permitted
2

those of talent to achieve considerable success .

Robertson's own career, for instance, illustrates

this situation very clearly. Born in 1721 into a milieu
which produced a considerable proportion of those who were

3
to contribute to the Scottish enlightenment , he advanced

rapidly within his profession, being given valuable bene¬

fices and eventually becoming Moderator of the General

1. Hist View., III, pp. 7 ff., IV, pp. 304 ff. See also
Robertson, Scotland, Works, II, pp. 71-74, and
Dugald Stewart, 'Account of the Life and Writings of
William Robertson'(hereafter cited Robertson, re¬

printed in Biographical Memoir of Adam Smith, New
York, 1966) p. 187. See above, pp.322, 324-325.

2. See, for instance, Bonnie and Vern Bullough, 'In¬
tellectual Achievers: A Study of Eighteenth-Century
Scotland', AJS, 76 (1971) pp. 1048-1063.

3. Ibid. See also Roger L. Emerson, 'The Social compo¬
sition of enlightened Scotland: the select society of
Edinburgh, 1754-1764', SV, CXIV (1973) pp. 291-329.
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Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in Scotland1. He was

also Principal of the University of Edinburgh and an

extremely successful author, his works bringing him both

social standing and advancement at home and honours from

abroad^.
It is also noticeable as a result of this mobility,

and as a result also of the interest of various members of

the upper classes in men's ideas and talents rather than

their origins, that there was an easy association, in

Edinburgh society at least, between the titled and the
3

intellectual . We find also that this relationship, which

particularly suited many of the literati's ideas of their
4

own independence , permitted them to maintain their

principles, to refuse to be pressured by the important, to

treat with them as equals and not as inferiors. Again, this

is clearly illustrated by Robertson's attitudes. Although

he showed no hesitation in asking for favours, nor in

taking them, he did not feel that such actions compromised

him in his official capacity. They were rather a part of
5

normal administrative procedure , on occasion they

1. Stewart, Robertson, pp. 126, 178 ff., especially p.186.
2. Ibid., pp. 112-119, 159, 177, 231.
3. See Emerson, op. cit.
4. See, for instance, Alexander Carlyle, Anecdotes and

Characters of the Times (ed. James Kinsley, London,
1973, hereafter cited Anecdotes) p. 33.

5. See, for instance, EUL MSS La. II. 241, No. 2, No. 5,
f.l,r. See also Jeremy J. Cater, 'The Making of
Principal Robertson in 1762: Politics and the
University of Edinburgh in the Second Half of the
Eighteenth Century', SHR, 49 (1970) pp. 60-84, and
Ian D. L. Clark, Moderatism and the Moderate Party
in the Church of Scotland 1752-1805 (Cambridge
University Ph.D. thesis, 1963) pp. 92-95.
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simply reflected friendship or acquaintance^, and in

either case Robertson did not feel that one should

sacrifice one's principles or be dictated to on matters of

policy, particularly in religious matters: ' " Great men

in office were always ready to countenance him, to co¬

operate with him, and to avail themselves of his aid. But he

judged for himself, and scorned to be their slave, or to
2submit to receive their instructions." '

This philosophical form of society - which itself

separates the Scots from the French writers - may well

have demonstrated to the theoretical historians the

values of greater economic independence, of a less rigid

class structure, of the freedom which some men had to

express themselves and to be independent of the will of

others. Certainly it is possible that the manners and

institutions of their times, which were manifestly so

beneficial to themselves, led them to feel that this type

of society was basic to the development of human nature;

and possible also that, together with the evidence of

other stages of development, the existence of such moeurs

helped in the creation of the basic concepts of theo¬

retical history.

How much this was in fact the case is, of course,

something which we can by no means determine. All we can

say with certainty is that although the theoretical writers

may not have continually and specifically related their

own attitudes to the system in which they lived, they did

1. See, for instance, BM Add. MSS 35,350, ff. 58-60,62-63.
2. Stewart, Robertson, p. 193. See also Carlyle,

Anecdotes, p. 117.
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believe that they themselves were philosophical. By this

they meant in particular that their attitudes were those

such as were produced by an awareness of scientific

principles, by more 'liberal* attitudes concerning the

nature and purpose of government; and this, together with

their more stable society meant that they were suffic¬

iently secure, sufficiently sure of themselves and of their

own worth, of the value of those principles which they

cherished, not to be obliged to continually act or to

demand action as the French writers were. The very

existence, then, of a society in which there was a greater

tolerance, a greater freedom, permitted them to be

philosophical in another sense: they were allowed to be

moderate, to be calm and detached, to remove themselves

from the passions and enthusiasms typical of a less

enlightened age or of a more repressed society. Though

there were occasions on which in fact they were far from

being at a distance from the concerns which stirred others,

and though by moderation they did not mean that one should

not feel anger, should not be moved by one's passions,

they thought it particularly unphilosophical to express

such sentiments openly.

'I am sensible', wrote Hume, 'that nothing can be

more unphilosophical than to be positive or dogmatical on

any subject'1, and this was an opinion shared by the

greater part of the theoretical school. Many of them

were whigs, but not blatantly so; Robertson, for instance,

1. Hume, An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals
(Oxford, 1902) p. 278.
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loyal to the Hanoverians, refusing to support the Stuarts,

thought of himself as a 'moderate' whig1, and that a

good thing was hardly improved by a too enthusiastic
2

advocacy of it . Utility might be increasing, but

authority still had a place, and the philosophical man
. 3

accepted this . Many were also religious, but refused

thereby to countenance enthusiasm or fanaticism; not only

must faith be philosophical - that is, consonant with
. . . 4

scientific principles - but those who were too positive
5

about it , or who espoused faiths which were extremist,

reflective of another age, or destructive of general
g

growth, must be checked whenever possible . Ideally,

however, differences of opinion should be resolved with

moderation, and the philosophical approach characterises

Robertson's actions as Moderator in particular - 'mild,
7

rational, and conciliating' t free from passion, detached

from controversy.

To be philosophical in this sense, however, was not

1. Walpole, Correspondence, I, p. 387, Stewart, Robertson,
p. 108, Boswell, Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides
(Yale edition of The Private Papers of James Boswe'll,
Volume 8, New York, 1961, p. 384.

2. The Miscellaneous Works of Edward Gibbon ...(London,
1837, hereafter cited Misc.Worksl p. 305, Robertson
to Gibbon.

3. See above, p.136.
4. See above, Chapter I, pp. 7-10.
5. Gibbon, Misc. Works, p. 305, Robertson to Gibbon.
6. See Clark, op. citT, and also Henry Reay Sefton, The

Early Development of Moderatism in the Church of
Scotland (Glasgow University Ph.D. thesis,1962) for
Robertson's attitudes concerning other, less 'philo¬
sophical' versions of Christianity, and also Scotland,
Works, I, p. 502. See,further, his letter to Sir
Robert Murray Keith on Islam, BM Add. MSS, 35,540, f.49.

7. Stewart, Robertson, p. 195.
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to be passive; rather, the theoretical writers believed

that the moderation, tolerance and detachment which they

valued should characterise not only their lives, but also

their work. Thus, though in their greater calm, their

acceptance of the existing government, their satisfaction

with many of the achievements of their society, they are

generally to be distinguished from the French writers, they

are as didactic, as intent to stimulate thought, as the

philosophes. This, of course, is not to say that they

believed great changes could be made within a relatively

short period, even in a philosophical system - Robertson,

for instance, though believing a more enlightened society

was ready to extend greater toleration to Catholics^, did
not attempt to force the issue when he saw that it was

unacceptable: 'While I thought a repeal of the penal

statutes would produce good effects, I supported it openly;

when I foresaw bad consequences from persisting in a

measure which I had warmly approved, I preferred the
2

public good to my own private sentiments' . Though such

intolerance itself is unphilosophical, though Robertson

was not generally inclined to accept the opinions of the

ordinary man, he was aware also that the individual could

not achieve much against such odds.

Though the Scots' moderation, their dread of appearing

too concerned, too involved may mean that they seem less

aggressive, less persistent than many of the French, then,
we should not let appearances confuse or mislead us. In

1. Stewart, Robertson, p. 187.
2. Ibid. , p. 191.



509

reality they felt with Diderot that the philosopher
must always point out false systems of thought, must seek

to correct wrongs''", must inculcate a greater awareness

in men of how much they were limited by repressive ideas.

Though it is true that they also sought to make moderation

more widespread, and that in this they differ somewhat from

many of the philosophes, it is obvious that they used their

works as did the French, to bring the philosophical a little

closer to all men. This is particularly the case with

writers such as Robertson who studied specific societies

and were at some pains to emphasise how much the passions

typical of other ages distorted the 'truth' and continued

to disturb men even in the present. Such an attitude, for

instance, is to be seen in the reasons he gave in Scotland

for his detailed and widely illustrated examination of the
2 . .

reign of Queen Mary ; and it is found also in similar works,

such as Karnes' Essays where the intention is expressly

stated to 'raise a Spirit' among the Scots which would lead

them to examine their past critically: 'being seriously

convinced, that nothing will more contribute than this

Study, to eradicate a Set of Opinions, which, by Intervals,
3

have disquieted this Island for a Century and a Half. '

Though the theoretical writers believed it philosophical

to interpret the past in its own terms, then, they did not

believe such an approach included toleration of or the

1. See Robertson, India, Works, II, p. 535.
2. Scotland, Works, I, pp. i-ii.
3. Karnes, Essays Upon Several Subjects Concerning British

Antiquities (Edinburgh, 1747) page first.
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continuation of foolish or dangerous opinions\ One

must, indeed, criticise 'moderately'; but moderation it¬

self was not to be seen as a hindrance to investigation

and evaluation, but was rather the principle on which
2

such procedures must be based .

This attempt to make men philosophical, to use the

critical study of the past in order to reveal the mistakes

and prejudices that interfered with the growth of en¬

lightened thought, is given a further dimension in

Robertson's work by his remarks concerning the role of the

historian and the standards which he should set himself.

Though on some occasions his ideas seem devoid of that
. . 3

relativism demanded by the theoretical approach , we can

nonetheless find in his writings a consistent attempt to

stress the values of the philosophical or social/insti¬

tutional history, and an equally consistent criticism of

those who either failed to write such history or who did so

imperfectly.

True history, he felt, was universal in its extent,

insofar as it should take account of common rather than

4
peculiar characteristics of societies , should emphasise

5
the importance of laws and institutions , should seek to

point out connecting factors rather than simply to list
g

facts chronologically ; and he was quick to praise those who

1. See above, pp. 341-359, 363-366.
2. See above, pp. 449-451.
3. See above, pp. 216-218, 238-241, 248-251, 261-263,298-330.
4. Scotland, Works, I, p. 65. See also above, Chapter

VIII, and pp.
5. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 515(Note XXII) and 551(Note

XXXII).
6. Ibid., p. 18.
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wrote in such a fashion, and equally quick to criticise

those whose historical philosophy was sadly devoid of

such foundations. Daniel, for instance, though a writer

'of considerable name', was hardly to be taken seriously

because the nature of his work was hardly philosophical:

'no great stress ought to be laid on an omission in a

superficial author, whose treatise, though dignified with

the name of history, contains only such an account of the

ceremonial of Charles's election, as is usually published

in Germany on like occasions.'^"
He was critical also of the ridiculous causes advanced

by many 'historians', of the continual employment by them

of superficial reasons as explanations of events which

either had more profound causes or were to be accounted for

by very simple and straightforward means. The emphasis

on passions and poison as a cause of death he rejected in

no uncertain terms - 'The historians of all nations dis¬

cover an amazing credulity with respect to rumours of this

kind, which are so well calculated to please the love of

the marvellous which is natural to all, that in every age

they have been swallowed without examination, and believed
2 ...

contrary to reason' - and he had little patience with
3

other such theories . The usage of such 'facts',indeed,

especially when they reflected earlier, unphilosophical

ages, made him particularly wary of 'contemporary' his¬

torians4, and although he accepted this type of work if

1. Charles V, Works, V, p. 216, note i.
2. Scotland, Works, I, p. 124.
3. See, for instance, Charles V, Works, V, p. 283.
4. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 57-58,124, 174,218.
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it was valuable in showing the spirit of an age\ he

generally preferred to use other sources . Only if such

writings conformed to the standards which he had set did

he find the 'contemporary' historian to be not only

'authentic' but reliable. This is the case, for instance,

with the work of Paolo Sarpi, historian of the Council of

Trent:

'He has exposed the intrigues and artifices
by which it was conducted with a freedom and
severity which have given a deep wound to the
credit of the council. He has described its
deliberations, and explained its decrees, with
such perspicuity and depth of thought, with
such various erudition and such force of reason,
as have justly entitled his work to be placed ^
among the most admired historical compositions.'

This 'philosophical' approach is particularly to be

seen in Robertson's comments on research and on sources,

comments which are based on his belief that those who

attempted to establish a new philosophy, a new interpre¬

tation, must list the works they had consulted, must study

all available material; for only by so doing could they

both avoid, and show others that they had avoided, the un¬

founded speculation, the fanciful conjecture, which their
4

works aimed to supersede . Thus, although he found

Voltaire's work, including the Essai, to be 'instructive

and agreeable', the absence of authorities in his history

meant that one 'could not, with propinquity, appeal to his
5

authority in confirmation of any doubtful or unknown fact' ;

'The longer I reflect on the nature ofhistorical
composition, the more I am convinced that this

1. See America, Works, III, p. 556(Note XCVII).
2. However, see above, pp. 235-237, 277-279, 359-362.
3. Charles V, Works, VI, p. 345.
4. See above, Chapter VIII.
5. Charles V, Works, V, p. 585(Note XLV).
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'scrupulous accuracy is necessary. The historian
who records the events of his own time, is
credited in proportion to the opinion which
the public entertains with respect to his means
of information and his veracity. He who delineates
the transactions of a remote period, has no
title to claim assent, unless he produces
evidence in proof of his assertions. Without this
he may write an amusing tale, but cannot be said
to have composed an authentic history.'

The historian, he believed further, should think of
2himself as giving information under oath , and certainly he

3
was scrupulous in checking the references given by others .

Of course, this is not to deny that his actual employment of

sources is often far from satisfactory, but it is nonethe¬

less true that he always listed his authorities in great

detail, that he attached copious Proofs and Notes and
4

Illustrations of points in the text to the end of his works ,

that, on occasion, when discussing controversial issues, he
5

lists alternative, less 'biased' sources , and that when he

clearly differs from established opinion he refers also to

those works which express the same sentiments as himself

in order to show that he has good reason for his opinion.

Furthermore, his emphasis on the importance of using

all available material - a result of his belief that one's

work must reveal the whole, not simply isolated fragments,

of any issue - led him not only to complain of those who
7

refused the historian access to papers , but to collect all

1. America, Works, III, pp. xi-xii.
2. BM Add. MSS 34,886, f. 118.
3. Ibid., ff. 63, 118.
4. See, for instance, Charles V, Works, V, pp. 451-586,

and America, Works, III, pp. 493-571.
5. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 268, note k, 296, note y, 300,

note m, II, pp. 102-104.
6. America, Works, III, pp. 534-537 (Note LII).
7. See ibid., pp. v-vi.
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possible information and to read it assiduously"*", always.

His reputation as a tireless investigator was one which he

prided himself on, and his correspondence, the acknowledg¬

ments listed in his works, and the copious notes which are to

be found in all of his writings , at least support his

claim to thoroughness. His search for information was, in

fact, constant, for the revised as well as for the original
3

work ; and his efforts to cover universal and general prob¬

lems and tppics meant a series of requests for papers, books,

and other material from his friends, acquaintances, and pub-
4

lisher . Research he found boring at times, often tiring,

1. See, for instance, the list of Spanish books and manu¬
scripts which he consulted for America : Works, III,
pp. xvii-xxxi.

2. Scotland, Works, I, pp. 16, note e; 33, note p; 63, note
n; 176, note b; 225, note k; 254, note i; Works, II, pp.
51-53, note a. Charles V, Works, V, pp. 112, note a; 183,
note g; 242, note i*; Works, VI, pp. 191, note a; 211,
note y*; 438, note x.

3. BM Add. MSS 34,886, f.164; 35,350, f.73. NLS MSS 1036,
f .6.

4. For Charles V, see the Preface of the original edition;
and see also NLS MSS 1005, f.6; BM Add. MSS 35,350, f.
58, and 38,200, f. 296; Bodleian MSS, Montagu, d.9, f.
1. The Preface to Scotland (Works, I, pp. ii-iv) lists
some of Robertson's sources of information, and the appen¬
dices in that work testify to his thoroughness - though
he was criticised for not examining material pertinent
to the Marian controversy and to Queen Mary's reign in
general which was available in the Scots College, Paris:
Klibansky and Mossner, op.cit., p. 50, note 5. For
America, see Preface, Works, III, pp. ii-xi. See also
NLS MSS 948, no. 5, f.l; 1036, f.106; 3942, f. 22: of
special interest are the questionnaires which Robertson
sent to those persons who had first-hand knowledge of
the culture of the American Indians - see above, p. 83,
note 2. See further, BM Add. MSS 34,886, f. 99; 35,350,
ff. 6061, 62, 66-67, 68; 35,511, f. 21; 35,534, ff. 123-
124, 126. BM Egerton MSS, 2182, f. 39. Bodleian MSS,
Montagu, d.9, especially the letter from Robertson to
Strahan, August 7, 1771, f.l, and that to Cadell, Sep¬
tember 6th, 1771, f.l. Historical Society of Pennsyl¬
vania, Breer Collection MSS, 107, f. 1. Yale University,
Trumbull Collection, letter of Trumbull to William Smith,
July 19th, 1773. For India, see BM Add. MSS 40,856,f.80.
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but it was vital if one was to maintain the dignity of his¬

tory, to discredit those who continued the unphilosophical;

and his praise of Gibbon was in part based on that writer's
' industry of research' 'without which no man deserves the

name of an historian'^". Such sentiments led him not only
2

to continually revise his work , but also to criticise those

who, though famous, lacked all the ' great qualities of an

historian', whose work could never lead to 'truth' because

3
based on no 'patient industry' .

In most cases criticism by Robertson of the writings of

other historians was expressed moderately, was free from un¬

philosophical heat and passion, and depended for its effect

on revealing the lack of acceptable standards in these res¬

pective works. This, indeed, is not to say that neither

Robertson nor other of the Edinburgh literati were never

provoked or angered by criticism of their own histories, for

in many instances they obviously were; it is rather that their

philosophical attempts to encourage a greater detachment

prevented them from making any public response to such

criticism. Thus, the particular connotation of 'philosophi¬

cal' as seeming detached, as refusing to be too obviously

affected4 guides their approach in their work as well as in

their everyday life. ' 0! I am happy', wrote Hume:
' in my Resolution never to answer to any of
these People on any Occasion. For if I had

1. BM Add. MSS 34,886, f. 117. See also America, Works,
III, p. 557 (Note XCVII).

2. See above, p. 514 note 3. There are, for instance,
fairly extensive additions to the Dissertation in
Scotland: Works, II, pp. 98-99, 102-104, 106-110, 120-
121, 126, note e.

3. America, Works, III, p. 557 (Note XCVII).
4. See above, pp. 505-507.
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'ever been weak enough to have made any Reply
to any Remarker, my Silence on this Occasion
woud have been taken for a Conviction of Guilt.
And how coud I have reply'd? I think it woud
scarce have been becoming to have spoke calmly
to this Imputation: And had I answer'd a Fool
according to his Folly, I must have justly
pass'd for a Man of as base a Mind & low an
Education as the Person, who coud handle an
intricate historical Question in such a manner.'

This attitude is very much one which Robertson held,

and he had early established a 'fixed maxim of making no

2
reply' which he ordinarily maintained; that is to say, he

generally refused to make any public acknowledgement of

criticisms or of mistakes, to become involved in contro¬

versial issues, although in private he could rage with a

certain amount of heat. To Hardwicke he wrote:

'I flatter myself that Your Lordship thinks
more kindly of me than to suppose that I will
enter into any of those angry controversies,
which bigots and party writers have carried on
about tJ|e disputed events in Queen Mary's
reign. '

4
and he made similar remarks also to Gibbon . He did

5
accept that he had made mistakes , but usually he inserted

his corrections without comment. On those occasions when

he explicitly referred to an error he appears to have done

so both because the issue was important or 'philosophical'

1. Klibansky and Mossner, op. cit., pp. 60-61 - Hume is
referring specifically to Tytler ( see above, p.450,
note2 ). See also Laurence L. Bongie, 'The Eighteenth-
Century Marian Controversy and an Unpublished Letter by
David Hume' SSL, I (1964) pp. 236-252.

2. BM Add. MSS 34,886 , f. 164.
3. Ibid.; Robertson was referring particularly to Whitaker,

Mary Queen of Scots Vindicated ( see above, p.452 ,note
4. See also 'Preface to the Eleventh Edition' of
Scotland, Works, I, p. vii.

4. Gibbon, Misc. Works, p. 380, and see also Robertson's
letter to the same concerning the need for detachment,
ibid., p. 295.

5. See the ' Preface to the Eleventh Edition' of Scotland,
Works, I, p. vii.
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and because he had been corrected by an author whom he

respected^". Only rarely, as in his response to the 'weak
2 3and credulous bigot' Clavigero , did he reply openly and

in detail, and this because of his philosophical belief in

the importance of basing one's work on solid authorities
and of reassuring one's readers that one had done so:

'When an author is conscious of having exerted
industry in research, and impartiality in
decision, he may, without presumption, claim what
praise is due to these qualities, and he cannot be
insensible to any accusation that tends to weaken
the force of his claim. A feeling of this kind
has induced me to examine such strictures of M.

Clavigero on my History of America as merited any
attention, especially as these are made by one
who seemed to possess the means of obtaining
accurate information, and to shew that the greater4
part of them is destitute of any just foundation.'

Even in such instances, however, his public attitude re¬

mained one of a truly philosophical superiority; and though

this cairn may not have been as extensive as the theoretical
historians wished, they themselves made every effort to

rectify this situation as their historical work similarly

sought to replace less enlightened interpretations of men

and their societies.

1. See, for instance, Scotland, Works, I, p. 314, note o,
and Charles V, Works, V, p. 245, note k.

2. NLS MSS 1006, f. 106.
3. Abbe Francesco Saverio Clavigero, The History of Mexico

(translation of the original Spanish edition, London,
17 87) . For some of his remarks on Robertson - many of
them admittedly concerning rather trivial points - see
ibid.,II, pp. 2a, 7c, 12, 13k, 15n, 20q, 31x, 38-39, 72p
in3~q, 108n, 329-330, 348-352, 381-382, 419, 433-435.

4. America, Works, III, p. xiv, and see ibid., Works, IV,
pp. 411-413 (Note LX) .



APPENDIX B

SOME PROBABLE INFLUENCES ON THE DEVELOPMENT OF

THEORETICAL HISTORY

As has been indicated above, the theoretical his¬

torians stress especially that society is dependent upon

mainly moral as opposed to physical factors, and that the

variations in form of subsistence will affect the nature of

societies, an interpretation of the past which is of par¬

ticular importance in that it deals with man as he has been

observed in time. Unlike many earlier historical philo¬

sophies it is not concerned with man as he 'ought' to be

since it holds that he can at all times act only as his

society deems; and because of this we must remember that any

works which may have influenced the Scottish school would

necessarily have been concerned with a similar interpre¬

tation of man, and with the explaining of his past in terms

of regular and primarily moral factors.

This, it appears, is the case with Montesquieu's major

writings, Considerations and Spirit of the Laws1; in both

these works there is an emphasis that we must study what is ,

not what we might prefer to see, since it is imperfect man

who forms the basis of our study - 'A fine thing to see a

historian judge of that which men have done by that which
they ought to have done; by this mode of reasoning we should

2
have no more history.' Perfection, he believed, 'can have

3
no relation to the universality of men or things' , and

though philosophical or religious systems might be based on

1. See above, pp. 14-15.
2. SL, II, p. 242.
3. Ibid., p. 32.
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the concept of an absolute good or on an unvarying form of

government, such theories had little relation to reality.

In his earlier writings, and especially in his study

of Rome's rise and fall - Considerations - Montesquieu

emphasises two major factors; one is the actual or real

nature of man, the other is the constant relationship be¬

tween a society's past and its present. It is always man's

actions which constitute the major causal factor in any

society, he believed, and if these actions are brought to¬

gether to form a definite pattern, the effect of past

causes will certainly partially determine the present and

future of any state. Change, in other words, is gradual,

and actions are not simply an expression of present inter¬

est but must always be related to past influences. Rome,

for instance, which was based on 'civic' qualities, on a

concern for the benefit and welfare of the state"*" was

possessed of excellent institutions where balance or con-
2

flict-based compromise produced beneficial ends . Yet,

this society declined in proportion to the denial of the

basis of the original system, in proportion to the

Romans' 'violation of their moral customs' which were the

3
foundation of their laws . Through such an interpre¬

tation Montesquieu is able to suggest that cumulative

factors, as opposed to direct and immediate ones, are the

causes of the decline of the Roman republic. Human greed
and lack of foresight expressed over a considerable period

of time have destroyed those qualities which made the

1. Considerations, pp. 26, 28, 29, 44-45, 75, 84.
2. Ibid., pp. 83, 85, 103.
3. Ibid., p. 86.
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Romans great. A change of this nature cannot be attri¬

buted to individual actions, or at least, not directly so,

for a powerful political system of such magnitude could

only collapse because many, generally impersonal, factors

exerted a considerable pressure on its foundations over a

considerable period of time: 'we must not blame it on the

ambition of certain individuals; we must blame it on man -

a being whose greed for power keeps increasing the more he

has of it, and who desires all only because he already

possesses much.'^
The emphasis of Considerations on the nature of law

rather than on conscious actions by men, on the relating of

the parts of any society to its total experience, on

tracing causes back to past general patterns, on man acting

as man will, are all features which are central to the most

important of Montesquieu's works, Spirit of the Laws - and,

indeed, to the theoretical philosophy itself. In this in¬

fluential work, there is no sense of similarity of be¬

haviour in similar stages of development, nor is there any

explicit suggestion that human society evolves through

constant patterns of action because of the nature of man.

The concept of constancy and uniformity which we find here

comes rather from Montesquieu's belief that similar effects

will result from like geographical situations, and that

there is a constant relationship between the original im¬

personal physical factors and the later moral, but also

impersonal ones which maintain what has resulted from

1. Considerations, pp. 107-108.
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situation . For instance, while it is possible to see

that certain sections of Spirit of the Laws which deal

with the history of France are in part a response by
^ 2him to the these royale , they are primarily a long

and careful explanation in philosophical terms of the

French origins, of the growth and development of the

'German' system of property and government from allo¬

dial tenure to feudalism proper and the breakdown of

monarchical power. They consider in detail the nature

of the relationship between the society and its laws

during these gradual changes, and reveal especially how

need and situation will produce particular results, how

one stage must give way to another because of the force

of the changing spirit of the society. The sense of

the gradual growth of government and of the laws which

are appropriate to this which is to be seen in this

study must have been of considerable importance to the

theoretical concept of stages of development and also

of the relationship between any society and its insti-
3

tutions . This is so even though there is not in this

or in any other work of Montesquieu any profound theory

of the heterogeneity of ends; the importance of his

work in relation to later philosophy of history lies

1. However, see above, pp. 154-161 for the theoreti-
consideration of the respective importance of
physical and moral factors.

2. SL, II, pp. 92-155, 218-267 (Books XXVIII and
XXXI). See also Ely Carcassone, Montesquieu et
la probleme de la Constitution frangaise au
XVIIIe Sifecle (Paris,1927).

3. Robertson perhaps may have drawn on Montesquieu for
his interpretation of the development of the feudal
society, and certainly he acknowledged Spirit of
the Laws as a valuable source for the study of
changes in forms of property holding; Charles V,
Works, V, pp. 463-472 (Note VIII).
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rather in his understanding of the complexity of human

history, and the intermingling of all parts of it to

create a whole, especially with regard to individual

societies:

'(Laws) should be in relation to the climate
of each country, to the quality of its soil,
to its situation and extent, to the principal
occupation of the natives, whether husbandmen,
huntsmen, or shepherds: they should have
relation to the degree of liberty which the
constitution will bear; to the religion of the
inhabitants, to their inclinations, riches,
numbers, commerce, manners, and customs. In
fine, they have relations to each other, as
also to their origin, to the intent of the
legislator, and to the order of things on

which they are established; in all of which
different lights they ought to be considered.'

Furthermore, as a part of this belief in the

necessarily secular or material basis of all societies,

and in the variations in their laws, he states that

what any government does in order to maintain itself

must often be separated from the more traditional pre¬

cepts of morality. In order to continue that which has

been achieved by political means we must deny those

philosophies that stress virtues rather than civic con¬

cerns; and in Considerations, for instance, he accepts

the actions of the Romans as necessarily expressing the

needs of their society, and believes that the lack of

the traditional virtues in this was irrelevant to the

1. SL, I, pp. 6-7. It has been suggested that Montes¬
quieu's reference to 'husbandmen, huntsmen, or shep¬
herds' here indicates some idea of stages of develop¬
ment (Ronald Meek, 'Smith, Turgot, and the "Four
Stages" Theory', Hist.Pol.Econ,,3 (1971)p. 27, note
40); if so, this was only to be developed by the theo¬
retical historians. For Montesquieu's ideas of the
relationship between laws and climate, see SL, I,
pp. 221-270, between laws and 'soil', ibid. , pp.
271-291. See also ibid., pp.292-373, and II, pp. 1-
80.
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welfare of the state"'". Men are mainly motivated by sel¬

fish factors, by human faults such as avarice, but the pre-

sence of these is not necessarily detrimental - an idea

which certainly forms part of the theoretical interpre¬

tation, especially of the heterogeneity of ends. His an¬

alysis of government was always based on an acceptance of

political expediency - unless this was contrary to the

spirit of any particular form - and while he has some con¬

cern with the precepts of morality within societies, he

includes within this the maxims of government; hence, when

he talks of moral rules, these are those actions or pro-

3
ceedmgs which are necessary for continuation of the state .

In Spirit of the Laws in particular Montesquieu reveals

that most societies are beneficial to man (he does feel that

the despotic state inhibits human development) and that

apparent imperfections are nonetheless an integral part of
4

any system, and thus are not destructive in themselves .

Because men are capable of adapting to that form of govern¬

ment in which they have been educated, and are not in con¬

stant conflict with its principles, the mixture of 'good'

and 'bad' forms a whole that supports the national aims:

'Lycurgus, by blending theft with the spirit of justice,

1. Considerations, pp. 26, 28, 29, 44-45, 75, 84.
2. See, for instance, ibid., p. 124 where Montesquieu

points out that slave owners acted from 'avarice and
weakness of character' in releasing their 'possessions',
an interpretation which is similar to the theoretical
explanation of the breakdown of the feudal system and
the freeing of the serf class: see above, pp. 105-106.

3. See, for instance, Considerations, p. 63.
4. Such an interpretation differs somewhat from the theo¬

retical which, although it finds unity and integrity
within any society or stage of development, and accepts
all of the past, nonetheless believes that some forms
of government are 'imperfect' and inhibiting: see par¬
ticularly Chapters III, VI and VII above.
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'the hardest servitude with excess of liberty, the most

rigid sentiments with the greatest moderation, gave stability

to his city.'"'' 'The characters of the several nations' , he

stated further, 'are formed of virtues and vices, of good
2

and bad qualities' , and:

'all political are not all moral vices; and...
all moral are not political vices.'

It is apparent that there are certain similarities

between Montesquieu's work and that of the theoretical

historians, particularly in the acceptance of what is_, of
man's nature, of the necessary difference between one

society and another, and in the emphasis on institutional

study. But we should also be aware that there are very

considerable differences also, that, for instance, there is

little acceptance by Montesquieu of concepts such as

4
'interest' which, in the theoretical writing was an ex¬

planation of constancy in human nature, and of the actual

advance of men-the capacity to progress through seemingly

'unphilosophical' means. Because Montesquieu considers

rather the very general connections between past and present,

because his idea of variation and of the constancy within this

is limited to certain forms of government and not applied

to a study of the gradual development of man, because he

has no theory of several distinct stages, he cannot put

forward any consistent theory as to the benefits which may

1. SL, I, p. 35.
2. Ibid., p. 296.
3. Ibid., p. 297.
4. Ibid., pp. 23-24; in the monarchical system, where 'it

is extremely difficult for the people to be virtuous',
the 'principle' of 'honour' means that every person has
a particular interest which contributes to the welfare
of the state. Interest,however, is limited to this form.
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be derived unintended and over a period of time, by man

acting as his nature, as his interest, determines.

While the theoretical writers may have been stimu¬

lated by Montesquieu's work, it is also to be seen that

they went far beyond it, not only through their ideas con¬

cerning man*s nature and the process by which his interest

resulted in unplanned beneficial ends, but also because of

the emphasis which they place on economic factors as deter¬

mining stages of development. This theory of property,

which is so vital to their interpretation^, probably derives

from the works of James Harrington and those described as

2
commonwealthmen which can be seen as forming part of the

interpretation of the past which emphasised that man, not

fortune, was the centre of life and that men are able to

overcome the disorder and chaos once thought of as inevitable

in proportion as their institutions permit them to absorb

or dismiss the forces of fate and instability. This in¬

terpretation, for instance, is certainly to be found in
3

the works of Machiavelli, particularly the Discourses -,

which were a major influence on the commonwealth philo¬

sophy. Machiavelli depends on the concept of the cumu-

1. See above, Chapters III, VI and VII.
2. See especially S.B. Liljegren(ed.) James Harrington's

Oceana (Heidelberg, 1924, hereafter cited Oceana),
J.G.A. Pocock, 'Machiavelli, Harrington and English
Political Ideologies in the Eighteenth Century' in
his Politics, Language and Time(London,1973) pp. 104-
147, Caroline Robbins, The Eighteenth-Century Common-
wealthman (Cambridge,Mass., 1959)and Robbins(ed) Two
English Republican Tracts. Plato Redivivus ... by
Henry Neville. An Essay Upon The Constitution of the
Roman Government"". .. by Walter Moyle (Cambridge ,1969 ,
hereafter cited Republican Tracts).

3. The Discourses (ed Bernard Crick, Harmondsworth, 1970,
hereafter cited Discourses).
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lative power of institutions and thereby indicates that

many of the actions of men in society are not the result of

conscious or self-denying principles^"; he also believes

that the virtu of the republican state - that is, the means

by which society is continued - is not composed of the

traditional, primarily Christian, values but depends on

2
qualities which are an integral part of the society and is

the means by which chance or fortune is both limited in ex¬

tent and lessened in its effect.

As far as Harrington in particular was concerned, how¬
ever, there was still too much power given to fortune in

Machiavelli1s ideas, and he himself sought to limit its role

by his theory of property. For him, and for the other

commonwealthmen, personal property in land grants political
3

power and the particular distribution of this property de¬

termines the form of government. When a large number holds

such property, then government is composed of three factors
4

and, with the support of stabilising principles , former in¬

stability ceases. The independent man - he who holds some

1. For instance, Machiavelli believed that the Roman
republic was maintained by conflict and dissent:
Discourses, p. 113.

2. The republican virtu consists of such qualities as
strength, purpose, militancy, astuteness, patriotism,
and self-discipline, and these are a natural part of
that form of government in which the main profession
is that of citizen, the involved and martial defender of
the republic. This emphasis on political rather than
religious maxims is also very much a part of The Prince.

3. See, for instance, Cato's Letters, No. 84( in Jacobson,
op. cit., p. 211): 'it is most certain, that the first
Principle of all Power is Property; and every Man will
have his Share of it in Proportion as he enjoys
Property'.

4. See Oceana, p. 33. These principles are a part of
Harrington's concept of balance in government, and
are the means by which change will end and the common¬
wealth made 'immortal'.
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property - is free from subjection to the will of another^"
and acts as he must in order to guarantee the freedom that

2
is essential to him . These actions remove from the state

the threat of fluctuation and civil disorder that has pre¬

viously plagued it - at least, this is so in Oceana.

In such an interpretation, individual qualities of

men tend to be irrelevant, and with the emergence of the

mixed or balanced state, virtu, or the public good, is pro¬

duced automatically; the decisions of the greater part

must necessarily be reflective of the needs of the society:

'if reason be nothing but interest, and the
interest of mankind be the right interest,
then the reason of mankind must be the right
reason; if the interest of popular govern¬
ment come nearest unto the reason of mankind,
then the reason of popular government must
come the nearest unto right reason.'

Harrington's contention is not that private vices make for

public good but rather that the citizen is obliged to act

politically through the force of property in such a manner

as to produce public benefit. The proper operation of all

the parts of the balanced government must necessarily deny

both fortune and the selfishness which is a part of man,

an idea which was certainly valuable in the development of

the concept of impersonal forces as predominant in human

history. The power of property overrides the effects of

1. See Oceana, p. 33. It is likely that the theoretical
emphasis on the independence of man, and the conse¬
quent proper operation of his moral sentiments , re¬
sults from the commonwealth correlation of freedom
and the maintenance of virtu. See Chapters III and IV.

2. Such action takes place not only in government but also
in the militia, an army composed of free men, all pro¬
perty holders, who defend the state. This army is to
be contrasted with the standing army typical of the
corrupted society. See below, p. 530.

3. Oceana, pp. 22-23.
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personality:

'The nature of orders in a Common-wealth
rightly instituted being void of all Jealousie,
because let the parties which she embraceth
be what they will, her orders are such, as
they neither would resist if they could, nor
could if they would.'

Harrington's idea of property was taken somewhat

further by later commonwealth writers who not only accep¬

ted that change is a constant feature of society, that

there is no 'immortal commonwealth', but that such changes

as did occur resulted not so much from conscious and aware

action, but rather from the cumulative effects of many past

actions. Such a theory eliminates individual responsi¬

bility and emphasises the importance of general and im¬

personal factors: 'land is the true centre of power, and ...

the balance of dominion changes with the balance of pro-
2

perty' ; and however much the commonwealth writers may not

have cared for many of the changes which had occurred, they

did not attempt to account for these in terms of persons or

ideologies, for only change in property could be seen as
3

the cause of corruption .

Nonetheless, although there is an acceptance of the

actual existence of change in these works, this is not to

say that the situation of imbalance was tolerated. Should

the ordinary correlation between property and power have

1. Oceana, p. 55.
2. Republican Tracts, p. 232.
3. See particularly Andrew Fletcher, Political Works, p.

6: ' 'tis worth observation, that though this change
was fatal to their liberty, yet it was not introduced
by the contrivance of ill-designing men; nor were the
mischievous consequences perceived, unless perhaps by
a few wise men, who, if they saw it, wanted power to
prevent it.' See also Republican Tracts, p. 81.
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been upset, there will be disorder in the state and the ends

of government cannot be brought about1, for the factors

which made for virtu or public benefit in one system are

no longer applicable in the new arrangement of power. The

spirit of men has changed along with the form of govern¬

ment, and political principles exist which are unfamiliar

and conducive to the dominance of selfish and destructive

interest; thus, although it is accepted that such interest,

that corruption, or the lack of proper relationships, is an

effect, not a cause, there is also an emphasis in the

commonwealth writing that the balance must be restored.

The standing army, which replaced the militia, the pre¬

valence of pensions and places, the 'courtier' who acts

for the monarch and against the 'country' are all ex¬

pressions of corruption which has replaced the traditional

virtu and interfered with the 'proper' operation of the

state.

It is this insistence on constant correlation, on the

need to return to a particular system, which especially

distinguishes the commonwealth from the theoretical work.

This is not to deny that there is some acceptance of interest

in the former, that one's desire for position and place
2

can be absorbed into the structure of government ; nor is

it to deny that the concept of virtu is akin to the idea
of moral sentiments, that the 'meanness of spirit' in the

corrupted state has some resemblance to the lack of spirit

1. Republican Tracts, pp. 145-146.
2. Fletcher, Political Works, p. 344.
3. Ibid., pp. 338-339.
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of the labouring man in the commercial society"*": in both

instances men are unable to act fully as citizens. How¬

ever , as the commonwealth theory could not accept the de¬

struction of certain institutions and precepts it appears

much more rigid and inflexible than the theoretical. The

militia can never be replaced by the standing army as a

part of the natural course of things, the free property

holder must always be a martial citizen first, rather than

being a professional man who leaves matters of defence to

those who are employed by the state specifically for this

purpose. Lacking a concept of stages of development and

of the variations in laws and other institutions which is

a fundamental part of this, the commonwealth philosophy

must necessarily insist on the return to the first prin¬

ciples of government, must seek to make permanent those

institutions and qualities which the theoretical writers

rather saw as peculiar to one of the many stages of man's

evolution. For them, the standing army was a natural part

of the commercial system, and the continuation of interest
2

was the means by which corruption would be checked ;each

form of society adapts itself naturally and automatically

to its situation, and always by means which are a re¬

flection of its situation.

What really distinguishes the theoretical from the

commonwealth writers, therefore, is that the former

accept all of man's experience and history, and the latter

reject certain developments which they do not believe can

1. See above, Chapter IV, pp. 140-148.
2. Ibid., pp. 133-139, 149-151.
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be tolerated by the laws of property/power correlation.

If they accept the existence of changes in the balance

of property, they do not thereby accept all forms of

property, and this is so, fundamentally, because they

do not have any theory of human nature which allows

them to see that 'good' can result from the continuing,

if varying, expression of interest.

While the theoretical writers may well have been

influenced by Montesquieu's philosophy of the connections

between past and present, and by the commonwealth concept

of property determining both political power distribu¬

tion and the form of government; if they absorbed from

both theories the belief that impersonal forces rather

than individuals are the basic causes of change; they also

went far beyond any of the implications of these earlier

works, and combined the theory of the determining force

of property, and the acceptance of all of man's actions

with their own philosophy of human nature and of the natu¬

ral course of things to produce a new, and extremely in¬

fluential, philosophy of history.
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