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L. G. MITCHELL, Lord Melbourne 1779-1848 (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1997), xviii + 349 pp. ISBN 0 19 820592 9. £25.00

Any one wanting to criticize the Whig interpretation of history could
start with the interpretation, or with the Whigs. He could uncover the
hidden philosophical premisses of the history of the unstoppable
progress of liberty, or think about the strange circumstance that the
main role in this epic of democratization was taken by an aristocrat-
ic party. The Oxford historian Leslie Mitchell has written a number
of monographs about these unlikely heroes of popular memory. In
them, he seeks out the Whigs in places which the people were kept
out of—clubs, salons, and bedrooms. Cards games, intellectual con -
versation, and love affairs kept the party alive when its members
were prevented from seeking risks, principles, and adventure in the
business of state. Mitchell looks at the fifty years from 1782 to 1832
when the party was led by Charles James Fox, or by his memory. The
Whigs were mostly in opposition during these years. At times the
party was so small that it could hardly present itself as a credible
alternative party of government. In retrospect, however, the long
winter of discontent became a golden age. Fox and his small band of
loyal followers seemed to liberal historians to be pioneers in the
struggle against a self-satisfied majority in thrall to the present. The
Whig interpretation of history, the belief that history is a process with
a goal, requires such precursors, prophets who are not recognized in
their own times, but who make the connections between periods. Did
not the Foxites, who supported the American and the French revolu -
tionaries, anticipate the judgement of posterity on these two world-
historical movements?

Mitchell doubts whether they should be credited with such far-
sightedness. He investigates what the Whigs really saw: what they
wanted to know about the world, and what they took no notice of;
what they took into consideration and what they ignored; their hopes
and their fears. The psychologist of perception has his own perspec-
tive—a pathological one. He sees how ideas can obstruct things. The
party of opposition, condemned to idleness, was forced to develop
theories to explain its lack of power. Every new event that did not
change the situation was interpreted as confirming the old scheme of
things. According to Mitchell, the fact that the cosmopolitan Foxites
advocated acknowledging the achievements of the French Revol -
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ution says nothing about the breadth of their intellectual horizons.
Their goodwill towards the new regime in France can be explained
by the fact that they perceived the whole world in the categories of
British domestic politics. Fox underestimated the dynamic of revolu-
tion because he thought that what he was seeing across the Channel
in 1789 was something that he was already familiar with from home:
a despotic king and a patriotic opposition. A hundred years earlier
the Whigs had toppled a despot who had been able to find asylum
only in France. History repeated itself. This was what historians, with
the exception of David Hume, taught so that they could tell instruc -
tive tales, but Fox and his friends believed that they had experienced
personally the uncanny cycle of things.

In his Oxford dissertation, published in 1971 as Charles James Fox
and the Disintegration of the Whig Party , Mitchell had pointed to the
traumatic significance of the constitutional crisis of 1783-4. By dis -
missing ministers who knew that they had the support of the major -
ity in Parliament, George III seemed to be confirming the sinister
intentions which Whig circles had attributed to him since his acces -
sion. Suspicions gave way to certainty: George III was accused of
wanting to govern in opposition to Parliament in what seemed to be
a rerun of the arbitrary rule of the Stuarts. From this time on, Fox con-
nected everything that was objectionable about politics with the
invisible hand of the tyrant. Thus Mitchell shows how a Whig inter -
pretation of history developed a scheme which anyone who claimed
to be a Whig had to accept. History that had been personally experi -
enced was poured into a canonical version and henceforth provided
the model for understanding the more distant past as well as for deal-
ing with future crises. This Whig interpretation, however, had not yet
embarked upon the  via triumphalis of irreversible liberalization;
rather, it anticipated an attack by the enemies of liberty from behind
every corner.

In the final chapter of his 1971 study Mitchell points out that in
describing the Foxite Whigs’ image of the world, religious terms such
as ‘canonical’ seem to creep in of their own accord. Even in his own
lifetime Fox was honoured as a martyr who had sacrificed his career
to his principles. His supporters were a minority within the political
nation not only in numerical terms; they actually lived the life of a
sect. In his thesis, supervised by John B. Owen, Mitchell analysed the
inner life of the party using all the arts of the Namier school. Voting
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lists document the fragility and stability of an association held to -
gether only by personal loyalty. This devotion is not presented as a
means to the end of achieving material advantage; after 1784 Fox had
no more sinecures to distribute. Thus by the end of the period, the
Foxites appear as the pure type of an eighteenth-century party
focused not on an issue, but on a person. The connection transcends
its function. On the other hand, the principles denigrated by Namier
return to the game of party history. Those who did not have to put
policies into practice were free to preach about abstract principles;
lofty goals compensated for constant failure. Mitchell remains a
Namierite in that he does not confuse justifications with motives. The
Foxites might have sought comfort in philosophy, but they were not
philosophers who had entered politics in order to change the world
according to their principles. Asked to express their political creed,
there was no more precise definition than ‘devotion to Mr Fox’. The
generality of political slogans proves to be code for the intensity of
personal ties. The historian of the Foxites has to become a biographer
because the one and only reason for the party’s existence was Fox,
that genius of friendship.

‘To be out of Parliament is to be out of the world.’ This basic law
of the Namierite universe, expressed by Admiral Sir George Rodney
and quoted on the first page of The Structure of Politics at the Accession
of George III , is both confirmed and modified by Mitchell’s Foxites.
The miscalculations that put an end to Fox’s career can be explained
by pointing out that it was quite natural for him to elevate the inter -
nal perspective of the political system into an absolute value. One
had to be an MP in order to take the king’s treatment of his ministers
as the measure of all things. After 1789 it came as a nasty surprise to
find that a large majority of Britons feared the external foe more than
the internal one. The model parliamentarians had sidelined them -
selves. Formally not outside Parliament, they were in fact outcasts.
As they had forfeited the world of influence and patronage, they con-
structed another world for themselves, one which included principles,
a luxury which ministers could not afford. Similarly, the emotional
investment in friendship reveals a generosity for which everyday pol -
itics probably left no space. Above all, however, the Foxites had more
time than government politicians for such scholarly pursuits as Fox’s
history of James II, and for a social life which gave asylum to the free-
dom of speech and association that had been banished from politics.
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From the obituaries of the fifty-five members of Fox’s party whom
Mitchell was able to trace for 1794, he concluded that ‘political and
social activities were, for the Whigs, barely differentiated’ (p. 257).
The word ‘liberal’ probably entered political discourse from the
praise of hospitality. It was Namier’s methodological intuition to
regard politics as a social activity. Sociological realism was to replace
the philosophical idealizations of the Whig interpretation. Mitchell
writes the social history of politics almost like a reporter writing for
the social pages: the ideals which Foxite circles set against a sad real -
ity provided themes for charades and fancy-dress parties. Better pol-
itics were tried out in the rituals of friendship, while there was secret
satisfaction at having found a substitute for politics. In his 1980
monograph Mitchell presented Holland House, the main temple of
Foxite memory, as a utopian island kingdom, where Fox’s nephew,
the 3rd Lord Holland, and his brilliant wife hosted exclusive dinners
for friends of liberty from all over the world. At them, historians of
the party such as Hallam and Mackintosh were regaled with anec -
dotes and supplied with documents, and young talents, such as
Macaulay, who was to become the greatest of these historians,
received the encouragement that, in a meritocracy, would have been
their birthright.

In 1992 Mitchell published a biography of Charles James Fox
which removed the halo from the patron saint of Holland House
without demonizing him. Mitchell makes Fox more human by seeing
his whole life, not just the years of withdrawal from the House of
Commons after 1794, as dominated by the private life. Filial duty
explains why he went into politics; he remained as a service to his
friends. While he had sympathy for the French revolutionaries, he
did not understand the idea of human rights. He can be claimed as a
precursor of the Liberals only to the extent that he was inclined to
grant everyone the moral and religious freedoms that he enjoyed in
his own private life, as a gambler, drinker, and lover who did not
attend church on Sundays.

According to John Prest ( Historical Journal, 37, 1994, pp. 705-6),
Mitchell takes the depoliticization of Fox too far. He suggests that
Mitchell overestimates the importance of a feeling of personal offence
on Fox’s part in his criticism of George III’s system. Prest takes excep-
tion to Mitchell’s ironic tone. Fox’s lone objection to unnecessary
emergency powers, he feels, deserves more credit. Prest’s Lord John
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Russell (1972) can be seen as a classic example of the genre of politi -
cal biography generally so beloved of historians. Prest, for example,
largely excludes from consideration Russell’s historiographical work
in the spirit of Holland House. Mitchell, on the other hand, cannot do
much with the clear Victorian separation between public and private
spheres, which political biography as a form promises to maintain.
The Whigs with whom he is on familiar terms regarded concern for
the state as a family duty. At the beginning of politics was not a plan
pointing to the future, but coincidence, the inheritance that one can -
not refuse, the memory that lingers. In Lord Melbourne, Mitchell has
found an ideal subject for his biographical method.

Just as Mitchell has spent a scholarly life occupied with the Whigs
without being able to take their obsessions entirely seriously, so
Melbourne amused himself as an observer of his Whiggish world
without ever leaving it. Mitchell’s first chapter is entitled ‘A Whig
Inheritance’, and it is followed by ‘The Whig Context’ and ‘A Whig
Education’. Mitchell begins by noting of the Whigs in general and the
Lambs in particular that ‘real belief, commitment, or feeling’ were so
securely hidden ‘under a carapace of irony that the biographer is pre-
sented with a grave problem of distinguishing the true from the
affected’ (p. 14). Irony was the refuge of the late born, whose roles in
life were dictated by family memory. William Lamb and his siblings
were ‘enthusiastic advocates of amateur theatricals’. The biographer
takes these amusements as seriously as did their authors, who
involved their visitors in role-play with almost tyrannical high-hand-
edness. ‘Spending time with the Lambs was a demanding business’
(p. 15). The creation of the family fortune dated back only to their
grandfather. They demonstrated their membership of good society
by taking the liberty of openly despising convention. Provoking the
uninitiated was the obverse of the piety they showed towards the
family gods. William Lamb, thirty years Fox’s junior, represented the
generation that was already growing into the Foxite tradition.

As an old man, Melbourne claimed to remember having cam -
paigned for Fox as a five-year-old with his mother. As a student at
Cambridge, he adopted the Republican style of wearing his hair
unpowdered and cut short in honour of Fox. Fox for his part paid the
young man the compliment of quoting from his prize essay ‘On the
Progressive Improvement of Mankind’ in the House of Commons in
1798. And when the twenty-one-year-old identified kings as the ene-
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mies of mankind in his lecture notes, this academic radicalism was
the product of more than the study. Nor did Lamb simply repeat
what he might have heard at home since 1784. He literally spoke
from his own experience. In the family circle, he had not only lis -
tened, but also watched. The sons of George III, arch enemy of the
Foxites, were among his relatives, members of extended family trees
containing the illegitimate connections that Whig society accepted in
silence. William’s favourite brother George was, to all appearances,
the son of the Prince of Wales whose name he bore. If the Lambs
expected nothing good of kings, they did take note of bad uncles and
foolish cousins. Similarly, Mitchell sees Fox, who was descended
from the Stuarts through his mother and had received their names, as
a lost son of the royal house. The king who appointed Melbourne
prime minister in 1834 was also a relative: the natural son of William
IV had married the natural daughter of Lord Egremont, the natural
father of William Lamb.

Mitchell describes how Lamb gradually cast off the Foxite dogma,
condemning as troublemakers both Napoleon and the rebels from
the lower classes. ‘In terms of society and habits of thought, he was
true to his upbringing. In politics, he had become more distinctive’
(p. 106). Of course, he did not abandon anti-royalism: ‘As a minister
of the Crown in due course, he was always acutely aware that kings
had to be kept within bounds’ (p. 100). Thus he remained loyal to
precisely that article of Fox’s credo that was to become an embar -
rassment to later Whig historians because it smacked of a conspiracy
theory. But Melbourne’s experience confirmed the principle of per -
sonal attribution of guilt, which no longer satisfied the more ambi -
tious concepts of social progress. The history of his family showed
how much unhappiness can be caused by one individual.

Melbourne, who had an unjustified reputation for laziness, had
not ignored the more advanced theories. Indeed, he had studied
modern social philosophy in its country of origin. For two years,
from 1799 to 1801, he was taught in Glasgow by John Millar, whose
Historical View of the English Government (1787) drew the conse -
quences for constitutional history of the Scottish doctrine of increas -
ing social differentiation. Here Lamb learned how he could aca -
demically justify the opinions he put forward in his essay on the pro-
gressive improvement of mankind. He also learned to think in a rig -
orous way which these enthusiastic opinions later would no longer
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satisfy. Whig historiography owes the modern concept of history as
an unstoppable movement to the Scottish Enlightenment. Trust in the
profound forward-moving powers of society carried the Whigs over
the disappointments in the everyday business of politics. The sepa -
ration between theory and practice, the autonomy of scholarship and
politics lay in the logic of the progressive social division of labour
which the Scottish classics had deciphered. The Whig intellectual cir-
cle based around the Edinburgh Review hoped to be able to bridge this
gap with philosophical politics and a political philosophy. This
unprecedented social movement created scope for political action by
a statesman who was able to pick its direction.

The heroes of Antiquity who combined the active with the con -
templative life were already held up as models to the sons of politi -
cians at school. Thus by 1796, when he went from Eton to Cambridge,
seventeen-year-old William Lamb had been convinced that he was
‘endowed with a practical genius far superior to any of the writers of
the present day and likely to become equal to the most admired
Authors of former times’ (p. 45). The ironic tone of the autobiogra -
phy, written down in 1812, reveals that the author had long since
given up any belief that he was destined brilliantly to synthesize the-
ory and practice, modern reflection and ancient vitality. He had not
forgotten Millar’s lessons. But whereas his contemporaries found
their youthful optimism confirmed in the doctrine of civilization as a
process, Lamb with time assimilated it to the fatalism that was the
quintessence of his private and his public experience of life. With the
economy of expression that characterizes the biographer and his sub-
ject, Mitchell writes: ‘Scotland cast a long shadow. It left him with the
firm idea that change could not be fought. History was in movement.
It might be a matter of joy or regret, but it was a fact of life’ (p. 50).
From the transience of things Melbourne drew the lesson not of how
much, but how little the politician could do. He became home secre-
tary and prime minister in reform cabinets because he was prepared
to accept the inevitable.

In the 1830s, the table talk at Holland House was still chasing the
lost harmony of intellect and power. Melbourne’s cabinet colleague,
Lord Hatherton, expressed his surprise in 1837 that the prime minis-
ter was au fait with the most recent international literature in all sub -
ject areas. ‘Deep readers are seldom practical men—few men can find
leisure for contemplation and practical pursuits. But it so happens at
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the moment that the two best read men in high life in England are the
leaders of the two Houses of Parliament’ (p. 50). (The other was Lord
John Russell, who had also studied in Scotland.) Melbourne, howev -
er, was not looking for information about the course of events in
scholarly literature. He read to take his mind off politics. Its lack of
purpose was what made intellectual activity satisfying. He aston -
ished nominee bishops by entangling them in debates about the
church fathers. This undogmatic interest in dogma was one of the
few qualities which Melbourne shared with his cabinet colleague
Macaulay.

Whig historiography took from Adam Smith’s sociology the pos -
itive view of unintended consequences: the tyrant, for example,
involuntarily promoted progress by provoking resistance among
advocates of freedom. If he read that every action has more unin -
tended than intended consequences, a politician such as Melbourne
was likely to interpret it as a call for caution. Mitchell discerns a pat -
tern of passivity born of scepticism in the Irish policy for which
Melbourne was responsible as chief secretary in Canning’s govern -
ment, and as home secretary under Grey. Far-sightedness and inac -
tivity belonged together. Melbourne was well aware that any change
in the artificial Anglican regime in Ireland would have incalculable
consequences. In the eyes of the men on the spot, this distrust of the-
ories, schemes, and plans was not really practical: ‘They wished to be
told what government could do, not what it might be prudent to
avoid’ (p. 138).

Melbourne’s conviction that a single wrong step could have de -
structive potential was not, however, the result of a moral philosoph-
ical intellectual game. Rather, it was a fact which he could do nothing
to alter, the moral of the story of his life. ‘Marriage and Catastrophe’,
and ‘Marriage and Nemesis’ are the two chapters in which Mitchell
explains this moral. In 1805 Lamb married Lady Caroline Ponsonby in
order to escape from the solicitude of his family. With this declaration
of independence, he sold himself into slavery. His wife’s eccentric
behaviour exposed him in front of the whole world. Lady Caroline’s
affairs were scandalous because they broke the tacit agreement
among the upper classes to keep up appearances at all costs. Mitchell
shows that as far as Melbourne was concerned, this understanding
was part of the unwritten British constitution. He did not share the
high hopes that some Whigs had for the imminent rule of public opin-
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ion. It served no purpose to discuss everything. Kings misbehaved.
This was unpleasant and sometimes dangerous. But if every mistake
was illuminated by the glare of publicity, the whole social order was
subjected to a curiosity that it might not be able to withstand.

If the raison d’état, or rather, raison de société is reduced to this, it
sounds machiavellian. William Lamb maintained the appearance of
the institution which he himself had established even when nobody,
not even he himself, believed in it any more. Mitchell speaks of the
‘theatricality of the Lamb marriage’ (p. 62), which was already appar-
ent in the style of their courtship. The drama of marriage was the
final play in the cycle of the amateur theatricals once enjoyed by the
whole family, and when the curtain had been raised, William Lamb
did not want to think of a premature end. He accepted the fact that
in the eyes of his friends and relations, he was making a fool of him -
self. ‘Neither man nor woman can be worth any thing’, he wrote in
his Commonplace Book, ‘until they have discovered that they are
fools.’ This praise of folly declared the Whiggish ideal of the philoso-
pher king to be an idle dream. As the heir to the family title and cus -
todian of the Foxite tradition, William Lamb should have taken an
active role on the national stage. But as long as Lady Caroline lived,
he was condemned to reacting only. ‘From 1805 to 1828, he could do
nothing but respond to the behaviour of a most remarkable wife’ (p.
91).

While Fox found the happiness among friends that was denied to
him in the House of Commons, Melbourne conversely fled from mar-
ital unhappiness to politics. When his wife was dead and he could
embark seriously on his career at the age of forty-nine, the demons
still pursued him. ‘William Lamb had been so injured that he could
not believe that political action could heal. The role of government
was limited to regulating the worst excesses of men and women who
could never ultimately trust each other. It was a distinctive stance for
someone who was to become prime minister’ (p. 93). However, it was
not a bad stance, at least at his time. The philosophically ambitious
spokesmen of the Whig party announced in the reform debates of the
1830s that the highest certainties and ultimate decisions were at
stake. Behind the curtains, by contrast, compromises had to be reach-
ed and postponements agreed. Melbourne, who apparently lacked
political experience, was prepared for this task. ‘He brought to it the
flexibility and the rootlessness of someone who had been taught to
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trust in, and believe, little or nothing’ (ibid.). From 1834 to 1841 the
prime minister whose appointment had caused general surprise had
to be an umpire and a mediator.

His authority was not political in the narrow sense, not based on
particular abilities or knowledge. Rather, it was of a social nature. He
owed it to the life styles and the intellectual character of his class. In
1840 the French ambassador Guizot admired Melbourne’s manners
because ‘ce mélange de laisser-aller et de gravité, d’insouciance et
d’autorité qui indique une conviction libre et personelle plutôt
qu’une intention prémeditée’ (p. 201). The Whig aristocracy cultivat-
ed an aura of self-confidence which made it possible to be vague
about their actual intentions. This elegant ambivalence meant that
the Radicals and even the Tories could put up with Melbourne’s
prime ministership. The Foxites had always kept their distance from
the masses, and this allowed them to see themselves as friends of the
people even after 1792. They had learned to keep their official atti -
tudes separate from their private ones. Thus Melbourne was not
betraying his principles by supporting reforms in Parliament which,
in private, he regretted because they threatened the dominance of the
landed aristocracy. ‘Newspapers, lobbying, and even the extension of
the franchise were unpleasing in an almost aesthetic sense’ (p. 39).
Mitchell points out that Melbourne was not fond of the country life;
indeed, he hardly knew it. The existence of the Whigs was both arti -
ficial and artistic.

And an artist—a painter or a novelist—could have dreamed up
the last big scene from Melbourne’s life: the old cynic as the fatherly
adviser of the young queen. Mitchell, who otherwise avoids all
pathos, allows himself to tarry over the romantic side of the situation.
Once again Melbourne believed he had been sent a woman who
deserved his trust, and once again he was betrayed as Victoria
became engaged without seeking his advice. Fox had been right after
all—monarchs were not to be trusted. None the less, even after his
retirement, Melbourne sought out Victoria’s company. Instead of
playing no role at all, he assumed that of the minor villain of Whig
historiography, the courtier who insinuates himself between the
monarch and his ministers.

Even in the final act, Mitchell’s biography maintains its wonder -
ful succinctness. Every detail is significant because it is meant to con-
vey something about the strange customs of the Whig tribe. One indi-
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cation of the Whig talent for friendship is the fact that Melbourne
selected Lord Brougham, whom he had not wanted as lord chancel -
lor in his cabinet, as the executor of his estate. Brougham and his
sometime protégé, Macaulay, were the architects of the Whig
Interpretation of History, the cheerful message of progress directed
by an enlightened élite. ‘I wish I was as cocksure about anything’,
said Melbourne, ‘as Macaulay is about everything.’ The intellectual
certainty of the star speaker and celebrated journalist compensated
for his lack of social certainty. The Whig interpretation was not a phi-
losophy of Whigs, but of parvenus. Brougham and Macaulay might
have believed in the omnipotence of the understanding to which they
owed their status; Melbourne’s secure social position, on the other
hand, allowed him to experiment with intellectual doubts. He could
even afford to doubt himself. ‘Even as Prime Minister’, Mitchell sums
up, ‘Melbourne felt an enduring lack of confidence in himself and his
views’ (p. 275). Just as Fox was supported by his friends, Melbourne
was caught by his family when he let himself fall.

In his social persona, Melbourne, who owed everything to his
family, seems to belong to the eighteenth century. If his political loy-
alty needs a label, ‘it must be Lambite’ (p. 117). Given the structure of
politics at the accession of Victoria, this was an anachronism. But as
Melbourne did not succumb to the intellectual enthusiasms of the
nineteenth century, his views can seem modern again today.
Whereas Brougham wanted to improve the people by disseminating
useful knowledge, Melbourne insisted on the moral neutrality of
knowledge, which could be put to use for good or for evil (p. 26).
And while Macaulay was able to fool the British into believing that in
their history things had always improved, in 1840 Melbourne drew a
more realistic picture of the historical process in a letter: ‘Human
affairs never stand still. They are always moving, forward, backward,
laterally, up, down, straight, crooked, in some direction or another’
(p. 30).
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