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INTRODUCTION

‘THE MANIFESTO OF A COUNTER-REVOLUTION’

1

THE spectre haunting Europe in The Communist Manifesto (1848), and haunting the world today [1968], walks for the first time in the pages of Burke:

… out of the tomb of the murdered monarchy in France has arisen a vast, tremendous, unformed spectre, in a far more terrifick guise than any which ever yet have overpowered the imagination, and subdued the fortitude of man. Going straight forward to its end, unappalled by peril, unchecked by remorse, despising all common maxims and all common means, that hideous phantom overpowered those who could not believe it was possible she could at all exist, except on the principles, which habit rather than nature had persuaded them were necessary to their own particular welfare, and to their own ordinary modes of action.*

The revolution which Burke feared is not of course identical with Marx’s Communist revolution, but has much essential in common with it, and in some ways more in common with it than with the actual French Revolution of Burke’s day. Burke would have been likely to see in the principles of the Communist revolution the emergence in even purer form of all that he most detested in the contemporary revolution whose progress he watched with horror and fascination in France, and sought with eloquence and skill to check in England. The spirit of total, radical innovation; the overthrow of all prescriptive rights; the confiscation of property; destruction of the Church, the nobility, the family, tradition, veneration, the ancestors, the nation – this is the catalogue of all that Burke dreaded in his darkest moments, and every item in it he would have discovered in Marxism. In the personality of Marx himself he would have seen incarnated that energy which he regarded as most dangerous to ordered society: the energy of ability without property.* In Engels he would have seen a prime representative of a category whose activities he found both noxious and incomprehensible: the category of the men of property who encouraged the spread of principles inimical to the rights of property.† Like Burke, Marx and Engels long and anxiously scrutinized the French Revolution, seeking in its course the secret of the future development of European and world politics.‡ Like his, their imagination was deeply penetrated by the energies which the Revolution let loose, deeply impressed by the contrast between the scale of these events and the routine of politics in a world that hoped the Revolution could be ignored, or treated as a purely local and exceptional event, isolated in space or time. Like him they looked through the political surface of the Revolution towards its economic and social substance: Burke provides, in the Reflections* and elsewhere, some of the best examples of that aristocratic critique of the bourgeoisie, to which the Communist Manifesto allows a provisional and sardonic welcome. Burke and Marx both sought to understand the revolutionary principles at work in France – Burke in order to stop them from spreading, and to destroy the nucleus of infection; Marx in order to hasten the victory of a new revolution, bringing with it the triumph of all that for Burke had been most hateful – though not of that which had been most contemptible – in the old one.

The great revolutions of our own time, those of Russia and China, came, under Marxist leadership, in lands which had never known an equivalent of the French Revolution. France, itself, and those other Western countries most exposed to the Enlightenment, and – like Britain and the United States – least resistant to those principles of political democracy which Burke abhorred, are not among the most revolutionary in the world today. The country which was the fulcrum of counter-revolution in his day – the country whose Empress he praised† was to become for our time that nucleus of revolutionary infection which France was for his. We have lived to see Russia itself, through its revolutionary gains, cease to be a revolutionary force, superseded by a power which had clung even longer than Russia to the ancestral ways, which had furnished the supreme example in the world of long adherence to the social contract in the form that Burke conceived it – ‘a partnership not only between those who are living, but between those who are living, those who are dead, and those who are to be born.’* If, as Burke desired and passionately urged, the European monarchies had wholeheartedly and successfully combined to crush the Revolution early and utterly in France, while ruthlessly suppressing every incipient manifestation of potential revolutionary character in their own countries, one wonders what results such success would have produced in a longer term. Might not the revolutionary forces, not so much suppressed as compressed, have burst out at a later date, with far greater violence, under more disciplined, consistent and determined leadership; and with even more radical effects on the structure of society? Merely to pose the question is I think to raise doubts about the degree of enlightenment in the self-interest of international counter-revolutionary combination. I shall return to this topic, in considering the relevance of Burke to the militant anti-communism of our own day. First, however – since Burke’s own attitude to the Revolution was not all at once a crusading one – it is necessary to discuss the actual development of his opinions, emotions and apprehensions about the Revolution, to the extent to which these are revealed in his surviving writings.

2

From the very beginning, just after the fall of the Bastille, events which seemed to so many a new dawn of liberty aroused Burke’s forebodings, without however yet drawing down a general condemnation.

‘As to us here’, he wrote to Lord Charlemont on 9 August 1789, *

our thoughts of everything at home are suspended, by our astonishment at the wonderful Spectacle which is exhibited in a Neighbouring and rival Country – what Spectators and what actors. England gazing with astonishment at a French struggle for Liberty and not knowing whether to blame or to applaud! The thing indeed, though I thought I saw something like it in progress for several years.† has still something in it paradoxical and Mysterious. The spirit it is impossible not to admire; but the old Parisian ferocity has broken out in a shocking manner. It is true this may be no more than a sudden explosion.… But if it should be character rather than accident, then that people are not fit for Liberty, and must have a Strong hand like that of their former masters to coerce them. Men must have a certain fund of moderation to qualify them for Freedom else it becomes noxious to themselves and a perfect nuisance to every body else.

The same attitude, that of a concerned and generally disapproving spectator, is reflected in Burke’s other comments during 1789. The disapproval deepens, however. On 10 October 1789, after the revolutionary removal of the king from Versailles to Paris, he writes to his son about

… the portentous state of France – where the Elements which compose Human Society seem all to be dissolved, and a world of Monsters to be produc’d in the place of it – where Mirabeau presides as the Grand Anarch; and the late Grand Monarch makes a figure as ridiculous as pitiable. I expect to hear of his dismissing the Regiment he has called to his aid, for drinking his health… and that he has chosen a corps of Paris Amazons for his Body Guard. (Corr. VI, pp. 29–30.)

On 4 November Chames-Jean-François de Pont, the ‘very young gentleman at Paris’ of the prefatory page of the Reflections, wrote to Burke that letter to which the Reflections are, in form, a reply. ‘Son Coeur’, he said,

a battu pour la première fois au nom de Liberté en vous en entendant parler… Si vous Daignez l’assurer que les françois sont Dignes d’être libres, qu’ils sauront Distinguer la liberté de la licence et un Gouvernement légitime d’un pouvoir Despotique; si vous daignez enfin l’assurer que la Révolution Commencée Réussira, fier de votre témoignage il ne sera jamais abattu par le Découragement qui Suit Souvent l’Espérance. (Corr. VI, pp. 31–2.)

At no time from the beginning of the Revolution to his death could Burke have given the reassurance sought by his young correspondent, but his original reply* is far removed in tone and character from the fierce polemic of the Reflections. He emphasizes his ignorance of the actual situation and his distrust of his own judgement. ‘If I should seem…’ he says, ‘to express myself in the language of disapprobation, be so good as to consider it as no more than the expression of doubt.’ He defines that freedom which he loves: ‘The Liberty I mean is social freedom. It is that state of things in which Liberty is secured by the equality of Restraint; a Constitution of things in which the liberty of no one Man and no body of Men and no Number of men can find Means to trespass on the liberty of any Person or any description of Persons in the Society.’ Failing this, failing the establishment of

real practical Liberty with a Government powerful to Protect, impotent to invade it… You may have subverted Monarchy, but not recover’d freedom.… You are now to live in a new order of things; under a plan of Government of which no Man can speak from experience.… The French may be yet to go through more transmigrations.

Burke offers advice not in the taste of this enlighten’ d age and indeed… no better than the late ripe fruit of mere experience – Never wholly separate in your mind the merits of any Political Question from the Men who are concerned in it.… The power of bad men is no indifferent thing…’ The letter concludes with praise of prudence and moderation:

Prudence (in all things a Virtue, in Politicks the first of Virtues).… Believe me, Sir, in all changes in the State, Moderation is a Virtue, not only amiable but powerful. It is a disposing, arranging, conciliating, cementing Virtue… to dare to be fearful when all about you are full of presumption and confidence…

These sagacious and memorable admonitions are in no way inconsistent with the Reflections – which contain several passages in the same strain – but the fire of that great tract has not yet been kindled. Nor is there as yet any note of alarm. ‘As to France,’ he writes to Earl Fitzwilliam about the time when he must have been composing the reply to de Pont,

if I were to give way to the speculations which arise in my Mind from the present State of things and from the causes which have given rise to it and which now begin to be unfolded, I should think it a country undone… I should certainly wish to see France circumscribed within moderate bounds. The interest of this Country requires, perhaps the Interests of mankind require, that she should not be in a position despotically to give the Law to Europe: But I think I see many inconveniences only not to Europe at large, but to this Country in particular from the total political extinction of a great civilized Nation situated in the heart of this our Western system.*

It was not very long before Burke, and after him many others, were struck by ‘inconveniences’ of a quite different character. Up to the end of 1789, however, he remains detached, and little moved. ‘The affairs both of France and England’, he writes to his friend Philip Francis in December,

are rendered little more to us than a matter of Curiosity; with the one our Duty gives us no concern; with the other we are not sufferd to intermeddle with any Effect or any Credit: and after all perhaps the follies of France, by which we are not yet affected may employ ones curiosity more pleasantly, and as usefully, as the depravity of England which is more calculated to give us pain.†

It is in January 1790 that the mood of contemplation begins to give place to one of action. A letter written to an unknown, probably in the latter half of that months‡ seems to register within itself the transition. In that letter he is more philosophical, or teleological, about the situation in France than he is ever to be again: ‘Man is a gregarious animal. He will by degrees provide some convenience suitable to this his natural disposition; and this strange thing may some time or other, assume a more habitable form. The fish will at length make a shell which will fit him.’ Then, after some scathing remarks about Voltaire and Rousseau, he strikes a new note of concern: ‘I see some people here are willing that we should become their scholars and reform our state on the French model. They have begun; and it is high time for those who wish to preserve morem majorum to look about them.’

The first phase of Burke’s counter-revolutionary activity – the phase of the Reflections – was that of fighting the influence of these people in England. In this phase he did not see the danger mainly in France itself, but in the kind of thinking which had in his view produced the events in France, and in the men who favoured the introduction of this kind of thinking into England. The danger came home to him on his reading of Dr Price’s sermon and the Revolution Society’s correspondence with the National Assembly.* Shortly afterwards, in Parliament, Charles James Fox praised the French Revolution highly, saying that he ‘exulted in it from feelings and from principle’. Pitt also looked forward to a reconstructed and free France ‘as one of the most brilliant powers in Europe’. It was then that Burke on 9 February 1790 for the first time took a public stand against the principles of the Revolution. The published account of his speech makes clear that his principal declared concern is the danger of infection spreading from France to England:

That the house must perceive, from his coming forward to mark an expression or two of his best friend, how anxious he was to keep the distemper of France from the least countenance in England, where he was sure some wicked persons had shewn a strong disposition to recommend an imitation of the French spirit of reform. He was so strongly opposed to any the least tendency towards the means of introducing a democracy like theirs, as well as to the end itself, that much as it would afflict him, if such a thing could be attempted, and that any friend of his could concur in such measures, (he was far, very far, from believing they could,) he would abandon his best friends, and join with his worst enemies to oppose either the means or the end; and to resist all violent exertions of the spirit of innovation, so distant from all principles of true and safe reformation; a spirit well calculated to overturn states, but perfectly unfit to amend them.*

The Reflections on the Revolution in France develop, defend and illustrate this argument.

3

The early, though not immediate success of the Reflections with the propertied classes – amid the growing alarm caused by the progress of the Revolution – and its effect in restoring Burke to royal favour† and in earning him a pension* in his retirement naturally led Burke’s opponents to suggest that he had – as would now be said – ‘sold out’, abandoning his real principles for praise and money. Tom Paine in Rights of Man had charged bribery; contemporary cartoons made play with the congenial theme; Marx, years afterwards was content to account for Burke’s counter-revolutionary writing in this way.† How else explain the defection from the cause of liberty of the man who had, as was claimed, championed the cause of the American Revolution? The charge was rendered plausible by Burke’s complicated financial situation, his costly establishment at Beaconsfield – on which Dr Johnson had commented ‘Non equidem invideo; mirror magis’ – and the reputation attaching to ‘the Burkes’ because of certain past financial transactions.‡

However plausible it may have seemed to contemporary and other opponents – and the debate round the Reflections has remained so live that opponents have always had a tendency to become contemporary – the charge that Burke turned against the Revolution for gain cannot be sustained. Long ago, at the outset of his career – as a condition indeed of having a career at all – Burke had cast in his lot with an important section of the men of rank and property. He was himself one of the most notable examples of the conjuncture which he thought most redoubtable to ordered society: ability without property. Had he been born in similar social circumstances in Arras in the 1750s, or in Dublin or Belfast in the 1760s, he might conceivably have been a revolutionary, and dangerous in proportion to his mighty powers. Mary Wollstonecraft thought so: ‘Reading your Reflections warily over, it has continually struck me, that had you been a Frenchman, you would have been, in spite of your respect for rank and antiquity, a violent revolutionist.… Your imagination would have taken fire…’* As it was, born in Dublin in 1729, he placed his ability from the beginning at the service of men of rank and property. He remained faithful, without servility, to the party he had chosen. His writings on American affairs were not revolutionary; they were, rather, an attempt to prevent the development and exacerbation of a revolutionary situation. It is true that he never condemned the American Revolution, as he did the French, but then the secession of a group of colonies is not an event similar to the overthrow of the settled order of a major state, even though the word ‘Revolution’ is used about both. Burke’s letters of the second half of 1789 – quoted above – show that his attitude towards the French Revolution was disapproving from the very beginning, even before there was any question of his taking a public stand. Even allowing for Burke’s unusual gifts of political foresight, an attack on the French Revolution cannot have looked, in the first half of 1790, like a promising pathway to a pension. In 1790 the French Revolution did not seem dangerous, to most Englishmen. France seemed even to be ‘settling down’. Burke himself had been informed, towards the end of 1789, ‘that heats are beginning to abate’.* The period from the transfer of the king to Paris (October 1789) to his attempted escape (June 1791) is one of the quietest in the Revolution: the ‘initial tumults’ are over; constitution-making is in progress, with much talk of the English example; the principal events that were to be thought of as the ‘horrors of the Revolution’, the September massacres, execution of the King and Queen, the Reign of Terror – all are in the future. In this context the vehemence of Burke’s attack, while certain to alienate many of Burke’s political friends, was not certain to attract new support and in fact its immediate effect seems to have been even to increase his unpopularity. A recent writer has summed up the situation just after the publication of the Reflections:

Thus Burke had no immediate success either with Government or with Opposition. The general feeling in political circles was that Burke, though eloquent and ingenious, went too far in this opinions; too far in his total and systematic opposition to the French revolution; too far in his attack on the dissenters and reformers; too far in his apprehensions of danger to the English constitution; too far in making public scenes, and breaking friendships, on an issue that need never have been publicly debated at all.*

What saved his reputation was the progress of the Revolution in the direction he had foretold. In the debate in which Burke committed himself – in February 1790 – Pitt himself spoke about the Revolution in a conciliatory spirit. Even in later years when events, seeming to confirm many of Burke’s dire predictions, had drawn Burke and the Government closer together, it is never a case of his following a Government line, but rather of his reproaching the Government for its pragmatic attitude and lack of counter-revolutionary zeal.

4

‘What I most envy Burke for’, said Dr Johnson, ‘is, his being constantly the same.’† Johnson seems to have had in his mind primarily the equable temperament which was Burke’s in his middle years, but a reader of Burke is likely to find the comment applicable in a more general sense to his work, including the Reflections. The more one reads Burke the more one is impressed, I think, by a deep inner consistency, not always of language or opinion, but of feeling: a consistency of which the root principles are a strong capacity for affection, and a strong distrust of all reasoning not inspired by affection for what is. near and dear ‘I have no great opinion of that sublime abstract, metaphysic reversionary, contingent humanity, which in cold blood can subject the present time and those whom we daily see and converse with to immediate calamities in favour of the future and uncertain benefit of persons who only exist in idea.’* The amount of added emphasis, unusual in Burke, is, I think, proportionate to the strength of his feelings on this theme. (See Reflection p. 315, the passage ending ‘so many little images of the great country in which the heart found something which it could fill’). This consistency by no means excludes complexity and contradictions; rather, it is the consistency of a complex and powerful personality, successfully withstanding unusual stress.

Burke’s family affections were – in the eyes of some English contemporaries – excessive, in that they went out not merely to his immediate family – his wife Jane, his idolized son. Richard, his brother Richard – but also to what a modern anthropologist would call his ‘extended family’. ‘He always marched’, as Professor Copeland has said, ‘at the head of a clan.’† Cousins from Ireland, relatives of all kinds down on their luck, were welcome at Beaconsfield. In society, Burke’s ‘train’ was so full of brogue as to shock even his admirers.* Had Burke been the purely self-seeking adventurer whom some of his opponents depicted, he would have acted differently towards his compromising relatives. These affections of his extended beyond – but not indefinitely beyond – his family. They took in the country of his birth, and his mother’s co-religionists; he never ceased to struggle for concessions in Ireland, and relief for Catholics. Compromising connexions again: an ambitious Irish adventurer in eighteenth-century England would, if guided by pure calculation, have avoided these topics: it did not help Burke to be caricatured in the garb of a Jesuit, or to have it said – by Wilkes – that his oratory ‘stank of whiskey and potatoes’. Burke’s affection also held, life-long, to his old Quaker school-master Shackleton, and his son, to his patron, the Marquess of Rockingham, and in general, in the more attenuated form of ‘loyalty’ to that section of English society – the Whig oligarchy – whose interests he had served, and through whose patronage he and his clan had established themselves. And in proportion as he loved or respected these groups of people, and the settings in which they lived, he hated all that seemed, to his powerful and sensitive intelligence, to menace them.†

Yet the span is great: between the ruined Irish Catholics and the owners of the wealth of England there is a chasm for Burke’s affections to bridge. I believe, on grounds which will now be set out, that there is a connexion between the tensions of this spanning and the emotional charge, the pathos and fury, of the Reflections.

It is entirely natural that it should have been the words of the dissenting divine, Dr Price, * that set in motion the avalanche of Burke’s eloquence against the Revolution. Burke’s feelings towards the Dissenters were strong and mixed, and for some time past his hostile feelings towards them had been predominant. In the late spring of 1789, well before French affairs were occupying the minds of Englishmen, Richard Bright wrote asking for his support for a measure of relief for the Dissenters. Burke’s reply is revealing:

There are no Men on Earth to whom I have been more attached, and with a more sincere Esteem and Affection, than to some amongst the Dissenters. From my earliest years my Connexions have been very much with them. I flatter myself that I have still friends of that denomination. They were once indulgent enough to Me to think that (according to my scanty Power of obliging) they had some sort of obligation to me. In the Year 1784, a great Change took place,† and all of them who seem’ d to act in Corps, have held me out to publick Odium, as one of a gang of Rebels and Regicides, which had conspired at one blow to subvert the Monarchy, to annihilate, without cause, all the Corporate privileges in the Kingdom and totally to destroy this Constitution. It is not their fault that I am in a situation to be asked by them or by anybody else, for my poor Vote…‡

It was not to be long before Burke had a chance of turning against Dissenters of the school of Dr Price every one of the charges which he regarded the Dissenting body as having used against the Whigs – partiality to rebellion, regicide, subversion and innovation, and enmity to the Constitution. On 13 February 1790 Bright again wrote to Burke looking for support for his measure.* By this time Burke had read Price and others, and had made his speech on the Army Estimates: the Reflections were brewing. Burke replies with a new grimness:

Since the last years applications many things have either happend, or come to my knowledge, which add not a little to my disposition to persevere in my former State of inactivity [i.e. on dissenting petitions]. Extraordinary things have happened in France; extraordinary things have been said and done here, and published with great ostentation, in order to draw us into a connexion and concurrence with that nation upon the principles of its proceedings, and to lead us to an imitation of them. I think such designs, as far as they go, highly dangerous to the constitution and the prosperity of this Country. I have had lately put into my hands, and but very lately, two extraordinary works,† so sanctiond as to leave no Doubt upon my Mind that a considerable party is formed, and is proceeding systematically, to the destruction of this Constitution in some of its essential parts. I was much surprised to find religious assemblies turned into a sort of places of exercise and discipline for politicks, and for the nourishment of a party which seems to have contention and power much more than Piety for its Object…‡

It is clear, I think, that had the Dissenting influence been used in favour of the Whigs, instead of against them, in 1784, his reaction to the language of Price, Palmer, Robinson and the others would have been likely to be more temperate.§ Burke was a passionate man, strong in his resentments as in his affections, and it is not to be supposed that he did not enjoy giving the Dissenters back something of what he considered them to have given him six years before. But Burke’s specific political resentments against the Dissenters, joined to the frustration of his later years in Parliament, had the effect of setting free the deeper forces of his being. Had Rockingham lived, had he and his friends been in power, had they enjoyed Dissenting support, it is hardly possible that Burke could have written with untrammelled eloquence about the Revolution in France. Frustrated, he was free.*

The significance of Burke’s quarrel with Dissenters in his writings on the Revolution† goes much deeper than the specific quarrel over party politics. It was natural that Dissenters – and ordinary English Protestants generally – should welcome the early stages of the French Revolution because they saw in them the overthrow of Popery. The very first achievement for which Dr Price was thankful was ‘a diffusion of knowledge which has undermined superstition and error’.* To most Englishmen of the day, whether Dissenters or not, these words must have sounded quite proper, used as they were in a context which necessarily implied that the ‘superstition and error’ were of the Romish kind. But Burke was not English, although he often wrote and spoke in the character of an Englishman. He was Irish and of old native, not recent settler stock; in the words of a modern biographer, ‘Edmund Burke was pure Irish’† This distinction was, in some ways, more basic than that of formal religious profession. The recent settlers were, in general, militant in their Protestantism, which they associated with their title to their lands and their dominant position in society. Those of the older stock who had become Protestant were always suspect of having done so to escape the operation of the Penal Laws – to keep their land, if they had any, and to have access to careers. Burke himself was exposed to such suspicion, as we have seen; early in his career he was denounced to Rockingham as a crypto-Catholic.‡ There is no need to doubt his denial; the whole tenor of his writing makes it clear that he was not a man likely to cherish one set of dogmas – or other abstractions – beneath a feigned belief in another set. His feelings are another matter. To an unknown correspondent who – at the height of the Revolution controversy – inquired about his religious beliefs, he replied that having been baptized and educated in the Church of England he had ‘seen no cause to abandon that communion. When I do, I shall act upon my conviction or my mistake. I think that Church harmonizes with our civil constitution… I am attached to Christianity at large; much from conviction: more from affection.’*

It will be seen that the references to the Church of England are cool and politic, provisional and contingent. It is not to the Church of England – still less to Protestantism – that he is attached, ‘much from conviction; more from affection’; it is to ‘Christianity at large’. This is odd. Nothing could be more foreign to Burke’s habitual way of thinking, writing and feeling than to be more attracted to something ‘at large’ than to his own subdivision of it. If for once he shows no enthusiasm for his ‘little platoon’† and is all for the Army ‘at large’, we are justified I think in inferring that he does not feel himself to be quite in the right platoon. This would not be surprising. Burke’s mother was a Catholic; so was his father-in-law and friend, Dr Nugent; his father, Richard Burke ‘seems’ according to Professor Thomas Copeland ‘to have conformed to the Established Church 13 March 1722 about the time he began to practise law in Dublin.’‡ In order to practise law at this time and place one was obliged to conform to the Establish-ed Church. Edmund’s wife Jane was, like him, the child of a ‘mixed marriage’. It is not known where Edmund and she were married, and there is a tradition that it was a Catholic marriage solemnized in Paris.* The ‘clan’ at whose head Edmund Burke marched was shot through with Catholicism; and this at a place and time in which Protestantism might be feigned, but Catholicism, being socially and economically disadvantageous to the verge of ruin, must be presumed to be based on firm conviction. Burke might ‘see no cause to abandon’ the communion of the Church of England but his family background was such – and his family feeling so strong – that he could not possibly contemplate attacks on the Church of Rome with any of the feelings of a proper Englishman – with detachment, complacency or downright approbation.† This emotional disposition in religious matters has surely much to do both with the nature and with the promptness of his response to the events in France.
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Burke’s Irish origin and connexions affect his response to the Revolution in other ways besides the religious. Englishmen of rank and wealth in the late eighteenth century – before 1793 – could not easily imagine social revolution as a reality. ‘The Burkes’, close to the rawness and deep social and political resentments of Ireland, were much more aware of the underside of society, and conscious of danger. Richard Burke, Jr – who often expressed his father’s thought with indiscreet vehemence – wrote, at the time when the Reflections were being composed, a vivid warning to Lord Fitzwilliam, whose agent he was: ‘Think when you walk the streets of Peterborough that they lie under the stones and that they will come out of the rotten tenements you have purchased of Mr Parker to lord it over the lord of those tenements. What will then become of the persuasive eloquence, the moderating concessions and the temporizing expedients of Mr Fox?’* The placid tone of Lord Fitzwilliam’s reply† does not suggest that young Burke succeeded in communicating his vision. Here, as usual at this time, the Burke mind, haunted by the phantom of revolution, ‡ was baffled by ‘those who could not believe it was possible she could at all exist…’ An Irishman could not be so sceptical, or so placid; revolt was in fact imminent in Ireland, and broke out in 1798, the year after Burke’s death. No man in England had been more painfully conscious of its imminence than Burke. ‘We regarded as the great Evil of the time,’ he wrote to Dr Hussey in December 1796, ‘the growth of Jacobinism, and we were very well assured that from a variety of causes no part of these Countries were more favourable to the growth of that Evil than our unfortunate country.’* He abhorred the movement of the United Irishmen, which sought to bring together dissenters and Catholics in one national, democratic, revolutionary movement under French inspiration and with French aid – ‘those who, without any regard to religion, clubb all kinds of discontents together, in order to produce all kinds of disorders’.† Yet, where the Irish Catholics were concerned, he makes a unique allowance, if not for a legitimate kind of Jacobinism, at least for a kind rooted in human nature; the two categories are, in Burke’s mind, very close together. ‘That Jacobinism,’ he wrote to Hussey,

which is Speculative in its Origin and which arises from Wantonness and fullness of bread may possibly be kept under by firmness and prudence… But the Jacobinism which arises from Penury and irritation, from scorned loyalty and rejected Allegiance, has much deeper roots. They take their nourishment from the bottom of human Nature… and not from humour or caprice or the opinions of the Day about privileges or Liberties.‡

Burke’s references to the danger of revolution in Ireland are naturally most frequent in the last years of his life, the period closest to the impending revolt. But Ireland was never far from his thoughts. As a modern Burke scholar has written: ‘… like every other responsible and intelligent Irishman with sufficient heart from that day to this, Burke carried Ireland round with him as his personal “old man of the sea”.’* Burke had written in 1780 that when he first came into Parliament, fourteen years before, what had been ‘first and uppermost in my Thoughts, was the hope without injury to this Country to be somewhat useful to the place of my Birth and education.…’† We know from the draft tract against the Popery Laws, written shortly before his election to Parliament, how this hope then worked, and this tract is perfectly consistent with all that he afterwards wrote on the condition of Ireland.‡

It is reasonable therefore to assume that his vision of Ireland – an oppressed and dangerous Ireland – was a permanent part of Burke’s imaginative landscape. His relation to Ireland made impossible for him two of the stock responses of Englishmen to the opening stages of the Revolution: that of approval for what seemed an anti-Papist reformation and that of ‘It can’ t happen here’. ‘Here’, for Burke, was not only England but also Ireland, so that revolution for him was from the beginning a thing imaginable. This goes some way to explain the alertness and promptitude of Burke’s response, the fact that he was the first man of importance in England to descry and denounce a danger which within a few years agitated the mind of every man of property. This explains Burke’s sensitivity, his nose for smoke; it does not, however, explain the intensity of his counter-revolutionary passion. He was not himself by the standards of the time a man of property, although he managed to maintain a certain state; the charges that he was working for a bribe or a pension cannot, as we have seen, be sustained;* his attachment to the Whig oligarchs was real, but hardly passionate; Burke at the time of the composition of the Reflections was ageing, disappointed and overworked, burdened with the enormous complexities of the management of the impeachment of Warren Hastings. From a man in such a situation, aware of the danger in France, one might expect a prudent word of warning, hardly more. Whence, then, comes the tremendous emotional force that animates not only the misleadingly named Reflections but all his writings on the Revolution, up to and including the fourth Letter on a Regicide Peace, left unfinished at his death?

A question of this type, whether it concerns the living or the dead, cannot be answered with certainty. I should like to offer here a conjectural answer which seems to me to be in full accord with what we know of Burke’s life and writings. This is that Burke, in his counter-revolutionary writings, is partially liberating – in a permissible way – a suppressed revolutionary part of his own personality. These writings – which appear at first sight to be an integral defence of the established order – constatute in one of their aspects – and this to Burke not the least important – a heavy blow against the established order in the country of Burke’s birth, and against the dominant system of ideas in England itself.
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The established order in Ireland was the Protestant ascendancy, the legalized supremacy of the Protestant minority over the Catholic majority. This supremacy rested on the revolutionary settlement of 1688, still commemorated in Belfast and environs as the glorious origin of permanent Roman Catholic subordination. Burke as a Whig necessarily adhered to the principles of the Glorious Revolution; whether or not self-interest originally guided the Irish adventurer in adhering to the Whig cause, it is clear that personal loyalties, habits and intellectual convictions – matters that Burke was not disposed to separate too sharply – soon bound him closely to the Whigs as a body. But if Burke as a Whig cherished, at least in theory, the Glorious Revolution, Burke as an Irishman, with close emotional bonds to the conquered, detested the Protestant ascendancy which that Revolution had riveted on the people of his country. This detestation seems in some of his earlier declarations to be covered by ‘a politic, well-wrought veil’; it becomes open, and even violently so, in the unguarded writings of his last years. ‘I think I can hardly exaggerate the malignity of the principles of Protestant ascendancy as it affects Ireland…’* ‘The word protestant is the charm, that locks up in the dungeon of servitude three millions of your people…’†

Burke’s view of Irish history, and his feelings about it, come to the surface in a remarkable unfinished letter to his son, Richard, written in 1792. If members of the ascendancy in Ireland were wiser, he says, they would not lay stress upon the origin of their property in confiscation.

They would not set men upon calling from the quiet sleep of death any Samuel, to ask him, by what act of arbitrary monarchs, by what inquisitions of corrupted tribunals, and tortured jurors, by what fictitious tenures, invented to dispossess whole unoffending tribes and their chieftains! [sic] They would not conjure up the ghosts from the ruins of castles and churches, to tell for what attempt to struggle for the independence of an Irish legislature, and to raise armies of volunteers, without regular commissions from the Crown in support of that independence, the estates of the old Irish nobility and gentry had been confiscated. They would not wantonly call on those phantoms, to tell by what English acts of parliament, forced upon two reluctant kings, the lands of their country were put up to a mean and scandalous auction in every goldsmith’s shop in London; or chopped in pieces, and cut into rations, to pay the mercenary soldiery of a regicide usurper. They would not be so fond of titles under Cromwell, who, if he avenged an Irish rebellion against the sovereign authority of the parliament of England, had himself rebelled against the very parliament whose sovereignty he asserted full as much as the Irish nation, which he was sent to subdue and confiscate, could rebel against that parliament, or could rebel against the king, against whom both he and the parliament, which he served, and which he betrayed, had both of them rebelled.*

As for the native Irish, if they had indeed committed the crime of rebellion, ‘they rued it in their persons and in those of their children and grandchildren even to the fifth and sixth generations.’

The contrast between this passionate outburst and the references in earlier, public speeches to the untroubled harmony of Ireland’s connexion with Britain, is proof of the tension that long existed between Burke’s public persona and so important a part of his feelings as that which concerned his people and the land of his birth.* This tension was released by the French Revolution, and specifically by the welcome given to that Revolution by Dr Price and his friends. For Price and his friends, by placing the French Revolution in the line of the English one, were reminding Burke of how revolutionary, how anti-Catholic, and to him how alien had been the English revolution.† This intruding vision had to be exorcized: much of the argument – and the most forced part of the argument – both of the Reflections and the Appeal from the New to the Old Whigs consists of an attempt to show that the English Revolution, unlike the French one, had not been really revolutionary at all – an attempt which we can judge successful only by choosing to forget about the contributions of the contemporaries of Henry VIII and of Oliver Cromwell. But the drama of Burke’s writings about the Revolution, and much of their power, comes from the collaboration in them of two personalities. It is as if the words and actions of Price and his friends had awakened, within that reasonable elderly Whig, a slumbering Jacobite.*

In relation to England and Europe the ‘Jacobite’ position is of course a counter-revolutionary one. But in relation to Ireland, the Jacobite aspiration is objectively revolutionary, since it is an expression of the will of the conquered people to shake off its servitude. Thus, where Burke is at his most extravagantly counter-revolutionary, in relation to France and Europe, he is most subtly subversive in relation to the existing order in his own country. His argument, addressed to the nobility and gentry of England, seeks to persuade these classes that their interests are bound up with Catholicism in Europe, that Catholicism is a bastion of order while Protestantism in its militantly anti-Catholic forms – the Protestantism of the Dissenters and their sympathizers – is the natural seed-bed of Jacobinism.† This argument, if accepted, was ultimately ruinous to the prevailing caste-system in Ireland, to which the doctrine that loyalty required anti-Popery was the breath of life. And the argument was accepted, in its ‘pro-Catholic’ part, though later and more hesitantly than Burke hoped. It is known that Burke’s words carried great weight with the classes to which they were addressed, and that they played a part in the evolution of British policy in the direction he desired.* The Catholic Relief Act of 1793 – conferring the franchise – and in 1795 the foundation of Maynooth – a Catholic seminary with State support – were important steps in this direction.† Under the Union, the Protestant ascendancy was progressively dismantled, except in the one region, Eastern Ulster, where it had a wide popular base. From the point of view of an ordinary member of the ruling class in Ireland in Burke’s day, these were revolutionary developments, initially fostered by the dissemination of an ostensibly counter-revolutionary tract. Still from the same point of view, the spectre of Jacobinism had been cunningly used to rehabilitate Popery and Papists.† There can be no doubt that the rehabilitation of Catholicism was part of Burke’s intention; he explicitly argues in this sense, seeking to inculcate a preference for ‘superstition’ as against atheism. That it was only a part of his intention is obvious: his detestation of Jacobinism is real and even obsessive; there is no question of its being feigned for an ulterior motive. Yet his anti-Jacobinism cannot be separated from his sense of identification with Catholics, that is to say from his Irish origins.

In a letter of 1795 he says that his ‘whole politics centre in anti-Jacobinism’; that ‘the first, last and middle object of Jacobin hostility is religion’; that the practice of Catholicism by its professor ‘forms as things stand, the most effectual barrier, if not the sole barrier against Jacobinism’; and ‘that in Ireland particularly the Roman Catholic religion should be upheld in high respect and veneration.’* The Burke who was revolted by the Jacobin persecution of ‘refractory’ priests and nuns was the same Burke who had been revolted by the hanging and quartering of the ‘rebel’ Father Sheehy in 1766.† He could not then cry out in open protest; he had candidly explained to Irish friends why he could not attempt publicly to defend an accused Irish papist.‡ But it was possible for him to champion publicly the cause of the French Catholics, in 1790–97, and in championing them, indirectly to vindicate and so raise up his family and fellow-countrymen. Is it unreasonable to see in the extraordinary flow of controlled but passionate eloquence that begins with the Reflections, the release of an inner indignation long pent up by prudent policy?

The significance of Burke’s Irishness in relation to his writings on the French Revolution has I think been generally underestimated or misunderstood. This tendency is encouraged by the requirements of classification: ‘Burke on Ireland’ is a separate matter from ‘Burke on France’ or ‘Burke on America’. Yet – as Yeats so clearly saw – it is all the same Burke. Burke was never a man of tidy compartments, and we may be sure that the feelings and ideas – not separate compartments either – of the man who writes to Sir Hercules Langrishe about Ireland are identical with those of the man who writes to M. de Pont about France.

The tendency to miss the significance of Burke’s Irish-ness is also encouraged by other factors. These include the general impression that Burke is Anglo-Irish and belongs in the Protestant tradition.* In fact there is nothing ‘Anglo’ at all about what we know of his family connexions and he himself – at least in the late writings with which we are here concerned – eschews the designation ‘Protestant’. Finally, some who have been impressed by Burke’s writings on the French Revolution have ignored the Irish factor, probably because of a conviction that, in comparison with the mighty issues treated in the Reflections, the concerns of Ireland were trivial and parochial. As a general proposition this is very defensible, yet it is misleading in relation to Burke. The Irish situation is of little importance on the scale of the great Revolution, yet it was the Irish situation that had formed Edmund Burke, and Ireland and Jacobinism constituted the alternating and overlapping preoccupations of his last, haunted years. The author of the Reflections on the Revolution in France wrote in the persona of an Englishman – which is in itself a cause of confusion – but was in fact Irish to the marrow of his bones.
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The interpretation here suggested has a bearing on a puzzling question: that of Burke’s style or styles. Burke in his writings on the French Revolution has three basic manners, which he can also combine in varying proportions. There is what one might call the Whig manner: rational, perspicacious, business-like. This had been the prevailing manner of his speeches and writings on America and remains the prevailing tone of the greater part of the Reflections, though not of the passages that are most often quoted. It is a tone well adapted to its purpose, which is that of convincing people who have a great deal to lose that certain policies are, and other policies are not, in accordance with their interests. In this tone, he warns the Whig lords that the confiscation of Church property in France – a design to which many were favourably disposed by varying combinations of ‘Reformation’ and ‘Enlightenment’ principles – constitutes an actual threat to their own economic survival:

The great source of my solicitude is, lest it should ever be considered in England as the policy of a state, to seek a resource in confiscations of any kind; or that any one description of citizens should be brought to regard any of the others, as their proper prey.… Revolutions are favourable to confiscation; and it is impossible to know under what obnoxious names the next confiscations will be authorised. I am sure that the principles predominant in France extend to very many persons… in all countries who think their innoxious indolence their security. This kind of innocence in proprietors may be argued into inutility; and inutility into an unfitness for their estates. (Reflections, pp. 263–5.)

It can scarcely have been possible for any landed Whig to read that passage without his approbation for anti-Popery enlightment becoming sensibly diminished.

Burke’s second manner might be called ‘Jacobite’ : both Gothic and pathetic. The most notable example of this in the Reflections is the famous passage about the Queen of France (pp. 169–70) which many have been taught to think of as typical Burke. It is typical, but of a manner that Burke employs very sparingly.* Indeed those who read this passage as an isolated excerpt miss much of its force, which comes from a change of tone, a catch in the voice, an emotional break through the rational crust. And once one is aware of this reserve of underlying emotion, even the more prosaic parts of the argument take on a more formidable sonority.

Burke’s third manner is a peculiar kind of furious irony. Irony is a marked characteristic of Irish writing; I have argued elsewhere† that the Irish predicament, with its striking contrasts between pretences and realities, has been unusually favourable to the development of this mode of expression. In terms of our interpretation of Burke’s particular predicament, it may be said that the friction between outer Whig and inner ‘Jacobite’ was both ironic itself, and productive of that oblique aggressiveness which is the driving force of irony. Burke’s irony, in his writings on the French Revolution seems more aggressive than oblique; he is in an attacking position. Yet his irony is more oblique than it seems, since his savage sarcasm, openly directed at the apologists for the French Revolution, tells in a sidelong way against the dominant Protestant culture into which he was apparently assimilated.

In the Reflections itself, Burke’s irony is subdued, flashing out only now and then in an aside: ‘That argument will do very well, with a lamp-post for its second…’ ‘The king has been brought to declare the dauphin shall be educated in a conformity to his situation. If he is made to conform to his situation, he will have no education at all.’ In his later writings on the Revolution – writings no longer partly guarded, but bitter, indignant, reckless and triumphant – his irony comes in sustained bursts. His famous Letter to a Noble Lord (1796) – against the Duke of Bedford, who had opposed the granting of a pension to Burke – is an exercise in irony which impressed Karl Marx, with good reason. Burke’s irony is never subtle; it comes at times close to House of Commons humour, which in turn comes close to schoolboy humour, * but its roughness is often transfigured by a combination of gusto, fantasy and Hibernian hyperbole which is all Burke’s own. Two passages about cats are worth quoting. The first is from the Letter to a Noble Lord, and concerns the way the real Parisian revolutionaries look on their English aristocratic sympathizers, like the Duke of Bedford:

‘Whatever his Grace may think of himself, they look upon him, and everything that belongs to him, with no more regard than they do upon the whiskers of that little long-tailed animal, that has been long the game of the grave, demure, insidious, spring-nailed, velvet-pawed, green-eyed philosophers, whether going upon two legs or upon four.’†

The second passage from the first of the Letters on a Regicide Peace, concerns an argument, used by the advocates of peace with France (in 1796), that an agreement had already been concluded with more disreputable authorities, the piratical rulers of Algiers.

Have the gentlemen, who borrowed this happy parallel, no idea of the different conduct to be held with regard to the very same evil at an immense distance, and when it is at your door?… I can contemplate, without dread, a royal or a national tiger on the borders of PEGU. I can look at him, with an easy curiosity, as prisoner within bars in the menagerie of the tower. But if, by habeas corpus or otherwise, he was to come into the lobby of the House of Commons while your door was open, any of you would be more stout than wise, who would not gladly make your escape out of the back windows. I certainly should dread more from a wild cat in my bed-chamber, than from all the lions that roar in the deserts behind Algiers. But in this parallel it is the cat that is at a distance, and the lions and tigers that are in our ante-chambers and our lobbies. Algiers is not near; Algiers is not powerful; Algiers is not our neighbour; Algiers is not infectious. Algiers, whatever it may be, is an old creation; and we have good data to calculate all the mischief to be apprehended from it. When I find Algiers transferred to Calais, I will tell you what I think of that point.*

Of the three manners which we have distinguished – the ‘Whig’, the ‘Jacobite’ and the ironic – only the first is found in relative abundance in the pure state; it forms the staple of the Reflections. The ‘Jacobite’ manner, in its pure state, is very rare: the ‘Queen’ passage in the Reflections and, in the Letters on a Regicide Peace, the passage about ‘the tomb of the murdered monarchy’ – quoted at the beginning of this introduction – are the two great set-pieces in this manner. Once this mood has been established, however, Burke can evoke it again with the economy of an aside:

‘Pity that Cloots had not had a reprieve from the guillotine till he had completed his work! But that engine fell before the curtain had fallen upon all the dignity of the earth.’*

In many of the most striking passages in the Reflections Burke uses a manner intermediate between the ‘Whig’ and the ‘Jacobite’ – more elevated than the first, and less theatrical than the second – a manner both earnest and stately, befitting a thoughtful Tory Churchman. This is the tone of the famous argument sanctifying the principle of inheritance by assimilating it to the natural order (pp. 119–20) of the defence of inequality in property (p. 140); of the theory of continuity and of partnership – ‘a partnership not only between those who are living, but between those who are living, those who are dead and those who are to be born.’ (pp. 194–5.) It is on this middle ground that Burke is at his most assured; this is the mode which harmonizes the Whig and the Jacobite within him; this is also the tone in which he can, with the greatest authority, reach that audience for which his words are intended – the landed proprietors of England, and after them men of property generally. These words lend grandeur, gravity and religious solemnity to the defence of interests. They prepare the mood and the demeanour of English Conservatism and Liberal Conservatism for the nineteenth century. Once the essentials of the status quo were so magisterially defined and defended, the hint of the Jacobite in the background must have been pleasing rather than obnoxious. It shed something of the pathos and glamour of a lost cause on a cause which those to whom Burke appealed were determined should not be lost at all. At the same time, the acceptance of that pathos and glamour did something to rehabilitate the most irremediably lost of British causes. Roman Catholicism develops the appeal of the romantic, at a time when such an appeal was beginning to be socially relevant.

Burke has another manner situated between the ironic and the ‘Whig’, just as his earnest and stately manner lies between ‘Whig’ and ‘Jacobite’. This second median is that of his aphorisms and epigrams. The master of the rolling period is also a master of the concise. The writings on the Revolution are rich in those pithy and memorable generalities with which the eighteenth century enriched our culture. Yet the Burkian epigram has a particular turn of its own: in his hands this notably cerebral form is directed against intellectual presumption: ‘Wisdom is not the most severe corrector of folly’; ‘No cold relation is a zealous citizen’; ‘… Whilst you pique nature against you, you do unwisely to trust to duty.’* These are not isolated epiphanies; they have a social significance. Intellectual presumption – or self-confidence – is the morale of the revolutionary, whereby he is enabled to call established order into question, in society, in the State, in the Church, in the family. This is the way in which ability makes its inroads into property. In using his magnificent intelligence to depreciate the claims of intelligence, Burke as usual is discharging a double function. He serves the interests of the property owners, thus earning their gratitude. And at the same time he rehabilitates religion, and notably – though discreetly and by indirection – that form of religion which throughout the eighteenth century had been most exposed to the remorseless onslaughts of Reason. And the form in which he does this is in itself the demonstration that he possesses in high measure the quality which he seeks to subordinate. A radical rationalist seeking to lecture Edmund Burke on the importance of intelligence already stands warned, by the quality of Burke’s language, that his lecture will be given every opportunity to sound ridiculous.

It is convenient to distinguish, in Burke’s prose, these various manners and combinations of manner.* But his grace and strength are best manifested in the lyrical buoyancy with which he moves from one manner, and from one level of intensity, to another. He can soar from invective and irony to the heights of romantic pathos – in the ‘Queen’ passage – and from that height swoop again into invective with renewed momentum. Or, turning in a much smaller space, he can move in the course of a single sentence from a pastoral tenderness in the opening, on to a conclusion of Rhadamanthine irony: ‘All the little quiet rivulets, that watered an humble, a contracted, but not an unfruitful field, are to be lost in the waste expanse, and boundless, barren ocean of the homicide philanthopy of France.’†

Swift transitions of mood are of course among the traditional resources of oratory and advocacy: Burke knew his Cicero.* Burke possesses to the full the resources of traditional oratory – its repertoire of tricks – yet his effects are unique and without precedent. No other orator or political writer either before or after him has his combination of qualities: his wide range of articulate emotion, his intuitive grasp of social forces, his capacity for analytical argument, his pathos, fantasy and wit and his power to marshal all these, through a superb command over the resources of the language, towards ends clearly discerned and passionately desired.
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The very richness and variety of Burke’s Reflections have from the beginning charmed and dazzled some, but puzzled and alienated others. The Reflections are difficult to classify, and to some minds this is a scandal. The title of the work does not harmonize with its tone, which is often passionate and always contentious; the work starts out as a letter, and ends up as a mixture of a treatise, a pamphlet and a speech. Even before the Reflections were published at all, serious exception had been taken to their form. Philip Francis, who worked with Burke on the impeachment of Warren Hastings, found the first portion of the Reflections which Burke sent him ‘very loosely put together’.* Since Burke is undertaking ‘to correct and instruct another Nation’ and appealing in effect ‘to all Europe’ he ought to write ‘with special deliberation’. ‘Away with all jest and sneer and sarcasm. Let every thing you say be grave, direct and serious.’†

Burke was hurt – acknowledging Francis’s letter he says ‘I have not slept since’ – but not shaken: ‘The composition you say is loose; and I am quite sure it is. I never intended it should be otherwise…’‡ On receiving the published Reflections Francis is still more severe, in a half-playful manner which Burke must have found even more offensive than a plain condemnation:

‘I wish you would let me teach you to write English.… Why will you not allow Yourself to be persuaded, that polish is material to preservation? It has not yet been in my power to read more than one third of your book. I must taste it deliberately; the flavour is too high; the Wine is too rich; I cannot take a draught of it.’§

Like many a stylistic critic, Francis disliked the substance as well as the form. Some others, who also disliked the substance, were more percipient. An early critic, Sir James Mackintosh saw immediately that this form, disorderly as it appeared, in fact infinitely multiplied the force of Burke’s argument:

He can cover the most ignominious retreat by a brilliant allusion. He can parade his arguments with masterly general-ship where they are strong. He can escape from an intolerable position into a splendid declamation. He can sap the most impregnable conviction by pathos and put to flight a host of syllogisms with a sneer. Absolved from all the laws of vulgar method, he can advance a groupe of magnifincent horrors to make a breach in our hearts, through which the most undisciplined rabble of arguments may enter in triumph.*

Francis, with his ‘deliberation’ and ‘polish’ had missed the point which Mackintosh so sharply saw. And it was Mackintosh, the most acute of Burke’s early critics, who first defined – as early as 1791 – the real character of the Reflections:

‘It is the manifesto of a counter-revolution…’

Mackintosh’s observations on Burke’s method, and his definition of the character of his book, represent Burke as above all a propagandist. Whatever about the ‘above all’ – a matter to which we shall return – there can be no doubt that Burke was a conscious and deliberate propagandist. He has some claim indeed to be the first modern propagandist: the first to be conscious of a need for organized effort, adequately financed, and reinforced by ‘State action’, † to mould public opinion on questions of ideology and international policy. He was the first also to give a lead in such an effort.‡ His originality of course should not be exaggerated: since the Reformation and Counter-reformation all Western Europe had rung with propaganda; the eighteenth century was the heyday of the pamphleteer. Burke’s originality was not in engaging in propaganda, but in thinking seriously about its nature and its power and on how best to use it. He was acutely conscious of the part which the anti-religious and other propaganda of Voltaire and his friends had played in undermining the ancien régime, and of the need for an organized counter-attack. His treatment of this subject in the Reflections – see the passage (p. 211) beginning ‘Along with the monied interest, a new description of men had grown up… I mean the political Men of Letters.’ – receives further development in the second of the Letters on a Regicide Peace:

The correspondence of the monied and the mercantile world, the literary intercourse of academics, but, above, all, the press, of which they [the middle class] had in a manner entire possession, made a kind of electrick communication everywhere.* The press in reality has made every government, in its spirit, almost democratick. Without it the great, the first moments in this Revolution could not, perhaps, have been given.

Burke was disgusted at the lack of interest among the French aristocratic refugees in propaganda. In January 1791 he wrote to one of these seeking certain information – details about the French system of land tenure – which might be ‘useful hereafter in any Systematick proceeding towards disposing the publick in this Country in your favour which I wish some French Gentlemen here would undertake under the direction of some judicious English.’‡ Burke continued to press this idea, but was dismayed by the apparent inertia of the French nobility in this domain, compared with the activity of their opponents. ‘… The Emissaries of the Usurpation here are exceedingly active in propagating Stories which tend to alienate the minds of people of this Country from the suffering Cause. Not one french Refugee has intelligence or spirit enough to contradict them.’* He urged that the French emigrés should raise money for this purpose: ‘If their avarice or their dissipation will afford nothing to their honour or their safety – their Case is additionally deplorable’†

In this, as in much else, Burke was in advance of the time which he was defending: it was left to him, single-handed, to conduct the effective propaganda of the counter-revolution. In his own writings he is – among other things – a conscious propagandist. He uses emotional language by deliberate policy. There was nothing new, for him, in this; as a practical politician he had long been aware of the value of verbal violence. Before the outbreak of the French Revolution, and when his mind was occupied with quite different matters, he had written to a colleague in Opposition, suggesting that if the Opposition did not intend to give up altogether, they ought ‘to change that tone of calm reasoning which certainly does not belong to great and affecting interests…[a] style of argument, so very different from that by which Lord North was run down…’‡

Two years later, in connexion with the impeachment of Warren Hastings, he developed his theory of verbal violence, in rebutting a suggestion from Lord Chancellor Thur-low that ‘the calm mode of Enquiry’ would be the most rewarding approach: ‘The calm mode of Enquiry would be a very temperate method of our losing our Object; and a very certain mode of finding no calmness on the side of our adversary. Our being mobbish is our only chance for his being reasonable.’

He became increasingly ‘mobbish’ as the ‘great and affecting interest’ of the reaction to the French Revolution took hold: the Reflections, as compared with the later Letters on a Regicide Peace almost seems a model of the ‘calm mode of Enquiry’. In relation to Appeal from the New to the Old Whigs (1791) he shows himself as consciously committed to that method of tactical over-statement† which distinguishes the true propagandist from the mere believer in a cause. Writing to his son Richard, and having noted that only about 10 per cent even of the Whigs favour French Revolutionary principles, he goes on: ‘It may be asked, why I represent the whole party as tolerating, and by a toleration countenancing, these proceedings. It is to get the better of their inactivity and to stimulate them to a publick declaration…’‡

The fact that Burke writes as a conscious propagandist and practical politician, with an eye to the probable immediate consequences of his words, is too often left out of account by undiscriminating admirers, who like to think of him as essentially a political philosopher. The importance of the propaganda element should not, however, be exaggerated either. There is no reason at all to doubt the sincerity of Burke’s indignation, aroused by the discovery of the existence and character of English sympathy with the French Revolution. This indignation burns quite as brightly in his private correspondence as in his published tracts. The opinion, presented by Marx and others, that it was all feigned, that he was simply ‘playing the Romantic’* as he had ‘played the Liberal’, cannot be seriously defended. Calculation comes in, not in pretending an emotion which is not there, but in deciding how much of a genuinely-felt emotion to release publicly; how far to let oneself go. In certain circumstances – had the Whigs been in office, for example, and he with them – Burke could hardly have ‘let himself go’ at all. But when he does decide to let go, he inevitably releases greater forces than any calculation could determine in advance. He enters the controversy as a Whig, and ends up the idol of the Tories. He ‘runs down’ his friend Charles James Fox, as he had once run down Lord North. It is extremely improbable that these results were calculated in advance. It is more probable that Burke had never fully realized – until the events in France provided the critical test – how profoundly he was at odds with much that was fundamental in the philosophy of Englishmen with whom he had allied himself: Englishmen who cherished the principles of the Glorious Revolution and of the Enlightment, and felt these principles to be essentially the same, or at least to have a common root – a rational rejection of superstition.

Nor did the Tories – despite their praise of him – seem much better to him. They were lukewarm and pragmatic, prepared to sustain a limited war with France, but not dedicated to the counter-revolutionary principle. Towards the end the practical politician Burke seems to die away; the Letters on a Regicide Peace are certainly propaganda but it is a strange, passionately personal sort of propaganda, the prophetic outpouring – almost at times the raving – of a man isolated, inconsolably bereaved, dying, yet rejoicing in his incomparable power to express his fury in words whose sheer exuberance is still astounding. The Letters are the deathless propaganda of a dying man in favour of ‘a long war’* – a war which did not in fact end until nearly twenty years after his death.

9

It is not surprising that in our own time the counterrevolutionary propaganda in Burke’s late writings should have been used for the purposes of the cold war. The first to realize the possibilities of Burke for twentieth-century anti-communism seems to have been A. V. Dicey, who, in an article† published in 1918 hit upon the simple but effective expedient of substituting ‘Russia’ for ‘France’ in a number of Burke’s most ardent counter-revolutionary invectives. It was not however until the setting in of the real cold war, in the late forties, that Burke’s works began to be systematically quarried for anti-communist purposes and that Burke’s stature as a systematic thinker began to be correspondingly exalted. The process began with the publication of Burke’s Politics, an anthology with an introduction by Ross Hoffman and Paul Levack in 1949. A number of American scholars and writers, and including a strong Catholic element, set themselves to extol Burke as a great political philosopher and exponent of National Law, as well as of a stable order, foreshadowing the Atlantic Community.* Members of this school were disposed to overlook or minimize the practical, polemical and propagandist elements in Burke’s writing and to magnify the importance and consistency of his ‘philosophy’. They attached inordinate importance to two sentences of Hoffman’s and Levack’s:

‘Burke’s politics… were grounded on recognition of the universal law of reason and justice ordained by God as the foundation of a good community. In this recognition the Machiavellian schism between politics and morality is closed…’† Mr Peter J. Stanlis, one of the most productive writers in this group, sees 1949 – the year of the Hoffman epiphany – as the beginning of a ‘counterrevolution on traditional grounds’ in Burke scholarship. A reviewer of Mr Peter J. Stanlis in the Burke Newsletter – of which Mr Peter J. Stanlis was co-editor – averred that he could ‘think of no sentence in the whole range of modern scholarship that has had greater effect than this apparently simple factual statement by Messrs Hoffman and Levack.’‡

To present Burke as a sort of semi-official spokesman for the law of nature has the effect of conferring on his writings a superhuman authority. To challenge Burke’s argument is then to fly in the face of nature. And as Burke himself, in a very different connexion, sardonically observed: ‘The nature of things is, I admit, a sturdy adversary.’* A sturdy ally also.

Both Burke and the sturdy ally were enlisted for specific political purposes. The Burke Newsletter, which recorded the progress of the ‘counter-revolution in Burke scholarship’, was originally published as part of Modern Age, an American right-wing periodical.† ‘Burke studies’, according to Burke’s American biographer, Mr Carl B. Cone, ‘are a very self-conscious part of our contemporary conservative revival.’‡ The specific utility of Burke for the conservative revivalists has been most clearly explained by one of their intellectual leaders, Mr Russell Kirk:

Burke’s concept of the comity of nations and of the law of nations, and of the necessity for combining against revolutionary fanaticism apply almost unaltered to the present circumstances of this nation.… Burke is little ‘dated’…

For America plays today the role which was Britain’s at the end of the eighteenth century: like the English then we Americans have become, without willing it, the defenders of civilization against the enemies of order and justice and freedom and the traditions of civility. Ours are imperial duties, requiring imperial intellects for their execution.*

Burke’s writings, then, are to be a school for ‘imperial intellects’, preparing them for the ‘imperial duties’ imposed on them by the need to combat ‘revolutionary fanaticism’. They are to furnish splendid language and respected antecedents – in the venerable penumbra of the Natural Law and of ‘order, justice and freedom’ – to validate the policy of American counter-revolutionary imperialism, and to train minds in the service of this policy.†

More astute conservative minds than Mr Kirk’s have already perceived that Burke is not an entirely reliable ally. Some reasons for this are discussed in Section n of this introduction. It is clear, however, that appropriately expounded, Burke’s later writings, beginning with the Reflections, can supply copious and precious material for counter-revolutionary indoctrination, adaptable to imperial purposes. Once we make the equation Jacobin = Communist – as we can without significantly departing from the principles of Burke’s hostility to Jacobinism – we can derive from Burke’s later writings a repertory of maxims and incitements in support of – and even going beyond – the foreign policy, which is associated with the name of John Foster Dulles, and which still exerts a powerful influence over United States action today.

For Burke, as for Dulles, the revolutionary doctrine is the expression of incarnate evil: ‘Those who have made the exhibition of the 14th day of July are capable of every evil. They do not commit crimes for their designs; but they form designs that they may commit crimes. It is not their necessity, but their nature that impels them.’* This evil has a central and strategic habitation from which it must be dislodged: ‘This evil in the heart of Europe must be extirpated from that center, or no part of the circumference can be free from the mischief which radiates from it, and which will spread circle beyond circle, in spite of all the little defensive precautions which can be employed against them.’† It is a formidable enterprise – to be opposed by armed force – for the subversion of all values:

We now have our arms in our hands; we have the means of opposing the sense, the courage and the resources of England to the deepest, the most craftily devised, the best combined and the most extensive design that ever was carried on, since the beginning of the world against all property, all order, all religion, all law, and all real freedom.‡

The evil doctrine, the armed forces at the disposal of those professing the doctrine, and the sympathizers with the doctrine in other lands constitute one united threat which must be met by force:

We are at war with a system, which, by its essence, is inimical to all other governments, and which makes peace or war, as peace and war may best contribute to their subversion. It is with an armed doctrine that we are at war. It has, by its essence, a faction of opinion, and of interest, and of enthusiasm, in every country. To us it is a Colossus which bestrides our channel. It has one foot on a foreign shore, the other upon the British soil. Thus advantaged, if it can at all exist, it must finally prevail.*

The struggle against the armed doctrine is a ‘religious war’, † a ‘new crusade’‡ It must be waged not merely by armed force abroad but by repression at home; the Judges ‘should directly censure the circulation of treasonable Books, factious federations and any communication or communion with wicked and desperate people in other Countries’. §

The ‘domino’ theory of President Eisenhower – which still inspires American policy in the Far East – had an early exponent in Burke: ‘If Spain falls, Naples will speedily follow. Prussia is quite certain.… Italy is broken and divided; Switzerland is jacobinized, I am afraid, completely.’||

The war he preaches against the armed doctrine is total, ruthless and ideological. He foresees, very early, that such warfare will be more cruel than any past warfare and accepts the necessity for this:

The mode of civilized war will not be practised; nor are the French who act on the present system entitled to expect it. They, whose known policy is to assassinate every citizen whom they suspect to be discontented by their tyranny, and to corrupt the soldiery of every open enemy, must look for no modified hostility. All war, which is not battle will be military execution. This will beget acts of retaliation from you; and every retaliation will beget a new revenge. The hell-hounds of war, on all sides, will be uncoupled and unmuzzled. The new school of murder and barbarism, set up in Paris, having destroyed (so far as in it lies) all the other manners and principles which have hitherto civilized Europe, will destroy also the mode of civilized war, which more than anything else, has distinguished the christian world.*

From the point of view of a Dulles or of a Dean Rusk, indeed, the disadvantage of Burke’s counter-revolutionary writings is that they go further than prudent counter-revolutionists in our time have so far judged practicable. For Burke scornfully condemns the idea that what we now call ‘containment’ will suffice against the doctrine; it must be destroyed at its centre:

In France is the bank of deposit and the bank of circulation, of all the pernicious principles that are forming in every state. It will be a folly scarcely deserving of pity, and too mischievous for contempt to think of restraining it in any other country, whilst it is predominant there. †

If Burke’s counter-revolutionary writings are literally transposed into modern terms they are appropriate not so much to the moderate Right as to the farthest reaches of American reaction. Their rhetoric contains the justification for a policy of preventive war. They could have been invoked in favour of war with the Soviet Union in the ‘forties. They could now be used in favour of war with China.
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Such a conclusion should in itself be a warning against facile transposition. The fact that Burke advocated counter-revolutionary war against France does not permit his authority to be legitimately invoked in support of counter-revolutionary war against Russia, China or any other nation today. Communist principles are certainly fully as detestable, from a Burkian point of view, as Jacobin principles. But the circumstances are widely different, and Burke repeatedly refuses to recommend or endorse a course of action without knowing in detail the circumstances of the case:

Circumstances (which with some gentlemen pass for nothing) give in reality to every political principle its distinguishing colour, and discriminating effect. The circumstances are what render every civil and political scheme beneficial or noxious to mankind.*

And again:

I must see with my own eyes, I must, in a manner touch with my own hands, not only the fixed but the momentary circumstances, before I could venture to suggest any political project whatsoever. I must know the power and disposition to accept, to execute, to persevere. I must see the means of correcting the plan, where correctives would be wanted. I must see the things; I must see the men.†

We cannot guess what Burke might advise could he see ‘the things’ and ‘the men’ of today. Certainly he would favour whatever course of action seemed to him, in the circumstances, most appropriate to prevent the spread of Communist principles and power. It is inconceivable that, in the circumstances of the thermo-nuclear balance of terror, he could support a policy of war with the Soviet Union. It is even improbable that, in the circumstances of present relations between the main branches of the human race, he would favour war with China.* Nor do his writings really imply support for that policy which those who most often quote him with approval are in fact pursuing: the ‘containment’ of Communism by multiple forms of intervention in the underdeveloped world. It is not just that he explicitly rejects a similar policy in the circumstances of his own day;† changed circumstances could warrant changed policy. There is something more fundamental in Burke to which the realities of the ‘containment’ policy are necessarily repugnant. Burke distinguished between revolutionary movements arising from ‘wantonness and fullness of bread’ and those which draw their sustenance from ‘the bottom of human nature’. Those Asian movements which the ‘containment’ policy is pledged to crush – such as the Front of National Liberation in Vietnam – can hardly be said to arise from ‘wantonness and fullness of bread’. Burke understood very well the feelings of a conquered people – feelings that were necessarily in his own bones – and he even reluctantly condoned that form of revolutionary action which comes first to a desperate peasantry: agrarian terrorism.‡ Burke also understood the force of those national and even tribal loyalties which are at least as important as any ideological factors in the revolutionary movements of today. The implications of ‘containment’, that world-wide American ascendancy, could never be wholly attractive to him.* Inevitably there is in such a policy an element of hubris, of the overweening, which repelled Burke, and against which he expressly warned the England of his day:

Among precautions against ambition, it may not be amiss to take one precaution against our own. I must fairly say, I dread our own power, and our own ambition; I dread our being too much dreaded. It is ridiculous to say we are not men; and that as men, we shall never wish to aggrandize ourselves in some way or other. Can we say, that even at this very hour we are not invidiously aggrandized? We are already in possession of almost all the commerce of the world. Our empire in India is an awful thing. If we should come to be in a condition not only to have all this ascendant in commerce, but to be absolutely able, without the least control, to hold the commerce of all other nations totally dependent upon our good pleasure, we may say that we shall not abuse this astonishing, and hitherto unheard-of, power. But every other nation will think we shall abuse it. It is impossible but that, sooner or later, this state of things must produce a combination against us which may end in our ruin.†

This passage seems to have escaped the attention of Mr Russell Kirk when he invoked the authority of Burke, and the example of Burke’s England, in support of America’s ‘imperial duties’ today. Burke was a counter-revolutionary but he cannot easily be accounted an imperialist; he showed a deep distrust for contemporary forms of imperialist psychology, not merely in relation to America, in his earlier years – an America then an object, not a source, of imperialism – but in relation to India and Ireland in his later years, and also because of the implications of such psychology for the imperial power itself. One cannot legitimately invoke Burke’s authority in support of any specific policy to be applied in circumstances unknown to him. But particularly one cannot invoke it in support of a policy which contains strong elements about which he is known to have had profound misgivings: the extension of imperial commitments, the crushing of spontaneous peasant movements, ascendancy, hubris.*

It may well be argued that in our day the practice of counter-revolution, which Burke favoured, required what he did not favour: the extension of imperialism. Modern conditions – on this argument – put the prime nuclei of revolutionary infection out of reach. All that can be done is to prevent the infection from spreading to other lands. Some countries – notably the advanced, industrialized countries, Western Europe and Japan – are in a position to resist the infection on their own. But in those lands which are not in such a position – many of the poor countries – the thing must be done for them, and this necessarily involves the assertion of authority over them, directly or indirectly, by the counter revolutionary power. This assertion of authority is likely to be called ‘aid’ rather than imperialism but it does contain the essence of imperial rule: the final say is not with a native authority but with a foreign one.

If counter revolution required imperialism in the circumstances of today, then Burke’s thought as it has come down to us from its formulation in different circumstances is inapplicable as a whole. We can, however, reasonably hold that a conservative who fears the over-extension of his country’s power – as Senator Fulbright does – can claim descent from Burke with just as much validity as the practioners of counter-revolutionary containment.

11

How a writer actually is read and applied is, however, a matter of more practical importance than how he ought to be read, or how far he can be legitimately applied. There can be little doubt that Burke is now read and praised mainly as a conservative and counter-revolutionary writer, available in support and validation of the containment of communism. It was not always the counter-revolutionary Burke that seemed most important. Throughout the nineteenth century, liberal as well as conservative minds in Britain were nourished on him.* Indeed that ‘subversive’ element in Burke, which we have noted in relation to Ireland, frightened some nineteenth-century conservatives. Morley tells us that when Gladstone was pondering his Home Rule choice he read Burke and made extracts from him.* ‘We may easily imagine,’ writes Morley, ‘how the heat from that profound and glowing furnace still further influenced strong purposes and exalted resolution in Mr Gladstone. The Duke of Argyll wrote to say he was sorry to hear of the study of Burke: “Your perfervidum ingenium Scoti does not need being touched with a live coal from that Irish altar.”’†

But if, amid the relative political stability of nineteenth-century Britain, Burke could appear radical and almost revolutionary, conditions in which revolution is felt as a real threat tend to provoke an interest in Burke in his counter-revolutionary aspect. This was so in nineteenth-century Europe. The German translator of the Reflections, Friedrich von Gentz (1768–1832) was Metternich’s confidential adviser and principal secretary to the Congress of Vienna, and Burke’s counter-revolutionary writings – together with those of Maistre and Bonald – provided inspiration for the leaders and propagandists of the Holy Alliance. It is not surprising that in our own day the advocates of a new Holy Alliance – of international policings on a scale of which Metternich could not have dreamt – should revive interest in this aspect of Burke. This is the meaning of the famous ‘counterrevolution in Burke scholarship’ which seeks to extricate the counter-revolutionary champion from what Mr Peter J. Stanlis has called ‘the great Serbonian bog of positivist scholarship on Burke’. That is to say that the complex Burke whom nineteenth-century Britain knew, the writer who could inspire Gladstone and frighten the Duke of Argyll, is repudiated in favour of the idea of a Burke without contradictions or paradoxes, a pure essence of conservative thought, for the inspiration and invigoration of the intellectual heirs of Metternich.*

That those who advocate or approve the contemporary counter-revolution should interest themselves in the Reflections requires no demonstration. But why should those who oppose the contemporary counter-revolution, and the neo-conservatism which is among its more overt intellectual expressions, be invited to read this first modern counter-revolutionary manifesto?

The fact that such a question is certain to be asked is in itself indicative of a peculiar, and apparently deep-rooted, weakness in left-wing thinking. The intelligent rightist does not ask to be given reasons why he should read Marx and the Marxists. He reads them because they are important, and because they are on the other side. He learns from them and sometimes is warned by them: for example a German bourgeois could learn from the writings of Marx and Engels in the nineteenth century that it would be unwise to proceed too hastily in the matter of the abolition of feudal vestiges. The intelligent rightist makes use of the Marxist insights – as generations of bourgeois historians have done – but for his own purposes, as Guderian made use of de Gaulle. He learns from his adversaries about the strengths and weaknesses of his own position – and of theirs.

The intellectual left on the other hand – though with some notable exceptions – has a strong tendency to neglect its adversaries and to dismiss even their most influential writings, unread, with a sneer. This is associated, I believe, with another pronounced tendency on the left: that which runs to misunderstanding and underestimating the forces opposed to it. In fact the left should devote to the Reflections not less thought than the right has long given to The Communist Manifesto. The fact that Burke’s manifesto aroused and rallied the first modern counterrevolutionary movement, and that it is still invoked for the contemporary counter-revolution should be reason, enough to study this manifesto with care.

Granted that one can learn from Burke, without agreeing with his main argument, what is it that one can learn? It is not, certainly, a system of political philosophy. Burke is deliberately unsystematic and the various systems called ‘Burke’s philosophy’ which pedants have constructed, out of the hollower components of his rhetoric and the commonplaces of his education, are sad, boring objects, not worth consideration. Nor, obviously, do we look to Burke for an analysis of the French Revolution. As a result of the opening of archives, and the labour of generations of historians, we know – or can know – more about the French Revolution than even the most alert contemporary, studying the Revolution from a distance, could have known. But even if Burke had known much more than he actually did, the Reflections would still not be interesting as historical analysis because that is not what they are intended to be. Burke had deliberately rejected ‘the mode of calm Enquiry’; he was prepared when necessary to practise an ‘economy of truth’. His words are not those of analysis; they are those of purposeful persuasion.

But this is no ordinary effort at persuasion. It is, as Burke says, ‘the late, ripe fruit of mere experience’. Burke’s explicit argument is of less importance than the experience which is behind it, the acquired range of feeling both for the great forces of politics and for its detail. The feeling for the great forces reaches the level of the prophetic. Reading Burke with classes, I have found that undergraduates readily assume that the Reflections occur at a much later stage in the Revolution than is actually the case: that the September Massacres, the execution of the King and Queen, the Terror, have already happened, whereas of course they all lie in the future.* It is true that this is an effect not only of Burke’s prophetic sense but also of his rhetoric. He exaggerates what has already happened, but he does so in and with the sense of what is going to happen. The contrast is extraordinary between Burke’s grim foreboding, in 1790, and the tone of his pro-Revolutionary correspondents, Paine and Cloots, who write at this same time to assure him that the troubles are over, the glorious and almost bloodless Revolution is complete.† The transmigrations and ‘varieties of untried being’ which Burke foresaw for the Revolution were to bring about the death-sentence for both Paine and Cloots, and for Cloots the guillotine itself.

Burke not only foresaw deepening violence, and war on a scale overshadowing all past wars (above, p. 61), but he specifically predicted the emergence of a military despot: the event occurred nine years after his prophecy, and two years after his own death, on the 18th Brumaire 1799. It is true – and the point is usually overlooked by Burke’s admirers – that these prophecies were in great measure self-fulfilling. The hostility against Revolutionary France, which Burke deliberately sought to arouse, and the war against Revolutionary France, which Burke so persistently advocated, caused the Revolution to assume more violent forms, and created the need for the military dictatorship. This, however, does not really diminish what must be allowed to Burke’s clairvoyance. Foreign reaction against the Revolution, and the Revolutionary response to that reaction, were among the factors he allowed for; his statements on the nature of the counterrevolutionary war show him fully aware of the functioning of the dialectics of violence. He knows that against the invasion which he urges, Revolutionary France may muster reserves of strength then generally unsuspected:

‘France is weak indeed, divided and deranged’, he wrote in January 1791, ‘but God knows when the things come to be tried, whether the Invaders would not find that this enterprize was not to support a party, – but to conquer a Kingdom.’*

He foresaw, as well as urged, ‘a long war’. He knew, in 1796, that his world stood ‘at the beginning of great troubles’.† With the full power of a penetrating intelligence and a far-ranging imagination he measured the dimensions of what had begun in 1789. His contemporaries thought he was exaggerating, and in a sense he was, but as reality expanded to meet his exaggeration, it became apparent that it was those ‘who had kept their heads’ who had failed to understand.

Burke’s eye for significant detail, his feel for the actual texture of day-to-day politics, is not less remarkable than his sense of the great forces; the two are interrelated, and make up a political intuition of unequalled sensibility. A single aside of Burke’s can be richer in political instruction than a whole treatise by certain abstract analysts. The Reflections are rich in such ‘late, ripe fruit’. Sometimes these comments take the form of a shrewd insight into the adversary:

‘You will smile here at the consistency of those democratists who, when they are not on their guard, treat the humbler part of the community with the greatest contempt, whilst, at the same time they pretend to make them the depositories of all power.’*

Sometimes an insight produces an aphorism like this one about literature and the Left:

‘Men of letters, fond of distinguishing themselves, are rarely averse to innovation.’

Sometimes it is a generalization, derived from a firm grasp of political reality, like this first, classic definition of the essentially bourgeois character of the Revolution:

‘The whole of the power obtained by this revolution will settle in the towns among the burghers and the monied directors who lead them.’

Examples could be multiplied at length. But it is nearly as wrong to anthologize the Reflections† as it would be to attempt to paraphrase or systematize them. They have to be read as a whole, a unique political work of art.
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‘There is no wise man in politics, with an important decision to make’, said the late Harold Laski, ‘who would not do well to refresh his mind by discussion with Burke’s mind.’ Burke’s various ‘liberal’ positions, Laski went on,

ought not to blind us to the inescapable fact that, at bottom, Burke was an extreme conservative, who has given deep comfort to men of liberal temper less by the mark of his understanding than by a temperament so generous and so compassionate that, on important occasions, it swept him beyond the normal harbour where he felt at ease with his mind.*

Coming from well outside the conservative and liberal-conservative circles in which Burke is most often praised, this is a notable tribute. Yet I cannot feel that Laski’s effort to solve the problem of why this ‘extreme conservative’ should so appeal to ‘men of liberal temper’ is altogether successful.

Burke’s generosity and compassion were not so superabundant as Laski suggests. He was certainly generous and compassionate in his personal relations, and in civil matters – he earned unpopoularity by opposing putting homosexuals in the stocks – but in the politics of his last years he could be hard and fierce; there is nothing notably compassionate about the deliberate advocacy of ‘a long war’ – whose atrocious character is acknowledged in advance – combined with severe internal repression.† Nor is it so clear that ‘at bottom’ Burke was an extreme conservative. He reached in his old age the position of an extreme conservative, but it would be hard to demonstrate that this was ‘the normal harbour where he felt at ease with his mind’. I am not sure that he felt at ease with his mind at all: his contemporaries do not seem to have thought of him in this way – indeed they often thought he was hysterical – and minds which feel at ease are not often as active as Burke’s was. The cadences of Burke’s prose, and the patina which now for us spreads over the eighteenth century, have produced an illusion: we tend to see a Burke more mellow than the Burke of reality. If the real Burke had been ‘at bottom’ an extreme conservative, this would be surprising. He was an outsider, from a land in which his people were oppressed; a land whose prevailing system of government he never ceased to seek to undermine. These are not conditions in which conservatism becomes ‘the normal harbour’ of the mind. Mary Wollstonecraft was surely more perceptive when she saw in Burke a man who might have been ‘a violent revolutionist’.

He never became a revolutionist but there continued to smoulder in him, in relation to Irish matters, a badly suppressed rebel. It is not a peculiarity of temperament, but the peculiarity of his situation – what I have called the Jacobite/Whig situation – that shapes his form of conservatism. One may reasonably conjecture also that the contradictions in Burke’s position enrich his eloquence, extend its range, deepen its pathos, heighten its fantasy and make possible its strange appeal to ‘men of liberal temper’. On this interpretation, part of the secret of his power to penetrate the processes of the revolution derives from a suppressed sympathy with revolution, combined with an intuitive grasp of the subversive possibilities of counter-revolutionary propaganda, as affecting the established order in the land of his birth. This gives his ‘extreme conservatism’ its peculiar character, radically different from that of European reactionaries, like Maistre and Bonald. Unlike them he has reason to know how a revolutionary might feel; for him the forces of revolution and counter-revolution exist not only in the world at large but also within himself.

In a letter received while this edition was in proof, Prof. Thomas Copeland wrote, about Burke’s father: ‘Almost nothing is certain about him. Even his conforming in 1722. Some Richard Burke conformed then and it may have been he. But Richard Burke’s not an uncommon name and the Conformity Rolls are our only evidence.’ (Copeland to Editor, 25 April 1968.)

Mr Basil O’ Connell has stated: That Richard Burke, father of Edmund Burke, did conform has been the universal tradition of the statesman’s Nagle collaterals of whom the present writer is one.’ (Journal of the Cork Historical and Archaeological Society, Vol. LX, No. 192, July–December I955.)

1968

Burke’s posthumous reputation, now beginning to be forgotten in America, now came under attack in Britain. The attack was not primarily directed against Burke himself. It arose because Sir Lewis Namier – the most influential historian of his time in Britain – was trying to vindicate the reputation of George III from the aspersions cast on it by the Whig tradition in British historiography. Within that tradition Burke’s memory and authority were held in veneration, and so it became Namier’s task, and that of his numerous and devoted supporters in British academia, to undermine Burke’s reputation, which they did skilfully and in a sidelong manner. Central to the Namierite strategy was to assume that everybody already knew that Burke was a pompous fraud, relying on glittering rhetoric with no substance in it.

I have analysed the Namierite strategy and its impact in The Great Melody (London and New York, 1982; pp. xli–liv). I need not cover all that ground again here. Suffice it to say that, for a time, the Namierite criticism severely damaged Burke’s reputation, both among historians and readers of history. Namier was deemed – very carelessly – to have demonstrated that Burke was a fraud. That view, though now rejected by almost all serious historians, lingers on in textbooks still in circulation and seems to be widely accepted among undergraduates.

The restoration of Burke’s reputation among serious historians began with the publication of the Correspondence of Edmund Burke in ten volumes (1958–78). The great edition was edited by the late great Thomas Copeland, himself a professor of English Literature, whose collaborators included both historians and teachers of English Literature. By the time of the publication of the final volume, the climate of Burke studies, at scholarly levels, had begun to change. The change has been accelerated by the Clarendon Press, Oxford edition of Burke’s Writings and Speeches (1981–90) under the general editorship of Paul Langford. Generally speaking the edition is in the tradition of Copeland, to whose memory Langford dedicates it.

It was no longer fashionable in the scholarly world to dismiss Burke as negligible, as the Namier school had done. Even while the Namier school had still been in the ascendant, it had begun to be challenged by some scholars. I shall cite several of these, all of them American; the cult of Namier had been far less influential in America than in Britain.

The first was Carl B. Cone’s two-volume biography published under the general title Burke and the Nature of Politics (University of Kentucky Press, 1957 and 1964). Cone steers clear of anything like Namierism, and his comments and interpretations are uniformly respectful.

The second relevant study is Harvey C. Mansfield, Jr’s Statesmanship and Party Government (University of Chicago Press, 1965). A little earlier Mansfield had written what appears to be the first frontal attack on Namier’s denigration of Burke. It was written with bracing astringency: ‘Namier’s authority is in great part based upon his seeming care in his researches: some people suppose that those who are occupied with details are careful about details.’*

The 1980s and early 1990s yielded further weighty contributions to Burke studies; one of these is again from the pen of Harvey Mansfield, Jr, in his preface and introduction to Selected Letters of Edmund Burke (University of Chicago Press, 1984). Mansfield anticipated me in finding the need for a thematic approach to Burke. Mansfield organized his selection from the ten-volume Correspondence thematically and illuminatingly, and explains his reasons for this approach: ‘In place of their narrative history following on the flow of Burke’s private pen, I have organized my selection around the grand themes of Burke’s life. The result is a thematic Burke given to deliberation, reflection and argument, rather than a contextual Burke known mainly for his whereabouts and his acquaintances.’ Mansfield’s introduction is full of insights, like this one with its lapidary conclusion: Even his prescient understanding of the character, importance and future of the French Revolution is obscured by the extreme partisanship to which his understanding compelled him. He loses credit for his foresight because he acted on it.’

James K. Chandler’s Wordsworth’s Second Nature: A Study of the Poetry and Politics (University of Chicago Press, 1984) has three chapters devoted to Burke’s influence on Wordsworth, which Chandler shows to be pervasive. Wordsworth, like Coleridge, struggled for years to resist and then to shake off Burke’s influence but it is manifest even while he is resisting it. Wordsworth was still supporting the French Revolution as late as 1793 when he wrote his Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff. The poet reproaches the Bishop for having drunk from ‘Burke’s intoxicating bowl’. The phrase, in its context, recalls Voltaire’s reference to Spinoza’s enchanted castle’ written at a time when all the philosophes were busy trying to minimize their enormous intellectual debt to Spinoza.

J. G. A. Pocock’s 1987 Indianapolis edition of Burke’s Reflections is a landmark in Burke studies in America. Its forty-page introduction is a subtle and generally respectful exploration of the political and intellectual context of Reflections. Pocock sympathetically examines what he calls Burke’s ‘conservatism’ but at the same time he too detaches himself from the cold-war school of Burke Studies.*

Several recent American studies, mostly from America Departments of English, further enrich our interpretations of Burke. These are: the chapter ‘Burke, Wordsworth and the Defence of History’, in David Bromwich’s A Choice of Literature: Self and Community from Edmund Burke to Robert Frost (Harvard University Press, 1989); A. C. Goodson’s ‘Burke’s Orphics and Coleridge’s Contrary Understanding’, Wordsworth Circle (Summer 1991) and James Engell’s ‘That Eye Which Sees all Things, Burke as Poet and Prophet’.*

The bicentenary of the French Revolution saw a massive turnaround in French historiography of the French Revolution, and this included a thorough reappraisal of the significance of Edmund Burke. Hitherto French historiography of their Revolution had been dominated by partisans of the French Revolution, differing only on what sections of the revolutionaries to glorify, but uniting in disparaging and denouncing Burke. But not any more: 1989 saw the publication in Paris of a new scholarly edition of Burke’s Reflections (Paris, Hedette). There is a perceptive 105-page introduction by Philippe Raynaud. He takes Burke seriously and criticizes him fairly while acknowledging his basic greatness. Raynaud offers the best and most significant definition I know of Burke’s position at the time of the French Revolution: a la fois liberale et contre-revolutionnaire.

That a person could be at one and the same time ‘liberal and counter-revolutionary’ had never before, so far as I know, been acknowledged in France. Raynaud’s introduction ends:

Whence comes, under these conditions [referring to his own previous criticisms of Burke], the persuasive force of the Reflections? Their charm comes from the incomparable art with which Burke is able to evoke the limits which the limited nature of man (la finitude humaine) sets to political action: the impossibility of learning without trauma the ‘veil’ of conventions; the necessity, in which we find ourselves, of comprehending the social bond on the basis of a ‘living world’, whose principles are never fully capable of being explained; the rootedness of emancipation itself in the dependence which is the mark of all education.

And with that tremendous French tribute, made on the bicentenary of the French Revolution, to the greatest adversary of that Revolution, it seems appropriate to end this introduction.

The footnotes to this text are indicated by asterisks, daggers, etc.

The superior numbers (thus: 48) refer to the notes by the editor of this edition. They are to be found on PP. 378–98.
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It may not be unnecessary to inform the Reader, that the following Reflections had their origin in a correspondence between the Author and a very young gentleman at Paris, who did him the honour of desiring his opinion upon the important transactions, which then, and ever since, have so much occupied the attention of all men. An answer was written some time in the month of October 1789; ‘but it was kept back upon prudential considerations. That letter is alluded to in the beginning of the following sheets. It has been since forwarded to the person to whom it was addressed. The reasons for the delay in sending it were assigned in a short letter to the same gentleman. This produced on his part a new and pressing application for the Author’s sentiments.

The Author began a second and more full discussion on the subject. This he had some thoughts of publishing early in the last spring; but the matter gaining upon him, he found that what he had undertaken not only far exceeded the measure of a letter, but that its importance required rather a more detailed consideration than at that time he had any leisure to bestow upon it. However, having thrown down his first thoughts in the form of a letter, and indeed when he sat down to write, having intended it for a private letter, he found it difficult to change the form of address, when his sentiments had grown into a greater extent, and had received another direction. A different plan, he is sensible, might be more favourable to a commodious division and distribution of his matter.


DEAR SIR,

You are pleased to call again, and with some earnestness, for my thoughts on the late proceedings in France. I will not give you reason to imagine, that I think my sentiments of such value as to wish myself to be solicited about them. They are of too little consequence to be very anxiously either communicated or withheld. It was from attention to you, and to you only, that I hesitated at the time, when you first desired to receive them. In the first letter I had the honour to write to you, and which at length I send, I wrote neither for nor from any description of men; nor shall I in this. My errors, if any, are my own. My reputation alone is to answer for them.


You see, Sir, by the long letter I have transmitted to you, that, though I do most heartily wish that France may be animated by a spirit of rational liberty, and that I think you bound, in all honest policy, to provide a permanent body, in which that spirit may reside, and an effectual organ, by which it may act, it is my misfortune to entertain great doubts concerning several material points in your late transactions.

You imagined, when you wrote last, that I might possibly be reckoned among the approvers of certain proceedings in France, from the solemn public seal of sanction they have received from two clubs of gentlemen in London, called the Constitutional Society, and the Revolution Society. 2

I certainly have the honour to belong to more clubs than one, in which the constitution of this kingdom and the principles of the glorious Revolution, are held in high reverence: and I reckon myself among the most forward in my zeal for maintaining that constitution and those principles in their utmost purity and vigour. It is because I do so, that I think it necessary for me, that there should be no mistake. Those who cultivate the memory of our revolution, and those who are attached to the constitution of this kingdom, will take good care how they are involved with persons who, under the pretext of zeal towards the Revolution and Constitution, too frequently wander from their true principles; and are ready on every occasion to depart from the firm but cautious and deliberate spirit which produced the one, and which presides in the other. Before I proceed to answer the more material particulars in your letter, I shall beg leave to give you such information as I have been able to obtain of the two clubs which have thought proper, as bodies, to interfere in the concerns of France; first assuring you, that I am not, and that I have never been, a member of either of those societies.

The first, calling itself the Constitutional Society, or Society for Constitutional Information, or by some such title, is, I believe, of seven or eight years standing. The institution of this society appears to be of a charitable, and so far of a laudable, nature: it was intended for the circulation, at the expence of the members, of many books, which few others would be at the expence of buying; and which might lie on the hands of the booksellers, to the great loss of an useful body of men. Whether the books so charitably circulated, were ever as charitably read, is more than I know. Possibly several of them have been exported to France; and, like goods not in request here, may with you have found a market. I have heard much talk of the lights to be drawn from books that are sent from hence. What improvements they have had in their passage (as it is said some liquors are meliorated by crossing the sea) I cannot tell: But I never heard a man of common judgment, or the least degree of information, speak a word in praise of the greater part of the publications circulated by that society; nor have their proceedings been accounted, except by some of themselves, as of any serious consequence.

Your National Assembly seems to entertain much the same opinion that I do of this poor charitable club. As a nation, you reserved the whole stock of your eloquent acknowledgments for the Revolution Society; when their fellows in the Constitutional were, in equity, entitled to some share. Since you have selected the Revolution Society as the great object of your national thanks and praises, you will think me excuseable in making its late conduct the subject of my observations. The National Assembly of France has given importance to these gentlemen by adopting them; and they return the favour, by acting as a committee in England for extending the principles of the National Assembly. Henceforward we must consider them as a kind of privileged persons; as no inconsiderable members in the diplomatic body. This is one among the revolutions which have given splendour to obscurity, and distinction to undiscerned merit. Until very lately I do not recollect to have heard of this club. I am quite sure that it never occupied a moment of my thoughts; nor, I believe, those of any person out of their own set. I find, upon enquiry, that on the anniversary of the Revolution in 1688, a club of dissenters, but of what denomination I know not, have long had the custom of hearing a sermon in one of their churches; and that afterwards they spent the day cheerfully, as other clubs do, at the tavern. But I never heard that any public measure, or political system, much less that the merits of the constitution of any foreign nation, had been the subject of a formal proceeding at their festivals; until, to my inexpressible surprize, I found them in a sort of public capacity, by a congratulatory address, giving an authoritative sanction to the proceedings of the National Assembly in France.

In the antient principles and conduct of the club, so far at least as they were declared, I see nothing to which I could take exception. I think it very probable, that for some purpose, new members may have entered among them; and that some truly christian politicians, who love to dispense benefits, but are careful to conceal the hand which distributes the dole, may have made them the instruments of their pious designs. Whatever I may have reason to suspect concerning private management, I shall speak of nothing as of a certainty, but what is public.

For one, I should be sorry to be thought, directly or indirectly, concerned in their proceedings. I certainly take my full share, along with the rest of the world, in my individual and private capacity, in speculating on what has been done, or is doing, on the public stage; in any place antient or modern; in the republic of Rome, or the republic of Paris: but having no general apostolical mission, being a citizen of a particular state, and being bound up in a considerable degree, by its public will, I should think it, at least improper and irregular, for me to open a formal public correspondence with the actual government of a foreign nation, without the express authority of the government under which I live.

I should be still more unwilling to enter into that correspondence, under any thing like an equivocal description, which to many, unacquainted with our usages, might make the address, in which I joined, appear as the act of persons in some sort of corporate capacity, acknowledged by the laws of this kingdom, and authorized to speak the sense of some part of it. On account of the ambiguity and uncertainty of unauthorized general descriptions, and of the deceit which may be practised under them, and not from mere formality, the house of Commons would reject the most sneaking petition for the most trifling object, under that mode of signature to which you have thrown open the folding-doors of your presence chamber, and have ushered into your National Assembly, with as much ceremony and parade, and with as great a bustle of applause, as if you had been visited by the whole representative majesty of the whole English nation. If what this society has thought proper to send forth had been a piece of argument, it would have signified little whose argument it was. It would be neither the more nor the less convincing on account of the party it came from. But this is only a vote and resolution. It stands solely on authority; and in this case it is the mere authority of individuals, few of whom appear. Their signatures ought, in my opinion, to have been annexed to their instrument. The world would then have the means of knowing how many they are; who they are; and of what value their opinions may be, from their personal abilities, from their knowledge, their experience, or their lead and authority in this state. 3 To me, who am but a plain man, the proceeding looks a little too refined, and too ingenious; it has too much the air of a political stratagem, adopted for the sake of giving, under an high-sounding name, an importance to the public declarations of this club, which, when the matter came to be closely inspected, they did not altogether so well deserve. It is a policy that has very much the complexion of a fraud.

I flatter myself that I love a manly, moral, regulated liberty as well as any gentleman of that society, be he who he will; and perhaps I have given as good proofs of my attachment to that cause, in the whole course of my public conduct. I think I envy liberty as little as they do, to any other nation. But I cannot stand forward, and give praise or blame to any thing which relates to human actions, and human concerns, on a simple view of the object, as it stands stripped of every relation, in all the nakedness and solitude of metaphysical abstraction. Circumstances (which with some gentlemen pass for nothing) give in reality to every political principle its distinguishing colour, and discriminating effect. The circumstances are what render every civil and political scheme beneficial or noxious to mankind. Abstractedly speaking, government, as well as liberty, is good; yet could I, in common sense, ten years ago, have felicitated France on her enjoyment of a government (for she then had a government) without enquiry what the nature of that government was, or how it was administered? Can I now congratulate the same nation upon its freedom? Is it because liberty in the abstract may be classed amongst the blessings of mankind, that I am seriously to felicitate a madman, who has escaped from the protecting restraint and wholesome darkness of his cell, on his restoration to the enjoyment of light and liberty? Am I to congratulate an highwayman and murderer, who has broke prison, upon the recovery of his natural rights? This would be to act over again the scene of the criminals condemned to the gallies, and their heroic deliverer, the metaphysic Knight of the Sorrowful Countenance. 4

When I see the spirit of liberty in action, I see a strong principle at work; and this, for a while, is all I can possibly know of it. The wild gas, the fixed air is plainly broke loose: but we ought to suspend our judgment until the first effervescence is a little subsided, till the liquor is cleared, and until we see something deeper than the agitation of a troubled and frothy surface. I must be tolerably sure, before I venture publicly to congratulate men upon a blessing, that they have really received one. Flattery corrupts both the receiver and the giver; and adulation is not of more service to the people than to kings. I should therefore suspend my congratulations on the new liberty of France, until I was informed how it had been combined with government; with public force; with the discipline and obedience of armies; with the collection of an effective and well-distributed revenue; with morality and religion; with the solidity of property; with peace and order: with civil and social manners. All these (in their way) are good things too; and, without them, liberty is not a benefit whilst it lasts, and is not likely to continue long. The effect of liberty to individuals is, that they may do what they please: We ought to see what it will please them to do, before we risque congratulations, which may be soon turned into complaints. Prudence would dictate this in the case of separate insulated private men; but liberty, when men act in bodies, is power. Considerate people, before they declare themselves, will observe the use which is made of power; and particularly of so trying a thing as new power in new persons, of whose principles, tempers, and dispositions, they have little or no experience, and in situations where those who appear the most stirring in the scene may possibly not be the real movers.

All these considerations however were below the transcendental dignity of the Revolution Society. Whilst I continued in the country, from whence I had the honour of writing to you, I had but an imperfect idea of their transactions. On my coming to town, I sent for an account of their proceedings, which had been published by their authority, containing a sermon of Dr Price, with the Duke de Rochefaucault’s and the Archbishop of Aix’s letter, and several other documents annexed. 5 The whole of that publication, with the manifest design of connecting the affairs of France with those of England, by drawing us into an imitation of the conduct of the National Assembly, gave me a considerable degree of uneasiness. The effect of that conduct upon the power, credit, prosperity, and tranquility of France, became every day more evident. The form of constitution to be settled, for its future polity, became more clear. We are now in a condition to discern, with tolerable exactness, the true nature of the object held up to our imitation. If the prudence of reserve and decorum dictates silence in some circumstances, in others prudence of an higher order may justify us in speaking our thoughts. The beginnings of confusion with us in England are at present feeble enough; but with you, we have seen an infancy still more feeble, growing by moments into a strength to heap mountains upon mountains, and to wage war with Heaven itself. Whenever our neighbour’s house is on fire, it cannot be amiss for the engines to play a little on our own. Better to be despised for too anxious apprehensions, than ruined by too confident a security.

Sollicitous chiefly for the peace of my own country, but by no means unconcerned for your’s, I wish to communicate more largely, what was at first intended only for your private satisfaction. I shall still keep your affairs in my eye, and continue to address myself to you. Indulging myself in the freedom of epistolary intercourse, I beg leave to throw out my thoughts, and express my feelings, just as they arise in my mind, with very little attention to formal method. I set out with the proceedings of the Revolution Society; but I shall not confine myself to them. Is it possible I should? It looks to me as if I were in a great crisis, not of the affairs of France alone, but of all Europe, perhaps of more than Europe. All circumstances taken together, the French revolution is the most astonishing that has hitherto happened in the world. The most wonderful things are brought about in many instances by means the most absurd and ridiculous; in the most ridiculous modes; and apparently, by the most contemptible instruments. Every thing seems out of nature in this strange chaos of levity and ferocity, and of all sorts of crimes jumbled together with all sorts of follies. In viewing this monstrous tragi-comic scene, the most opposite passions necessarily succeed, and sometimes mix with each other in the mind; alternate contempt and indignation; alternate laughter and tears; alternate scorn and horror.

It cannot however be denied, that to some this strange scene appeared in quite another point of view. Into them it inspired no other sentiments than those of exultation and rapture. They saw nothing in what has been done in France, but a firm and temperate exertion of freedom; so consistent, on the whole, with morals and with piety, as to make it deserving not only of the secular applause of dashing Machiavellian politicians, but to render it a fit theme for all the devout effusions of sacred eloquence.

On the forenoon of the 4th of November last, Doctor Richard Price, a non-conforming minister of eminence, preached at the dissenting meeting-house of the Old Jewry, to his club or society, a very extraordinary miscellaneous sermon, in which there are some good moral and religious sentiments, and not ill expressed, mixed up in a sort of porridge of various political opinions and reflections: but the revolution in France is the grand ingredient in the cauldron. I consider the address transmitted by the Revolution Society to the National Assembly, through Earl Stanhope, 6 as originating in the principles of the sermon, and as a corollary from them. It was moved by the preacher of that discourse. It was passed by those who came reeking from the effect of the sermon, without any censure or qualification, expressed or implied. If, however, any of the gentlemen concerned shall wish to separate the sermon from the resolution, they know how to acknowledge the one, and to disavow the other. They may do it: I cannot.

For my part, I looked on that sermon as the public declaration of a man much connected with literary caballers, and intriguing philosophers; with political theologians, and theological politicians, both at home and abroad. I know they set him up as a sort of oracle; because, with the best intentions in the world, he naturally philippizes, and chaunts his prophetic song in exact unison with their designs. 7

That sermon is in a strain which I believe has not been heard in this kingdom, in any of the pulpits which are tolerated or encouraged in it, since the year 1648, when a predecessor of Dr Price, the Reverend Hugh Peters, 8 made the vault of the king’s own chapel at St James’s ring with the honour and privilege of the Saints, who, with the ‘high praises of God in their mouths, and a two-edged sword in their hands, were to execute judgment on the heathen, and punishments upon the people; to bind their kings with chains, and their nobles with fetters of iron.’* Few harangues from the pulpit, except in the days of your league in France, or in the days of our solemn league and convenant in England, have ever breathed less of the spirit of moderation than this lecture in the Old Jewry. Supposing, however, that something like moderation were visible in this political sermon; yet politics and the pulpit are terms that have little agreement. No sound ought to be heard in the church but the healing voice of Christian charity. The cause of civil liberty and civil government gains as little as that of religion by this confusion of duties. Those who quit their proper character, to assume what does not belong to them, are, for the greater part, ignorant both of the character they leave, and of the character they assume. Wholly unacquainted with the world in which they are so fond of meddling, and inexperienced in all its affairs, on which they pronounce with so much confidence, they have nothing of politics but the passions they excite. Surely the church is a place where one day’s truce ought to be allowed to the dissensions and animosities of mankind.

This pulpit style, revived after so long a discontinuance, had to me the air of novelty, and of a novelty not wholly without danger. I do not charge this danger equally to every part of the discourse. The hint given to a noble and reverend lay-divine, who is supposed high in office in one of our universities, * and to other lay-divines ‘of rank and literature, ’9 may be proper and seasonable, though somewhat new. If the noble Seekers 10 should find nothing to satisfy their pious fancies in the old staple of the national church, or in all the rich variety to be found in the well-assorted warehouses of the dissenting congregations, Dr Price advises them to improve upon non-conformity; and to set up, each of them, a separate meeting-house upon his own particular principles.† It is somewhat remarkable that this reverend divine should be so earnest for setting up new churches, and so perfectly indifferent concerning the doctrine which may be taught in them. His zeal is of a curious character. It is not for the propagation of his own opinions, but of any opinions. It is not for the diffusion of truth, but for the spreading of contradiction. Let the noble teachers but dissent, it is no matter from whom or from what. This great point once secured, it is taken for granted their religion will be rational and manly. I doubt whether religion would reap all the benefits which the calculating divine computes from this ‘great company of great preachers.’ It would certainly be a valuable addition of nondescripts to the ample collection of known classes, genera and species, which at present beautify the hortus siccus 11 of dissent. A sermon from a noble duke, or a noble marquis, or a noble earl, or baron bold, would certainly increase and diversify the amusements of this town, which begins to grow satiated with the uniform round of its vapid dissipations. I should only stipulate that these new Mess-Johns 12 in robes and coronets should keep some sort of bounds in the democratic and levelling principles which are expected from their titled pulpits. The new evangelists will, I dare say, disappoint the hopes that are conceived of them. They will not become, literally as well as figuratively, polemic divines, nor be disposed so to drill their congregations that they may, as in former blessed times, preach their doctrines to regiments of dragoons, and corps of infantry and artillery. Such arrangements, however favourable to the cause of compulsory freedom, civil and religious, may not be equally conducive to the national tranquillity. These few restrictions I hope are no great stretches of intolerance, no very violent exertions of despotism.

But I may say of our preacher, ‘utinam nugis tota illa dedisset tempora saevitiae. ’13 – All things in this his fulminating bull are not so innoxious a tendency. His doctrines affect our constitution in its vital parts. He tells the Revolution Society, in this political sermon, that his majesty ‘is almost the only lawful king in the world, because the only one who owes his crown to the choice of his people.’ As to the kings of the world, all of whom (except one) this arch-pontiff of the rights of men, with all the plenitude, and with more than the boldness of the papal deposing power in its meridian fervour of the twelfth century, puts into one sweeping clause of ban and anathema, and proclaims usurpers by circles of longitude and latitude, over the whole globe, it behoves them to consider how they admit into their territories these apostolic missionaries, who are to tell their subjects they are not lawful kings. That is their concern. It is ours, as a domestic interest of some moment, seriously to consider the solidity of the only principle upon which these gentlemen acknowledge a king of Great Britain to be entitled to their allegiance.

This doctrine, as applied to the prince now on the British throne, either is nonsense, and therefore neither true nor false, or it affirms a most unfounded, dangerous, illegal, and unconstitutional position. According to this spiritual doctor of politics, if his majesty does not owe his crown to the choice of his people, he is no lawful king. Now nothing can be more untrue than that the crown of this kingdom is so held by his majesty. Therefore if you follow their rule, the king of Great Britain, who most certainly does not owe his high office to any form of popular election, is in no respect better than the rest of the gang of usurpers, who reign, or rather rob, all over the face of this our miserable world, without any sort of right or title to the allegiance of their people. The policy of this general doctrine, so qualified, is evident enough. The propagators of this political gospel are in hopes their abstract principle (their principle that a popular choice is necessary to the legal existence of the sovereign magistracy) would be overlooked whilst the king of Great Britain was not affected by it. In the mean time the ears of their congregations would be gradually habituated to it, as if it were a first principle admitted without dispute. For the present it would only operate as a theory, pickled in the preserving juices of pulpit eloquence, and laid by for future use. Condo et compono quae mox depromere possim. 14 By this policy, whilst our government is soothed with a reservation in its favour, to which it has no claim, the security, which it has in common with all governments, so far as opinion is security, is taken away.

Thus these politicians proceed, whilst little notice is taken of their doctrines; but when they come to be examined upon the plain meaning of their words and the direct tendency of their doctrines, then equivocations and slippery constructions come into play. When they say the king owes his crown to the choice of his people, and is therefore the only lawful sovereign in the world, they will perhaps tell us they mean to say no more than that some of the king’s predecessors have been called to the throne by some sort of choice; and therefore he owes his crown to the choice of his people. Thus, by a miserable subterfuge, they hope to render their proposition safe, by rendering it nugatory. They are welcome to the asylum they seek for their offence, since they take refuge in their folly. For, if you admit this interpretation, how does their idea of election differ from our idea of inheritance? And how does the settlement of the crown in the Brunswick line derived from James the first, come to legalize our monarchy, rather than that of any of the neighbouring countries? At some time or other, to be sure, all the beginners of dynasties were chosen by those who called them to govern. There is ground enough for the opinion that all the kingdoms of Europe were, at a remote period, elective, with more or fewer limitations in the objects of choice; but whatever kings might have been here or elsewhere, a thousand years ago, or in whatever manner the ruling dynasties of England or France may have begun, the King of Great Britain is at this day king by a fixed rule of succession, according to the laws of his country; and whilst the legal conditions of the compact of sovereignty are performed by him (as they are performed) he holds his crown in contempt of the choice of the Revolution Society, who have not a single vote for a king amongst them, either individually or collectively; though I make no doubt they would soon erect themselves into an electoral college, if things were ripe to give effect to their claim. His majesty’s heirs and successors, each in his time and order, will come to the crown with the same contempt of their choice with which his majesty has succeeded to that he wears.

Whatever may be the success of evasion in explaining away the gross error of fact, which supposes that his majesty (though he holds it in concurrence with the wishes) owes his crown to the choice of his people, yet nothing can evade their full explicit declaration, concerning the principle of a right in the people to choose, which right is directly maintained, and tenaciously adhered to. All the oblique insinuations concerning election bottom in this proposition, and are referable to it. Lest the foundation of the king’s exclusive legal title should pass for a mere rant of adulatory freedom, the political Divine proceeds dogmatically to assert, * that by the principles of the Revolution the people of England have acquired three fundamental rights, all which, with him, compose one system and lie together in one short sentence; namely, that we have acquired a right



1. ‘To choose our own governors.’

2. ‘To cashier them for misconduct.’

3. ‘To frame a government for ourselves.’

This new, and hitherto unheard-of bill of rights, though made in the name of the whole people, belongs to those gentlemen and their faction only. The body of the people of England have no share in it. They utterly disclaim it. They will resist the practical assertion of it with their lives and fortunes. They are bound to do so by the laws of their country, made at the time of that very Revolution, which is appealed to in favour of the fictitious rights claimed by the society which abuses its name.


These gentlemen of the Old Jewry, in all their reasonings on the Revolution of 1688, have a revolution which happened in England about forty years before, and the late French revolution, so much before their eyes, and in their hearts, that they are constantly confounding all the three together. It is necessary that we should separate what they confound. We must recall their erring fancies to the acts of the Revolution which we revere, for the discovery of its true principles. If the principles of the Revolution of 1688 are any where to be found, it is in the statute called the Declaration of Right. 15 In that most wise, sober, and considerate declaration, drawn up by great lawyers and great statesmen, and not by warm and inexperienced enthusiasts, not one word is said, nor one suggestion made, of a general right ‘to choose our own governors; to cashier them for misconduct; and to form a government for ourselves.’

This Declaration of Right (the act of the 1st of William and Mary, sess. 2. ch. 2.) is the cornerstone of our constitution, as reinforced, explained, improved, and in its fundamental principles for ever settled. It is called ‘An act for declaring the rights and liberties of the subject, and for settling the succession of the crown.’ You will observe, that these rights and this succession are declared in one body, and bound indissolubly together.

A few years after this period, a second opportunity offered for asserting a right of election to the crown. On the prospect of a total failure of issue from King William, and from the Princess, afterwards Queen Anne, the consideration of the settlement of the crown, and of a further security for the liberties of the people, again came before the legislature. Did they this second time make any provision for legalizing the crown on the spurious Revolution principles of the Old Jewry? No. They followed the principles which prevailed in the Declaration of Right; indicating with more precision the persons who were to inherit in the Protestant line. This act also incorporated, by the same policy, our liberties, and an hereditary succession in the same act. Instead of a right to choose our own governors, they declared that the succession in that line (the protestant line drawn from James the First) was absolutely necessary ‘for the peace, quiet, and security of the realm,’ and that it was equally urgent on them ‘to maintain a certainty in the succession thereof, to which the subjects may safely have recourse for their protection.’ Both these acts, in which are heard the unerring, unambiguous oracles of Revolution policy, instead of countenancing the delusive, gypsey predictions of a ‘right to choose our governors,’ prove to a demonstration how totally adverse the wisdom of the nation was from turning a case of necessity into a rule of law.

Unquestionably there was at the Revolution, in the person of King William, a small and a temporary deviation from the strict order of a regular hereditary succession; but it is against all genuine principles of jurisprudence to draw a principle from a law made in a special case, and regarding an individual person. Privilegium non transit in exemplum. 16 If ever there was a time favourable for establishing the principle, that a king of popular choice was the only legal king, without all doubt it was at the Revolution. Its not being done at that time is a proof that the nation was of opinion it ought not to be done at any time. There is no person so completely ignorant of our history, as not to know, that the majority in parliament of both parties were so little disposed to any thing resembling that principle, that at first they were determind to place the vacant crown, not on the head of the prince of Orange, but on that of his wife Mary, daughter of King James, the eldest born of the issue of that king, which they acknowledged as undoubtedly his. 17 It would be to repeat a very trite story, to recall to your memory all those circumstances which demonstrated that their accepting King William was not properly a choice; but, to all those who did not wish, in effect to recall King James, or to deluge their country in blood, and again to bring their religion, laws, and liberties into the peril they had just escaped, it was an act of necessity, in the strictest moral sense in which necessity can be taken.

In the very act, in which for a time, and in a single case, parliament departed from the strict order of inheritance, in favour of a prince, who, though not next, was however very near in the line of succession, it is curious to observe how Lord Somers, 18 who drew the bill called the Declaration of Right, has comported himself on that delicate occasion. It is curious to observe with what address this temporary solution of continuity is kept from the eye; whilst all that could be found in this act of necessity to countenance the idea of an hereditary succession is brought forward, and fostered, and made the most of, by this great man, and by the legislature who followed him. Quitting the dry, imperative style of an act of parliament, he makes the lords and commons fall to a pious, legislative ejaculation, and declare, that they consider it ‘as a marvellous providence, and merciful goodness of God to this nation, to preserve their said majesties royal persons, most happily to reign over us on the throne of their ancestors, for which, from the bottom of their hearts, they return their humblest thanks and praises.’ – The legislature plainly had in view the act of recognition of the first of Queen Elizabeth, Chap. 3d, and of that of James the First, Chap, 1st, both acts strongly declaratory of the inheritable nature of the crown; and in many parts they follow, with a nearly literal precision, the words and even the form of thanksgiving, which is found in these old declaratory statutes.

The two houses, in the act of king William, did not thank God that they had found a fair opportunity to assert a right to choose their own governors, much less to make an election the only lawful title to the crown. Their having been in a condition to avoid the very appearance of it, as much as possible, was by them considered as a providential escape. They threw a politic, well-wrought veil over every circumstance tending to weaken the rights, which in the meliorated order of succession they meant to perpetuate; or which might furnish a precedent for any future departure from what they had then settled for ever. Accordingly, that they might not relax the nerves of their monarchy, and that they might preserve a close conformity to the practice of their ancestors, as it appeared in the declaratory statutes of queen Mary* and queen Elizabeth, in the next clause they vest, by recognition, in their majesties, all the legal prerogatives of the crown, declaring, ‘that in them they are most fully, rightfully, and intirely invested, incorporated, united, and annexed.’ In the clause which follows, for preventing questions, by reason of any pretended titles to the crown, they declare (observing also in this the traditionary language, along with the traditionary policy of the nation, and repeating as from a rubric the language of the preceding acts of Elizabeth and James) that on the preserving ‘a certainty in the SUCCESSION thereof, the unity, peace, and tranquillity of this nation doth, under God, wholly depend.’

They knew that a doubtful title of succession would but too much resemble an election; and that an election would be utterly destructive of the ‘unity, peace, and tranquillity of this nation,’ which they thought to be considerations of some moment. To provide for these objects, and therefore to exclude for ever the Old Jewry doctrine of ‘a right to choose our own governors,’ they follow with a clause, containing a most solemn pledge, taken from the preceding act of Queen Elizabeth, as solemn a pledge as ever was or can be given in favour of an hereditary succession, and as solemn a renunciation as could be made of the principles by this society imputed to them. ‘The lords spiritual and temporal, and commons, do, in the name of all the people aforesaid, most humbly and faithfully submit themselves, their heirs and posterities for ever; and do faithfully promise, that they will stand to, maintain, and defend their said majesties, and also the limitation of the crown, herein specified and contained, to the utmost of their powers,’ &c.&c.

So far is it from being true, that we acquired a right by the Revolution to elect our kings, that if we had possessed it before, the English nation did at that time most solemnly renounce and abdicate it, for themselves and for all their posterity for ever. These gentlemen may value themselves as much as they please on their whig principles; but I never desire to be thought a better whig than Lord Somers; or to understand the principles of the Revolution better than those by whom it was brought about; or to read in the declaration of right any mysteries unknown to those whose penetrating style has engraved in our ordinances, and in our hearts, the words and spirit of that immortal law.

It is true that, aided with the powers derived from force and opportunity, the nation was at that time, in some sense, free to take what course it pleased for filling the throne; but only free to do so upon the same grounds on which they might have wholly abolished their monarchy, and every other part of their constitution. However they did not think such bold changes within their commission. It is indeed difficult, perhaps impossible, to give limits to the mere abstract competence of the supreme power, such as was exercised by parliament at that time; but the limits of a moral competence, subjecting, even in powers more indisputably sovereign, occasional will to permanent reason, and to the steady maxims of faith, justice, and fixed fundamental policy, are perfectly intelligible, and perfectly binding upon those who exercise any authority, under any name, or under any title, in the state. The house of lords, for instance, is not morally competent to dissolve the house of commons; no, nor even to dissolve itself, nor to abdicate, if it would, its portion in the legislature of the kingdom. Though a king may abdicate for his own person, he cannot abdicate for the monarchy. By as strong, or by a stronger reason, the house of commons cannot renounce its share of authority. The engagement and pact of society, which generally goes by the name of the constitution, forbids such invasion and such surrender. The constituent parts of a state are obliged to hold their public faith with each other, and with all those who derive any serious interest under their engagements, as much as the whole state is bound to keep its faith with separate communities. Otherwise competence and power would soon be confounded, and no law be left but the will of a prevailing force. On this principle the succession of the crown has always been what it now is, an hereditary succession by law: in the old line it was a succession by the common law; in the new by the statute law, operating on the principles of the common law, not changing the substance, but regulating the mode, and describing the persons. Both these descriptions of law are of the same force, and are derived from an equal authority, emanating from the common agreement and original compact of the state, communi sponsione reipublicae, 19 and as such are equally binding on king, and people too, as long as the terms are observed, and they continue the same body politic.

It is far from impossible to reconcile, if we do not suffer ourselves to be entangled in the mazes of metaphysic sophistry, the use both of a fixed rule and an occasional deviation; the sacredness of an hereditary principle of succession in our government, with a power of change in its application in cases of extreme emergency. Even in that extremity (if we take the measure of our rights by our exercise of them at the Revolution) the change is to be confined to the peccant part only; to the part which produced the necessary deviation; and even then it is to be effected without a decomposition of the whole civil and political mass, for the purpose of originating a new civil order out of the first elements of society.

A state without the means of some change is without the means of its conservation. Without such means it might even risque the loss of that part of the constitution which it wished the most religiously to preserve. The two principles of conservation and correction operated strongly at the two critical periods of the Restoration and Revolution, when England found itself without a king. At both those periods the nation had lost the bond of union in their antient edifice; they did not however, dissolve the whole fabric. On the contrary, in both cases they regenerated the deficient part of the old constitution through the parts which were not impaired. They kept these old parts exactly as they were, that the part recovered might be suited to them. They acted by the ancient organized states in the shape of their old organization, and not by the organic moleculae of a disbanded people. At no time, perhaps, did the sovereign legislature manifest a more tender regard to that fundamental principle of British constitutional policy, than at the time of the Revolution, when it deviated from the direct line of hereditary succession. The crown was carried somewhat out of the line in which it had before moved; but the new line was derived from the same stock. It was still a line of hereditary descent; still an hereditary descent in the same blood, though an hereditary descent qualified with protestantism. When the legislature altered the direction, but kept the principle, they shewed that they held it inviolable.

On this principle, the law of inheritance had admitted some amendment in the old time, and long before the aera of the Revolution. Some time after the conquest great questions arose upon the legal principles of hereditary descent. It became a matter of doubt, whether the heir per capita or the heir per stirpes was to succeed; 20 but whether the heir per capita gave way when the heirdom per stirpes took place, or the Catholic heir when the Protestant was preferred, the inheritable principle survived with a sort of immortality through all transmigrations – multosque per annos stat fortuna domus et avi numerantur avorum. 21 This is the spirit of our constitution, not only in its settled course, but in all its revolutions. Whoever came in, or however he came in, whether he obtained the crown by law, or by force, the hereditary succession was either continued or adopted.

The gentlemen of the Society for Revolutions see nothing in that of 1688 but the deviation from the constitution; and they take the deviation from the principle for the principle. They have little regard to the obvious consequences of their doctrine, though they must see, that it leaves positive authority in very few of the positive institutions of this country. When such an unwarrantable maxim is once established, that no throne is lawful but the elective, no one act of the princes who preceded their aera of fictitious election can be valid. Do these theorists mean to imitate some of their predecessors, who dragged the bodies of our antient sovereigns out of the quiet of their tombs? Do they mean to attaint and disable backwards all the kings that have reigned before the Revolution, and consequently to stain the throne of England with the blot of a continual usurpation? Do they mean to invalidate, annul, or to call into question, together with the titles of the whole line of our kings, that great body of our statute law which passed under those whom they treat as usurpers? to annul laws of inestimable value to our liberties – of as great value at least as any which have passed at or since the period of the Revolution? If kings, who did not owe their crown to the choice of their people, had no title to make laws, what will become of the statute de tallagio non concedendo? – of the petition of right? – of the act of habeas corpus? 22 Do these new doctors of the rights of men presume to assert, that King James the Second, who came to the crown as next of blood, according to the rules of a then unqualified succession, was not to all intents and purposes a lawful king of England, before he had done any of those acts which were justly construed into an abdication of his crown? If he was not, much trouble in parliament might have been saved at the period these gentlemen commemorate. But King James was a bad king with a good title, and not an usurper. The princes who succeeded according to the act of parliament which settled the crown on the electress Sophia and on her descendants, being Protestants, came in as much by a title of inheritance as King James did. He came in according to the law, as it stood at his accession to the crown; and the princes of the House of Brunswick came to the inheritance of the crown, not by election, but by the law, as it stood at their several accessions of Protestant descent and inheritance, as I hope I have shewn sufficiently.

The law by which this royal family is specifically destined to the succession, is the act of the 12th and 13th of King William. The terms of this act bind ‘us and our heirs, and our posterity, to them, their heirs, and their posterity,’ being Protestants, to the end of time, in the same words as the declaration of right had bound us to the heirs of King William and Queen Mary. It therefore secures both an hereditary crown and an hereditary allegiance. On what ground, except the constitutional policy of forming an establishment to secure that kind of succession which is to preclude a choice of the people for ever, could the legislature have fastidiously rejected the fair and abundant choice which our own country presented to them, and searched in strange lands for a foreign princess, from whose womb the line of our future rulers were to derive their title to govern millions of men through a series of ages?

The Princess Sophia was named in the act of settlement of the 12th and 13th of King William, for a stock and root of inheritance to our kings, and not for her merits as a temporary administratrix of a power, which she might not, and in fact did not, herself ever exercise. She was adopted for one reason, and for one only, because, says the act, ‘the most excellent Princess Sophia, Electress and Dutchess Dowager of Hanover, is daughter of the most excellent Princess Elizabeth, late Queen of Bohemia, daughter of our late Sovereign lord King James the First, of happy memory, and is hereby declared to be the next in succession in the Protestant line,’ &c. &c.; ‘and the crown shall continue to the heirs of her body, being Protestants.’ This limitation was made by parliament, that through the Princess Sophia an inheritable line, not only was to be continued in future but (what they thought very material) that through her it was to be connected with the old stock of inheritance in King James the First; in order that the monarchy might preserve an unbroken unity through all ages, and might be preserved (with safety to our religion) in the old approved mode by descent, in which, if our liberties had been once endangered, they had often, through all storms and struggles of prerogative and privilege, been preserved. They did well. No experience has taught us, that in any other course or method than that of an hereditary crown, our liberties can be regularly perpetuated and preserved sacred as our hereditary right. An irregular, convulsive movement may be necessary to throw off an irregular, convulsive disease. But the course of succession is the healthy habit of the British constitution. Was it that the legislature wanted, at the act for the limitation of the crown in the Hanoverian line, drawn through the female descendants of James the First, a due sense of the inconveniencies of having two or three, or possibly more, foreigners in succession to the British throne? No! – they had a due sense of the evils which might happen from such foreign rule and more than a due sense of them. But a more decisive proof cannot be given of the full conviction of the British nation, that the principles of the Revolution did not authorize them to elect kings at their pleasure, and without any attention to the antient fundamental principles of our government, than their continuing to adopt a plan of hereditary Protestant succession in the old line, with all the dangers and all the inconveniencies of its being a foreign line full before their eyes, and operating with the utmost force upon their minds.

A few years ago I should be ashamed to overload a matter, so capable of supporting itself, by the then unnecessary support of any argument; but this seditious, unconstitutional doctrine is now publicly taught, avowed, and printed. The dislike I feel to revolutions, the signals for which have so often been given from pulpits; the spirit of change that is gone abroad; the total contempt which prevails with you, and may come to prevail with us, of all antient institutions, when set in opposition to a present sense of convenience, or to the bent of a present inclination: all these considerations make it not unadviseable, in my opinion, to call back our attention to the true principles of our own domestic laws; that you, my French friend, should begin to know, and that we should continue to cherish them. We ought not, on either side of the water, to suffer ourselves to be imposed upon by the counterfeit wares which some persons, by a double fraud, export to you in illicit bottoms, as raw commodities of British growth though wholly alien to our soil, in order afterwards to smuggle them back again into this country, manufactured after the newest Paris fashion of an improved liberty.

The people of England will not ape the fashions they have never tried; nor go back to those which they have found mischievous on trial. They look upon the legal hereditary succession of their crown as among their rights, not as among their wrongs; as a benefit, not as a grievance; as a security for their liberty, not as a badge of servitude. They look on the frame of their commonwealth, such as it stands, to be of inestimable value; and they conceive the undisturbed succession of the crown to be a pledge of the stability and perpetuity of all the other members of our constitution.

I shall beg leave, before I go any further, to take notice of some paltry artifices, which the abettors of election as the only lawful title to the crown, are ready to employ, in order to render the support of the just principles of our constitution a task somewhat invidious. These sophisters substitute a fictitious cause, and feigned personages, in whose favour they suppose you engaged, whenever you defend the inheritable nature of the crown. It is common with them to dispute as if they were in a conflict with some of those exploded fanatics of slavery, who formerly maintained, what I believe no creature now maintains, ‘that the crown is held by divine hereditary, and indefeasible right.’ – These old fanatics of single arbitrary power dogmatized as if hereditary royalty was the only lawful government in the world, just as our new fanatics of popular arbitrary power, maintain that a popular election is the sole lawful source of authority. The old prerogative enthusiasts, it is true, did speculate foolishly, and perhaps impiously too, as if monarchy had more of a divine sanction than any other mode of government; and as if a right to govern by inheritance were in strictness indefeasible in every person, who should be found in the succession to a throne, and under every circumstance, which no civil or political right can be. But an absurd opinion concerning the king’s hereditary right to the crown does not prejudice one that is rational, and bottomed upon solid principles of law and policy. If all the absurd theories of lawyers and divines were to vitiate the objects in which they are conversant, we should have no law, and no religion, left in the world. But an absurd theory on one side of a question forms no justification for alledging a false fact, or promulgating mischievous maxims on the other.

The second claim of the Revolution Society is ‘a right of cashiering their governors for misconduct.’ Perhaps the apprehensions our ancestors entertained of forming such a precedent as that ‘of cashiering for misconduct,’ was the cause that the declaration of the act which implied the abdication of king James, was, if it had any fault, rather too guarded, and too circumstantial.* But all this guard, and all this accumulation of circumstances, serves to shew the spirit of caution which predominated in the national councils, in a situation in which men irritated by oppression, and elevated by a triumph over it, are apt to abandon themselves to violent and extreme courses: it shews the anxiety of the great men who influenced the conduct of affairs at that great event, to make the Revolution a parent of settlement, and not a nursery of future revolutions.

No government could stand a moment, if it could be blown down with any thing so loose and indefinite as an opinion of ‘misconduct.’ They who led at the Revolution, grounded the virtual abdication of King James upon no such light and uncertain principle. They charged him with nothing less than a design, confirmed by a multitude of illegal overt acts, to subvert the Protestant church and state, and their fundamental, unquestionable laws and liberties: they charged him with having broken the original contract between king and people. This was more than misconduct. A grave and overruling necessity obliged them to take the step they took, and took with infinite reluctance, as under that most rigorous of all laws. Their trust for the future preservation of the constitution was not in future revolutions. The grand policy of all their regulations was to render it almost impracticable for any future sovereign to compel the states of the kingdom to have again recourse to those violent remedies. They left the crown what, in the eye and estimation of law, it had ever been, perfectly irresponsible. In order to lighten the crown still further, they aggravated responsibility on ministers of state. By the statute of the 1st of king William, sess. 2d, called ‘the act for declaring the rights and liberties of the subject, and for settling the succession of the crown,’ they enacted, that the ministers should serve the crown on the terms of that declaration. They secured soon after the frequent meetings of parliament, by which the whole government would be under the constant inspection and active controul of the popular representative and of the magnates of the kingdom. In the next great constitutional act, that of the 12th and 13th of King William, for the further limitation of the crown, and better securing the rights and liberties of the subject, they provided, ‘that no pardon under the great seal of England should be pleadable to an impeachment by the commons in parliament.’ The rule laid down for government in the Declaration of Right, the constant inspection of parliament, the practical claim of impeachment, they thought infinitely a better security not only for their constitutional liberty, but against the vices of administration, than the reservation of a right so difficult in the practice, so uncertain in the issue, and often so mischievous in the consequences, as that of ‘cashiering their governors.’

Dr Price, in this sermon, * condemns very properly the practice of gross, adulatory addresses to kings. Instead of this fulsome style, he proposes that his majesty should be told, on occasions of congratulation, that ‘he is to consider himself as more properly the servant than the sovereign of his people.’ For a compliment, this new form of address does not seem to be very soothing. Those who are servants, in name, as well as in effect, do not like to be told of their situation, their duty, and their obligations. The slave, in the old play, tells his master, ‘Haec commemoratio est quasi exprobratio.’ 23 It is not pleasant as compliment; it is not wholesome as instruction. After all, if the king were to bring himself to echo this new kind of address, to adopt it in terms, and even to take the appellation of Servant of the People as his royal style, how either he or we should be much mended by it, I cannot imagine. I have seen very assuming letters, signed, Your most obedient humble servant. The proudest domination that ever was endured on earth took a title of still greater humility than that which is now proposed for sovereigns by the Apostle of Liberty. Kings and nations were trampled upon by the foot of one calling himself ‘the Servant of Servants;’ and mandates for deposing sovereigns were sealed with the signet of ‘the Fisherman.’ 24

I should have considered all this as no more than a sort of flippant vain discourse, in which, as in an unsavoury fume, several persons suffer the spirit of liberty to evaporate, if it were not plainly in support of the idea, and a part of the scheme of ‘cashiering kings for misconduct.’ In that light it is worth some observation.

Kings, in one sense, are undoubtedly the servants of the people, because their power has no other rational end than that of the general advantage; but it is not true that they are, in the ordinary sense (by our constitution, at least) any thing like servants; the essence of whose situation is to obey the commands of some other, and to be removeable at pleasure. But the king of Great Britain obeys no other person; all other persons are individually, and collectively too, under him, and owe to him a legal obedience. The law, which knows neither to flatter nor to insult, calls this high magistrate, not our servant, as this humble Divine calls him, but ‘our sovereign Lord the King;’ and we, on our parts, have learned to speak only the primitive language of the law, and not the confused jargon of their Babylonian pulpits.

As he is not to obey us, but as we are to obey the law in him, our constitution has made no sort of provision towards rendering him, as a servant, in any degree responsible. Our constitution knows nothing of a magistrate like the Justicia of Arragon; 25 nor of any court legally appointed, nor of any process legally settled for submitting the king to the responsibility belonging to all servants. In this he is not distinguished from the commons and the lords; who, in their several public capacities, can never be called to an account for their conduct; although the Revolution Society chooses to assert, in direct opposition to one of the wisest and most beautiful parts of our constitution, that ‘a king is no more than the first servant of the public, created by it, and responsible to it.’

Ill would our ancestors at the Revolution have deserved their fame for wisdom, if they had found no security for their freedom, but in rendering their government feeble in its operations, and precarious in its tenure; if they had been able to contrive no better remedy against arbitrary power than civil confusion. Let these gentlemen state who that representative public is to whom they will affirm the king, as a servant, to be responsible. It will be then time enough for me to produce to them the positive statute law which affirms that he is not.

The ceremony of cashiering kings, of which these gentlemen talk so much at their ease, can rarely, if ever, be performed without force. It then becomes a case of war, and not of constitution. Laws are commanded to hold their tongues amongst arms; and tribunals fall to the ground with the peace they are no longer able to uphold. The Revolution of 1688 was obtained by a just war, in the only case in which any war, and much more a civil war, can be just. ‘Justa bella quibus necessaria.’ 26 The question of dethroning, or, if these gentlemen like the phrase better, ‘cashiering kings,’ will always be, as it has always been, an extraordinary question of state, and wholly out of the law; a question (like all other questions of state) of dispositions, and of means, and of probable consequences, rather than of positive rights. As it was not made for common abuses, so it is not to be agitated by common minds. The speculative line of demarcation, where obedience ought to end, and resistance must begin, is faint, obscure, and not easily definable. It is not a single act, or a single event, which determines it. Governments must be abused and deranged indeed, before it can be thought of; and the prospect of the future must be as bad as the experience of the past. When things are in that lamentable condition, the nature of the disease is to indicate the remedy to those whom nature has qualified to administer in extremities this critical, ambiguous, bitter portion to a distempered state. Times and occasions, and provocations, will teach their own lessons. The wise will determine from the gravity of the case; the irritable from sensibility to oppression; the high-minded from disdain and indignation at abusive power in unworthy hands; the brave and bold from the love of honourable danger in a generous cause: but, with or without right, a revolution will be the very last resource of the thinking and the good.

The third head of right, asserted by the pulpit of the Old Jewry, namely, the ‘right to form a government for ourselves,’ has, at least, as little countenance from any thing done at the Revolution, either in precedent or principle, as the two first of their claims. The Revolution was made to preserve our antient indisputable laws and liberties, and that antient constitution of government which is our only security for law and liberty. If you are desirous of knowing the spirit of our constitution, and the policy which predominated in that great period which has secured it to this hour, pray look for both in our histories, in our records, in our acts of parliament, and journals of parliament, and not in the sermons of the Old Jewry, and the after-dinner toasts of the Revolution Society. – In the former you will find other ideas and another language. Such a claim is as ill-suited to our temper and wishes as it is unsupported by any appearance of authority. The very idea of the fabrication of a new government, is enough to fill us with disgust and horror. We wished at the period of the Revolution, and do now wish, to derive all we possess as an inheritance from our forefathers. Upon that body and stock of inheritance we have taken care not to inoculate any cyon alien to the nature of the original plant. All the reformations we have hitherto made, have proceeded upon the principle of reference to antiquity; and I hope, nay I am persuaded, that all those which possibly may be made hereafter, will be carefully formed upon analogical precedent, authority, and example.

Our oldest reformation is that of Magna Charta. You will see that Sir Edward Coke, that great oracle of our law, and indeed all the great men who follow him, to Black-stone, * are industrious to prove the pedigree of our liberties. 27 They endeavour to prove, that the antient charter, the Magna Charta of King John, was connected with another positive charter from Henry I. and that both the one and the other were nothing more than a re-affirmance of the still more antient standing law of the kingdom. In the matter of fact, for the greater part, these authors appear to be in the right; perhaps not always: but if the lawyers mistake in some particulars, it proves my position still the more strongly; because it demonstrates the powerful prepossession towards antiquity, with which the minds of all our lawyers and legislators, and of all the people whom they wish to influence, have been always filled; and the stationary policy of this kingdom in considering their-most sacred rights and franchises as an inheritance.

In the famous law of the 3d of Charles I. called the Petition of Right, the parliament says to the king, ‘your subjects have inherited this freedom,’ claiming their franchises not on abstract principles ‘as the rights of men,’ but as the rights of Englishmen, and as a patrimony derived from their forefathers. Selden, 28 and the other profoundly learned men, who drew this petition of right, were as well acquainted, at least, with all the general theories concerning the ‘rights of men,’ as any of the discoursers in our pulpits, or on your tribune; full as well as Dr Price, or as the Abbé Seyes. 29 But, for reasons worthy of that practical wisdom which superseded their theoretic science, they preferred this positive, recorded, hereditary title to all which can be dear to the man and the citizen, to that vague speculative right, which exposed their sure inheritance to be scrambled for and torn to pieces by every wild litigious spirit.

The same policy pervades all the laws which have since been made for the preservation of our liberties. In the 1st of William and Mary, in the famous statute, called the Declaration of Right, the two houses utter not a syllable of ‘a right to frame a government for themselves.’ You will see, that their whole care was to secure the religion, laws, and liberties, that had been long possessed, and had been lately endangered. ‘Taking* into their most serious consideration the best means for making such an establishment, that their religion, laws, and liberties, might not be in danger of being again subverted,’ they auspicate all their proceedings, by stating as some of those best means, ‘in the first place’ to do ‘as their ancestors in like cases have usually done for vindicating their antient rights and liberties, to declare;’ – and then they pray the king and queen, ‘that it may be declared and enacted, that all and singular the rights and liberties asserted and declared are the true antient and indubitable rights and liberties of the people of this kingdom.’

You will observe, that from Magna Charta to the Declaration of Right, it has been the uniform policy of our constitution to claim and assert our liberties, as an entailed inheritance derived to us from our forefathers, and to be transmitted to our posterity; as an estate specially belonging to the people of this kingdom without any reference whatever to any other more general or prior right. By this means our constitution preserves an unity in so great a diversity of its parts. We have an inheritable crown; an inheritable peerage; and an house of commons and a people inheriting privileges, franchises, and liberties, from a long line of ancestors.

This policy appears to me to be the result of profound reflection; or rather the happy effect of following nature, which is wisdom without reflection, and above it. A spirit of innovation is generally the result of a selfish temper and confined views. 30 People will not look forward to posterity, who never look backward to their ancestors. Besides, the people of England well know, that the idea of inheritance furnishes a sure principle of conservation, and a sure principle of transmission; without at all excluding a principle of improvement. It leaves acquisition free; but it secures what it acquires. Whatever advantages are obtained by a state proceeding on these maxims, are locked fast as in a sort of family settlement; grasped as in a kind of mortmain for ever. By a constitutional policy, working after the pattern of nature, we receive, we hold, we transmit our government and our privileges, in the same manner in which we enjoy and transmit our property and our lives. The institutions of policy, the goods of fortune, the gifts of Providence, are handed down, to us and from us, in the same course and order. Our political system is placed in a just correspondence and symmetry with the order of the world, and with the mode of existence decreed to a permanent body composed of transitory parts; wherein, by the disposition of a stupendous wisdom, moulding together the great mysterious incorporation of the human race, the whole, at one time, is never old, or middle-aged, or young, but in a condition of unchangeable constancy, moves on through the varied tenour of perpetual decay, fall, renovation, and progression. Thus, by preserving the method of nature in the conduct of the state, in what we improve we are never wholly new; in what we retain we are never wholly obsolete. By adhering in this manner and on those principles to our forefathers, we are guided not by the superstition of antiquarians, but by the spirit of philosophic analogy. In this choice of inheritance we have given to our frame of polity the image of a relation in blood; binding up the constitution of our country with our dearest domestic ties; adopting our fundamental laws into the bosom of our family affections; keeping inseparable, and cherishing with the warmth of all their combined and mutually reflected charities, our state, our hearths, our sepulchres, and our altars.

Through the same plan of a conformity to nature in our artificial institutions, and by calling in the aid of her unerring and powerful instincts, to fortify the fallible and feeble contrivances of our reason, we have derived several other, and those no small benefits, from considering our liberties in the light of an inheritance. Always acting as if in the presence of canonized forefathers, the spirit of freedom, leading in itself to misrule and excess, is tempered with an awful gravity. This idea of a liberal descent inspires us with a sense of habitual native dignity, which prevents that upstart insolence almost inevitably adhering to and disgracing those who are the first acquirers of any distinction. By this means our liberty becomes a noble freedom. It carries an imposing and majestic aspect. It has a pedigree and illustrating ancestors. It has its bearings and its ensigns armorial. It has its gallery of portraits; its monumental inscriptions; its records, evidences, and titles. We procure reverence to our civil institutions on the principle upon which nature teaches us to revere individual men; on account of then age; and on account of those from whom they are descended. All your sophisters cannot produce any thing better adapted to preserve a rational and manly freedom than the course that we have pursued, who have chosen our nature rather than our speculations, our breasts rather than our inventions, for the great conservatories and magazines of our rights and privileges.

You might, if you pleased, have profited of our example, and have given to your recovered freedom a correspondent dignity. Your privileges, though discontinued, were not lost to memory. Your constitution, it is true, whilst you were out of possession, suffered waste and dilapidation; but you possessed in some parts the walls, and in all the foundations of a noble and venerable castle. You might have repaired those walls; you might have built on those old foundations. Your constitution was suspended before it was perfected; but you had the elements of a constitution very nearly as good as could be wished. 31 In your old states you possessed that variety of parts corresponding with the various descriptions of which your community was happily composed; you had all that combination, and all that opposition of interests, you had that action and counteraction which, in the natural and in the political world, from the reciprocal struggle of discordant powers, draws out the harmony of the universe. These opposed and conflicting interests, which you considered as so great a blemish in your old and in our present constitution, interpose a salutary check to all precipitate resolutions; They render deliberation a matter not of choice, but of necessity; they make all change a subject of compromise, which naturally begets moderation; they produce temperaments, preventing the sore evil of harsh, crude, unqualified reformations; and rendering all the headlong exertions of arbitrary power, in the few or in the many, for ever impracticable. Through that diversity of members and interests, general liberty had as many securities as there were separate views in the several orders; whilst by pressing down the whole by the weight of a real monarchy, the separate parts would have been prevented from warping and starting from their allotted places.

You had all these advantages in your antient states; but you chose to act as if you had never been moulded into civil society, and had every thing to begin anew. You began ill, because you began by despising every thing that belonged to you. You set up your trade without a capital. If the last generations of your country appeared without much lustre in your eyes, you might have passed them by, and derived your claims from a more early race of ancestors. Under a pious predilection for those ancestors, your imaginations would have realized in them a standard of virtue and wisdom, beyond the vulgar practice of the hour: and you would have risen with the example to whose imitation you aspired. Respecting your forefathers, you would have been taught to respect yourselves. You would not have chosen to consider the French as a people of yesterday, as a nation of low-born servile wretches until the emancipating year of 1789. In order to furnish, at the expence of your honour, an excuse to your apologists here for several enormities of yours, you would not have been content to be represented as a gang of Maroon slaves, 32 suddenly broke loose from the house of bondage, and therefore to be pardoned for your abuse of the liberty to which you were not accustomed and ill fitted. Would it not, my worthy friend, have been wiser to have you thought, what I, for one, always thought you, a generous and gallant nation, long misled to your disadvantage by your high and romantic sentiments of fidelity, honour, and loyalty; that events had been unfavourable to you, but that you were not enslaved through any illiberal or servile disposition; that in your most devoted submission, you were actuated by a principle of public spirit, and that it was your country you worshipped, in the person of your king? Had you made it to be understood, that in the delusion of this amiable error you had gone further than your wise ancestors; that you were resolved to resume your ancient privileges, whilst you preserved the spirit of your ancient and your recent loyalty and honour; or, if diffident of yourselves, and not clearly discerning the almost obliterated constitution of your ancestors, you had looked to your neighbours in this land, who had kept alive the ancient principles and models of the old common law of Europe meliorated and adapted to its present state – by following wise examples you would have given new examples of wisdom to the world. You would have rendered the cause of liberty venerable in the eyes of every worthy mind in every nation. You would have shamed despotism from the earth, by shewing that freedom was not only reconcileable, but as, when well disciplined it is, auxiliary to law. You would have had an unoppressive but a productive revenue. You would have had a flourishing commerce to feed it. You would have had a free constitution; a potent monarchy; a disciplined army; a reformed and venerated clergy; a mitigated but spirited nobility, to lead your virtue, not to overlay it; you would have had a liberal order of commons, to emulate and to recruit that nobility; you would have had a protected, satisfied, laborious, and obedient people, taught to seek and to recognize the happiness that is to be found by virtue in all conditions; in which consists the true moral equality of mankind, and not in that monstrous fiction, which, by inspiring false ideas and vain expectations into men destined to travel in the obscure walk of laborious life, serves only to aggravate and imbitter that real inequality, which it never can remove; and which the order of civil life establishes as much for the benefit of those whom it must leave in an humble state, as those whom it is able to exalt to a condition more splendid, but not more happy. You had a smooth and easy career of felicity and glory laid open to you, beyond any thing recorded in the history of the world; but you have shewn that difficulty is good for man.

Compute your gains: see what is got by those extravagant and presumptuous speculations which have taught your leaders to despise all their predecessors, and all their contemporaries, and even to despise themselves, until the moment in which they became truly despicable. By following those false lights, France has bought undignified calamities at a higher price than any nation has purchased the most unequivocal blessings! France has bought poverty by crime! France has not sacrificed her virtue to her interest; but she has abandoned her interest, that she might prostitute her virtue. All other nations have begun the fabric of a new government, or the reformation of an old, by establishing originally, or by enforcing with greater exactness some rites or other of religion. All other people have laid the foundations of civil freedom in severer manners, and a system of a more austere and masculine morality. France, when she let loose the reins of regal authority, doubled the licence, of a ferocious dissoluteness in manners, and of an insolent irreligion in opinions and practices; and has extended through all ranks of life, as if she were communicating some privilege, or laying open some secluded benefit, all the unhappy corruptions that usually were the disease of wealth and power. This is one of the new principles of equality in France.

France, by the perfidy of her leaders, has utterly disgraced the tone of lenient council in the cabinets of princes, and disarmed it of its most potent topics. She has sanctified the dark suspicious maxims of tyrannous distrust; and taught kings to tremble at (what will hereafter be called) the delusive plausibilities, of moral politicians. Sovereigns will consider those who advise them to place an unlimited confidence in their people, as subverters of their thrones; as traitors who aim at their destruction, by leading their easy good-nature, under specious pretences, to admit combinations of bold and faithless men into a participation of their power. This alone (if there were nothing else) is an irreparable calamity to you and to mankind. Remember that your parliament of Paris told your king, that in calling the states together, he had nothing to fear but the prodigal excess of their zeal in providing for the support of the throne. It is right that these men should hide their heads. It is right that they should bear their part in the ruin which their counsel has brought on their sovereign and their country. Such sanguine declarations tend to lull authority asleep; to encourage it rashly to engage in perilous adventures of untried policy; to neglect those provisions, preparations, and precautions, which distinguish benevolence from imbecillity; and without which no man can answer for the salutary effect of any abstract plan of government or of freedom. For want of these, they have seen the medicine of the state corrupted into its poison. They have seen the French rebel against a mild and lawful monarch, with more fury, outrage, and insult, than ever any people has been known to rise against the most illegal usurper, or the most sanguinary tyrant. Their resistance was made to concession; their revolt was from protection; their blow was aimed at an hand holding out graces, favours, and immunities.

This was unnatural. The rest is in order. They have found their punishment in their success. Laws overturned; tribunals subverted; industry without vigour; commerce expiring; the revenue unpaid, yet the people impoverished; a church pillaged, and a state not relieved; civil and military anarchy made the constitution of the kingdom; every thing human and divine sacrificed to the idol of public credit, and national bankruptcy the consequence; and to crown all, the paper securities of new, precarious, tottering power, the discredited paper securities of impoverished fraud, and beggared rapine, held out as a currency for the support of an empire, in lieu of the two great recognized species that represent the lasting conventional credit of mankind, which disappeared and hid themselves in the earth from whence they came, when the principle of property, whose creatures and representatives they are, was systematically subverted.

Were all these dreadful things necessary? were they the inevitable results of the desperate struggle of determined patriots, compelled to wade through blood and tumult, to the quiet shore of a tranquil and prosperous liberty? No! nothing like it. The fresh ruins of France, which shock our feelings wherever we can turn our eyes, are not the devastation of civil war; they are the sad but instructive monuments of rash and ignorant counsel in time of profound peace. They are the display of inconsiderate and presumptuous, because unresisted and irresistible authority. The persons who have thus squandered away the precious treasure of their crimes, the persons who have made this prodigal and wild waste of public evils (the last stake reserved for the ultimate ransom of the state) have met in their progress with little, or rather with no opposition at all. Their whole march was more like a triumphal procession than the progress of a war. Their pioneers have gone before them, and demolished and laid every thing level at their feet. Not one drop of their blood have they shed in the cause of the country they have ruined. They have made no sacrifices to their projects of greater consequence than their shoe-buckles, whilst they were imprisoning their king, murdering their fellow citizens, and bathing in tears, and plunging in poverty and distress, thousands of worthy men and worthy families. Their cruelty has not even been the base result of fear. It has been the effect of their sense of perfect safety, in authorizing treasons, robberies, rapes, assassinations, slaughters, and burnings throughout their harrassed land. But the cause of all was plain from the beginning.

This unforced choice, this fond election of evil, would appear perfectly unaccountable, if we did not consider the composition of the National Assembly; I do not mean its formal constitution, which, as it now stands, is exceptionable enough, but the materials of which in a great measure it is composed, which is of ten thousand times greater consequence than all the formalities in the world. If we were to know nothing of this Assembly but by its title and function, no colours could paint to the imagination any thing more venerable. In that light the mind of an enquirer, subdued by such an awful image as that of the virtue and wisdom of a whole people collected into a focus, would pause and hesitate in condemning things even of the very worst aspect. Instead of blameable, they would appear only mysterious. But no name, no power, no function, no artificial institution whatsoever, can make the men of whom any system of authority is composed, any other than God, and nature, and education, and their habits of life have made them. Capacities beyond these the people have not to give. Virtue and wisdom may be the objects of their choice; but their choice confers neither the one nor the other on those upon whom they lay their ordaining hands. They have not the engagement of nature, they have not the promise of revelation for any such powers.

After I had read over the list of the persons and descriptions elected into the Tiers Etat, nothing which they afterwards did could appear astonishing. Among them, indeed, I saw some of known rank; some of shining talents; but of any practical experience in the state, not one man was to be found. The best were only men of theory. But whatever the distinguished few may have been, it is the substance and mass of the body which constitutes its character, and must finally determine its direction. In all bodies, those who will lead, must also, in a considerable degree, follow. They must conform their propositions to the taste, talent, and disposition of those whom they wish to conduct: therefore, if an Assembly is viciously or feebly composed in a very great part of it, nothing but such a supreme degree of virtue as very rarely appears in the world, and for that reason cannot enter into calculation, will prevent the men of talents disseminated through it from becoming only the expert instruments of absurd projects! If what is the more likely event, instead of that unusual degree of virtue, they should be actuated by sinister ambition and a lust of meretricious glory, then the feeble part of the Assembly, to whom at first they conform, becomes in its turn the dupe and instrument of their designs. In this political traffick the leaders will be obliged to bow to the ignorance of their followers, and the followers to become subservient to the worst designs of their leaders.

To secure any degree of sobriety in the propositions made by the leaders in any public assembly, they ought to respect, in some degree perhaps to fear, those whom they conduct. To be led any otherwise than blindly, the followers must be qualified, if not for actors, at least for judges; they must also be judges of natural weight and authority. Nothing can secure a steady and moderate conduct in such assemblies, but that the body of them should be respectably composed, in point of condition in life, of permanent property, of education, and of such habits as enlarge and liberalize the understanding.

In the calling of the states general of France, the first thing which struck me, was a great departure from the antient course. I found the representation for the Third Estate composed of six hundred persons. They were equal in number to the representatives of both the other orders. If the orders were to act separately, the number would not, beyond the consideration of the expence, be of much moment. But when it became apparent that the three orders were to be melted down into one, the policy and necessary effect of this numerous representation became obvious. A very small desertion from either of the other two orders must throw the power of both into the hands of the third. In fact, the whole power of the state was soon resolved into that body. Its due composition became therefore of infinitely the greater importance.

Judge, Sir, of my surprize, when I found that a very great proportion of the Assembly (a majority, I believe, of the members who attended) was composed of practitioners in the law. It was composed not of distinguished magistrates, who had given pledges to their country of their science, prudence, and integrity; not of leading advocates, the glory of the bar; not of renowned professors in universities; – but for the far greater part, as it must in such a number, of the inferior, unlearned, mechanical, merely instrumental members of the profession. There were distinguished exceptions; but the general composition was of obscure provincial advocates, of stewards of petty local jurisdictions, country attornies, notaries, and the whole train of the ministers of municipal litigation, the fomentors and conductors of the petty war of village vexation. From the moment I read the list I saw distinctly, and very nearly as it has happened, all that was to follow.

The degree of estimation in which any profession is held becomes the standard of the estimation in which the professors hold themselves. Whatever the personal merits of many individual lawyers might have been, and in many it was undoubtedly very considerable, in that military kingdom, no part of the profession had been much regarded, except the highest of all, who often united to their professional offices great family splendour, and were invested with great power and authority. These certainly were highly respected, and even with no small degree of awe. The next rank was not much esteemed; the mechanical part was in a very low degree of repute.

Whenever the supreme authority is invested in a body so composed, it must evidently produce the consequences of supreme authority placed in the hands of men not taught habitually to respect themselves; who had no previous fortune in character at stake; who could not be expected to bear with moderation, or to conduct with discretion, a power which they themselves, more than any others, must be surprized to find in their hands. Who could flatter himself that these men, suddenly, and, as it were, by enchantment, snatched from the humblest rank of subordination, would not be intoxicated with their unprepared greatness? Who could conceive, that men who are habitually meddling, daring, subtle, active, of litigious dispositions and unquiet minds, would easily fall back into their old condition of obscure contention, and laborious, low, unprofitable chicane? Who could doubt but that, at any expence to the state, of which they understood nothing, they must pursue their private interests, which they understood but too well? It was not an event depending on chance or contingency. It was inevitable; it was necessary; it was planted in the nature of things. They must join (if their capacity did not permit them to lead) in any project which could procure to them a litigious constitution; which could lay open to them those innumerable lucrative jobs which follow in the train of all great convulsions and revolutions in the state, and particularly in all great and violent permutations of property. Was it to be expected that they would attend to the stability of property, whose existence had always depended upon whatever rendered property questionable, ambiguous, and insecure? Their objects would be enlarged with their elevation, but their disposition and habits, and mode of accomplishing their designs, must remain the same.

Well! but these men were to be tempered and restrained by other descriptions, of more sober minds, and more enlarged understandings. Were they then to be awed by the super-eminent authority and awful dignity of an handful of country clowns who have seats in that Assembly, some of whom are said not to be able to read and write? and by not a greater number of traders, who, though somewhat more instructed, and more conspicuous in the order of society, had never known any thing beyond their counting-house? No! both these descriptions were more formed to be overborne and swayed by the intrigues and artifices of lawyers, than to become their counterpoise. With such a dangerous disproportion, the whole must needs be governed by them. To the faculty of law was joined a pretty considerable proportion of the faculty of medicine. This faculty had not, any more than that of the law, possessed in France its just estimation. Its professors therefore must have the qualities of men not habituated to sentiments of dignity. But supposing they had ranked as they ought to do, and as with us they do actually, the sides of sick beds are not the academies for forming statesmen and legislators. Then came the dealers in stocks and funds, who must be eager, at any expence, to change their ideal paper wealth for the more solid substance of land. To these were joined men of other descriptions, from whom as little knowledge of or attention to the interests of a great state was to be expected, and as little regard to the stability of any institution; men formed to be instruments, not controls. Such in general was the composition of the Tiers Etat in the National Assembly; in which was scarcely to be perceived the slightest traces of what we call the natural landed interest of the country.

We know that the British house of commons, without shutting its doors to any merit in any class, is, by the sure operation of adequate causes, filled with every thing illustrious in rank, in descent, in hereditary and in acquired opulence, in cultivated talents, in military, civil, naval, and politic distinction, that the country can afford. But supposing, what hardly can be supposed as a case, that the house of commons should be composed in the same manner with the Tiers Etat in France, would this dominion of chicane be borne with patience, or even conceived without horror? God forbid I should insinuate any thing derogatory to that profession, which is another priesthood, administering the rites of sacred justice. But whilst I revere men in the functions which belong to them, and would do, as much as one man can do, to prevent their exclusion from any, I cannot, to flatter them, give the lye to nature. They are good and useful in the composition; they must be mischievous if they preponderate so as virtually to become the whole. Their very excellence in their peculiar functions may be far from a qualification for others. It cannot escape observation, that when men are too much confined to professional and faculty habits, and, as it were, inveterate in the recurrent employment of that narrow circle, they are rather disabled than qualified for whatever depends on the knowledge of mankind, on experience in mixed affairs, on a comprehensive connected view of the various complicated external and internal interests which go to the formation of that multifarious thing called a state.

After all, if the house of commons were to have an wholly professional and faculty composition, what is the power of the house of commons, circumscribed and shut in by the immovable barriers of laws, usages, positive rules of doctrine and practice, counterpoized by the house of lords, and every moment of its existence at the discretion of the crown to continue, prorogue, or dissolve us? The power of the house of commons, direct or indirect, is indeed great; and long may it be able to preserve its greatness, and the spirit belonging to true greatness, at the full; and it will do so, as long as it can keep the breakers of law in India from becoming the makers of law for England. 33 The power, however, of the house of commons, when least diminished, is as a drop of water in the ocean, compared to that residing in a settled majority of your National Assembly. That Assembly, since the destruction of the orders, has no fundamental law, no strict convention, no respected usage to restrain it. Instead of finding themselves obliged to conform to a fixed constitution, they have a power to make a constitution which shall conform to their designs. Nothing in heaven or upon earth can serve as a control on them. What ought to be the heads, the hearts, the dispositions, that are qualified, or that dare, not only to make laws under a fixed constitution, but at one heat to strike out a totally new constitution for a great kingdom, and in every part of it, from the monarch on the throne to the vestry of a parish? But – ‘fools rush in where angels tear to tread.’ In such a state of unbounded power, for undefined and undefinable purposes, the evil of a moral and almost physical inaptitude of the man to the function must be the greatest we can conceive to happen in the management of human affairs.

Having considered the composition of the third estate as it stood in its original frame, I took a view of the representatives of the clergy. There too it appeared, that full as little regard was had to the general security of property, or to the aptitude of the deputies for their public purposes, in the principles of their election. That election was so contrived as to send a very large proportion of mere country curates to the, great and arduous work of new-modelling a state; men who never had seen the state so much as in a picture; men who knew nothing of the world beyond the bounds of an obscure village; who, immersed in hopeless poverty, could regard all property, whether secular or ecclesiastical, with no other eye than that of envy; among whom must be many, who, for the smallest hope of the meanest dividend in plunder, would readily join in any attempts upon a body of wealth, in which they could hardly look to have any share, except in a general scramble. Instead of balancing the power of the active chicaners in the other assembly, these curates must necessarily become the active coadjutors, or at best the passive instruments of those by whom they had been habitually guided in their petty village concerns. They too could hardly be the most conscientious of their kind, who, presuming upon their incompetent understanding, could intrigue for a trust which led them from their natural relation to their flocks, and their natural spheres of action, to undertake the regeneration of kingdoms. This preponderating weight being added to the force of the body of chicane in the Tiers Etat, compleated that momentum of ignorance, rashness, presumption, and lust of plunder, which nothing has been able to resist.

To observing men it must have appeared from the beginning, that the majority of the Third Estate, in conjunction with such a deputation from the clergy as I have described, whilst it pursued the destruction of the nobility, would inevitably become subservient to the worst designs of individuals in that class. In the spoil and humiliation of their own order these individuals would possess a sure fund for the pay of their new followers. To squander away the objects which made the happiness of their fellows, would be to them no sacrifice at all. Turbulent, discontented men of quality, in proportion as they are puffed up with personal pride and arrogance, generally despise their own order. One of the first symptoms they discover of a selfish and mischievous ambition, is a profligate disregard of a dignity which they partake with others. To be attached to the subdivision, to love the little platoon we belong to in society, is the first principle (the germ as it were) of public affections. It is the first link in the series by which we proceed towards a love to our country and to mankind. The interests of that portion of social arrangement is a trust in the hands of all those who compose it; and as none but bad men would justify it in abuse, none but traitors would barter it away for their own personal advantage.

There were, in the time of our civil troubles in England (I do not know whether you have any such in your Assembly in France) several persons, like the then Earl of Holland, 34 who by themselves or their families had brought an odium on the throne, by the prodigal dispensation of its bounties towards them, who afterwards joined in the rebellions arising from the discontents of which they were themselves the cause; men who helped to subvert that throne to which they owed, some of them, their existence, others all that power which they employed to ruin their benefactor. If any bounds are set to the rapacious demands of that sort of people, or that others are permitted to partake in the objects they would engross, revenge and envy soon fill up the craving void that is left in their avarice. Confounded by the complication of distempered passions, their reason is disturbed; their views become vast and perplexed; to others inexplicable; to themselves uncertain. They find, on all sides, bounds to their unprincipled ambition in any fixed order of things. But in the fog and haze of confusion all is enlarged, and appears without any limit.

When men of rank sacrifice all ideas of dignity to an ambition without a distinct object, and work with low instruments and for low ends, the whole composition becomes low and base. Does not something like this now appear in France? Does it not produce something ignoble and inglorious? a kind of meanness in all the prevalent policy? a tendency in all that is done to lower along with individuals all the dignity and importance of the state? Other revolutions have been conducted by persons, who whilst they attempted or effected changes in the commonwealth, sanctified their ambition by advancing the dignity of the people whose peace they troubled. They had long views. They aimed at the rule, not at the destruction of their country. They were men of great civil, and great military talents, and if the terror, the ornament of their age. They were not like Jew brokers contending with each other who could best remedy with fraudulent circulation and depreciated paper the wretchedness and ruin brought on their country by their degenerate councils. The compliment made to one of the great bad men of the old stamp (Cromwell) by his kinsman, a favourite poet of that time, shews what it was he proposed, and what indeed to a great degree he accomplished in the success of his ambition:



Still as you rise, the state, exalted too,

Finds no distemper whilst ’tis chang’d by you;

Chang’d like the world’s great scene, when without noise

The rising sun night’s vulgar lights destroys. 35


These disturbers were not so much like men usurping power, as asserting their natural place in society. Their rising was to illuminate and beautify the world. Their conquest over their competitors was by outshining them. The hand that, like a destroying angel, smote the country, communicated to it the force and energy under which it suffered. I do not say (God forbid) I do not say, that the virtues of such men were to be taken as a balance to their crimes; but they were some corrective to their effects. Such was, as I said, our Cromwell. 36 Such were your whole race of Guises, Condés, and Colignis. 37 Such the Richlieus, who in more quiet times acted in the spirit of a civil war. Such, as better men, and in a less dubious cause, were your Henry the 4th and your Sully, 38 though nursed in civil confusions, and not wholly without some of their taint. It is a thing to be wondered at, to see how very soon France, when she had a moment to respire, recovered and emerged from the longest and most dreadful civil war that ever was known in any nation. Why? Because, among all their massacres, they had not slain the mind in their country. A conscious dignity, a noble pride, a generous sense of glory and emulation, was not extinguished. On the contrary, it was kindled and inflamed. The organs also of the state, however shattered, existed. All the prizes of honour and virtue, all the rewards, all the distinctions, remained. But your present confusion, like a palsy, has attacked the fountain of life itself. Every person in your country, in a situation to be actuated by a principle of honour, is disgraced and degraded, and can entertain no sensation of life, except in a mortified and humiliated indignation. But this generation will quickly pass away. The next generation of the nobility will resemble the artificers and clowns, and money-jobbers, usurers, and Jews, 39 who will be always their fellows, sometimes their masters. Believe me, Sir, those who attempt to level, never equalize. In all societies, consisting of various descriptions of citizens, some description must be uppermost. The levellers therefore only change and pervert the natural order of things; they load the edifice of society, by setting up in the air what the solidity of the structure requires to be on the ground. The associations of taylors and carpenters, of which the republic (of Paris, for instance) is composed, cannot be equal to the situation, into which, by the worst of usurpations, an usurpation on the prerogatives of nature, you attempt to force them.

The chancellor of France 40 at the opening of the states, said, in a tone of oratorial flourish, that all occupations were honourable. If he meant only, that no honest employment was disgraceful, he would not have gone beyond the truth. But in asserting, that any thing is honourable, we imply some distinction in its favour. The occupation of an hair-dresser, or of a working tallow-chandler, cannot be a matter of honour to any person – to say nothing of a number of other more servile employments. Such descriptions of men ought not to suffer oppression from the state; but the state suffers oppression, if such as they, either individually or collectively, are permitted to rule. In this you think you are combating prejudice, but you are at war with nature.*

I do not, my dear Sir, conceive you to be of that sophistical captious spirit, or of that uncandid dulness, as to require, for every general observation or sentiment, an explicit detail of the correctives and exceptions, which reason will presume to be included in all the general propositions which come from reasonable men. You do not imagine, that I wish to confine power, authority, and distinction to blood, and names, and titles. No, Sir. There is no qualification for government, but virtue and wisdom, actual or presumptive. Wherever they are actually found, they have, in whatever state, condition, profession or trade, the passport of Heaven to human place and honour. Woe to the country which would madly and impiously reject the service of the talents and virtues, civil, military, or religious, that are given to grace and to serve it; and would condemn to obscurity every thing formed to diffuse lustre and glory around a state. Woe to that country too, that passing into the opposite extreme, considers a low education, a mean contracted view of things, a sordid mercenary occupation, as a preferable title to command. Every thing ought to be open; but not indifferently to every man. No rotation; no appointment by lot; no mode of election operating in the spirit of sortition or rotation, can be generally good in a government conversant in extensive objects. Because they have no tendency, direct or indirect, to select the man with a view to the duty, or to accommodate the one to the other, I do not hesitate to say, that the road to eminence and power, from obscure condition, ought not to be made too easy, nor a thing too much of course. If rare merit be the rarest of all rare things, it ought to pass through some sort of probation. The temple of honour ought to be seated on an eminence. If it be open through virtue, let it be remembered too, that virtue is never tried but by some difficulty, and some struggle.

Nothing is a due and adequate representation of a state, that does not represent its ability, as well as its property. But as ability is a vigorous and active principle, and as property is sluggish, inert, and timid, 42 it never can be safe from the invasions of ability, unless it be, out of all proportion, predominant in the representation. It must be represented too in great masses of accumulation, or it is not rightly protected. The characteristic essence of property, formed out of the combined principles of its acquisition and conservation, is to be unequal. The great masses therefore which excite envy, and tempt rapacity, must be put out of the possibility of danger. Then they form a natural rampart about the lesser properties in all their gradations. The same quantity of property, which is by the natural course of things divided among many, has not the same operation. Its defensive power is weakened as it is diffused. In this diffusion each man’s portion is less than what, in the eagerness of his desires, he may flatter himself to obtain by dissipating the accumulations of others. The plunder of the few would indeed give but a share inconceivably small in the distribution to the many. But the many are not capable of making this calculation; and those who lead them to rapine, never intend this distribution.

The power of perpetuating our property in our families is one of the most valuable and interesting circumstances belonging to it, and that which tends the most to the perpetuation of society itself. It makes our weakness subservient to our virtue; it grafts benevolence even upon avarice. The possessors of family wealth, and of the distinction which attends hereditary possession (as most concerned in it) are the natural securities for this transmission. With us, the house of peers is formed upon this principle. It is wholly composed of hereditary property and hereditary distinction; and made therefore the third of the legislature; and in the last event, the sole judge of all property in all its subdivisions. The house of commons too, though not necessarily, yet in fact, is always so composed in the far greater part. Let those large proprietors be what they will, and they have their chance of being amongst the best, they are at the very worst, the ballast in the vessel of the commonwealth. For though hereditary wealth, and the rank which goes with it, are too much idolized by creeping sycophants, and the blind abject admirers of power, they are too rashly slighted in shallow speculations of the petulant, assuming, short-sighted coxcombs of philosophy. Some decent regulated pre-eminence, some preference (not exclusive appropriation) given to birth, is neither unnatural, nor unjust, nor impolitic.

It is said, that twenty-four millions ought to prevail over two hundred thousand. True; if the constitution of a kingdom be a problem of arithmetic. This sort of discourse does well enough with the lamp-post for its second: to men who may reason calmly, it is ridiculous. The will of the many, and their interest, must very often differ; and great will be the difference when they make an evil choice. A government of five hundred country attornies and obscure curates is not good for twenty-four millions of men, though it were chosen by eight and forty millions; nor is it the better for being guided by a dozen of persons of quality, who have betrayed their trust in order to obtain that power. At present, you seem in every thing to have strayed out of the high road of nature. The property of France does not govern it. Of course property is destroyed, and rational liberty has no existence. All you have got for the present is a paper circulation, and a stock-jobbing constitution: and as to the future, do you seriously think that the territory of France, upon the republican system of eighty-three independent municipalities (to say nothing of the parts that compose them) can ever be governed as one body, or can ever be set in motion by the impulse of one mind? When the National Assembly has completed its work, it will have accomplished its ruin. These commonwealths will not long bear a state of subjection to the republic of Paris. They will not bear that this one body should monopolize the captivity of the king, and the dominion over the assembly calling itself National. Each will keep its own portion of the spoil of the church to itself; and it will not suffer either that spoil, or the more just fruits of their industry, or the natural produce of their soil, to be sent to swell the insolence, or pamper the luxury of the mechanics of Paris. In this they will see none of the equality, under the pretence of which they have been tempted to throw off their allegiance to their sovereign, as well as the antient constitution of their country. There can be no capital city in such a constitution as they have lately made. They have forgot, that when they framed democratic governments, they had virtually dismembered their country. The person whom they persevere in calling king, has not power left to him by the hundredth part sufficient to hold together this collection of republics. The republic of Paris will endeavour indeed to compleat the debauchery of the army, and illegally to perpetuate the assembly, without resort to its constituents, as the means of continuing its despotism. It will make efforts, by becoming the heart of a boundless paper circulation, to draw every thing to itself; but in vain. All this policy in the end will appear as feeble as it is now violent.

If this be your actual situation, compared to the situation to which you were called, as it were by the voice of God and man, I cannot find it in my heart to congratulate you on the choice you have made, or the success which has attended your endeavours. I can as little recommend to any other nation a conduct grounded on such principles, and productive of such effects. That I must leave to those who can see further into your affairs than I am able to do, and who best know how far your actions are favourable to their designs. The gentlemen of the Revolution Society, who were so early in their congratulations, appear to be strongly of opinion that there is some scheme of politics relative to this country, in which your proceedings may, in some way, be useful. For your Dr Price, who seems to have speculated himself into no small degree of fervour upon this subject, addresses his auditory in the following very remarkable words: ‘I cannot conclude without recalling particularly to your recollection a consideration which I have more than once alluded to, and which probably your thoughts have been all along anticipating; a consideration with which my mind is impressed more than I can express. I mean the consideration of the favourableness of the present times to all exertions in the cause of liberty.’

It is plain that the mind of this political Preacher was at the time big with some extraordinary design; and it is very probable, that the thoughts of his audience, who understood him better than I do, did all along run before him in his reflection, and in the whole train of consequences to which it led.

Before I read that sermon, I really thought I had lived in a free country; and it was an error I cherished, because it gave me a greater liking to the country I lived in. I was indeed aware, that a jealous, ever-waking vigilance, to guard the treasure of our liberty, not only from invasion, but from decay and corruption, was our best wisdom and our first duty. However, I considered that treasure rather as a possession to be secured than as a prize to be contended for. I did not discern how the present time came to be so very favourable to all exertions in the cause of freedom. The present time differs from any other only by the circumstance of what is doing in France. If the example of that nation is to have an influence on this, I can easily conceive why some of their proceedings which have an unpleasant aspect, and are not quite reconcileable to humanity, generosity, good faith, and justice, are palliated with so much milky good-nature towards the actors, and borne with so much heroic fortitude towards the sufferers. It is certainly not prudent to discredit the authority of an example we mean to follow. But allowing this, we are led to a very natural question; – What is that cause of liberty, and what are those exertions in its favour, to which the example of France is so singularly auspicious? Is our monarchy to be annihilated, with all the laws, all the tribunals, and all the antient corporations of the kingdom? Is every land-mark of the country to be done away in favour of a geometrical and arithmetical constitution? Is the house of lords to be voted useless? Is episcopacy to be abolished? Are the church lands to be sold to Jews and jobbers; or given to bribe new-invented municipal republics into a participation in sacrilege? Are all the taxes to be voted grievances, and the revenue reduced to a patriotic contribution, or patriotic presents? Are silver shoe-buckles to be substituted in the place of the land tax and the malt tax, for the support of the naval strength of this kingdom? Are all orders, ranks, and distinctions to be confounded, that out of universal anarchy, joined to national bankruptcy, three or four thousand democracies should be formed into eighty-three, and that they may all, by some sort of unknown attractive power, be organized into one? For this great end, is the army to be seduced from its discipline and its fidelity, first, by every kind of debauchery, and then by the terrible precedent of a donative in the encrease of pay? Are the curates to be seduced from their bishops, by holding out to them the delusive hope of a dole out of the spoils of their own order? Are the citizens of London to be drawn from their allegiance, by feeding them at the expence of their fellow-subjects? Is a compulsory paper currency to be substituted in the place of the legal coin of this kingdom? Is what remains of the plundered stock of public revenue to be employed in the wild project of maintaining two armies to watch over and to fight with each other? – If these are the ends and means of the Revolution Society, I admit they are well assorted; and France may furnish them for both with precedents in point.

I see that your example is held out to shame us. I know that we are supposed a dull sluggish race, rendered passive by finding our situation tolerable; and prevented by a mediocrity of freedom from ever attaining to its full perfection. Your leaders in France began by affecting to admire, almost to adore, the British constitution; but as they advanced they came to look upon it with a sovereign contempt. The friends of your National Assembly amongst us have full as mean an opinion of what was formerly thought the glory of their country. The Revolution Society has discovered that the English nation is not free. They are convinced that the inequality in our representation is a ‘defect in our constitution so gross and palpable, as to make it excellent chiefly in form and theory.’* That a representation in the legislature of a kingdom is not only the basis of all constitutional liberty in it, but of ‘all legitimate government; that without it a government is nothing but an usurpation;’ – that ‘when the representation is partial, the kingdom possesses liberty only partially; and if extremely partial it gives only a semblance; and if not only extremely partial, but corruptly chosen, it becomes a nuisance.’ Dr Price considers this inadequacy of representation as our fundamental grievance; and though, as to the corruption of this semblance of representation, he hopes it is not yet arrived to its full perfection of depravity; he fears that ‘nothing will be done towards gaining for us this essential blessing, until some great abuse of power again provokes our resentment, or some great calamity again alarms our fears, or perhaps till the acquisition of a pure and equal representation by other countries, whilst we are mocked with the shadow, kindles our shame.’ To this he subjoins a note in these words. ‘A representation, chosen chiefly by the Treasury, and a few thousands of the dregs of the people, who are generally paid for their votes.’

You will smile here at the consistency of those democratists, who, when they are not on their guard, treat the humbler part of the community with the greatest contempt, whilst, at the same time, they pretend to make them the depositories of all power. It would require a long discourse to point out to you the many fallacies that lurk in the generality and equivocal nature of the terms ‘inadequate representation.’ I shall only say here, in justice to that old-fashioned constitution, under which we have long prospered, that our representation has been found perfectly adequate to all the purposes for which a representation of the people can be desired or devised. I defy the enemies of our constitution to shew the contrary. To detail the particulars in which it is found so well to promote its ends, would demand a treatise on our practical constitution. I state here the doctrine of the Revolutionists, only that you and others may see, what an opinion these gentlemen entertain of the constitution of their country, and why they seem to think that some great abuse of power, or some great calamity, as giving a chance for the blessing of a constitution according to their ideas, would be much palleated to their feelings; you see why they are so much enamoured of your fair and equal representation, which being once obtained, the same effects might follow. You see they consider our house of commons as only ‘a semblance,’ ‘a form,’ ‘a theory,’ ‘a shadow,’ ‘a mockery,’ perhaps ‘a nuisance.’

These gentlemen value themselves on being systematic; and not without reason. They must therefore look on this gross and palpable defect of representation, this fundamental grievance (so they call it) as a thing not only vicious in itself, but as rendering our whole government absolutely illegitimate, and not at all better than a downright usurpation. Another revolution, to get rid of this illegitimate and usurped government, would of course be perfectly justifiable, if not absolutely necessary. Indeed their principle, if you observe it with any attention, goes much further than to an alteration in the election of the house of commons; for, if popular representation, or choice, is necessary to the legitimacy of all government, the house of lords is, at one stroke, bastardized and corrupted in blood. That house is no representative of the people at all, even in ‘semblance or in form.’ The case of the crown is altogether as bad. In vain the crown may endeavour to screen itself against these gentlemen by the authority of the establishment made on the Revolution. The Revolution which is resorted to for a title, on their system, wants a title itself. The Revolution is built, according to their theory, upon a basis not more solid than our present formalities, as it was made by an house of lords not representing any one but themselves; and by an house of commons exactly such as the present, that is, as they term it, by a mere ‘shadow and mockery’ of representation.

Something they must destroy, or they seem to themselves to exist for no purpose. One set is for destroying the civil power through the ecclesiastical; another for demolishing the ecclesiastick through the civil. They are aware that the worst consequences might happen to the public in accomplishing this double ruin of church and state; but they are so heated with their theories, that they give more than hints, that this ruin, with all the mischiefs that must lead to it and attend it, and which to themselves appear quite certain, would not be unacceptable to them, or very remote from their wishes. A man amongst them of great authority, and certainly of great talents, 43 speaking of a supposed alliance between church and state, says, ‘perhaps we must wait for the fall of the civil powers before this most unnatural alliance be broken. Calamitous no doubt will that time be. But what convulsion in the political world ought to be a subject of lamentation, if it be attended with so desirable an effect?’ You see with what a steady eye these gentlemen are prepared to view the greatest calamities which can befall their country!

It is no wonder therefore, that with these ideas of every thing in their constitution and government at home, either in church or state, as illegitimate and usurped, or, at best as a vain mockery, they look abroad with an eager and passionate enthusiasm. Whilst they are possessed by these ancestors, the fundamental laws of their country, the fixed notions, it is vain to talk to them of the practice of their form of a constitution, whose merits are confirmed by the solid test of long experience, and an increasing public strength and national prosperity. They despise experience as the wisdom of unlettered men; and as for the rest, they have wrought under-ground a mine that will blow up at one grand explosion all examples of antiquity, all precedents, charters, and acts of parliament. They have ‘the rights of men.’ Against these there can be no prescription; against these no agreement is binding: these admit no temperament, and no compromise: any thing withheld from their full demand is so much of fraud and injustice. Against these their rights of men let no government look for security in the length of its continuance, or in the justice and lenity of its administration. The objections of these speculatists, if its forms do not quadrate with their theories, are as valid against such an old and beneficent government as against the most violent tyranny, or the greenest usurpation. They are always at issue with governments, not on a question of abuse, but a question of competency, and a question of title. I have nothing to say to the clumsy subtilty of their political metaphysics. Let them be their amusement in the schools. – ‘Illa se jactet in aula – Aeolus, et clauso ventorum carcere regnet.’ 44 But let them not break prison to burst like a Levanter, 45 to sweep the earth with their hurricane, and to break up the fountains of the great deep to overwhelm us.

Far am I from denying in theory; full as far is my heart from withholding in practice (if I were of power to give or to withhold) the real rights of men. In denying their false claims of right, I do not mean to injure those which are real, and are such as their pretended rights would totally destroy. If civil society be made for the advantage of man, all the advantages for which it is made become his right. It is an institution of beneficence; and law itself is only beneficence acting by a rule. Men have a right to live by that rule; they have a right to justice; as between their fellows, whether their fellows are in politic function or in ordinary occupation. They have a right to the fruits of their industry; and to the means of making their industry fruitful. They have a right to the acquisitions of their parents; to the nourishment and improvement of their offspring; to instruction in life, and to consolation in death. Whatever each man can separately do, without trespassing upon others, he has a right to do for himself; and he has a right to a fair portion of all which society, with all its combinations of skill and force, can do in his favour. In this partnership all men have equal rights; but not to equal things. He that has but five shillings in the partnership, has as good a right to it, as he that has five hundred pounds has to his larger proportion. But he has not a right to an equal dividend in the product of the joint stock; and as to the share of power, authority, and direction which each individual ought to have in the management of the state, that I must deny to be amongst the direct original rights of man in civil society; for I have in my contemplation the civil social man, and no other. It is a thing to be settled by convention.

If civil society be the offspring of convention, that convention must be its law. That convention must limit and modify all the descriptions of constitution which are formed under it. Every sort of legislative judicial; or executory power are its creatures. They can have no being in any other state of things; and how can any man claim, under the conventions of civil society, rights which do not so much as suppose its existence? Rights which are absolutely repugnant to it? One of the first motives to civil society, and which becomes one of its fundamental rules, is, that no man should be judge in his own cause. By this each person has at once divested himself of the first fundamental right of uncovenanted man, that is, to judge for himself, and to assert his own cause. He abdicates all right to be his own governor. He inclusively, in a great measure, abandons the right of self-defence, the first law of nature. Men cannot enjoy the rights of an uncivil and of a civil state together. That he may obtain justice he gives up his right of determining what it is in points the most essential to him. That he may secure some liberty, he makes a surrender in trust of the whole of it.

Government is not made in virtue of natural rights, which may and do exist in total independence of it; and exist in much greater clearness, and in a much greater degree of abstract perfection: but their abstract perfection is their practical defect. By having a right to every thing they want every thing. Government is a contrivance of human wisdom to provide for human wants. Men have a right that these wants should be provided for by this wisdom. Among these wants is to be reckoned the want, out of civil society, of a sufficient restraint upon their passions. Society requires not only that the passions of individuals should be subjected, but that even in the mass and body as well as in the individuals, the inclinations of men should frequently be thwarted, their will controlled, and their passions brought into subjection. This can only be done by a power out of themselves; and not, in the exercise of its function, subject to that will and to those passions which it is its office to bridle and subdue. In this sense the restraints on men, as well as their liberties, are to be reckoned among their rights. But as the liberties and the restrictions vary with times and circumstances, and admit of infinite modifications, they cannot be settled upon any abstract rule; and nothing is so foolish as to discuss them upon that principle.

The moment you abate any thing from the full rights of men, each to govern himself, and suffer any artificial positive limitation upon those rights, from that moment the whole organization of government becomes a consideration of convenience. This it is which makes the constitution of a state, and the due distribution of its powers, a matter of the most delicate and complicated skill. It requires a deep knowledge of human nature and human necessities, and of the things which facilitate or obstruct the various ends which are to be pursued by the mechanism of civil institutions. The state is to have recruits to its strength, and remedies to its distempers. What is the use of discussing a man’s abstract right to food or to medicine? The question is upon the method of procuring and administering them. In that deliberation I shall always advise to call in the aid of the farmer and the physician, rather than the professor of metaphysics.

The science of constructing a commonwealth, or renovating it, or reforming it, is, like every other experimental science, not to be taught à priori. Nor is it a short experience that can instruct us in that practical science; because the real effects of moral causes are not always immediate; but that which in the first instance is prejudicial may be excellent in its remoter operation; and its excellence may arise even from the ill effects it produces in the beginning. The reverse also happens; and very plausible schemes, with very pleasing commencements, have often shameful and lamentable conclusions. In states there are often some obscure and almost latent causes, things which appear at first view of little moment, on which a very great part of its prosperity or adversity may most essentially depend. The science of government being therefore so practical in itself, and intended for such practical purposes, a matter which requires experience, and even more experience than any person can gain in his whole life, however sagacious and observing he may be, it is with infinite caution that any man ought to venture upon pulling down an edifice which has answered in any tolerable degree for ages the common purposes of society, or on building it up again, without having models and patterns of approved utility before his eyes.

These metaphysic rights entering into common life, like rays of light which pierce into a dense medium, are, by the laws of nature, refracted from their straight line. Indeed in the gross and complicated mass of human passions and concerns, the primitive rights of men undergo such a variety of refractions and reflections, that it becomes absurd to talk of them as if they continued in the simplicity of their original direction. The nature of man is intricate; the objects of society are of the greatest possible complexity; and therefore no simple disposition or direction of power can be suitable either to man’s nature, or to the quality of his affairs. When I hear the simplicity of contrivance aimed at and boasted of in any new political constitutions, I am at no loss to decide that the artificers are grossly ignorant of their trade, or totally negligent of their duty. The simple governments are fundamentally defective, to say no worse of them. If you were to contemplate society in but one point of view, all these simple modes of polity are infinitely captivating. In effect each would answer its single end much more perfectly than the more complex is able to attain all its complex purposes. But it is better that the whole should be imperfectly and anomalously answered, than that, while some parts are provided for with great exactness, others might be totally neglected, or perhaps materially injured, by the over-care of a favourite member.

The pretended rights of these theorists are all extremes; and in proportion as they are metaphysically true, they are morally and politically false. The rights of men are in a sort of middle, incapable of definition, but not impossible to be discerned. The rights of men in governments are their advantages; and these are often in balances between differences of good; in compromises sometimes between good and evil, and sometimes, between evil and evil. Political reason is a computing principle; adding, subtracting, multiplying, and dividing, morally and not metaphysically or mathematically, true moral denominations.

By these theorists the right of the people is almost always sophistically confounded with their power. The body of the community, whenever it can come to act, can meet with no effectual resistance; but till power and right are the same, the whole body of them has no right inconsistent with virtue, and the first of all virtues, prudence. Men have no right to what is not reasonable, and to what is not for their benefit; for though a pleasant writer said, Liceat perire poetis. When one of them, in cold blood, is said to have leaped into the flames of a volcanic revolution, Ardentem frigidus Ætnam insiluit, 46 I consider such a frolic rather as an unjustifiable poetic licence, than as one of the franchises of Parnassus; and whether he were poet or divine, or politician that chose to exercise this kind of right, I think that more wise, because more charitable thoughts would urge me rather to save the man, than to preserve his brazen slippers as the monuments of his folly.

The kind of anniversary sermons, to which a great part of what I write refers, if men are not shamed out of their present course, in commemorating the fact, will cheat many out of the principles, and deprive them of the benefits of the Revolution they commemorate. I confess to you, Sir, I never liked this continual talk of resistance and revolution, or the practice of making the extreme medicine of the constitution its daily bread. It renders the habit of society dangerously valetudinary: it is taking periodical doses of mercury sublimate, and swallowing down repeated provocatives of cantharides to our love of liberty. 47

This distemper of remedy, grown habitual, relaxes and wears out, by a vulgar and prostituted use, the spring of that spirit which is to be exerted on great occasions. It was in the most patient period of Roman servitude that themes of tyrannicide made the ordinary exercise of boys at school – cum perimit sœvos classis numerosa tyrannos. 48 In the ordinary state of things, it produces in a country like ours the worst effects, even on the cause of that liberty which it abuses with the dissoluteness of an extravagant speculation. Almost all the high-bred republicans of my time have, after a short space, become the most decided, thorough-paced courtiers; they soon left the business of a tedious, moderate, but practical resistance to those of us whom, in the pride and intoxication of their theories, they have slighted, as not much better than tories. Hypocrisy, of course, delights in the most sublime speculations; for, never intending to go beyond speculation, it costs nothing to have it magnificent. But even in cases where rather levity than fraud was to be suspected in these ranting speculations, the issue has been much the same. These professors, finding their extreme principles not applicable to cases which call only for a qualified, or, as I may say, civil and legal resistance, in such cases employ no resistance at all. It is with them a war or a revolution, or it is nothing. Finding their schemes of politics not adapted to the state of the world in which they live, they often come to think lightly of all public principle; and are ready, on their part, to abandon for a very trivial interest what they find of very trivial value. Some indeed are of more steady and persevering natures; but these are eager politicians out of parliament, who have little to tempt them to abandon their favourite projects. They have some change in the church or state, or both, constantly in their view. When that is the case, they are always bad citizens, and perfectly unsure connexions. For, considering their speculative designs as of infinite value, and the actual arrangement of the state as of no estimation, they are at best indifferent about it. They see no merit in the good, and no fault in the vicious management of public affairs; they rather rejoice in the latter, as more propitious to revolution. They see no merit or demerit in any man, or any action, or any political principle, any further than as they may forward or retard their design of change: they therefore take up, one day, the most violent and stretched prerogative, and another time the wildest democratic ideas of freedom, and pass from the one to the other without any sort of regard to cause, to person, or to party.

In France you are now in the crisis of a revolution, and in the transit from one form of government to another – you cannot see that character of men exactly in the same situation in which we see it in this country. With us it is militant; with you it is triumphant; and you know how it can act when its power is commensurate to its will. I would not be supposed to confine those observations to any description of men, or to comprehend all men of any description within them – No! far from it. I am as incapable of that injustice, as I am of keeping terms with those who profess principles of extremes; and who under the name of religion teach little else than wild and dangerous politics. The worst of these politics of revolution is this; they temper and harden the breast, in order to prepare it for the desperate strokes which are sometimes used in extreme occasions. But as these occasions may never arrive, the mind receives a gratuitous taint; and the moral sentiments suffer not a little, when no political purpose is served by the depravation. This sort of people are so taken up with their theories about the rights of man, that they have totally forgot his nature. Without opening one new avenue to the understanding, they have succeeded in stopping up those that lead to the heart. They have perverted in themselves, and in those that attend to them, all the well-placed sympathies of the human breast.

This famous sermon of the Old Jewry breathes nothing but this spirit through all the political part. Plots, massacres, assassinations, seem to some people a trivial price for obtaining a revolution. A cheap, bloodless reformation, a guiltless liberty, appear flat and vapid to their taste. There must be a great change of scene; there must be a magnificent stage effect; there must be a grand spectacle to rouze the imagination, grown torpid with the lazy enjoyment of sixty years security, and the still unanimating repose of public prosperity. The Preacher found them all in the French revolution. This inspires a juvenile warmth through his whole frame. His enthusiasm kindles as he advances; and when he arrives at his peroration, it is in a full blaze. Then viewing, from the Pisgah of his pulpit, the free, moral, happy, flourishing, and glorious state of France, as in a bird-eye landscape of a promised land, he breaks out into the following rapture:

‘What an eventful period is this! I am thankful that I have lived to it; I could almost say, Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, for mine eyes have seen thy salvation. – I have lived to see a diffusion of knowledge which has undermined superstition and error. – I have lived to see the rights of men better understood than ever; and nations panting for liberty which seemed to have lost the idea of it. – I have lived to see Thirty Millions of People, indignant and resolute, spurning at slavery, and demanding liberty with an irresistible voice. Their King led in triumph, and an arbitrary monarch surrendering himself to his subjects.’*

Before I proceed further, I have to remark, that Dr Price seems rather to over-value the great acquisitions of light which he has obtained and diffused in this age. The last century appears to me to have been quite as much enlightened. It had, though in a different place, a triumph as memorable as that of Dr Price; and some of the great preachers of that period partook of it as eagerly as he has done in the triumph of France. On the trial of the Rev. Hugh Peters for high treason, it was deposed, that when King Charles was brought to London for his trial, the Apostle of Liberty in that day conducted the triumph. ‘I saw,’says the witness, ‘his majesty in the coach with six horses, and Peters riding before the king triumphing.’ Dr Price, when he talks as if he had made a discovery, only follows a precedent; for, after the commencement of the king’s trial, this precursor, the same Dr Peters, concluding a long prayer at the royal chapel at Whitehall, (he had very triumphantly chosen his place) said, ‘I have prayed and preached these twenty years; and now I may say with old Simeon, Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, for mine eyes have seen thy salvation.’* 50 Peters had not the fruits of his prayer; for he neither departed so soon as he wished, nor in peace. He became (what I heartily hope none of his followers may be in this country) himself a sacrifice to the triumph which he led as Pontiff. They dealt at the Restoration, perhaps, too hardly with this poor good man. But we owe it to his memory and his sufferings, that he had as much illumination, and as much zeal, and had as effectually undermined all the superstition and error which might impede the great business he was engaged in, as any who follow and repeat after him, in this age, which would assume to itself an exclusive title to the knowledge of the rights of men, and all the glorious consequences of that knowledge.

After this sally of the preacher of the Old Jewry, which differs only in place and time, but agrees perfectly with the spirit and letter of the rapture of 1648, the Revolution Society, the fabricators of governments, the heroic band of cashierers of monarchs, electors of sovereigns, and leaders of kings in triumph, strutting with a proud consciousness of the diffusion of knowledge, of which every member had obtained so large a share in the donative, were in haste to make a generous diffusion of the knowlege they had thus gratuitously received. To make this bountiful communication, they adjourned from the church in the Old Jewry, to the London Tavern; where the same Dr Price, in whom the fumes of his oracular tripod were not entirely evaporated, moved and carried the resolution, or address of congratulation, transmitted by Lord Stanhope to the National Assembly of France.

I find a preacher of the gospel prophaning the beautiful and prophetic ejaculation, commonly called ‘nunc dimittis,’ made on the first presentation of our Saviour in the Temple, and applying it, with an inhuman and unnatural rapture, to the most horrid, atrocious, and afflicting spectacle, that perhaps ever was exhibited to the pity and indignation of mankind. This ‘leading in triumph,’ a thing in its best form unmanly and irreligious, which fills our Preacher with such unhallowed transports, must shock, I believe, the moral taste of every well-born mind. Several English were the stupified and indignant spectators of that triumph. It was (unless we have been strangely deceived) a spectacle more resembling a procession of American savages, entering into Onondaga, 51 after some of their murders called victories, and leading into hovels hung round with scalps, their captives, overpowered with the scoffs and buffets of women as ferocious as themselves, much more than it resembled the triumphal pomp of a civilized martial nation; – if a civilized nation, or any men who had a sense of generosity, were capable of a personal triumph over the fallen and afflicted.

This, my dear Sir, was not the triumph of France. I must believe that, as a nation, it overwhelmed you with shame and horror. I must believe that the National Assembly find themselves in a state of the greatest humiliation, in not being able to punish the authors of this triumph, or the actors in it; and that they are in a situation in which any enquiry they may make upon the subject, must be destitute even of the appearance of liberty or impartiality. The apology of that Assembly is found in their situation; but when we approve what they must bear, it is in us the degenerate choice of a vitiated mind.

With a compelled appearance of deliberation, they vote under the dominion of a stern necessity. They sit in the heart, as it were, of a foreign republic: they have their residence in a city whose constitution has emanated neither from the charter of their king, nor from their legislative power. There they are surrounded by an army not raised either by the authority of their crown, or by their command; and which, if they should order to dissolve itself, would instantly dissolve them. There they sit, after a gang of assassins had driven away some hundreds of the members; 52 whilst those who held the same moderate principles, with more patience or better hope, continued every day exposed to outrageous insults and murderous threats. There a majority, sometimes real, sometimes pretended, captive itself, compels a captive king to issue as royal edicts, at third hand, the polluted nonsense of their most licentious and giddy coffee-houses. It is notorious, that all their measures are decided before they are debated. It is beyond doubt, that under the terror of the bayonet, and the lamp-post, and the torch to their houses, they are obliged to adopt all the crude and desperate measures suggested by clubs composed of a monstrous medley of all conditions, tongues, and nations. Among these are found persons, in comparison of whom Catiline would be thought scrupulous, and Cethegus 53 a man of sobriety and moderation. Nor is it in these clubs alone that the publick measures are deformed into monsters. They undergo a previous distortion in academies, intended as so many seminaries for these clubs, which are set up in all the places of publick resort. In these meetings of all sorts, every counsel, in proportion as it is daring, and violent, and perfidious, is taken for the mark of superior genius. Humanity and compassion are ridiculed as the fruits of superstition and ignorance. Tenderness to individuals is considered as treason to the public. Liberty is always to be estimated perfect as property is rendered insecure. Amidst assassination, massacre, and confiscation, perpetrated or meditated, they are forming plans for the good order of future society. Embracing in their arms the carcases of base criminals, and promoting their relations on the title of their offences, they drive hundreds of virtuous persons to the same end, by forcing them to subsist by beggary or by crime.

The Assembly, their organ, acts before them the farce of deliberation with as little decency as liberty. They act like the comedians of a fair before a riotous audience; they act amidst the tumultuous cries of a mixed mob of ferocious men, and of women lost to shame, who, according to their insolent fancies, direct, control, applaud, explode them; 54 and sometimes mix and take their seats amongst them; domineering over them with a strange mixture of servile petulance and proud presumptuous authority. As they have inverted order in all things, the gallery is in the place of the house. This Assembly, which overthrows kings and kingdoms, has not even the physiognomy and aspect of a grave legislative body – nec color imperii, nec irons erat ulla senatus. 55 They have a power given to them, like that of the evil principle, to subvert and destroy; but none to construct, except such machines as may be fitted for further subversion and further destruction.

Who is it that admires, and from the heart is attached to national representative assemblies, but must turn with horror and disgust from such a profane burlesque, and abominable perversion of that sacred institute? Lovers of monarchy, lovers of republicks, must alike abhor it. The members of your Assembly must themselves groan under the tyranny of which they have all the shame, none of the direction, and little of the profit. I am sure many of the members who compose even the majority of that body, must feel as I do, notwithstanding the applauses of the Revolution Society. – Miserable king! miserable Assembly! How must that assembly be silently scandalized with those of their members, who could call a day which seemed to blot the sun out of Heaven, ‘un beau jour!’* How must they be inwardly indignant at hearing others, who thought fit to declare to them, ‘that the vessel of the state would fly forward in her course towards regeneration with more speed than ever,’ from the stiff gale of treason and murder, which preceded our Preacher’s triumph! What must they have felt, whilst with outward patience and inward indignation they heard of the slaughter of innocent gentlemen in their houses, that ‘the blood spilled was not the most pure?’ 57 What must they have felt, when they were besieged by complaints of disorders which shook their country to its foundations, at being compelled coolly to tell the complainants, that they were under the protection of the law, and that they would address the king (the captive king) to cause the laws to be enforced for their protection; when the enslaved ministers of that captive king had formally notified to them, that there were neither law, nor authority, nor power left to protect? What must they have felt at being obliged, as a felicitation on the present new year, to request their captive king to forget the stormy period of the last, on account of the great good which he was likely to produce to his people; to the complete attainment of which good they adjourned the practical demonstrations of their loyalty, assuring him of their obedience, when he should no longer possess any authority to command?

This address was made with much good-nature and affection, to be sure. But among the revolutions in France, must be reckoned a considerable revolution in their ideas of politeness. In England we are said to learn manners at second-hand from your side of the water, and that we dress our behaviour in the frippery of France. If so, we are still in the old cut; and have not so far conformed to the new Parisian mode of good-breeding, as to think it quite in the most refined strain of delicate compliment (whether in condolence or congratulation) to say, to the most humiliated creature that crawls upon the earth, that great public benefits are derived from the murder of his servants, the attempted assassination of himself and of his wife, and the mortification, disgrace, and degradation, that he has personally suffered. It is a topic of consolation which our ordinary of Newgate would be too humane to use to a criminal at the foot of the gallows. I should have thought that the hangman of Paris, now that he is liberalized by the vote of the National Assembly, and is allowed his rank and arms in the Herald’s College of the rights of men, would be too generous, too gallant a man, too full of the sense of his new dignity, to employ that cutting consolation to any of the persons whom the leze nation might bring under the administration of his executive powers.

A man is fallen indeed, when he is thus flattered. The anodyne draught of oblivion, thus drugged, is well calculated to preserve a galling wakefulness, and to feed the living ulcer of a corroding memory. Thus to administer the opiate potion of amnesty, powdered with all the ingredients of scorn and contempt, is to hold to his lips, instead of ‘the balm of hurt minds,’ the cup of human misery full to the brim, and to force him to drink it to the dregs.

Yielding to reasons, at least as forcible as those which were so delicately urged in the compliment on the new year, the king of France will probably endeavour to forget these events, and that compliment. But history, who keeps a durable record of all our acts, and exercises her awful censure over the proceedings of all sorts of sovereigns, will not forget, either those events, or the aera of this liberal refinement in the intercourse of mankind. History will record, that on the morning of the 6th of October 1789, the king and queen of France, after a day of confusion, alarm, dismay, and slaughter, lay down, under the pledged security of public faith, to indulge nature in a few hours of respite, and troubled melancholy repose. From this sleep the queen was first startled by the voice of the centinel at her door, who cried out to her, to save herself by flight – that this was the last proof of fidelity he could give – that they were upon him, and he was dead. Instantly he was cut down. A band of cruel ruffians and assassins, reeking with his blood, rushed into the chamber of the queen, and pierced with an hundred strokes of bayonets and poniards the bed, from whence this persecuted woman had but just time to fly almost naked, and through ways unknown to the murderers had escaped to seek refuge at the feet of a king and husband, not secure of his own life for a moment.

This king, to say no more of him, and this queen, and their infant children (who once would have been the pride and hope of a great and generous people) were then forced to abandon the sanctuary of the most splendid palace in the world, which they left swimming in blood, polluted by massacre, and strewed with scattered limbs and mutilated carcases. Thence they were conducted into the capital of their kingdom. Two had been selected from the unprovoked, unresisted, promiscuous slaughter, which was made of the gentlemen of birth and family who composed the king’s body guard. These two gentlemen, with all the parade of an execution of justice, were cruelly and publickly dragged to the block, and beheaded in the great court of the palace. Their heads were stuck upon spears, and led the procession; whilst the royal captives who followed in the train were slowly moved along, amidst the horrid yells, and shrilling screams, and frantic dances, and infamous contumelies; and all the unutterable abominations of the furies of hell, in the abused shape of the vilest of women. After they had been made to taste, drop by drop, more than the bitterness of death, in the slow torture of a journey of twelve miles, protracted to six hours, they were, under a guard, composed of those very soldiers who had thus conducted them through this famous triumph, lodged in one of the old palaces of Paris, now converted into a Bastile for kings.

Is this a triumph to be consecrated at altars? to be commemorated with grateful thanksgiving? to be offered to the divine humanity with fervent prayer and enthusiastick ejaculation? – The Theban and Thracian Orgies, acted in France, and applauded only in the Old Jewry, I assure you, kindle prophetic enthusiasm in the minds but of very few people in this kingdom; although a saint and apostle, who may have revelations of his own, and who has so completely vanquished all the mean superstitions of the heart, may incline to think it pious and decorous to compare it with the entrance into the world of the Prince of Peace, proclaimed in an holy temple by a venerable sage, and not long before not worse announced by the voice of angels to the quiet innocence of shepherds. 58

At first I was at a loss to account for this fit of unguarded transport. I knew, indeed, that the sufferings of monarchs make a delicious repast to some sort of palates. There were reflexions which might serve to keep this appetite within some bounds of temperance. But when I took one circumstance into my consideration, I was obliged to confess, that much allowance ought to be made for the Society, and that the temptation was too strong for common discretion; I mean, the circumstance of the Io Paean 59 of the triumph, the animating cry which called ‘for all the BISHOPS to be hanged on the lampposts,’* might well have brought forth a burst of enthusiasm on the foreseen consequences of this happy day. I allow to so much enthusiasm some little deviation from prudence. I allow this prophet to break forth into hymns of joy and thanksgiving on an event which appears like the precursor of the Millenium, and the projected fifth monarchy, 61 in the destruction of all church establishments. There was, however (as in all human affairs there is) in the midst of this joy something to exercise the patience of these worthy gentlemen, and to try the long-suffering of their faith. The actual murder of the king and queen, and their child, was wanting to the other auspicious circumstances of this ‘beautiful day.’ The actual murder of the bishops, though called for by so many holy ejaculations, was also wanting. A groupe of regicide and sacriligious slaughter, was indeed boldly sketched, but it was only sketched. It unhappily was left unfinished, in this great history-piece of the massacre of innocents. What hardy pencil of a great master, from the school of the rights of men, will finish it, is to be seen hereafter. The age has not yet the compleat benefit of that diffusion of knowledge that has undermined superstition and error; and the king of France wants another object or two, to consign to oblivion, in consideration of all the good which is to arise from his own sufferings, and the patriotic crimes of an enlightened age.†

Although this work of our new light and knowledge, did not go to the length, that in all probability it was intended it should be carried; yet I must think, that such treatment of any human creatures must be shocking to
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