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Christopher Hill, the Marxist historian who died in February 2003 at the age 

of ninety-one,
2
 was a magisterial figure not only among historical circles but 

in twentieth-century British intellectual life. In particular, his achievements 

represented the successful acceptance of a very distinctive tradition of non-

sectarian, non-doctrinaire but nonetheless unapologetic Marxism, in its 

cultural rather than political manifestation.  

 Personally, Hill was a genial but very reserved and private man, 

laconic in his speech and witty, even sardonic, in humour. He was the model 

of a reticent Englishman.
3
 He was not a public polemicist or theoretician; 

nor did he wish to be. Here he was unlike Edward Thompson, his friend and 

fellow Marxist historian, whose Poverty of Theory (1978)
4
 attacked the 

abstract Marxist historical schemas of Louis Althusser and whose Protest 

and Survive (1980)
5
 was a furious polemic in favour of nuclear 

disarmament. Nor did Hill participate in public debates about the state of 

modern British politics. Not for him the role played by Eric Hobsbawm, 

another personal friend and fellow Marxist historian, whose political 
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journalism in the later 1970s and 1980s opened up key discussions among 

the Left about the Labour Party’s problems in opposing the right-wing 

populism of Margaret Thatcher.
6
 

 Hill instead conveyed his views by his voluminous and important 

studies of seventeenth-century English history.
7
 He was the Macaulay of 

Marxism, conveying complex arguments in readable and accessible prose. It 

indicates how strong the power of history-writing remains in British culture 

that Hill was able to establish his position in this way. Of course, he was 

also from 1965 to 1978 the Master of Balliol College, one of the most 

liberal Colleges within the prestigious but slow-changing Oxford 

University. But that was not the real source of Hill’s prestige or influence. 

He was ‘Master of more than an old Oxford College’, as E.P. Thompson 

wrote, with a calculated note of iconoclasm, when dedicating one of his own 

books to Hill.
8
  

 Seventeenth-century history instead was the battle-ground. Virtually 

all of Christopher Hill’s extensive writings centred upon this tumultuous 

period of British history, which he termed the ‘Century of Revolution’.
9
 

Over time, he developed a nuanced interpretation of these years. He 

followed Karl Marx in accepting that the civil war years of 1640-60 

constituted a classic ‘bourgeois revolution’. He explained that in his first 

brief and simplified study, The English Revolution, 1640
10

 – a text that he 

wrote in a hurry as his ‘last will and testament’ in the early days of the 

Second World War.
11

 The triumphant mid-seventeenth-century bourgeoisie, 

however, was not the prime focus of Hill’s interest. Nor was it their 

economic history that he studied.  

Instead, the real heart of Hill’s project was the exploration and 

celebration of the ‘ferment of ideas’ that erupted in the years 1640-60. Press 

censorship was then lifted for the first time. Many startling radical ideas 

relating to both church and state were freely canvassed; and some radicals 
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tried to build a new society – a ‘new Jerusalem’. It seemed, briefly, that 

freedom and equality might be established in place of the old social 

hierarchy of kings and gentlemen: in effect, The World Turned Upside 

Down (1972) – as signalled by the title of Hill’s single most famous work.  

Even though things always became complicated when putting such 

ideas into practice, this radical quest was for him undeniably just and good. 

It was not only evidence of an exciting period of history but it held out a 

significant message from the past for the present. He accordingly wrote at 

the end of the book: ‘We can, perhaps, extend a little gratitude to all those 

nameless radicals who foresaw and worked for – not our modern world – 

but something far nobler, something yet to be achieved – the upside down 

world.’
12

 

*** 

 A belief in egalitarianism was a fundamental component of Hill’s 

personal credo. He instinctively agreed with the celebrated declaration by 

one of the seventeenth-century radicals: ‘None comes into the world with a 

saddle on his back, neither any booted and spurred to ride him.’
13

 

For Christopher Hill, the roots of his egalitarianism can be traced back 

to his personal response to his religious upbringing. From earliest youth, he 

was immersed in a strong tradition of Yorkshire Methodism, with its 

authentic brand of piety and proud dissenter separatism. The Hill family 

rode their bicycles for several miles to attend chapel in York twice every 

Sunday without fail. At home after the sermon, its message was then 

discussed intensively, especially between Christopher and his mother. The 

Hill parents were not personally severe but they adhered strictly to their 

Methodism, with Sundays observed punctiliously as days of worship and 

abstinence from all worldly activities. Protestant piety provided a clear 

moral framework and a well-defined code of personal behaviour. There was 

even a Methodist ‘saint’ in an earlier generation of the Hill family: 
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Christopher’s great-uncle David Hill was an inspirational Methodist 

missionary in China in the 1870s and 1880s.
14

  

At the same time, however, the continuing tradition of provincial 

Nonconformity in the 1920s was personally restrictive, disapproving of 

drink and worldly temptations. Christopher Hill was not content with that. 

His vision of freedom was more libertarian, although not licentious. On one 

occasion, sometime in late 1931, there was a tense confrontation within the 

Hill family, when Christopher Hill as a new student returned from Oxford 

and insisted upon taking his sister, who was younger than him by some 

years, to the theatre in York.
15

 This was heresy. Every true Wesleyan 

Methodist knew that theatres were haunts of the Devil or, at very least, not 

suitable for young teenage girls. An unprecedented familial crisis ensued. 

Hill’s father – an upright and reticent man – was saddened and angered at 

the confrontation. The fact that his brilliant and much-cherished son was 

showing signs of deviation from the true faith was genuinely alarming.
16

 For 

Christopher Hill, this came at a time of intellectual transition and much 

personal questioning. He read widely and pondered the classics of European 

socialism. The outcome was that, at some point in 1933 or 1934 – within the 

context of major turmoil in European politics – Christopher Hill became a 

convinced Marxist. 

However, even when he had left the chapel and become an agnostic, he 

retained a staunch moral ethic, as well as a close knowledge of The Bible, 

as befitted one who had read it many times. It is interesting to note that his 

fellow Marxist historian, E.P. Thompson, was also educated in the 

Methodist tradition. Both these historians shared a belief not in redemptive 

religion but in the historically redemptive ideology of Marxism – which can 

be seen in some ways as representing a form of secularised Dissent. 

Accordingly, it was appropriate that Hill, later in his career, dedicated ‘in 

gratitude’ his own major study of The English Bible and the Seventeenth-
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Century Revolution (1993) to E.P. Thompson and his wife, the historian 

Dorothy Thompson. Their shared fellowship in a common cause was 

explicitly recognised. The Thompsons ‘know that history is about people 

not things’, Hill wrote in his dedication, ‘and that all our work is about the 

present as well as the past’.
17

 

 The struggle for true equality was a thread that ran through history. In 

espousing this view, Christopher Hill also acknowledged one important 

early spiritual-intellectual influence upon his thinking. It came in the form 

of the sermons of a highly unconventional Methodist preacher. Hill’s 

Intellectual Origins of the English Revolution (published in 1965) was 

inscribed ‘For T.S. Gregory’. At the end of the preface, Hill explained:
18

 

The dedication acknowledges a thirty-five-year-old debt which can 

never be repaid. How can one ever be sufficiently grateful to the 

person who first showed one that all accepted truths, just because they 

are accepted, tend to become lies? 

This highly interesting revelation was once explained to me in further 

detail by Christopher Hill.
19

 He recalled T.S. Gregory as a radical preacher 

on the Yorkshire Methodist circuit in the late 1920s. His unabashed 

message was the spiritual equality of every individual: ‘We are all one in the 

eyes of the Lord’. And Christopher Hill gave me a lively imitation of 

Gregory’s preaching style, leaning forward as from the pulpit and speaking 

with great emphasis to startle the utterly respectable congregation of York 

Methodists with the admonition that, in order to see the divine, they should 

‘look into the eyes of every fellow sinner, even the poorest beggar or the 

most abandoned prostitute or the most vicious wretch in the city streets’.
20

 A 

belief in the fundamental equality of all, high and low alike, was a 

passionate commitment that resonated instinctively with Christopher Hill. 

He admired Gregory’s sermons for their articulation of this case. 

Subsequently, the attitudes towards religion of these two men diverged 
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completely. Hill, however, had enough of his staunch Protestant background 

in him to laugh wryly when he told me that T.S. Gregory, always 

unorthodox, had later left Methodism to be received into the Catholic 

Church.
21

  

Equality, however, was the principle that united these two men. It 

remained the key theme of Hill’s intellectual trajectory throughout his life. 

Belief in equality furthermore was one of the strong threads that attracted 

him to many of the seventeenth-century Puritans and radicals whom he 

studied.  

Foremost among the ranks of those admired by Hill was the Digger 

leader, Gerrard Winstanley. He advocated an agrarian communism, hoping 

to achieve a social as well as theological egalitarianism. In Winstanley’s 

tract entitled Fire in the Bush (1650), he addressed his ‘Brethren and 

fellow-members of mankind’,
22

 calling them to understand the full meaning 

of God’s message. ‘And here I shall end with this question: What are the 

greatest sins in the world?’ he concluded rhetorically. His answer was 

unequivocal: ‘First, for a man to lock up the treasuries of the earth in chests 

and houses, and suffer it to rust or moulder while others starve for want. … 

Second, … for any man … to take the earth by the power of the murdering 

sword from others …’.
23

 For Winstanley, belief in spiritual equality had to 

be translated into how people lived their daily lives. Hill absolutely agreed. 

He therefore became a communist because he was an egalitarian, rather than 

the other way round. 

*** 

 Hill’s acceptance of Marxism came some time in 1933 or 1934, when 

he was in his early twenties. The growing power of European fascism 

undoubtedly pushed him leftwards, as it did many of the left-leaning young 

of his generation. There was, however, no one single moment of conversion. 

In later years, he was often asked why he became a Marxist, to which he 
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gave a number of different, equally cryptic answers. One favourite reply 

was ‘Through reading the metaphysical poets’. That always bemused his 

questioners and usually silenced them too. It sprang from Hill’s perennial 

dislike of a ‘confessional’ type of conversation; and from his impish sense 

of humour. He must have enjoyed the look of consternation on the faces of 

his questioners, who were probably expecting a reply about the evils of 

Hitler and who were instead left pondering the identity of the metaphysical 

poets.  

Yet Hill’s answer was revealing all the same. It indicated that he had 

come to Marxism to find a solution to intellectual and moral questions that 

he was already pondering. More than that, the seventeenth-century 

metaphysical poets – men like John Donne, George Herbert and Henry 

Vaughan – had been the subject of a notable essay by T.S. Eliot, published 

in 1921, in which Eliot had argued that the metaphysical poets were the last 

poets who were able to fuse thought and feeling perfectly together.
24

 After 

them, a prolonged ‘dissociation of sensibility’ had followed, beginning 

about the time of Milton and lasting through to Tennyson, Browning and 

beyond. Eliot’s striking verdict, which did much to revive the prestige of the 

metaphysicals,
25

 remains debatable about the course of English poetry. It 

conveyed, however, a notion that was relevant and pleasing to Christopher 

Hill, both intellectually and psychologically. For him, Marxism did 

precisely offer such a holistic schema that fused both ‘thought and feeling’. 

As a historian, he valued Marx and Engels’s interpretation of the dynamic 

linkages between past and present; and, as an egalitarian, he welcomed their 

sympathy for the proletarian underdog and their confidence that the future, 

after the proletarian revolution, would ultimately be communist. He also 

liked the international emphasis of Marx and Engels’s analysis, which 

moved history beyond a nationalistic narrative into a global framework. 
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Welding together emotion and intellect, as attributed to the 

metaphysical poets, represented for Hill an ideal vision. Thus he might have 

echoed the chiding words of Henry Vaughan from his magnificent poem on 

Eternity (1655), addressed to those who would not believe:
26

 

Oh fools (said I) thus to prefer dark night 

Before true light, … 

 

During Hill’s time as a member of the Communist Party of Great 

Britain (CPGB), which lasted more than twenty years until his resignation in 

1957, he did not express any serious doubts about the movement. He spent a 

year in Russia in 1935/6 and learned the language.
27

 Writing as K.E. Holme 

(the name being a transliteration of ‘Hill’ in Russian), he penned a 

propaganda booklet, The Two Commonwealths: The Soviets and 

Ourselves (1945), seeking to boost Anglo-Soviet friendship in the aftermath 

of the Second World War.
28

 And, later, for once venturing away from 

seventeenth-century British history, he offered a friendly appraisal of Lenin, 

in a succinct biography for the ‘Teach Yourself History’ series (1947).
29

 The 

nadir of Hill’s communist loyalism came in Autumn 1953. He then advised 

readers of the Modern Quarterly (a Marxist journal) of the merits of ‘Stalin 

and the Science of History’.
30

 This essay celebrated comments by the Soviet 

leader on the role of the common people in effecting social change. Stalin 

was described as a ‘great and penetrating thinker’ and a friend of humanity - 

and Hill buttressed the praise by citing Churchill’s 1945 encomium for 

‘Stalin the Great’ as a war-time leader.
31

 The essay appears to have been one 

of a commissioned set of obituaries. Nonetheless, Hill’s pietistic praise for 

Stalin’s theory of social change seems in retrospect to have been 

determinedly blind to Stalin’s actual policies in practice.
32

  

Meanwhile, British communism, which had a strict Party line on 

international affairs, did not extend its writ to controlling the detailed 

interpretation of history. Such matters were open for argument.
33

 And in the 
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years from 1946 to 1956, they were mightily debated by the CPGB 

Historians’ Group, its membership a scintillating galaxy including among 

others Christopher Hill, Eric Hobsbawm, Dorothy Thompson, sometimes 

E.P. Thompson (who was enrolled in the CPGB Writers’ Group), Rodney 

Hilton, Victor Kiernan, John Saville, A.L. Morton, George Rudé, Dona 

Torr, George Tate, and many others, including teachers, trade unionists and 

CP activists.
34

 For Hill, this network of Left-wing historians became the 

ever-stimulating ‘peer group’ from which he drew sustenance, superseding 

as referents the Russian economic historians whose research he had 

explored in the 1930s.
35

 

He also played a leading role in the launch in 1952 of a new 

ecumenical journal, Past & Present, which brought together Marxists and 

liberals to circulate the latest research in social history.
36

 It might be added 

that both personally, and as a tutor, Hill was always tolerant of a wide range 

of views and lifestyles, encouraged in this social latitudinarianism by the 

cultured bohemianism of his first wife Inez Waugh.  

Many of the Historians’ Group were active in the internal Party 

campaign to democratise the CPGB in 1956, in protest at the leadership’s 

controversial support for the Soviet invasion of ‘goulash-communist’ 

Hungary. Hill was one of the foremost leaders of the dissenters. Only when 

this campaign failed at the 1957 Party Congress, did he, with many others – 

especially but not exclusively the ‘intellectual’ comrades – resign from the 

CP.
37

 The change entailed a break from and within the Left’s international 

networks too. British and continental Marxism became increasingly 

bifurcated. In time, Hill became known as an international figure, his works 

translated into many languages. Yet his intellectual focus remained very 

much within the English-speaking world.
38

  

Thereafter, Christopher Hill described himself as a Marxist but not a 

Communist. His decision to leave the Party in May 1957 caused him much 
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anguish. It meant that, in terms of his own personal beliefs, he had to face 

T.S. Gregory’s message twice over: that ‘all accepted truths, just because 

they are accepted, tend to become lies.’ In terms of religion, the once-radical 

exciting Protestant cause had hardened into a solidly establishment religion. 

For the young Hill in the 1920s, its message of theological liberation 

combined with personal repression had become a restrictive lie. Early 

Protestantism differed from later Nonconformity ‘as much as vinegar does 

wine’, he claimed.
39

 But the communist movement in which Christopher 

Hill then placed his own (secular) faith, also failed to become the answer 

that he and many others had hoped. Embalmed as a repressive state 

orthodoxy, it too did not allow real freedom. It had become a lie, and was 

later rejected in Eastern Europe by the very people in whose names the 

communists ruled.  

Freed from Party orthodoxy after 1957, Hill increasingly dropped the 

formalised Marxist terminology. The events of 1640-60 remained for him 

‘the English Revolution’ – replete with many possibilities – but were no 

longer named as ‘the bourgeois revolution’. The change was in part purely 

semantic, because Hill did not rescind a socio-economic interpretation of 

the upheavals. 

There was, however, a subtle internal shift in his explanatory logic. 

Initially, it was an emergent capitalism that generated the English 

Revolution, bursting asunder the restrictive bonds of the old feudal state,
40

 

whereas in his later works it was the Revolution created the conditions in 

which an emergent capitalism could flourish.
41

 The causal flow was, in 

effect, reversed. Political change laid the groundwork for economic change, 

rather than the other way round. From his perspective, however, the 

revolutionary nature of the Revolution was ‘saved’. 

*** 
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After the crisis of 1957, Christopher Hill, then aged 45, wrote with 

fresh vigour and speed. Because he did not move sharply to the political 

Right (in contrast to some other former communists), he himself described 

leaving the Party as an institutional transition rather than an intellectual 

liberation. The change also coincided with his second marriage in 1956, to 

Bridget Mason (née Sutton). Theirs was a union of deeply kindred spirits. 

Bridget Hill, the daughter of a Baptist minister, had a similar Nonconformist 

background from which she too had broken free; and she shared 

Christopher’s unwavering belief in Marxism and in the value of education. 

(They had first met in the late 1940s, long before their courtship began, 

when he came to lecture to a Workers’ Educational Association class that 

she had organised). Bridget Hill encouraged Christopher to write, just as he 

later encouraged her.
42

  

Gaining simultaneously both personal and intellectual equipoise  

unlocked his creativity. From this point, Hill’s writing productivity shot up 

and thereafter became prodigious. All in all, he wrote more than fifteen 

books (two being textbooks),
43

 as well as edited volumes of printed primary 

sources and historical studies.
44

 He also contributed to very many books and 

journals, writing over 150 scholarly essays, the most important of which 

were subsequently reprinted in seven volumes.
45

 Everything was accessibly 

written, and replete with formidable learning, based upon library collections 

of printed primary sources (he was never an archives man). 

Among his major books, one significant category comprised 

biographies of leading seventeenth-century Puritans: Oliver Cromwell;
46

 

John Milton;
47

 John Bunyan.
48

 Hill was keenly attentive to the dilemmas 

faced by radicals in turbulent times, in their struggles to balance freedom 

and order. It was part of his favoured approach to study history via the role 

of individuals: no soulless reliance upon the impersonal forces of history for 

him. Indeed, many of Hill’s short essays were about little-known Puritans 
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who in their individual careers exemplified aspects of the seventeenth-

century debates. There are thus wonderful brief biographies of men like 

‘The Mad Hatter’ (Roger Crab, a radical egalitarian who also espoused 

teetotalism and vegetarianism)
49

 or of ‘John Mason and the End of the 

World’ (a millenarian preacher who attracted crowds of believers waiting to 

see the Last Judgement at the place and time specified by Mason).
50

  

Another major category of his publications related to religion, not only 

in its institutional guise but especially as a set of ideas. His Economic 

Problems of the Church: From Archbishop Whitgift to the Long 

Parliament (1956) was the most explicitly concerned with the materialist 

infrastructure, although Hill did not use that Marxist terminology. He 

examined the financial problems that were grievously weakening the 

Church of England, mixing as he did so fiscal detail with theological 

learning: the motto for the study came from The Bible, Matthew, vi, 19-21: 

‘Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon earth, where moth and rust doth 

corrupt …’.
51

 It was not difficult to believe that Hill, had he returned to 

seventeenth-century England, would have joined with gusto in Puritan 

complaints that the Church dabbled too much in the world of mammon and 

had lost its primitive purity.  

Ideas rather than economics remained his forte. In Society and 

Puritanism in Pre-Revolutionary England (1964),
52

 AntiChrist in 

Seventeenth-Century England (1971)
53

 and The Bible and the 

Seventeenth-Century Revolution (1993), he examined the social 

implications of religious beliefs. This was always one of Hill’s 

preoccupations. He did not stint, moreover, on the theological details. For 

example, in the middle of his study of Milton, he devoted a chapter to 

‘mortalism’ – the materialist heresy that the soul dies with the body.
54

 It was 

very interesting and it was entirely relevant to his analysis of the 

unorthodox beliefs of Milton. Yet it made Hill a surprising Marxist, at least 
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for those who expected a crude Marxism to focus upon nothing but the 

‘economic factor’. The stress upon the power of ideas was continued in his 

Intellectual Origins of the English Revolution (1965)
55

 and the much 

slighter Intellectual Consequences of the English Revolution (1980),
56

 

based on a set of guest lectures. A late and somewhat disparate study of 

Liberty against the Law (1996)
57

 also celebrated a variety of critics of the 

seventeenth-century ‘system’, ranging from Puritan divines to pirates and 

highwaymen – no doubt to the posthumous horror of the Puritan divines at 

being yoked with such raffish and disreputable company. 

In general, it could be said that Hill’s position had evolved into a 

humanist Marxism, which laid stress upon the agency of individuals and the 

power of their ideas. He did, however, reveal a residual materialism from 

time to time. Once when writing about the new usage of the term 

‘revolution’ in seventeenth-century England, he wrote blithely that ‘Things 

precede words’.
58

 In elaboration, he explained that ‘New words were needed 

because new things happened, or old concepts forced themselves anew upon 

popular attention’. Hence he argued that the new seventeenth-century 

references to ‘revolution’ confirmed that one had occurred in the 1640s and 

1650s. Yet these are philosophical deep waters. Do dragons (or mermaids or 

unicorns) really appear before people can speak of ‘dragons’, ‘mermaids’, 

‘unicorns’? Indeed, the lapidary dictum that ‘things precede words’ would 

imply that God must precede the word for ‘God’ – not an argument that Hill 

the atheist would readily accept in other circumstances. Here his enthusiasm 

for the seventeenth-century revolution had led him into a philosophical 

quagmire.     

Undoubtedly, for him, the work that best expressed his own beliefs was 

The World Turned Upside Down (1972).
59

 This study joyfully delineated 

the quest for radical change by assorted Levellers, Diggers, Ranters, Fifth 

Monarchists and others previously dismissed as the ‘lunatic fringe’. Hill did 
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them the compliment of taking them seriously. Obliquely, it could be said 

too that his message implied a measure of support for the radical student 

movements of 1968, although Hill as the establishment Master of an Oxford 

College had managed to ensure that Balliol’s angry young men did not go 

too far in their challenges to convention. 

His optimism in The World Turned Upside Down contrasted notably 

with a later and sadder work, The Experience of Defeat (1984), written in 

the Thatcher years, when he meditated the outward failure of the English 

Revolution post 1660. It was not his best book; and the volume ended with 

a somewhat wistful call for a renewed radical idealism: ‘In 1644 Milton saw 

England as a “nation of prophets”. Where are they now’? he wrote, without 

suggesting an answer.
60

 It indicated that Hill was happiest with 

contemplating hopes for change. At a talk to London University students 

some time in the later 1980s, he was challenged by one young questioner to 

explain how the Left should best oppose Margaret Thatcher, to which he 

replied sadly: ‘I wish I knew’. Hill’s Marxism, cut off from the Communist 

Party with its small but loyal industrial base, had by this date entirely lost 

contact with the world of organised labour.
61

 And the student radicalism that 

had seemed so lively in the later 1960s and 1970s had oozed away in the 

1980s. Nonetheless, he still stressed the need to remain aware of the radical 

alternatives to the existing system. Change was always possible and, alas, 

always needed. 

*** 

Foremost among Hill’s achievements was making an intellectual 

Leftism respectable. He and his fellow Marxist historians were part of the 

new tide of social history that brought ‘history from below’ irrevocably onto 

the teaching curriculum; and they opened the floodgates to the many 

initiatives that followed in women’s history; gay history; ethnic history, and 

so forth. In the 1970s, for example, Hill warmly welcomed the new History 
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Workshop movement. He particularly enjoyed the egalitarianism of its 

discussion groups, where he typically listened rather than pontificated. At 

the same time, as Master of an Oxford College, Christopher Hill represented 

the capacity of Marxism to storm an important cultural citadel – although it 

should be noted that, by the time of his election in 1965, Hill was no longer 

a doctrinaire exponent of the cause. It remains a moot point whether he 

would have succeeded had he still been a CP member. In my view, probably 

not. Hill was never popular with visceral anti-communists – an attitude that 

long persisted.
62

  But he was so elected; and he made a successful and 

liberal (rather than revolutionary) Master.
63

   

Whilst Hill’s reputation with the public spread through his accessible 

publications and through his willingness to tour schools and Colleges to 

lecture, he was not without strong critics. His books almost always had 

mixed reviews from his fellow academics. Moreover, a sharply honed attack 

upon his general methodology came in 1975 from the American historian 

J.H. Hexter.
64

 He accused Hill of ‘source-mining’, scouring his sources to 

find evidence for a predetermined case, and then of ‘lumping’
65

 material 

together too uncritically. The critique scored some good points, even while 

underestimating the nuances that Hill increasingly gave to his interpretation. 

Other polemics followed. In 1986 Hill was accused of inventing, in The 

World Turned Upside Down, a Ranter ‘movement’ of hippie-style 

libertarians, allegedly to substantiate a communist mythology of popular 

resistance to the ‘bourgeois’ Protestant ethic.
66

 And in 1996, he was 

critiqued again, along with his fellow Marxists, for ‘fabricating’ a changing 

history in response to changing political times.
67

 Yet Hill, an absolute 

Puritan in personal morals, did not dishonestly manipulate his material. He 

believed everything that he wrote. At times, admittedly, his style can be 

faulted as too impressionistic, without sufficiently weighing alternative 

explanations and assessing problems within his own argument (some of his 
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critics fell into the same trap). The fact that he wrote rapidly and updated his 

arguments over time, however, did not in itself disprove his history.  

Most damaging for that was the wider ‘revisionist’ tide of new research 

in the 1970s and 1980s, which sought to throw doubt on the existence of 

any revolution at all in seventeenth-century England.
68

 Hill was not 

convinced by this alternative interpretation, needless to say; and he was 

pleased, in his later years, when the tide began to return towards a ‘post-

revisionism’ that restored change into the big picture.
69

 As that suggests, 

however, the Marxist historians by no means carried all before them. Their 

influence, which was great, became increasingly diffuse over time. There 

was talk of a ‘terminal decline’ of Marxist history in the Thatcher era, 

though not from the convinced Marxists themselves.
70

  

Other intellectual fashions came and went, multiplying from the 1970s 

onwards. These sometimes contradicted and sometimes complemented, 

more or less awkwardly, the premises of classical Marxism. Hill himself did 

not seek to generate a single ‘school’ of researchers. Thus the heirs of the 

Marxists in the next academic generation tended to be more generically 

radical than formally Marxist.
71

 Moreover, there was a potential 

disagreement within the Marxist historical ranks as to when was ‘the great 

divide’ in British history? For Hill, the indisputably key revolution occurred 

in the seventeenth century; while for others, such as E.P. Thompson and 

Eric Hobsbawm, it was the Industrial Revolution of the later eighteenth 

century – once described by Hobsbawm as ‘the most fundamental 

transformation of human life in the history of the world recorded in written 

documents’.
72

  Hill’s later formulation of 1640-60 as the generator of 

capitalism, complete with England’s landed gentry playing the role of an 

agrarian bourgeoisie, seemed one possible way to bridge the difference. 

Nonetheless, the once straightforward message of Marx and Engels was 

becoming ever more complicated. There was not one agreed ‘line’ for all to 
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follow. And, by the same token, Marxism itself as an intellectual tradition 

was also diversifying almost out of existence, whether applied to history or 

any other subject specialisms. 

Throughout all this, Christopher Hill never rejected the hopes of the 

Left, despite his sadness at the failure of institutionalised communism. 

Intellectually, he continued to defend Marxism as a way of understanding 

both past and present history. The general framework remained clear to him. 

He did not endorse ‘post-Marxism’ – that is, a left-wing stance that could 

describe itself as coming after and learning from Marxism (as distinct from  

anti-Marxism which simply opposed Marxism). For him, the cause was very 

far from dead and buried:
73

 

I have changed my vocabulary [he wrote at the age of eighty] 

but I do not think I have shifted very far on my main ‘Marxist’ 

point about seventeenth-century England. I still think that the 

events between 1640 and 1660 are aptly described as a 

revolution, since they led to vast changes in the history of 

England and of the world. 

 

But Hill did not preach by the book. His interpretation of the English 

Revolution, peopled with saints and sinners, was propelled by ideas and 

issues, by theology and prophecy, rather than by inexorable long-term 

economic trends. No doubt his arguments will be updated, because that is 

how the study of history develops. When the research dust settles, however, 

his insistence that change is made by ordinary people will survive. Trends 

are the sum total of individual micro-actions and occasional macro-

upheavals, in which all may participate. His vision will continue to inspire 

those who seek to understand history’s complex inter-connectedness 

through time. He liked to cite approvingly E.M. Forster’s celebrated dictum: 

‘Only connect!’
74

 It was what Hill strove to do in his teaching and writing. 

And what was the unifying thread?  
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Above all, Christopher Hill was an egalitarian, nurtured by Biblical 

Protestantism and later translated into humanist Marxism. He believed in 

the quest for freedom and equality. And, all his life, he stuck with his Good 

Old Cause.  
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