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EDITOR’S FOREWORD

Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France is
his most famous work, endlessly reprinted and read by thou-
sands of students and general readers as well as by profes-
sional scholars. After it appeared on November 1, 179go, it
was rapidly answered by a flood of pamphlets and books. E. J.
Payne, writing in 1875, said that none of them “is now held
in any account” except Sir James Mackintosh’s Vindiciae Galli-
cae} In fact, however, Thomas Paine’s The Rights of Man, Part
1, although not the best reply to Burke, was and remains to
this day by far the most popular one. It is still in print.

Burke scorned to answer Paine directly, but in 1791 he
published a sequel to his Reflections under the title An Appeal
from the New to the Old Whigs2 In it, he quoted several pages
from Paine’s book without acknowledging their source, and
took them as representative of the views of all the British sym-
pathizers with the French Revolution. Paine came back with
The Rights of Man, Part 2. Burke ignored it, so in fact there
was no debate between him and Paine. The two men talked
past each other in appeals to the British public.

THE RADICAL
DEMOCRATIC IDEOLOGY

Burke had been personally acquainted with Paine, but it
is unlikely that he had him in mind when he wrote the Reflec-
tions. He already knew the radical democratic ideology that

1. P77,

2. This document is included in Further Reflections on the Revolution in France
(Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1992), edited by Daniel E. Ritchie.
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inspired part of the demand for expanding the people’s right
to vote for members of the House of Commons. Typically but
wrongly, he attributed that ideology to most of the parlia-
mentary reformers, as he did in his Speech on the Reform of the
Representation of the Commons in Parliament in 17823

The premise of the radical ideology was that men by
nature are individuals endowed with natural rights but not, as
Aristotle had thought, political animals designed by nature
to live in organized political societies. In the prepolitical
“state of nature,” there was no government and every man
was a naturally sovereign individual with an absolute right to
govern himself. Only he could transfer that right to a gov-
ernment, and even he could not transfer it totally. The only
civil society that he could legitimately enter was one in which
his natural right to govern himself became the natural right
to take part on equal terms with every other man in the gov-
ernment of civil society.

This view translates into the principles of political equal-
ity and majority rule. Civil society is a purely artificial insti-
tution created by independent individuals who contract with
one another to set up a government whose primary purpose
is to protect them in the exercise of their natural rights. Its
basic structural principles are dictated by the nature of man
as a sovereign individual. In this theory, natural rights are
prior to social obligations.

BURKE’S REACTION TO
THE FRENCH REVOLUTION

Burke encountered this theory also in A Discourse on the
Love of Our Country, a speech which a Dissenting minister,
Dr. Richard Price, delivered on November 4, 1789, to the
Revolution Society, a group that met annually to celebrate

3. This speech is included in Miscellaneous Writings, companion to this set
of volumes.
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the English Revolution of 1688. This speech (which Burke
did not read until January) was delivered two days after
the French National Assembly confiscated the estates of the
Catholic Church in France. Burke’s reaction to the French
Revolution had been slow in forming, but events in France
in the fall of 1789, such as the confiscation of Church prop-
erty, opened his eyes to how radical the Revolution there was.
Dr. Price’s speech awakened a fear in Burke of a similar ide-
ology’s bringing about a similar revolution in Great Britain.

On February 9, 1790, he gave a speech in the Commons
on the Army Estimates that marked the beginning of his
eventual complete break with his political party, the Whigs,
now led by Charles James Fox, who admired the French
Revolution. In the meantime, Burke was working on what
was to become Reflections on the Revolution in France. It had
begun with a letter, written in November 1789, to Charles-
Jean-Francois Depont.t Depont, a young Frenchman who had
visited the Burke family in 1785, now wrote to ask Burke to
assure him that the French were worthy of the liberty that
their Revolution was bringing them. Burke’s reply was a calm
and cool analysis of the Revolution. When Dr. Price spurred
him to respond to his praise of the French Revolution, Burke
couched his reply in the form of another letter to Depont.
But it grew into a book addressed in reality to the British
public in a highly rhetorical style.

Yet there is more, much more, to the Reflections than
rhetoric. E. J. Payne, the editor of this set of volumes, who
was very English and very much a man of the nineteenth cen-
tury’s Victorian age, could say, “No student of history by this
time needs to be told that the French Revolution was, in a
more or less extended sense, a very good thing.”? (When the
bicentenary of the Revolution was celebrated in 1989, schol-

4. This letter is included in Ritchie, ed., Further Reflections on the Revolution
in France.

5. P.11.
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ars were no longer quite so sure about that.)® Payne also,
like most students of Burke who were educated in the British
Isles, reflects the empiricism and positivism that are so strong
a strain in English thought and make it difficult for British
students of Burke to perceive that there is a genuine philoso-
phy wrapped in the gorgeous rhetoric of the Reflections.

It is not that Burke was or claimed to be a philosopher.
Nor is his book a detached philosophical reflection on a
great historical event. It is designed not merely to explain
the event, but to persuade a reading public that the French
Revolution is a menace to the civilization of Europe, and of
Britain in particular. Yet, since the Revolution was built upon
a political theory, Burke found himself obliged for the first
time to organize his own previous beliefs about God, man,
and society into a coherent political countertheory.

BURKE’S CONSTITUTIONAL THEORY

The Reflections begins with an attack on Dr. Price and
his speech.” According to Dr. Price, as quoted by Burke,
George III was “almost the only lawful king in the world,
because the only one who owes his crown to the choice of his
people.” ® Popular choice, then, was the criterion of legitimacy.
This followed from what Dr. Price said was a basic principle
established by the Revolution of 1688, namely, the right of
the people of England “1. “To choose our own governors.’ 2.
‘To cashier them for misconduct.” 3. “To frame a government

6. See, for example, Simon Schama, Citizens: A Chronicle of the French Revo-
lution (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1989).

7. The pages that follow are taken, with the permission of the publisher,
from my Edmund Burke: Prescription and Providence (Durham, N.C.: Carolina
Academic Press; Claremont, Calif.: Claremont Institute for the Study of States-
manship and Political Philosophy, 1987). All page references from this point
on, unless otherwise specified, are to the text of the Reflections in this volume.

8. P. gg.
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for ourselves.’”® Burke read this declaration of the right of
the people as an assertion of the doctrine of popular sover-
eignty, and he denounced it as unknown to and incompatible
with the British constitution.

Certainly, he said, it was unknown to the leaders of the
Revolution in 1688. He admitted that it would be “difficult,
perhaps impossible, to give limits to the mere abstract com-
petence of the supreme power, such as was exercised by par-
liament at that time.” But there was no doubt in the minds
of the revolutionary leaders or in Burke’s about the limits of
what they were morally competent to do:

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 mon-
archy. 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.10

THE PRINCIPLE
OF INHERITANCE

For this reason, Burke continued, “the succession of the
crown has always been what it now is, an hereditary succes-
sion by law.” Originally, succession was defined by common
law; after the Revolution, by statute. “Both these descriptions
of law are of the same force,” however, “and are derived from
an equal authority, emanating from the common agreement
and original compact of the state, communi sponsione reipub-
licae, and as such are equally binding on king, and people

9. P.102. 10. Pp. 107-8.
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too, as long as the terms are observed, and they continue the
same body politic.” !

The operative moral principle, it will be noticed, is that
the terms of the constitution, once set, must be observed.
But the reason for accepting hereditary government as a con-
stitutional principle is a practical one: “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.” 12 It was this con-
sideration that made Burke a monarchist, not devotion to
any abstract principles of royal right parallel to abstract prin-
ciples of popular right. Burke explicitly rejected the notions
that “hereditary royalty was the only lawful government in
the world,” that “monarchy had more of a divine sanction
than any other mode of government,” or that “a right to gov-
ern by inheritance [was] in strictness indefeasible in every per-
son, who should be found in the succession to a throne, and
under every circumstance.”!® But he considered hereditary
monarchy justified as an integral part of a constitution that
was wholly based on the principle of inheritance and histori-
cally had served the people well.

“We have,” he said, “an inheritable crown; an inheritable
peerage; and a house of commons and a people inheriting
privileges, franchises, and liberties, from a long line of ances-
tors.” Indeed, “it has been the uniform policy of our constitu-
tion 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.” 4

This passage may seem to imply that there is no standard
of natural right anterior and superior to the constitution.

11. P. 108. 12. P. 112.

18. P. 114. 14. P. 121,
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But it will be noticed that Burke is speaking here, not of the
objective moral order, but of “the uniform policy of our con-
stitution,” and that he praises this policy, not as a statement
of ultimate moral principles, but as a manifestation of prac-
tical wisdom “working after the pattern of nature.”

It will be further noticed that throughout this passage
Burke contrasts inherited rights, not with natural rights (to
which he could and did appeal on other occasions), but with
“the rights of men,” which are the original rights of men in
the state of nature. Dr. Price and others presume that it is
possible to appeal to those rights in order to determine what
rights men ought to have now, in an old and long-established
civil society. It is this appeal that Burke says English states-
men of the past rejected in favor of the historic rights of
Englishmen.

These statesmen wisely “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.” 16 It is advisable, therefore, to have
some viable definition of what men’s rights are. Positive and
recorded rights are better than original rights, in Burke’s
view, because they have been defined, nuanced, and given
sure modes of protection through long historical experience.
Original rights, which are objects of speculation rather than
of experience, can give rise to conflicting absolute claims
that can tear a society apart.

THE TRUE RIGHTS OF MAN

Furthermore, it is to misunderstand the social condition
to think that men’s claims on society and one another can be
reduced to rights which they enjoyed in abstract and unquali-

15. Pp. 121~-22. 16. P. 120.
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fied forms before civil society came into being. Burke never
denied that there had been a state of nature, that men had
original rights in it, or that civil society had been formed by
a compact. Either he accepted these beliefs as one tends to
accept the commonplaces of his age or he knew that others
accepted them so generally that to deny them would be to
lose the argument at the outset. For whatever reason, he re-
stricted himself to arguing that the original rights of men
were not unreal, but irrelevant to civil society. The change
they underwent in the civil state was so profound that they
no longer furnished a standard for judging the rights of “civil
social man.”17 In Burke’s own words:

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.18

We must think, then, of men’s rights in society in another
way:

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 benefi-
cence; and law itself is only beneficence acting by a rule. Men have
a right to live by that rule; they have a right to do justice; as be-
tween their fellows, whether their fellows are in politic function or in
ordinary occupation. They have a right to the fruits of their indus-
try; and to the means of making their industry fruitful. They have a
right to the acquisitions of their parents; to the nourishment and im-
provement of their offspring; to instruction in life, and to consolation

17. P15, 18. P. 153.
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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.19

Civil society is “an institution of beneficence”; its pur-
pose is to do good to its members, and the good that it can
do for them becomes their right or legitimate claim upon
it. But their civil rights are not merely the legal form taken,
after the social compact, by their original natural rights. Nor
is government derived from every man’s original right to act
according to his own will and judgment.

The purposes of government are specified by the natural
wants of men, understood not as their desires, but as their
real needs. “Government,” according to Burke, “is a contriv-
ance of human wisdom to provide for human wants. Men
have a right that these wants should be provided for by this
wisdom.”2° But among these wants is the education of men
to virtue through legal as well as moral restraints upon their
passions. “In this sense the restraints on men as well as their
liberties, are to be reckoned among their rights.” Burke, one
sees, is moving toward rational moral ends as the legitimat-
ing principle of government, and away from original rights
and their corollary, consent. But his immediate concern in
this passage is to point out that, “as the liberties and the re-
strictions vary with times and circumstances, and admit of
infinite modifications, they cannot be settled upon any ab-
stract rule; and nothing is so foolish as to discuss them upon
that principle.”#

Rather, one must say: “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 ad-
vantages; and these are often in balances between differences

19. P. 150. 20. P. 151,

21. P. 152,
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of good; in compromises sometimes between good and evil,
and sometimes between evil and evil.” 22 To clarify what Burke
is getting at, let us agree by way of example that it is not
good for human beings to be starved, beaten, humiliated, de-
prived of human affections, or intellectually stultified. There
are conceivable circumstances in which any of these, in a lim-
ited degree and for a limited time, might do someone more
good than harm. But they could be justified only as a means
to good ends, for these things are not in themselves human
goods. Therefore, they cannot constitute the ends of life or
the purposes of society. On the other hand, one can name
human needs that do specify, in a general way, what civil
society is for, and Burke did name some of them.

THE GOALS OF CIVIL SOCIETY

Civil society exists to guarantee to men justice, the fruits
of their industry, the acquisitions of their parents, the nour-
ishment and improvement of their offspring, instruction in
life, and consolation in death. These are among the advan-
tages that civil society exists to provide for men. But it is
impossible to define antecedently, in the abstract and for all
possible circumstances, the concrete forms in which these
advantages are to be acquired and safeguarded. That must
be left to social experience and the gradual development of
custom and law.

The end of civil society, then, in global terms, is to pro-
mote what is good for human beings. Human goods are “not
impossible to be discerned” —Burke was not a radical cul-
tural relativist —and they can serve as the general goals that
guide law and public policy. They will therefore set the outer
limits of what government may do to people and define what
it may not do to them. Burke was not inconsistent when he

22. P. 154.



[xix]
EDITOR'S FOREWORD

denounced the Protestant Ascendancy in Ireland and War-
ren Hastings in India for violating natural law by their treat-
ment of the populations subject to their power. To deny that
natural law is an abstract code of rights is not to say that it
forbids nothing.

But when it comes to specifying in the concrete the claims
on society that its goals confer on people, it becomes evident
that the rights of men “are in a sort of middle, incapable of
definition.” They cannot be defined, that is, in the abstract
and in advance. Human goods must be limited and trimmed
in order to be simultaneously attainable in society. Not only
that, but evils, which are negations of good, must be toler-
ated, sometimes even protected, in order that any good at all
may be attained. A society ruthlessly purged of all injustice
might turn out to be a vast prison. So, for that matter, might
a society single-mindedly devoted to the individual’s liberty.

THE RIGHT TO GOVERN

These considerations are particularly relevant to the right
that was fundamentally at issue between Burke and his oppo-
nents. They held that every man in the state of nature had
a sovereign right to govern himself and for that reason had
a right to an equal share in the government of civil society.
Burke held that what was important in the civil state was not
that every man’s will should be registered in the process of
government, but that his real interests (advantages, goods)
should be achieved.

By entering civil society, Burke insisted, man “abdicates
all right to be his own governor.”2* Hence, “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.”

23. P. 151,
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On the contrary, “it is a thing to be settled by convention.” 4
“The moment you abate any thing from the full rights of
men, each to govern himself, and suffer any artificial posi-
tive limitation upon those rights, from that moment the
whole organization of government becomes a consideration
of convenience.” But to organize a government and distrib-
ute its powers “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 allocation of power
in the state, in other words, ought to be made by a prudent
judgment about that structure of government which will best
achieve the goals of civil society, not merely in general, but
in this historically existing society. But this implies that pur-
pose, rather than original rights and individual consent, is
the organizing and legitimizing principle of a constitution.

A further conclusion about the nature of political theory
follows: “The science of constructing a commonwealth, or
renovating it, or reforming it, is, like every other experimen-
tal science, not to be taught a priori. Nor is it a short experi-
ence that can instruct us in that practical science.”?¢ Moral
and political theory may enlighten us on the ultimate ends of
social life, but the means thereunto are the object of a prac-
tical science that relies on experience.

Who, then, shall make the practical judgments of politics?
The question cannot be answered by appealing to the rights
of men. “Men have no right to what is not reasonable, and
to what is not for their benefit.” 27 But as to what is for their
benefit, Burke said: “The will of the many, and their interest,
must very often differ.” 2 The first duty of statesmen, indeed,
is to “provide for the multitude; because it is the multitude; and

24. P.151. 25. P. 152,

26. Pp. 152-53. 27. P. 154.
28. P. 142.
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is therefore, as such, the first object . . . in all institutions.” 2
But the object is the good of the people, not the performance
of their will. The duties of statesmen, in consequence, do not
belong by right to those whom the many have chosen, but
ought to be performed by those qualified by “virtue and wis-
dom, actual or presumptive,” 30 for the task of government.

BURKE’S VIEW OF DEMOCRACY

Burke was undoubtedly what today is called an elitist and,
in his own terminology, an aristocrat in principle. He had a
very low estimation of the political capacity of the mass of
the population, and when he agreed that the people had a
role in government, he meant only a fairly well-educated and
prosperous segment of the people. But the main object of his
attack on the democratic theory of his day was not so much
the idea that the populace at large was capable of exercising
political power as the principle that it had an inherent right
to do its own will.

He certainly rejected the notion “that a pure democracy
is the only tolerable form into which human society can be
thrown.”3! But it could be an acceptable one, though not
often:

I reprobate no form of government merely upon abstract principles.
There may be situations in which the purely democratic form will be-
come necessary. There may be some (very few, and very particularly
circumstanced) where it would be clearly desirable. This I do not take
to be the case of France, or of any other great country.32

Democracy as a mere form of government, then, would
be sometimes, if only rarely, acceptable to Burke. What would
never be acceptable was that the people “should act as if they

29. P. 198. go. P. 140.
31. P. 224. 32. Pp. 224-25.
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were the entire masters.”3? Burke explained his objection to
this conception of popular sovereignty in the course of his
defense of the principle of a state establishment of religion.
Under a “mixed and tempered government” 34 such as that of
Great Britain, “free citizens . . . in order to secure their free-
dom, . . . must enjoy some determinate portion of power.”
But “all persons possessing any portion of power ought to
be strongly and awfully impressed with an idea that they act
in trust; and that they are to account for their conduct in
that trust to the one great master, author and founder of
society.” 35

AUTHORITY AND
THE ORDER OF CREATION

This sense that authority is a trust given by God is all the
more necessary “where popular authority is absolute and un-
restrained.” No one can and no one should punish a whole
people, Burke said, but this conclusion followed: “A per-
fect democracy is therefore the most shameless thing in the
world.” It is essential, then, that the people “should not be
suffered to imagine that their will, any more than that of
kings, is the standard of right and wrong.” To exercise politi-
cal power or any part of it, the people must empty themselves
“of all the lust of selfish will, which without religion it is utterly
impossible they ever should.” They must become “conscious
that they exercise, and exercise perhaps in a higher link of
the order of delegation, the power, which to be legitimate
must be according to that external immutable law, in which
will and reason are the same.” 36

The phrase concerning the place of the people in the
order of delegation is interesting because it may refer to a

33. P. 191. 34. P. 224.
35. P. 188. 36. Pp. 18g~go.
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theory of the origin of political authority which was gener-
ally accepted in Late Scholasticism and was most elaborately
presented by the sixteenth-century Jesuit Francisco Suarez.
In this theory, all political authority comes from God, not by
any special divine act, but simply as a consequence of God’s
having made man a political animal by nature. This authority
consequently inheres in the first instance in the body politic
or whole community. But the community can and, for its own
common good, normally will transfer its authority to a king
or a body of men smaller than the whole 3

In any case, God plays a larger role in Burke’s political
theory than in Paine’s. For Paine, once God had given man
his original rights at the creation, His work was done. Men
then were able to create political authority out of their own
wills. But for Burke, the authority of even the people was a
trust held from God. They were accountable to Him for their
conduct in it, and they must perform it in accordance with
“that eternal immutable law, in which will and reason are the
same.” In Burke’s thought, arbitrary will was never legitimate,
because will was never superior to reason, not even in the sov-
ereign Lord of the Universe. In God, however, will is always
rational because His will is identical with His reason. The
people, for their part, must make their will rational by keep-
ing it in subordination to and conformity with the law of God.

THE MORAL ORDER OF CREATION

The law of God that Burke has in mind is not only or pri-
marily His revealed law but the natural moral law, because
it is a law that follows from the nature of man as created by
God. The Creator is

37. That Burke was acquainted with Suarez's writings is indicated by his
quoting Suarez at some length in his Tracts relating to Popery Laws, in The Writ-
ings and Speeches of Edmund Burke, ed. Paul Langford (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, Clarendon Press, 1981-), g:457-58.
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the institutor, and author and protector of civil society; without which
civil society man could not by any possibility arrive at the perfection
of which his nature is capable, nor even make a remote and faint ap-
proach toit. . . . He who gave our nature to be perfected by our virtue,
willed also the necessary means of its perfection —He willed therefore
the state —He willed its connection with the source and original arche-
type of all perfection 38

There is an entire metaphysics implicit in this passage.
God, as Creator, is the source of all being. The infinite full-
ness of His being, therefore, is the archetype of all finite
being and becoming. All created beings reflect the goodness
of their primary cause and tend toward their own full devel-
opment or perfection by approaching His perfection, each
in its own mode and within the limits of its potentialities. The
state, as the necessary means of human perfection, must be
connected to that original archetype. In Burke’s philosophy,
there can be no merely secular society, because there is no
merely secular world.

The end of the state, for Burke, is divinely set and
in its highest reach is nothing less than the perfection of
human nature by its virtue. (According to Burke, “in a Chris-
tian Commonwealth the Church and the State are one and
the same thing, being different integral parts of the same
whole.”3 He thus found it easy to attribute to the state, or
commonwealth, or civil society, the totality of men’s social
goals, whereas we today should be inclined to divide them
between the political and religious spheres.)

Hence Burke could say, “Society is indeed a contract,” 40
but with a difference. The constitution of civil society was a
convention whose shape and form was not a necessary con-

38. Pp. 194-95.
39. Speech on the Petition of the Unitarians, in The Works of the Rt. Hon. Edmund
Burke (London: Rivington, 1812), 10:44.

40. P.192.
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clusion drawn from principles of natural law. Nonetheless,
society was natural in the sense of being the necessary and
divinely willed means to achieve the perfection of human
nature. If one equates the natural with the primitive, one will
say that it is more natural to live in a cave than in a house;
that is what is usually implied in the phrase “back to nature.”
But if one equates the natural with the mature perfection of
any species of being, one will say that it is more natural for
human beings to live in houses than in caves. Houses are
undeniably artificial works of human hands, but they are a
natural habitat for men because they more adequately satisfy
the needs of human nature than caves can do. Similarly—
and this was Burke’s meaning —civil society is artificial, con-
ventional, even, if you will, contractual. But it is natural to
man because “he is never perfectly in his natural state, but
when he is placed where reason may be best cultivated, and
most predominates.*! The Aristotelian teleology of this re-
mark seems obvious.

THE SOCIAL CONTRACT

Society, then, is indeed a contract, but not one to be re-
garded in the same light as a commercial contract that is
entered into for a limited and self-interested purpose and
can be dissolved at the will of the contracting parties. Paine
could look upon human society as rather like a vast commer-
cial concern, potentially worldwide in scope, that was held
together by reciprocal interest and mutual consent. Burke
could not share this utilitarian view of society:

It is to be looked on with other reverence; because it is not a partner-

ship in things subservient only to the gross animal existence of a tem-

41. An Appeal From the New to the Old Whigs, in Ritchie, ed., Further Reflec-
twns on the Revolution in France, pp. 168-6g.
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porary and perishable nature. It is a partnership in all science; a part-
nership in all art; a partnership in every virtue, and in all perfection 42

Because of the nature of its purposes, the contract of
society has a character and a binding force that are different
from those of ordinary contracts. “As the ends of such a part-
nership cannot be obtained in many generations, it becomes
a partnership not only between those who are living, but be-
tween those who are living, those who are dead, and those
who are to be born.”4® This sentence offended Paine’s com-
monsense mind and led him to ask what possible obligation
can exist between those who are dead and gone, and those
who are not yet born and arrived in the world; a fortiori, how
could either of them impose obligations on the living? In a
literal sense he was, of course, quite right. But if one turns
one’s attention from contracting wills to the rational moral
ends which those wills are bound to serve, one may conclude
that, in the light of those ends, obligations descend upon the
present generation from the past, and there are obligations
in regard to generations yet unborn.

Men achieve their natural social goals only in history. The
structures inherited from the past, if they have served and
still serve those goals, are binding upon those who are born
into them. These persons are not morally free to dismantle
the structures at pleasure and to begin anew from the foun-
dations. For the goals in question are not those alone of the
collection of individuals now present on earth, but also those
of human nature and of God.

The constitution of a society, conventional and histori-
cally conditioned though it is, becomes a part of the natural
moral order because of the ends that it serves. This is the
thought that lies behind Burke’s rhetorical language in the
next part of the passage on the contract of society:

42. P.1gs. 43. Ibid.
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Each contract of each particular state is but a clause in the great pri-
maeval contract of eternal society, linking the lower with the higher
natures, connecting the visible and invisible world, according to a
fixed compact sanctioned by the inviolable oath which holds all physi-
cal and all moral natures, each in their appointed place. This law is
not subject to the will of those, who by an obligation above them, and
infinitely superior, are bound to submit their will to that law.#4

The “great primaeval contract” and the “inviolable oath” are,
of course, the moral order of the world as established by
God. That moral order furnishes a law to which civil societies
as well as individuals are obliged to conform.

WHEN REVOLUTION IS JUSTIFIED

But are people never free to change the constitution
and their government? Burke does not quite say that. “The
municipal corporations of that universal kingdom are not
morally at liberty at their pleasure, and on their speculations
of a contingent improvement, wholly to separate and tear
asunder the bands of their subordinate community, and to
dissolve it into an unsocial, uncivil, unconnected chaos of ele-
mentary principles.” %5 The key phrase in this statement is “at
their pleasure.” There is also the unspoken assumption, char-
acteristic of Burke, that a political revolution would be tan-
tamount to a dissolution of society as such. Underlying that
assumption was a conception of the constitution which one
writer has well described in these words: “Burke . . . under-
stood ‘constitution’ to mean the entire social structure of En-
gland and not only the formal governmental structure. . . . In-
cluded in his concept of constitution was the whole corporate
society to which he was devoted.”¢ No people, Burke said,

44. Ibid.
45. Ibid.

46. R. B. Ripley, "Adams, Burke, and Eighteenth-Century Conservatism,”
Political Science Quarterly 8o (1965): 228.
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had the right to overturn such a structure at pleasure and on
a speculation that by so doing they might make things better.

Nonetheless, he could not and did not deny that a revolu-
tion was sometimes necessary. He only insisted that it could
not be justified but by reasons that were so obvious and
so compelling that they were themselves part of the moral
order:

It is the first and supreme necessity only, a necessity that is not chosen
but chooses, a necessity paramount to deliberation, that admits no dis-
cussion, and demands no evidence, which alone can justify a resort to
anarchy. This necessity is no exception to the rule; because this neces-
sity itself is a part too of that moral and physical disposition of things
to which man must be obedient by consent or force. But if that which
is only submission to necessity should be made the object of choice,
the law is broken, nature is disobeyed, and the rebellious are out-
lawed, cast forth, and exiled, from this world of reason, and order, and
peace, and virtue, and fruitful penitence, into the antagonist world of
madness, discord, vice, confusion, and unavailing sorrow.4?

One may think that here Burke has gone beyond rhetoric
into rhapsody. Yet the lines of his argument are clear enough.
In An Appeal from the New to the Old Whigs, he made them more
explicit and clearer still. It is difficult, therefore, to under-
stand why Frank O’Gorman says: “The present writer has
always found it strange that Burke rarely refers, either explic-
itly or even implicitly, to the principles that are supposed to
have been the foundations of his thought. Burke was, indeed,
uninterested in the workings of the Divine power.” %8 It seems
obvious to this writer that, particularly in the Reflections and
An Appeal, Burke not only refers to but also elaborates in de-
tail the principles that are the foundation of his theory of civil
society and political authority. He was, it is true, a practicing
politician, not a philosopher, and in these two works he wrote

47- Pp. 193-94.
48. Edmund Burke: Hus Political Philosophy (Bloomington and London: Indi-
ana University Press, 1973), p. 13, n. 5.
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a polemic, not a dispassionate treatise on political theory. But
his polemic included the presentation of a countertheory to
the theory he was attacking. The countertheory depended in
turn on explicitly stated premises of a moral and metaphysi-
cal nature. The premises are expounded, one must admit, in
rhetorical language, especially in the Reflections. But they are,
to borrow Burke’s words, not impossible to be discerned.

BASIC PREMISES
OF BURKE’S THOUGHT

Briefly, the ultimate premises of Burke’s political thought
are provided by the metaphysics of a created universe. They
assume the superiority of reason or intellect to will in both
God and man. Part of this universe is the natural moral order
based on the nature of man as created by God. Man’s nature
is oriented by creation toward ends that may be globally de-
scribed as its natural perfection. Since civil society is neces-
sary to the attainment of that perfection, it too is natural and
willed by God.

The authority of the state derives from the rational and
moral ends that it is intended by nature to serve. Consent
plays a role in the formation of the state and the conferral of
its authority on government, since both involve human acts
of choice. But the obligation to form a civil society is prior to
consent, and, for those born under a constitution, consent
to the constitution is commanded by the previous obligation
to obey a government that is adequately serving the natural
goals of society. Rights also play a part in Burke’s political
theory. But the basic political right is the right to be governed
well, not the right to govern oneself. In Burke’s thought, pur-
pose and obligations are more fundamental than rights and
consent.

FraNncis CANAVAN
Fordham University



EDITOR’S NOTE

I n this volume, the pagination of E. J. Payne’s edition is
indicated by bracketed page numbers embedded in the text.
Cross references have been changed to reflect the pagination
of the current edition. Burke’s and Payne’s spellings, capital-
izations, and use of italics have been retained, strange as they
may seem to modern eyes. The use of double punctuation
(e.g., ,—) has been eliminated except in quoted material.
We have corrected Payne’s occasional confusion of Charles-
Jean-Frangois Depont to whom the Reflections on the Revolu-
tion in France were addressed and Pierre-Gaéton Dupont who
translated the Reflections into French.

All references to Burke’s Correspondence are to the 1844
edition.
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INTRODUCTION

BY E. J. PAYNE

T{E FAMOUS LETTER OR PAMPHLET contained in this
volume represents the workings of an extraordinary mind at
an extraordinary crisis: and can therefore be compared with
few things that have ever been spoken or written. Composed
in a literary age, it scarcely belongs to literature; yet it is one
of the greatest of literary masterpieces. It embodies noth-
ing of history save fragments which have mostly lost their
interest, yet no book in the world has more historical signifi-
cance. It scorns and defies philosophy, but it discloses a com-
pact and unique system of its own. It tramples on logic, yet
carries home to the most logical reader a conviction that its
ill-reasoning is substantially correct. No one would think of
agreeing with it in the mass, yet there are parts to which every
candid mind will assent. Its many true and wise sayings are
mixed up with extravagant and barefaced sophistry: its argu-
ment, with every semblance of legal exactness, is disturbed
by hasty gusts of anger, and broken by chasms which yawn
in the face of the least observant reader. It is an intellectual
puzzle, not too abstruse for solution: and hence few books are
better adapted to stimulate the attention and judgment, and
to generate the invaluable habit of mental vigilance. To dis-
cover its defects is easy enough. No book in the world yields
itself an easier prey to hostile criticism: there are thousands of
school-boys, “with liberal notions under their caps,” to whom
the greatest intellect of our nation since Milton,! represented

1. So Macaulay has styled Burke.
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by the best known parts of the present work, might well
seem little better than a fool. After a time, this impression
disappears; eloquence and deep conviction have done their
work, and the wisdom of a few pages, mostly dealing in gener-
alities, is constructively extended to the whole. But the reader
now vacillates again: and this perpetual alternation of judg-
ment on the part of a reader not thoroughly in earnest con-
stitutes a main part of that fascination which Burke univer-
sally exercises. It is like the [vi] fascination of jugglery: now
you believe your eyes, now you distrust them: the brilliancy
of the spectacle first dazzles, and then satisfies: and you care
little for what lies behind. This is what the author intended:
the critical faculty is disarmed, the imagination is enthralled.

What did Burke propose to himself when he sat down to
write this book? The letter to Depont is obviously a mere peg
upon which to hang his argument: the book is written for
the British public. He believed himself to foresee whither the
revolutionary movement in France was tending: he saw one
party in England regarding it with favour, the other with in-
difference: he saw clear revolutionary tendencies on all sides
among the people: and not a single arm was as yet raised to
avert the impending catastrophe. Burke aimed at recalling
the English nation to its ancient principles, and at showing
the folly and imprudence of the French political movement.
Burke's independence led him even to the extent of revolt-
ing from his own party. The great historical Whig party, the
party of Somers, of Walpole, and of Chatham, was slowly pass-
ing through a painful transformation, which many observers
mistook for dissolution. Burke found himself constrained to
desert it, and that upon an occasion which afforded an op-
portunity of rendering it material support. From that time
forward he became a marked man. Even for Burke the act
of thinking for himself was stigmatised as a crime. While
the events of the French Revolution commended themselves
to the leaders of his party, he ought not to have allowed
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it to be seen that they aroused in him nothing but anger
and scorn; nor ought he to have appealed to the nation at
large to support him in his opposition. Such an appeal to
the general public was characteristic of definite change of
allegiance. Hence the obloquy which overwhelmed the last
years of his life, raised by those who had been his associates
during a career of a quarter of a century. Hence his counter-
denunciation of them as “New Whigs,” as renegades from the
principles of the English Revolution, by virtue of the coun-
tenance they gave to the political changes which were taking
place in France.

Are Burke’s opinions in the present work consistent with
those contained in the first volume? Notwithstanding that
fundamental unity which may be justly claimed for Burke’s
opinions, [vii] it would be idle to deny that the present trea-
tise, like his subsequent writings, contains, on comparison
with his earlier ones, certain very great discrepancies. They
are, however, but few; they are obvious, and lie upon the
surface. It is hard for those who live a hundred years after
the time to say whether such discrepancies were or were not
justifiable. Scrutiny will discover that they turn mainly upon
words. The House of Lords, for instance, in the first volume
of these Select Works, is asserted to be a form of popular rep-
resentation; in the present, the Peers are said to hold their
share in the government by original and indefeasible right.
Twenty years before, Burke had said that the tithes were
merely a portion of the taxation, set apart by the national
will for the support of a national institution. In the present
work, he argues that Church property possesses the qualities
of private property. In the former volume it is asserted that
all governments depend on public opinion: in the present,
Burke urges that public opinion acts within much narrower
limits. On the strength of such differences, it has been sup-
posed that Burke had now either completely abandoned the
political principles which had guided him through a career
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of twenty-five years, or else that he really was, what a Tory
writer has called him, “the most double-minded man that
ever lived.” But a man who is not thus far double-minded can
never be a politician, though he may be a hero and a martyr.
Abstract truths, when embodied in the form of popular opin-
ion, sometimes prove to be moral falsehoods. And popular
opinion in the majority of cases proves to be a deceptive
and variable force. Institutions stand or fall by their material
strength and cohesion; and though these are by no means
unconnected with the arguments which are advanced for or
against them, the names and qualities with which they are in-
vested in argument are altogether a secondary consideration.
The position of the Church, for instance, or the Peerage, has
not been materially influenced by either way of regarding
them. They have stood, as they continue to stand, because
they are connected by many ties which are strong, though
subtle and complicated, with the national being. They stand,
in some degree, because it is probable that the stronger half
of the nation would fight for them. “National taxation” and
“private property,” “descendible right” and “popular repre-
sentation,” are, in point of fact, little more than ornamental
antitheses.

[viii] It is not to such obvious discrepancies that we owe
the fact that the connexion between the present treatise and
those contained in the former volume is less easily traced by
points of resemblance than by points of contrast. The differ-
encing causes lie deeper and spread wider. In the first place,
Burke in the present volume is appealing to a larger public.
He is appealing directly to the whole English Nation, and in-
directly to every citizen of the civilised world.

In his early denunciations of the French Revolution,
Burke stood almost alone. At first sight he appeared to have
the most cherished of English traditions against him. If there
was one word which for a century had been sacred to English-
men, it was the word Revolution. Those to whom it was an
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offence were almost wholly extinct: and a hundred years’
prescription had sanctified the English Revolution even in
the eyes of the bitterest adversaries of Whiggism. The King,
around whom the discontented Whigs and the remnant of
the Tories had rallied, was himself the creature of the Revo-
lution. Now the party of Fox recognised a lawful relation be-
tween the Revolution of 1688, and that which was entering
daily on some new stage of its mighty development in France.
There was really but little connexion between the two. Burke
never said a truer thing than that the Revolution of 1688
was “a revolution not made, but prevented.” The vast convul-
sions of 1789 and the following years were ill-understood by
the Foxite Whigs. Pent in their own narrow circle, they could
form no idea of a political movement on a bigger scale than
a coalition: to them the French Revolution seemed merely
an ordinary Whiggish rearrangement of affairs which would
soon settle down into their places, the King, as in England,
accepting a position subordinate to his ministers. Nor were
Pitt and his party, with the strength of Parliament and the
nation at their back, disposed to censure it. There was a
double reason for favouring it, on the part of the English
Premier. On the one hand, it was a surprise and a satisfac-
tion to see the terrible monarchy of France collapse without
a blow, and England’s hereditary foe deprived, to all ap-
pearance, of all power of injury or retaliation. On the other,
Mr. Pitt conceived that the new Government would naturally
be favourable to those liberal principles of commercial inter-
course which he had with so much difficulty forced on the
old one. Neither side saw, as [ix] Burke saw it, the real mag-
nitude of the political movement in France, and how deep
and extensive were the interests it involved. Burke, in the un-
favourable impression which he conceived of the Revolution,
was outside of both parties. He could find no audience in
the House of Commons, where leading politicians had long
looked askance upon him. They laughed, not altogether with-
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out reason, when he told them that he looked upon France
as “not politically existing.” Discouraged in the atmosphere
of Parliament, Burke resolved to appeal to the whole nation.
He had in his portfolio the commencement of a letter to a
young Frenchman who had solicited from him an expression
of opinion, and this letter he resolved to enlarge and give to
the world. He thus appealed from the narrow tribunal of the
House of Commons to the Nation at large. It was the first
important instance of the recognition, on the part of a great
statesman, of the power of public opinion in England in its
modern form. Burke here addresses his arguments to a much
wider public than of old. He recognises, what is now obvious
enough, that English policy rests on the opinion of a reason-
able democracy.

The reader, in comparing the two volumes, will notice
this difference in the tribunal to which the appeal is made.
Public opinion in the last twenty years had gone through
rapid changes. The difference between the condition of pub-
lic opinion in 1770 and in 1790 was greater than between
1790 and 1874. In 1770 it was necessary to rouse it into life:
in 1790 it was already living, watching, and speaking for itself.
The immorality of the politicians of the day had awakened
the distrust of the people: and the people and the King were
united in supporting a popular minister. There was more ac-
tivity, more public spirit, and more organisation. In England,
as in France, communication with the capital from the re-
motest parts of the kingdom had become frequent and regu-
lar. London had in 1790 no less than fourteen daily news-
papers; and many others appeared once or twice a week.
No one can look over the files of these newspapers without
perceiving the magnitude of the space which France at this
time occupied in the eye of the English world. The rivalry of
the two nations was already at its height. The Bourbon king-
doms summed up, for the Englishman, the idea of foreign
Powers: and disturbances in France told on England [x] with

s

36,



o N D O S SR E RPN

[9]
INTRODUCTION

much greater effect than now. In England there prevailed a
deceptive tranquillity. Burke and many others knew that the
England of 17go was not the England of 1770. The results of
the American War were slowly convincing people that some-
thing more was possible than had hitherto been practised in
modern English policy. Democracy had grown from a possi-
bility into a power. Whiggism, as a principle, had long been
distrusted and discredited. With its decline had begun the
discredit of all that it had idolised. The English Constitu-
tion, against which in 1770 hardly a breath had been raised,
was in the succeeding twenty years exposed to general ridi-
cule. Under a minister who proclaimed himself a Reformer,
the newly awakened sentiment for political change was ex-
tending in all directions. Seats in Parliament had always been
bought and sold; but, owing to the increased wealth of the
community, prices had now undergone a preposterous ad-
vance. Five thousand pounds was the average figure at which
a wealthy merchant or rising lawyer had to purchase his seat
from the patron of a borough. The disgraceful history of the
Coalition made people call for reform in the Executive as
well as the Legislative. Montesquieu had said that England
must perish as soon as the Legislative power became more
corrupt than the Executive; but it now seemed as if both
branches of the government were competing in a race for
degradation. Corrupt as the Legislative was in its making, its
material, drawn from the body of the nation, and not from
a corps of professed intriguers, saved it from the moral dis-
grace which attended the Executive. Many were in favour
of restoring soundness to the Executive as a preliminary re-
form; and many were the schemes proposed for effecting it.
One very shrewd thinker, who sat in the House, proposed
an annual Ministry, chosen by lot. Others proposed an elec-
tive Ministry: others wished to develop the House of Lords
into something like the Grand Council of Venice. No politi-
cal scheme was too absurd to lack an advocate. Universal suf-
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frage, annual parliaments, and electoral districts were loudly
demanded, and Dukes were counted among their warmest
supporters. The people, as in the times of Charles I, called
for the “ancient Saxon constitution.” What it was, and what
right they had to it, or how it was to be adapted to modern
requirements, they did not very well know, but the lawyers
were able to tell them. The [xi] lawyers demonstrated how
greatly the liberties of the nation had fallen off, and how
grossly their nature was misunderstood. They proved it to be
the duty of the People to reclaim them, and that no obstacle
stood in the way. In this cry many Whigs and Tories, mem-
bers of both Houses of Parliament, were found to join.

This liberal movement was not confined to England. It
spread, in a greater or less degree, all over Europe, even to
St. Petersburg and Constantinople. In England, Reform was
rather a cry than a political movement; but in France and
Austria it was a movement as well as a cry. In the latter coun-
try, indeed, the Reform was supplied before the demand,
and the Emperor Joseph was forced by an ignorant people
to reverse projects in which he had vainly tried to precede
his age. But the demands abroad were for organic reforms,
such as had long been effected in England. England, after the
reign of Charles II, is a completely modern nation; society is
reorganised on the basis which still subsists. But France and
Germany in 1789 were still what they had been in the Middle
Ages. The icy fetters which England had long ago broken up
had on the Continent hardened until nothing would break
them up but a convulsion. In France this had been dem-
onstrated by the failures of Turgot. The body of oppressive
interests which time and usage had legalised was too strong
to give way to a moderate pressure. A convulsion, a mighty
shock, a disturbance of normal forces, was necessary: and
the French people had long been collecting themselves for
the task. Forty years a Revolution had been foreseen, and
ten years at least it had been despaired of. But it came at
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last, and came unexpectedly; the Revolution shook down the
feudalism of France, and the great general of the Revolution
trampled to dust the tottering relics of it in the rest of West-
ern Europe. Conspicuous among the agencies which eftected
it was the new power of public opinion, which wrought an
obvious effect, by means of the Gazettes of Paris, throughout
the western world. Burke saw this, and to public opinion he
appealed against the movement, and so far as this country
was concerned, successfully. It was he whose “shrilling trum-
pet” sounded the first alarm of the twenty years’ European
war against the French Revolution.

It was hard, at such a crisis, to sever general ideas from
the {xii] immediate occasion. Burke tells us less about the
French Revolution than about English thought and feeling
on the subject of Revolutions in general. On the applicability
of these general views to the occasion of their enunciation,
it is not necessary for the reader to form any definite judg-
ment. Properly speaking, indeed, the question depends only
in a small degree on grounds which demand or justify such
a mode of treatment. To condemn all Revolutions is mon-
strous. To say categorically that the French Revolution was
absolutely a good thing or a bad thing conveys no useful idea.
Either may be said with some degree of truth, but neither
can be said without qualifications which almost neutralise the
primary thesis. No student of history by this time needs to
be told that the French Revolution was, in a more or less ex-
tended sense, a very good thing. Consequently, the student
is not advised to assent, further than is necessary to gain an
idea of Burke's standpoint, to the summary and ignominious
condemnation with which the Revolution is treated by Burke.
But it must be remembered that whatever may have been its
good side, it was not Burke’s business to exhibit it. No one was
better qualified than Burke to compose an apologetic for the
final appeal of a people against tyranny: but nunc non erat his
locus. Burke’s business was not to cool the pot, but to make it
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boil: to raise a strong counter-cry, and make the most of the
bad side of the Revolution. Burke appears here in the char-
acter of an advocate: like all advocates, he says less than he
knows. It was his cue to represent the Revolution as a piece
of voluntary and malicious folly; he could not well admit that
it was the result of deep-seated and irresistible causes. Not
that the Revolution could not have been avoided —every one
knew that it might; but it could only have been avoided by
an equally sweeping Revolution from above. In default of
this there came to pass a Revolution from below. Though the
Revolution brought with it mistakes in policy, crimes, and in-
Jjuries, it involved no more of each than the fair average of
human affairs will allow, if we consider its character and mag-
nitude; and we must pay less than usual heed to Burke when
he insists that these were produced wholly by the ignorance
and wickedness of the Revolutionary leaders. The sufferers
in a large measure brought them on themselves by ill-timed
resistance and vacillating counsels.

[xiii] From the present work the student will learn little of
the history of the Revolution. It had barely begun: only two
incidents of importance, the capture of the Bastille and the
transportation from Versailles to Paris, had taken place: of
that coalition of hostile elements which first gave the Revo-
lution force and self-consciousness, there was as yet not a
trace. It was not only in its beginnings, but even these begin-
nings were imperfectly understood. School-boys now know
more of the facts of the matter than was known to Burke, and
thanks to the pen of De Tocqueville, most persons of mod-
erate literary pretensions can claim a closer familiarity with
its fundamental nature. Wherein, then, consists the value of
the book? what are the merits which won for it the emphatic
commendation of Dumont, the disciple and populariser of
Bentham—that it was probably the “salvation of Europe™
How came this virulent and intemperate attack to have the
wide and beneficial effect which attended it? What was the
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nature of its potent magic, which disarmed the Revolution-
ists of England, and exorcised from the thinking classes of
Europe the mischievous desire of political change?

It was obvious that the movement in France was accompa-
nied by a general distrust of the existing framework of society.
Something of the same kind was prevalent in England; but
it belonged to a narrower class, with narrower motives and
meaner ends. From his earliest years Burke had been famil-
iar with the idea of a nation of human savages rising in revolt
against law, religion, and social order, and he believed the
impulse to such a revolt to exist in human nature as a specific
moral disease. The thing which he greatly feared now seemed
to have come suddenly upon him. Burke manifestly erred in
representing such an element as the sole aliment and motive
force of the French Revolution. Distrust of society was widely
disseminated in England, though less widely than Burke be-
lieved, and far less widely than in France; but Burke had
no means of verifying his bodings. Jacobinism had prevailed
in France, and a Revolution had followed —it was coming
to prevail in England, and a Revolution might be expected.
England had in France the highest reputation for political
progress, liberty, and good government. England’s liberty
was bound up with the fact of her having passed through a
Revolution, which, after the lapse of a century, was consid-
ered [xiv] a worthy object of commemoration. It was repre-
sented in France that the French Revolution was proceed-
ing on English principles. It was further understood that
England sympathised with and intended to benefit by the
broader and more enlightened Revolution which was being
accomplished in France. This Burke takes all pains to refute.
He shows that this famous English Revolution was, in truth,
a Revolution not made, but prevented. He aims to prove by
conclusive evidence that English policy, though not averse
from reform, is stubbornly opposed to revolution. He shows
that the main body of the British nation, from its historical
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traditions, from the opinions and doctrines transmitted to
it from the earliest times, from its constitution and essence,
was utterly hostile to these dangerous novelties, and bound
to eschew and reprobate them. Though mainly sound and
homogeneous, the body politic had rotten members, and it is
the utterances of these, by which the intelligent Frenchman
might otherwise be pardonably misled, that Burke in the first
instance applies himself to confute.

The earliest title of the work (see Notes, p. 369) indi-
cates that it was occasioned proximately not by the events in
France, but by events of much less importance in England.
Knowing little of Europe in general, by comparison with his
intimate knowledge of England, Burke can have been little
disposed or prepared to rush into print, in the midst of ab-
sorbing state business at home, with a general discussion of
the changes which had taken place in a foreign nation. This
was not the habit of the time. In our day a man must be able
to sustain an argument on the internal politics of all nations
of the earth: in that day, Englishmen chiefly regarded their
own business. Had the Revolution been completely isolated,
it would never have occupied Burke’s pen. But the Revolu-
tionists had aiders and abettors on this side of the Channel,
and they openly avowed their purpose of bringing about a
catastrophe similar to that which had been brought about in
France. Finally, some of these English “sympathisers” were
persons long politically hateful to Burke and his party. Hence
that strong tincture of party virulence which is perceptible
throughout the work. Burke writes not as a Hallam —not as
a philosophical critic or a temperate judge, but in his accus-
tomed character as an impassioned advocate and an angry
debater. Indeed anything like a reserved and observant [xv]
attitude, on the part of his countrymen, irritates him to fury.
He bitterly attacks all who, with the steady temper of Addi-
son’s Portius,
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Can look on guilt, rebellion, fraud, and Caesar,
In the calm lights of mild philosophy.

His real aim is less to attack the French than the English
Revolutionists: not so much to asperse Sieyes and Mirabeau,
as Dr. Price and Lord Stanhope.

The work, then, professes to be a general statement, con-
fessedly hasty and fragmentary, of the political doctrines and
sentiments of the English people. It was, on the whole, rec-
ognised as true. The body of the nation agreed in this fierce
and eloquent denunciation. The Jacobins steadily went down
in public estimation from the day of its publication. Burke’s
fiery philippic seemed to dry up their strength, as the sun
dries up the dew. Nothing could stand, in public opinion,
against Burke’s imperious dilemmas. But it is the moral power
of the argument, and the brilliancy with which it is enforced,
which give the work its value. The topics themselves are of
slighter significance. Half awed by the tones of the preacher,
half by his evident earnestness and self-conviction, we are
predisposed to submit to his general doctrines, although we
cannot feel sure of their applicability to the occasion. Un-
fair as this denunciation was to France, we sympathise in its
effects on the malcontents in England. The tone of the book
was well suited to the occasion. A loud and bitter cry was to be
raised — the revolutionary propaganda was to be stayed —and
to this end all that could be said against it was to be clearly,
sharply, emphatically, and uncompromisingly put forth. With
Hannibal at the gates, it was no time for half-opinions, for
qualification, and for temporisation. No wise man could hesi-
tate to do his best to discredit the Jacobins, without any very
scrupulous regard to absolute justice. They were unjust and
unscrupulous, and it was perhaps pardonable to attack them
with their own weapons. From all this we deduce the criti-
cal canon, that properly to understand Burke’s book we must
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look on him not as a critic, but as an advocate. The book is
not history, nor philosophy, but a polemic. It is a polemic
against Jacobinism, particularly English Jacobinism.

What is, or rather was, Jacobinism? In the usage of the
day, [xvi] it was a vituperative term applied summarily to all
opposition to the dominant party. He who doubted Mr. Pitt
was set down as a Jacobin, much as he who doubted the
Bishops was set down as an infidel. But the Jacobin proper
is the revolter against the established order of society. What
those who stood by this established order understood by the
term is roughly expressed in Burke’s phrase of Treason against
property. “You have too much, I have too little—you have
privileges, I have none —your liberties are essentially an en-
croachment upon mine, or those which ought to be mine.”
These formulas constitute the creed of Jacobinism in its sim-
plest and rudest form, the sentimental antagonism of poverty
against wealth.

Well, whiles I am a beggar, I will rail,
And say, There is no sin but to be rich:
And being rich, my virtue then shall be
To say, There is no vice but beggary.!

This creed will never lack exponents. It is founded on an an-
cient tale, and in a certain sense, a tale of wrong; but whilst
the human species maintains its vantage above the lower ani-
mals, it is a wrong that will never be completely righted. In
Burke’s view, it is of the nature and essence of property to be
unequal. The degrees of social prosperity must always exhibit
many shades of disparity, “Take but degree away, untune that
string,” and you destroy most things which set man above the
brutes. Degree is inseparable from the maintenance of the
artificial structure of civilisation. The last phrase leads us to
note the fundamental fallacy of the doctrine in its next stage

1. Shakespeare, King john, Act I1.
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of philosophical or speculative Jacobinism. Civilisation, social
happiness, the comfortable arts of life, are no gift of nature
to man. They are, in the strictest sense, artificial. The French
philosophers, by a gross assumption, took them to be natu-
ral, and therefore a matter of common right to all.

We notice here a fundamental antagonism alleged by
Burke to exist between the Revolutionists and the English
school of politicians. The former base their claims upon
Right; Burke, following the traditions of English statesman-
ship, claims to base his upon Law. It is not that Law has no
basis in natural Right: it is rather that Law, having occupied
as a basis a portion of [xvii] the space naturally covered by
Right, all outside it ceases to be right in the same sense in
which it was so before. In other words, realised Right, in the
shape of tangible and enforceable Law, is understood to be
so material an advance upon abstract Right, that your accep-
tance of the former amounts to a renunciation of the latter.
You cannot have both at once. Now Jacobinism may be re-
garded as the sentiment which leads man to repudiate Law
and take his stand upon natural Right. The difficulty is that
in so doing he limits himself, and seeks to reduce his fellow-
men, to the right of the naked savage, for natural right can-
not extend beyond the state of nature. As Jacobinism is the
repudiation of Law, Burke takes his stand upon the Law; and
one of the defects of the present work is that he carries this
too far. It has been said of his attitude in this work that he
begins like a pettifogger and ends like a statesman. The argu-
ment of the first thirty-eight pages of this volume, by which
he claims to prove that Englishmen have irrevocably bar-
gained away their liberties for ever, is unquestionably one of
the weakest passages in the whole of Burke’s writings. Hallam
has proved it untenable at many points: and the refutation
may, it is believed, be completely made out by reference to
the notes at the end of this volume. A British statesman may,
however, plead a closer relation between law and liberty than
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is usual in most countries, and claim to be leniently criticised
for defending himself on the standpoint of the lawyer.

Men of the law were the statesmen under whom the
British Constitution grew into shape. Men of the law de-
fended it from Papal aggression, a circumstance to which
Burke complacently alludes (p. 183): and one of his main
ideas is the thoroughly lawyer-like one that liberty can only
proceed “from precedent to precedent.” This onward prog-
ress he admitted as far as the epoch of the Revolution, but
there, in a way characteristic of him, he resolved to take his
stand. Magna Charta, the Petition of Right, the Bill of Rights,
and the Act of Settlement, were his undoubted chain of En-
glish constitutional securities, and he declined to admit any
further modification of them. So far he was in harmony with
popular ideas. When he went beyond this, and declared that
the Act of Settlement bound the English nation for ever, his
reasoning was obviously false. The whole procedure of Burke
throughout this book is, as has been observed, [xviii] avow-
edly that of an advocate. In his apology called the “Appeal
from the New to the Old Whigs,” he states as the reason that
when any one of the members of a vast and balanced whole
is endangered, he is the true friend to them all who supports
the part attacked, “with all the power of stating, of argument,
and of colouring, which he happens to possess, and which
the case demands. He is not to embarrass the minds of his
hearers, or to incumber or overlay his speech, by bringing
into view at once (as if he were reading an academic lecture)
all that may and ought, when a just occasion presents itself,
be said in favour of the other members. At that time they are
out of court; there is no question concerning them. Whilst he
opposes his defence on the part where the attack is made, he
presumes that for his regard to the just rights of all the rest,
he has credit in every candid mind.” Burke’s overstrained
reverence for the Act of Settlement may be partly due to the
general feeling of uncertainty which, during his own century,
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prevailed as to party principle. As early as Swift’s time, parties
and their creeds had become thoroughly confused and un-
distinguishable. But Burke demanded something positive —
something to which men could bind themselves by cove-
nant. Casting a glance back upon the history of parties from
Burke’s time, the Revolution is the first trustworthy landmark
that we meet with. In the apology from which we have just
quoted, he proclaims the speeches of the managers of the im-
peachment of Sacheverel, as representing those who brought
about the English Revolution, to be the fountains of true con-
stitutional doctrine. After this epoch he seems to have dis-
trusted all political creeds. There is hardly one notable politi-
cal work of the day immediately preceding him to which he
makes allusion, and then only in terms of censure.

As an illustration at once of Burke’s instinctive retreat to
the shelter of legal orthodoxy, and of the charm which his
pen could throw over the driest statement of first principles,
let us observe how he has worked up a well-known passage of
a well-known legal classic.

“The design of entering into “One of the first motives to
society being the protection of  civil society, and which becomes
our persons and security of our  one of its fundamental rules, is

property, men in civil society
have a right, and indeed are
[xix] obliged to apply to the
public for redress when they are
injured; for were they allowed to
be their own carvers, or to make
reprisals, which they might do
in a state of nature, such per-
mission would introduce all that
inconvenience which the state of
nature did endure, and which
government was at first invented
to prevent; hence therefore they
are obliged to submit to the pub-
lic the measure of their damages,

that no man should be judge in
his own cause. By this each per-
son has at once divested himself
of the fundamental right of un-
covenanted man, that is, to judge
for himself, and to assert his own
cause. He abdicates all right to
be his own governor. He inclu-
sively, in a great measure, aban-
dons the right of self-defence,
the first law of nature. Men can-
not 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
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and to have recourse to the law it is, in points the most essen-
and the courts of justice, which  tial to him. That he may secure
are appointed to give them re-  some liberty, he makes a surren-
dress and ease in their affairs.”  der in trust of the whole of it.”
(Bacon’s Abridgment, art. Ac-  (Page 151.)

tions in General.)

The practical jurisprudence of England in Burke’s time
stood sadly in need of Reform. That of France was in a still
worse case. Burke fully recognised the necessity of removing
the “defects, redundancies, and errors” of the law (p. 191),
though he still maintained it to be the “collected reason of
ages,” and the “pride of the human intellect.” Whether in
France “the old independent judicature of the Parliaments”
was worth preserving, in a reformed condition, as Burke
so strongly insists, admits of doubt. Scandalous as were the
delays, the useless and cumbrous processes, and the exaction
which attended the management of the English law, those
who administered it were at least able men, and men who
had honestly risen to their places, in virtue of their native
and acquired qualifications. It was not so in France. In France
Jjudges purchased their places and suitors purchased justice.
In cases where this may not be absolutely true, justice at the
hands of the “sworn guardians of property” was a doubtful
commodity, and few will now deny that the Assembly were
justified in making a clean sweep of it (see p. 222). As to the
common law which they administered, its condition will be
best gathered from the articles on the subject contained in
the Encyclopédie. It is enough to say of it that it exhibited
the worst characteristics of English law before the time of
[xx] Richard I1. The general system of English law he thought
entitled a qualified commendation. His views on the subject
were however very different from those of his contempo-
rary, Lord Eildon. He did not systematically discountenance
all enquiry, and scout all proposed reform. He had taken the
lead in 1780, in advocating reforms dealing with the Royal
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property, which have since been carried out with general ap-
proval. He had commenced, early in his career, a treatise
advocating that reform of the Irish Penal Laws which, when
carried through by his friends Savile and Dunning, produced
the awful riots of 1780. His judgment on the question of
how far reform was admissible, and at what point it degener-
ated into innovation, coincides with that of Bacon and Hale,
rather than with that of Coke and Eldon.

Conceiving the English nation as a four-square fabric
supported on the four bases of the Church, the Crown, the
Nobility, and the People, it is natural to find the author in-
sisting most on the excellences of those elements which were
then assailed in France. The People, of course, needed no
defence, nor was the Crown as yet overthrown. The dream
of the moment was a constitutional monarchy, based on ele-
ments similar to those of the English Constitution.! Only the
Church and the Aristocracy were as yet threatened: and, next
to the defence of the Church, the best known section of the
present treatise is that which relates to the Nobility. On this
subject, independently of constitutional law and of theory,
Burke cherished prejudices early formed and never shaken.
He had lived on terms of intimacy with, and was bound by
ties of mutual obligation to some of the worthiest members
of the British aristocracy. It is mainly to them personally
that his panegyric is applicable. Nobility, however, possessed
claims which he was as eager to recognise, as an important
establishment of the common law of the country, and as jus-
tified by universal analogy and supported by the best general
theories of society. “To be honoured, and even privileged, by
the laws, opinions, and inveterate usages of our country,” was
with him not only a noble prize to the person who attained it,
but a politic institution for the community which conferred
it. Why? Because it operated as an instinct to secure property,

1. See vol. i. Introduction, p. 21.
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[xxi] and to preserve communities in a settled state (p. 241).
But Burke’s reasoning is vitiated by a cardinal fault. It is
pervaded by his own conception of an aristocracy, derived
from his own personal friends and fellow-workers. The aris-
tocracy of France differed from that of England as substance
differs from shadow. In England, nobility had long implied
privileges which are merely honorary; in France it implied
privileges substantial in themselves, and grievous to those
who were excluded from them. Practically, though Burke in
the duties of his advocacy denies the fact, the nobility were
untaxed. To use a sufficiently accurate expression, the feu-
dal system was still in operation in France. If not aggravated
by natural growth during successive centuries, it exhibited a
growing incompatibility with what surrounded it. In England
it had practically been extinct for two centuries, and it was
now absolutely out of mind. Barons and Commons had long
made up but one People; the old families were mostly extinct,
and the existing Peers were chiefly commoners with coronets
on their coats of arms. At the present moment not a single
seat in the House of Peers is occupied in virtue of tenure,!
and the Peerage, saving heraldic vanities and some legal and
social courtesies, practically confers nothing but a descend-
ible personal magistracy, exercised at considerable expense
and inconvenience. The status of a Peer generally involves, in
addition, the maintenance of the bulk of a fortune not always
large in the least remunerative of investments. The qualifica-
tion for a Peerage has long been limited to a long-continued
course of service to the State. Every one of these conditions
was reversed in France. The nobleman was a member of a de-
caying privileged class, who clung to their unjust and oppres-
sive privileges with the most obstinate tenacity. It was the idle
noble who spent the hard earnings of the peasant. Taxation

1. In one or two recent instances a claim to sit by tenure has been ad-
vanced and rejected.
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in England fell lightly in the extreme upon the poorer classes;
in France they bore almost the whole burden of the national
expenses. Society in France thus rested on a tottering and ar-
tificial frame: while in England the frame had gradually and
safely accommodated itself to the change of social force.

But in the method of Burke every argument in favour of
a [xxii] particular element of the State, based upon the spe-
cial excellence of that element, is subordinate to his general
doctrine of the nature of the State as a grand working ma-
chine. A machine, he thought, to attain the end for which
it was devised, must be allowed to work fairly and continu-
ously. To be perpetually stopping its system for the purpose
of trying experiments, was an error venial only in a child. To
destroy it, in order to use its parts in the construction of some
other ideal machine, which might never be got to work at
all, was criminal madness. The strictures of Burke with refer-
ence to this great and central point in his political philosophy
are only partially applicable to the French Reformers of his
day; nor are they at any time unexceptionably appropriate.
Yet they constitute a profound and necessary substructure
in every intelligent conception of civil matters, and as such
they will never cease to be worthy of the remembrance of the
most practised statesmen, as well as an indispensable part
of the education of the beginner in politics. Every student
must begin, if he does not end, with Conservatism; and every
Reformer must bear in mind that without a certain estab-
lished base, secured by a large degree of this often-forgotten
principle, his best devised scheme cannot fail to fall to the
ground. The present work is the best text-book of Conserva-
tism which has ever appeared.

Burke claims for his views the support of the English
nation. Political events and the popularity of his book alike
proved that this was no idle boast: but it necessarily indi-
cated nothing more than that the party of progress was in
England in the minority, while in France it was in the ascen-
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dant. Burke’s claim, however, involves far more. It asserts that
the doctrines of the revolution had long been well known in
England: that the belief in the “rights of man” had long been
exploded, and its consequences dismissed as pernicious fal-
lacies: and that in this condemnation the best minds in En-
gland had concurred. To examine the justice of this claim
would involve the whole political and religious history of the
stirring century between the Spanish Armada and the Revo-
lution of 1688. This is far beyond our present purpose, which
may be equally well served on ground merely literary. Taking
English literature as our guide, we shall find that, two hun-
dred years before, conclusions very similar to those of Burke
were formed in the minds of philosophical [xxiii] observers.
The significance of those conclusions is not impaired by the
historical results of the contest. They throw no shade upon
the glorious victories of the spirit of English liberty. They
rather illustrate and complement them. They rather tend to
justify the partial adoption, by sober and reasonable men,
when the substance of English liberty began to be attacked
under the Scotch kings, of ideas which were previously lim-
ited to intemperate and half-educated minds. But these ideas
never penetrated the mass of English contemporary think-
ers. Milton, in his proposed organisation of the republic,
followed Italian, not English ideas: and the honour due to
Milton will not prevent our recognising the beauty and pro-
priety of doctrines from which, under other circumstances,
even he might have drawn his practical deductions.

That Conservatism is compatible with philosophical
statesmanship can be illustrated in a remarkable degree from
the great work of Hooker. Hooker and Grotius allow a view
of the general rights and obligations of civil society, which
goes far beyond what Burke, in the present work, will admit.!
But the great English divine, while discerning the necessity
of forsaking the narrow political theories of the middle ages,

1. Hooker, Book i. ch. 10; Grotius, Book i. c. 8. § 8. par. 2, &c.
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fortified himself in his enlarged position by a clear defini-
tion of the limits of political change. In the state, Hooker
saw distinctly reflected the order and discipline which he be-
lieved to have been impressed upon the natural face of the
universe by an all-wise and beneficent Creator. The reign of
law on earth reflected the reign of law in heaven. Hooker
ridicules the turbulent wits of old, to whom, in the words
of the Roman historian, quieta movere magna merces videbatur.
“They thought the very disturbance of things established an
hire sufficient to set them on work.” The reader of Hooker
can hardly fail to be struck by his coincidence with Burke’s
mode of thought and argument. Both point out the value of
what the English nation regards as an everlasting possession;
both lay bare the deep foundations of law, order, and tempo-
ral polity; and seek, by the united force of truth and reason,
to display and vindicate in the eye of the world the grada-
tions, the dignities, and the majesty of a well-balanced state.
The limits of the application of general principles in politics
are [xxiv] admirably sketched out by Hooker. Following Aris-
totle, he remarks the fallacies which occur from disregarding
the nature of the stuff which the politician has to work upon.

These varieties [the phases of human will and sentiment] are
not known but by much experience, from whence to draw the true
bounds of all principles, to discern how far forth they take effect, to
see where and why they fail, to apprehend by what degrees and means
they lead to the practice of things in shew, though not indeed repug-
nant and contrary one to another, requireth more sharpness of wit,
more intricate circuitions of discourse, more industry and depth of
judgment than common opinion doth yield. So that general rules, till
their limits be fully known (especially in matter of public and ecclesi-
astical affairs), are by reason of the manifold secret exceptions which
lie hidden in them, no other, to the eye of man’s understanding, than
cloudy mists cast before the eye of common sense. They that walk in
darkness, know not whither they go.—Book v. ch. g.

Such conceptions are naturally generated in a compre-
hensive mind, as soon as the world is stirred by the impulse
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to shake off old evils. Wisdom consists in no inconsider-
able degree, says Burke, in knowing what amount of evil is
to be tolerated. “Il ne faut pas tout corriger,” says Montes-
quieu. “Both in civil and in ecclesiastical polity,” says Hooker,
“there are, and will be always, evils which no art of man can
cure, breaches and leaks more than man’s art hath hands to
stop.” This may be: but it is certain that breaches and leaks
which one age has regarded as incurable have been stopped
in another. The science of politics, unlike most other sci-
ences, is too often regarded as having reached its final stage:
many a specious conclusion is vitiated by this assumption.
The defect of such aphorisms as that of Montesquieu obvi-
ously lies in their extreme liability to abuse: and Burke can-
not be absolved from the charge of abusing the principle
which the aphorism embodies. But it cannot be denied that
Hooker and many another Englishman whose authority En-
glish people held in high respect, had done the same thing
before him. The following passage of Hooker strikingly re-
minds the reader of a mode of argument frequently em-
ployed by Burke:

For first, the ground whereupon they build, is not certainly their
own, but with special limitations. Few things are so restrained to any
one end or purpose, that the same being extinct [xxv] they should
forthwith utterly become frustrate. Wisdom may have framed one and
the same thing to serve commodiously for divers ends, and of those
ends any one be sufficient cause for continuance, though the rest have
ceased, even as the tongue, which nature hath given us for an instru-
ment of speech, is not idle in dumb persons, because it also serveth
for taste. Again, if time have worn out, or any other mean altogether
taken away, what was first intended, uses not thought upon before
may afterwards spring up, and be reasonable causes of retaining that
which other considerations did formerly procure to be instituted. And
it cometh sometime to pass, that a thing unnecessary in itself as touch-
ing the whole direct purpose whereto it was meant or can be applied,
doth notwithstanding appear convenient to be still held even with-
out use, lest by reason of that coherence which it hath with somewhat
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more necessary, the removal of the one should indamage the other;
and therefore men which have clean lost the possibility of sight, keep
still their eyes nevertheless in the place where nature set them. —Book
v. ch. 42.

The ground of this philosophical or rational conserva-
tism mainly consists in seeking to contemplate things with
reference to their dependency on an entire system, and to
have regard to the coherence and significance of the system.
It is liable to abuse: and many may think that the whole con-
ception belongs to the domain of poetry rather than to that
of philosophy. The poetry of the time, indeed, reflects it in
more than one place. The idea is clearly traceable in Spenser’s
Cantos of Mutability, the “hardy Titaness,” who, seduced by
“some vain error,” dared

To see that mortal eyes have never seen.

The poet foreshadows a calamitous break-up of the estab-
lished order of things, a mischievous contortion of the
“world’s fair frame, which none yet durst of gods or men to
alter or misguide,” and a reversal of the laws of nature, jus-
tice, and policy. It reminds us something of the bodings of the
Greek chorus, when they sing that the founts of the sacred
rivers are turned backward, and that justice and the universe
are suffering a revolution. Such notions are unquestionably
more than the over-wrought dreams of poets. They have their
key in the defective moral tone of their age: but it by no
means follows that the moral defect which this implies covers
the whole ground to which they extend. Slumber seems natu-
ral to certain stages of human history: and a slumbering
nation always resents the first signs of [xxvi] its awakenment.
We may trace a similar vein of feeling, stimulated by the same
revolutionary agencies, though in a later stage, in the poems
of the philosophical and “well-languaged” Daniel. The faculty
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of looking on an institution on many sides enabled Daniel to
point out

How pow’rs are thought to wrong, that wrongs debar.

Daniel had trained himself in an instructive school, in the
preparation and composition of his History of the Civil Wars.
Like Burke, he was of opinion that political wisdom was not
to be obtained d priori. The statesman must study

The sure records of books, in which we find
The tenure of our state, how it was held

By all our ancestors, and in what kind

We hold the same, and likewise how in th’ end
This frail possession of felicity

Shall to our late posterity descend

By the same patent of like destiny.

In them we find that nothing can accrue

To man, and his condition, that is new.!

It is an apt illustration of Burke’s vehement contention
that Englishmen will never consent to abandon the sense of
national continuity. The English nation is emphatically an old
nation: it proceeds on the assumption that there is nothing
new under the sun. It is always disposed to criticise severely
any one who labours, as Warburton says, under that epidemic
distemper of idle men, the idea of instructing and informing
the world. The heart of men, and the greater heart of asso-
ciated bodies of men, has been radically the same in all ages.
In the laws of life we cannot hope for much additional illu-
mination: new lights in general turn out to be old illusions.
There is no unexplored terra australis, whether of morality or
political science. The great principles of government and the
ideas of liberty “were understood long before we were born,
altogether as well as they will be after the grave has heaped

1. Dedication of Philotas.
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its mould upon our presumption, and the silent tomb shall
have imposed its law upon our pert loquacity.”! In a literary
and scientific age, it is impossible that [xxvii] this dogma-
tism can pass unchallenged: but Burke is right in asserting
an antagonism between the beliefs of the best minds of En-
gland, as represented in a great historic literary past, and
those of the existing literary generation in France. English-
men have in all times affected a taste for public matters and
for scholarship: and this affectation is not ill exemplified in
one who was a man of letters, with the superadded qualities
of the philosopher and the politician. Curious illustrations of
a normal antagonism between these elements may be derived
from Daniel’s Dialogue entitled “Musophilus.” Musophilus is
the man of letters, Philocosmus the man of the world. Philo-
cosmus taunts Musophilus with his empty and purposeless
pursuits, to which Musophilus replies by a spirited defence
of learning. Philocosmus changes his ground, and lays to the
charge of the professors of learning, who overswarm and in-
fest the English world, a general spirit of discontent, amount-
ing to sedition.

Do you not see these pamphlets, libels, rhimes,
These strange compressed tumults of the mind,
Are grown to be the sickness of the times,

The great disease inflicted on mankind?

Your virtues, by your follies made your crimes,
Have issue with your indiscretion joined.

Burke insists on identifying the “literary cabal” as the
chief element in the ferment of Revolution: “Men of letters,
fond of distinguishing themselves, are rarely averse to inno-
vation” (p. 208). See how a retired observer in the time of
the first Stuart anticipates the effects of the same misplaced
activity.

1. Page 181.
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For when the greater wits cannot attain

Th’ expected good which they account their right,
And yet perceive others to reap that gain

Of far inferior virtues in their sight;

They present, with the sharp of envy, strain

To wound them with reproaches and despite.
Hence discontented sects and schisms arise;
Hence interwounding controversies spring,

That feed the simple, and offend the wise.

Action, Philocosmus goes on to say, differs materially from
what is read of in books:

[xxviii] The world’s affairs require in managing
More arts than those wherein you clerks proceed.

Men of letters, in the indulgence of the tastes which their
pursuits have fostered, lose those faculties which are neces-
sary to the conduct of affairs.

The skill wherewith you have so cunning been
Unsinews all your powers, unmans you quite.
Public society and commerce of men

Require another grace, another port.

Beware of the philosopher who pretends to statesmanship.
The Scholar replies, that the Statesman, with all his boasted
skill, cannot anticipate the perils of the time, or see

how soon this rolling world can take
Advantage for her dissolution,
Fain to get loose from this withholding stake
Of civil science and discretion,;
How glad it would run wild, that it might make
One formless form of one confusion.

The mysteries of State, the “Norman subtleties,” says the
Scholar, are now vulgarised and common. Giddy innovations
would overthrow the whole fabric of society. But what is the
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remedy? To “pull back the onrunning state of things”? This
might end in bringing men more astray, and destroy the faith
in the unity and continuity of civil life, which is

that close-kept palladium
Which once remov’d, brings ruin evermore.

Investigation would discover much the same vein of
thought in many of Daniel’s contemporaries. Compare, for
instance, Fletcher’s portraiture of Dichostasis, or Sedition,

That wont but in the factious court to dwell,
But now to shepherd swains close linked is.

A subtle craftsman fram’d him seemly arms,
Forg'd in the shop of wrangling sophistry;
And wrought with curious arts, and mighty charms,

Temper'd with lies, and false philosophy.
The Purple Island, Canto vii.

[xxix] Among Shakspere’s most obvious characteristics is
that which is often called his objectiveness. He does not task
his characters to utter his private sentiments and convictions.
His characters are realities, not masks. But no one who has
endeavoured to penetrate the mind of Shakspere as reflected
in his whole works will deny to him a full participation in
Burke’s doctrine of faith in the order of society. To borrow
the words of Hartley Coleridge,! Shakspere, as manifested in
his writings, is one of those “who build the commonweal, not
on the shifting shoals of expedience, or the incalculable tides
of popular will, but on the sure foundations of the divine pur-
pose, demonstrated by the great and glorious ends of rational
being; who deduce the rights and duties of men, not from the
animal nature, in which neither right nor duty can inhere,
not from a state of nature which never existed, nor from an
arbitrary contract which never took place in the memory of

1. Essays, vol. i. p. 134.
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man nor angels, but from the demands of the complex life
of the soul and the body, defined by reason and conscience,
expounded and ratified by revelation.” So exact is the appli-
cation, one might think he was speaking of Burke. A book
might be made up by illustrating the political conceptions
of Shakspere out of his plays: but it will be enough for our
purpose to consider one or two specimens. The following ex-
tract from the speech in which Ulysses demonstrates the ills
arising from the feuds of the Greek champions is alike re-
markable for the compass of its thought and for the accuracy
with which it reflects a feeling which has always been com-
mon among Englishmen. A narrower conception of the same
argument is summed up in a famous epigram of Pope com-
mencing “Order is heaven’s first law.”

The heavens themselves, the planets and this centre,
Observe degree, priority, and place,

Insisture, course, proportion, season, form,

Office and custom, in all line of order:

And therefore is the glorious planet, Sol,

In noble eminence enthroned and sphered

Amidst the other: whose med’cinable eye

Corrects the ill aspects of planets evil,

And posts, like the commandment of a king,

Sans check, to good and bad. But when the planets
[xxx] In evil mixture to disorder wander,

What plagues and what portents! what mutiny!
What raging of the sea! shaking of earth!
Commotion in the winds! frights, changes, horrors,
Divert and crack, rend and deracinate

The unity and married calm of states

Quite from their fixture! O, when degree is shak'd,
Which is the ladder of all high designs,

The enterprise is sick! How could communities,
Degrees in schools, and brotherhoods in cities,
Peaceful commerce from dividable shores,

The primogenitive and due of birth,

Prerogative of age, crowns, sceptres, laurels,
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But by degree, stand in authentic place?
Take but degree away, untune that string,
And, hark! what discord follows! Each thing meets
In mere oppugnancy: the bounded waters
Should lift their bosoms higher than the shores,
And make a sop of all this solid globe:
Strength should be lord of imbecility,
And the rude son should strike his father dead:
Force should be right: or rather, right and wrong,
(Between whose endless jar justice resides)
Should lose their names, and so should justice too.
Then everything includes itself in power,
Power into will, will into appetite:
And appetite, an universal wolf,
So doubly seconded with will and power,
Must make perforce an universal prey,
And, last, eat up himself. Great Agamemnon,
This chaos, when degree is suffocate,
Follows the choking.
Troilus and Cressida, Act i. Sc. g.

No passage in literature reflects more faithfully the general
spirit of the present work. The grave tone of mingled doc-
trine and portent, and the two contrasted moral effects, are
in each exactly similar.

Jack Cade and his rout, and the mob in Coriolanus,
will doubtless occur to the student as instances of sharp
satire against Democracy. Shakspere always conceives politi-
cal action, especially in England, as proceeding from a lawful
monarch, wielding [xxxi] real power under the guidance of
wise counsellors: and this does not differ greatly from the
Whig theory to which Burke always adhered.

Quitting the Elizabethan period, it would be easy to con-
tinue the historical vindication of Burke’s claim. The popu-
lar party of the Commonwealth and the Revolution were
the true conservatives of their age. They fought, as Burke
had pointed out in a previous work, for a liberty that had
been consecrated by long usage and tradition; and outside
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this memorable strife the greatest of English minds, with a
few exceptions, surrendered themselves to the general tide
of anti-revolutionary opinion. Dryden, always a favourite au-
thority with Burke, is an obvious instance. One passage from
his prose works may be adduced to show that the worst argu-
ments employed by Burke in the present treatise do not lack
the authority of great and popular English names:

Neither does it follow that an unalterable succession supposes En-
gland to be the king’s estate, and the people his goods and chattels
on it. For the preservation of his right destroys not our propriety, but
maintains us in it. He has tied himself by law not to invade our pos-
sessions, and we have obliged ourselves as subjects to him and all his
lawful successors: by which irrevocable act of ours, both for ourselves
and our posterity, we can no more exclude the successor than we can
depose the present king. The estate of England is indeed the king’s,
and I may safely grant their supposition, as to the government of En-
gland: but it follows not that the people are his goods and chattels on
it, for then he might sell, alienate, or destroy them as he pleas'd; from
all which he has tied himself by the liberties and privileges which he
has granted us by laws. — Vindication of the Duke of Guise, p. 53.

It may be truly objected that the course of English politi-
cal events destroys the authority of these Tory formulas. But it
is well known that the Whig policy of England since the Revo-
lution had not been supported by a majority of the English
people. The majority of English people, told by the head,
would down to the beginning of the reign of George 111 have
been found to be Tory: and Burke was in a strong position
when he averred that such was the disposition of the English
nation as a whole. Among Dryden’s poems, the famous “Absa-
lom and Achitophel” will illustrate the Tory feeling which the
English people [xxxii] cherished: but it will be found in its
most compendious form in the pendant of “Absalom,” the
matchless satire called “The Medal.” The lines following the
portraiture of Shaftesbury, and bitterly ridiculing the appeal
to the people as a test of truth, sum up in a masterly form the
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historical and philosophical topics commonly urged in this
belief:

He preaches to the crowd that power is lent,

But not conveyed, to royal government:

That claims successive bear no binding force:
That coronation oaths are things of course:
Maintains the multitude can never err:

And sets the people in the papal chair.

The reason’s obvious: Interest never lies,

The most have still their interest in their eyes,
The power is always theirs, and power is ever wise.
Almighty crowd! thou shortenest all dispute,
Power is thy essence, wit thy attribute:

Nor faith nor reason make thee at a stay:

Thou leap’st o'er all eternal truths in thy Pindaric way!

Phocion and Socrates are satirically instanced as exam-
ples of popular justice. Then follows a remarkable forecast
of an opinion first elaborated and given to the world by the
French philosophers in the next century:

The common cry is even religion’s test,

The Turk’s is at Constantinople best,

Idols in India, Popery at Rome,

And our own worship only true at home.

A tempting doctrine, plausible and new:
What fools our fathers were, if this be true!
Who, to destroy the seeds of civil war,
Inherent right in monarchs did declare:
And, that a lawful power might never cease,
Secured succession, to secure our peace.
Thus property and sovereign sway at last

In equal balances were justly cast:

But this new Jehu spurs the hot-mouthed horse,
Instructs the beast to know his native force,
To take the bit between his teeth, and fly
To the next headlong steep of anarchy.
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[xxxiii] In the conclusion of the “Medal” the poet fore-
shadows what is called the “bursting of the floodgates”;
the inevitable strife of the “cut-throat sword and clamorous
gown,” the abolition of “Peerage and Property,” and the su-
premacy of a popular military commander. Such vaticina-
tions had in Burke’s time been familiar to the world for a
century: and he now imagined that he saw them about to be
fulfilled in France!

It would be easy to pursue the same track in Butler and
Swift, in the vast field of the Essayists, and in English theologi-
cal and historical writers, among whom most of the popular
names will be found on the same side. The Whigs and Tories
of the century, if we except a few clerical politicians, alike
avoid professing extremes. The popular poets of Burke’s own
generation kept up the idea of a grand historical past closely
connected with the existing political establishment. English
poetry, from Spenser and Drayton to Scott and Tennyson,
has in fact always been largely pervaded by this idea, and
a retrospective tendency, tinged with something of pride
and admiration, has generally accompanied literary taste in
the Englishman. Milton and Spenser revelled in the antique
fables which then formed the bulk of what was called the
History of England. Shakespeare dramatised the history of
the ages preceding his own, with even more felicity than the
remote legends of Lear and Cymbeline. Little of this is to
be noticed in the taste of any foreign nation, and the litera-
ture of France has always been eminently the offspring of the
moment. French minds have never dwelt with the interest
derived from a sense of identity upon the events or products
of the past. Continental critics have, as might be expected,
traced the love of the English for the English past to a nar-
row insularity. They ought also to point out how intense was
the contrast, down to the French Revolution, of insular and

1. Burke himself quotes “our political poet” Denham (p. 216).
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continental institutions. In Burke’s time, religious and politi-
cal liberty were to Frenchmen entirely foreign ideas. National
greatness was a conception common to both the English-
man and the Frenchman: but England had of late repeatedly
humbled that of France, and the Frenchman was just begin-
ning to enquire into the causes which had given the smaller
country its superiority. There was a contrast, and a [xxxiv]
disposition to enquire into it: the English and French people,
during the eighteenth century, observed the social and politi-
cal tendencies of their neighbours with curious watchfulness.
The antagonism was heightened by the commencement of
social intercourse between them in the intervals of war. We
may learn something of the contrast which was believed to
subsist between the normal tendencies of the English and
the French mind from the criticism of a thoroughly English
man of letters upon De Vertot, whose works during the last
century were so eagerly read by the French people.! Warbur-
ton,2 himself an early friend of Burke, marks out among the
cheats adopted to catch the popular ear, that “entirely new
species of historical writing” which deals with the revolutions
of a country. De Vertot had put together in a popular style
the story of those violent changes which had taken place in
ancient Rome, and in modern Sweden and Portugal. His sen-
sationalism had secured him an extraordinary success. War-
burton, indignant at “the present fondness for the cheat, and
its yet unsuspected importance,” proves the system false in
itself, “injurious to the country it dismembers,” and destruc-
tive to all just history.

That this form should wonderfully allure common readers, is no
way strange. The busy active catastrophe of revolutions gives a tumul-
tuous kind of pleasure to those vulgar minds that remain unaffected

1. See note, p. 367.

2. Tracts by Warburton and a Warburtonian, p. 99.
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with the calm scenes that the still and steady advances of a well-
balanced state, to secure its peace, power, and durability, present be-
fore them. Add to this that the revolution part is the great repository of
all the stores for admiration, whose power and fascination on the fancy
we have at large examined; whereas the steady part affords entertain-
ment only for the understanding, by its sober lessons on public utility.

It is not only passively useless; it tends to disgust us with
the system of society altogether; “to think irreverently of it,
and in time to drop all concern for its interests.” But, it may
be objected, this kind of history best discovers the nature
and genius of a people. “Ridiculous!” says the critic, “as if one
should measure the benefits of the Trent, the Severn, or the
Thames, by the casual overflowing of a summer inundation.”
He goes on to complain of the injustice inflicted on English-
men [xxxv] by this “historical method.” We, “the best natured
people upon earth,” are branded by these charlatans, on
the score of our struggles to preserve our inherited liber-
ties, “with the title of savage, restless, turbulent revolution-
ists.” It is easy to trace here the argument of Burke. For fifty
years and more, when Burke was writing, the French people
had been coming to believe in Revolutions, and to look to
their neighbours on the other side of the water for authen-
tic revolutionary methods. The facts on which this belief was
based were ill selected and ill understood. But the craving for
change had developed into a social necessity. The Frenchman
still turned in his desperation to England, and the English-
man at once repulsed him as an enemy and despised him as
a slave. In Warburton’s time, the “"Anglomania” of which this
was but one form was a novelty. Innovation is always jealous
of rivalry: and this circumstance no doubt helped to attract
Warburton’s wrath. But that which was a novelty in 1727 had
become inveterate in 1789. The sense of historical and politi-
cal truth had become more and more obscured, and the
morbid demand for change had grown little by little into a
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madness. Practical political life, the soul and school of true
political doctrine, was extinct. The old fabric of the state was
decayed, and none knew how to repair it. But this, fact as it
was, was hardly within the comprehension of Englishmen.

To this day it may be said that the mutual criticisms which
Englishmen and Frenchmen have bandied at each other are
generally based on some misunderstanding. It was far more
s0 a century ago. In more than one topic of the present work
Burke transfers to French matters ideas which were really
only proper to England. In Burke’s famous delineation of
European society, at its best, as he believed, in this country,
there was little or nothing to interest or instruct the French-
man. Those parts of the work which are best calculated to
their end are the arguments which are to be found scattered
up and down the book which deduce from English society
the higher laws which ought to govern civil life in general.
On this ground we have Burke at his strongest.

To the cherished tradition of the English philosophy of
the State, the incidents of the French Revolution adminis-
tered an unexpected and powerful impulse. Burke conceived
the English [xxxvi] political creed to be threatened and mis-
understood: his ready intellect at once traced this creed to its
most imposing deductions, and his fiery and poetical fancy
moulded it into new and more striking forms. We have in
the present work, for the first time, a deliberate retrospect of
what European society in its old-fashioned and normal shape
has done for the human race, heightened by all that passion
and rhetoric can do to recommend it. Burke had caught in-
spiration from his opponents. Just as the Revolutionist in his
dogmatism displays all the bitterness and the intractability of
an ecclesiastic, so Burke communicates to his philosophy of
society something of the depth and fervour of religion. The
state, according to his solemn figure, which reflects alike the
mode of thought of the great statesman and philosopher of
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Rome, and of our English philosophical divines, is an ema-
nation of the Divine Will.l

The political philosophy of Burke, though in itself sys-
tematic and complete, makes no pretence to the character of
what is understood by a scientific theory. It rests on ignorance,
and, in technical language, may be described as sceptical.
The best formula afforded by the present work to express it
is that which describes the human race as a “great mysterious
incorporation.”? Society, though a changeable and destruct-
ible system, is not like a machine which can at will be taken
to pieces, regulated, and reconstructed. Its motive force is as
incomprehensible as that of the individual man. All analysis
is evaded by those ties which bind together the obligations
and affections of the individual into an intelligible and opera-
tive whole; and it is exactly so with those which bind together
the system of the State. Society, to repeat a trite formula, is
an organism, not a mechanism. As life itself is an insoluble
mystery, so is the life of that invisible entity which is under-
stood by the term “society.” The attempt to defy this mys-
tery is as fatuous and presumptuous as would be, in the me-
chanical world, the attempt to animate a mass of dead parts.
Society is not made, it grows; and by ways as dark and myste-
rious as those which from its earliest germ conduct and limit
the destination of life in the individual. ®Voel moAiTikov (Gov
avfpwmos. The elementary nature expressed in each word of
this profound expression of Aristotle, is involved in an equal
degree [xxxvii] of obscurity. Neither Man nor the Statecan es-
cape from the character of original mystery impressed upon
them by the life and the nature in and by which they are gen-
erated. Frankly admitting this, and drawing our conclusions
only from the positive character which the moral and politi-
cal man in his several aspects actually reveals, we shall be

1. Page 194.

2. Page 122.
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safe; but in the fruitless effort to lift the veil we cannot but
err. The true method of politics, as of all branches of prac-
tical knowledge, is that of experiment. Examine the face of
society. Observe, as Newton did in the planetary system, the
strong gravitating forces which draw its particles into congru-
ous living shapes; but with the wisdom of Newton, discard
all tempting hypotheses, and penetrate no further. Trust and
cherish whatever you find to be a motive power, or a ce-
menting principle, knowing that, like the wind that blows as
it lists, it is a power over which you have no control, save
to regulate and to correct. Deal reverently, as one that has
learnt to fear himself,! and to love and respect his kind, even
with the errors, the prejudices, the unreasoned habits, that
are mixed in those powers and principles. You cannot under-
stand them, you cannot disregard or defy them; you cannot
get rid of them. You must take the frame of man and of society
as a Power above you has made them. To guide you in deal-
ing with them, you have the experience of many who have
gone before you, presumably not your inferiors in qualifica-
tions for the task, and who may have been free from special
difficulties which stand in your own way.

Burke's doctrine on the origin of society corresponds to
this view of its nature and foundation. More than one of the
uses which help to keep society together have in theory been
adopted as its possible origin, but these uses all germinate
from the instinct of congregation. Aristotle and Cicero had
each in their time maintained, against contemporary theo-
rists, that in this instinct is to be traced the true germ of
social organisation; and their view was revived, at the revival
of letters, in the remarkable tract of Buchanan, De Jure Regni.
According to this view, the uses and advantages of social
life are entirely an aftergrowth upon the results of the un-
reasoned tendency, operating through the rude channels of

1. Page 275.
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the feelings, of individual human animals to [xxxviii] gravi-
tate together. “Ea est quaedam naturae vis, non hominibus
modo, sed mansuetioribus etiam aliorum animantium in-
dita . . . congregandorum hominum caussa longe antiquior,
et communitatis eorum inter ipsos multo prius et sanctius
vinculum.” It is this law of nature (pp. 121, 122) which true
political philosophy ever follows: the varied utilities of life
grow out of nature, as out of a living stock. The State then,
says Buchanan, is no device of the orator or the lawyer, but
an immediate emanation of the Divine Power and Goodness:
and he proceeds to cite the beautiful sentiment of Cicero,
quoted in these pages of Burke, “nihil eorum quae quidem
fiant in terris acceptius quam concilia et coetus hominum
jure sociati quae civitates appellantur.” The same belief, that
society rests on the developement of a mysterious instinct
under the guidance of divine law, colours Burke’s view of the
duties of the statesman. In his mind these duties invested him
with something of the character of a religious teacher, and it
was natural that this conception should be heightened by his
belief that the theorists whom he was opposing were prin-
cipled atheists. The great principles of faith and duty were in
Burke's imagination equally threatened, and he boldly takes
his stand upon both for the defence of both. It is enough for
us to observe that this theory of the State, though reflecting
in a great degree doctrines which seem to belong chiefly to
theology, is neither inconsistent nor improbable. While he
despises, as Buchanan had done, the beggarly theory which
would make society exclusively dependent upon the utilities
which attend it, and rests it upon the simpler and higher
basis of nature, he does not go beyond the lines of evidence
and of legitimate presumption, and he makes the domain of
political philosophy a wider and a more interesting field.

In Burke’s philosophy, God, Nature, and Society are con-
ceived as three inseparable entities. Burke thus followed the
pagan philosopher Cicero in fortifying his political creed by
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reference to that religious sentiment which is so nearly akin
to it. Religion, according to Burke, is a necessary buttress to
the social fabric. It is more than this: it pervades and cements
the whole. It is the basis of education: it attends the citizen in
every act of life from the cradle to the grave. Religion is part
of man’s rights. The exact form of religion which the State
should authorise was believed by Burke to be an entirely sec-
ondary matter. [xxxix] It is probable that he would have had
the Roman Catholic Church established in Ireland, as the
Anglican Church was established in England. In common
with many English churchmen of his age he had thus entirely
abandoned the position of a century ago. For religion in some
positive form Burke always argued strongly, in opposition to
the contrary opinion which was then fast spreading both in
France and England. Philosopher though he was, the argu-
ments of the Freethinkers were to him entirely inconclusive.
It is no solid objection, in Burke’s method, to any element of
doctrine that it rests more or less upon what is artificial, or
upon what cannot be wholly sustained by reference to scien-
tific laws. When we find any more or less dubious doctrine
tenaciously cherished by reasonable and civilised men, it will
mark us for true politicians, perhaps for true philosophers,
not uselessly to denounce it as a ridiculous fancy, but to treat
the apparent error, to borrow a beautiful expression of Cole-
ridge, as the uncertain reflection of some truth that has not
yet risen above the horizon. It should be enough to secure
our respect, if not our total approval and our sincere enthu-
siasm, that any element has so inwrought and domesticated
itself in the human mind, as to become an inseparable part
of the heritage of successive generations. Something of this
kind, uniting our civil and social instincts with a faith in some
Divine order of things, can certainly be recognised in the
highest as well as in the lowest order of minds. At any rate,
the explanation of the “obstinate questionings” of nature
obtained by this way of looking at them was good enough
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for Aristotle and for Bacon, for Milton and for Newton, for
Cicero and for Burke, and it is good enough for ordinary
people. How it enters into the present argument may be sum-
marily expressed in the words of Hooker, as taken down by
an anecdotist from the mouth of Burke himself.! “The reason
why first we do admire those things which are greatest, and
second those things which are ancientest, is because the one
are least distant from the infinite substance, the other from
the infinite continuance, of God.” It is the germ of political
theory contained in the present volume. A man asked Grotius
what was the best book on Politics. The best, [x1] said Grotius,
is a blank book. Look around you, and write what you see.
The first thing which a man sees is, that men do not in gen-
eral reason upon Politics. Their reason seems to exhaust itself
upon other subjects. Their best reasoned conclusions are
often forced to give way to instincts and sentiments for which
they have no rational account to give. Even so it is with reason
and instinct in matters of religion. It is a paradox, but when
we speak of things above ourselves, what is not paradox?
Resolved into their elements, the mainspring both of
rational religion and of rational politics seems to be the sen-
timent of dependence. The effect traceable to this no other
theory of life or of society will account for. The sum-total
of rational metaphysics has been held to consist of but two
propositions. The first, which is involved in the Cogito, ergo
sum, of Descartes, may be expressed as “Here I am.” The sec-
ond as “I did not put myself here.” To cut ourselves off, even
in thought, from our dependence on our surroundings, is to
commit moral suicide. But our dependence on what is out-
side us, is not limited to our contemporaries. It passes on
from generation to generation: it binds us to the past and to

1. In an interesting breakfast-conversation with Burke, a year or two be-
fore the Revolution, detailed in an anonymous “Beauties of Burke,” 2 vols.
1798. The quotation is from Book v. ch. 6g.
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the future. Society, says Burke, in his grand Socratic expo-
sure of the imbecile logic which confounded two meanings
of one word,! is a partnership in all science, in all art, in every
virtue, and in all perfection: 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. There is, says a
poet who had fed upon this sublime thought,

One great society alone on earth,
The noble living and the noble dead.

The fair mansion of civilisation which we enjoy was not
built with our hands, and our hands must refrain from pollut-
ing it. Being mere life-tenants, we have no business to cut off
the entail, or to commit waste on the inheritance.2 On both
sides of us extends a vast array of obligations. Millions as we
may be, we stand as a small and insignificant band between
the incalculable mass of those who have gone before us, and
the infinite army of those who follow us, and are even now
treading on our heels. Our relation to the great structure in
which we are privileged to [xli] occupy a niche for a while,
is as that of the worm and the mollusc to the mysterious and
infinite totality of universal life. We stand there as the under-
takers of an awful trust. Like the torch-players in the stadium,
it is our business to transmit the precious fire which we bear,
unquenched and undimmed, to those who succeed us. This
is what Burke explains as “one of the first and most leading
principles on which the commonwealth and the laws are con-
secrated.” To deny it is to reduce men to the condition of the
“flies of a summer” (p. 1g1).

It is an observation of Hume that one generation does
not go off the stage at once, and another succeed, as is the
case with silkworms and butterflies. There is a perpetually

1. “Société,” meaning both society and partnership (pp. 192-93).

2. Page 191.
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varying margin, into which the men of one age and those
of that which succeed are blended. In this everlasting con-
tinuity, which secures that the human race shall never be
wholly old or wholly new, lies the guarantee for the existence
of civilisation. No break in this continuity is possible without
the lapse of mankind into its primitive grossness. Imagine for
a moment such an intermission. The shortest blank would be
enough to ensure the disappearance of every pillar, buttress,
and vault, which helps to sustain the lofty and intricate struc-
ture of civilised society. We can hardly figure to ourselves the
horrible drama of a new generation of utter savages succeed-
ing to the ruins of all that we enjoy. Yet so soon as the work
of moral and political education flags, this result is immedi-
ately hazarded. In the imagination of Burke, France was well
on the highroad to this awful situation: to a solution of moral
continuity as disastrous in its effects as a geological catastro-
phe. All the facts of history prove that civilisation is destruct-
ible. It is an essence that is ever tending to evaporate: and
though the appreciation of all that is precious in the world
depends on the feeling of its perishability, it is seldom that
this fact is realised. We come to regard our social life as a per-
petual and indestructible possession, destined, like the earth
on which we move, to devolve, without any trouble or care on
our part, upon our posterity. But the whole tenour of history
is against us. The Greeks little dreamed of the day when their
broken relics, once more understood, would repair a decayed
world, and to those who come after us, things which to us
are almost as valuable, and quite as little valued as the air we
breathe, may be the [xlii] objects of curious conjecture, or
of contemptuous neglect. Regard our inheritance in its true
light, as a precious thing that we should fear to lose, and we
begin to estimate it at its true value. Regard our own title to
it as a solemn trust for the benefit of our descendants, and
we shall understand how foolishly and immorally we act in
tampering with it. How such anticipations as Burke’s wrought
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on kindred minds, might be aptly illustrated from Words-
worth’s well-known Dream of the Arab,! who, forewarned by
prophecy, is hastening to bury, for preservation from the ap-
proaching deluge, the precious talisman that

Had voices more than all the winds, with power
To exhilarate the spirit, and to soothe,
Through every clime, the heart of human kind.

This conception of great intersecular duties devolving
upon humanity, generation after generation, reflects on a
large scale an instinct which has undoubtedly been strong
in the English people. The disposition rather to recur in
thought upon the value of the social life and social charac-
ter which we inherit, than to strain discontentedly for some
imaginary ideal, has largely entered into the temperament of
those races which have been chiefly instrumental in super-
inducing civilised society over the face of the earth. “Mori-
bus antiquis res stat Romana, virisque,” says Ennius. So says
Burke, in effect, of the civilised life which the English race
have now spread over the four quarters of the globe. With
the English race have universally gone the old English ideas
on religion, on politics, and on education; America and the
rest of the new world have taken them from us and are
giving them a new and fruitful development. After the lapse
of nearly a century, America and England still exhibit on
the whole the highest political and social ideals. The English
type, during the present century, has been more widely imi-
tated than the Greek or the Roman at the height of their
fame. Our social ideas, poor as they may be by comparison
with the creations of ingenious speculation, clearly have some
very remarkable value of their own. One element of this value
is that effect upon the individual which is attributed to them
by Burke. They tend to, or at any rate favour the develop-

1. Prelude, Book v.
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ment of a certain “native plainness and directness of charac-
ter.” They keep a man face to face with life [xliii] and reality.
They include a moral code which fits all times and seasons,
all ranks and conditions of life; which hardens a man where
itis good that he should be hardened, and softens him where
it is good that he should be softened. The same may perhaps
be said, in a less degree, of some moral codes of the ancient
world; but it certainly cannot be said of those of modern
paganism. The lives of some of the best and most earnest of
modern Englishmen may not be fairly comparable with that
of Socrates; but we may justly boast of a standard far tran-
scending that of Rousseau and of Goethe. A high standard
of character cannot be independent of some corresponding
standard of politics; and every name which keeps the name
of England respected throughout the world, will be found,
in a greater or less degree, to confirm that aspect of English
character, private and public, which Burke puts forward.
Burke is at his best when enlarging thus on the general
philosophy of society: he breaks down when he proceeds to
its application. There are few topics in the present volume of
which this is not true: and, as has been already noticed, it is
conspicuously true of the opening argument on the British
Constitution. Pitiful as it is to see the fine mind of Burke self-
devoted to the drudgery of Tory casuistry, it is even more so
to find his usually ready and generous sympathies, as the work
advances, remorselessly denied to the cause of the French
people. It was not for any liberal-minded Englishman, rich in
the inheritance of constitutional wisdom and liberty, to greet
the dawn of representative institutions in France with noth-
ing but a burst of contempt and sarcasm. Least of all was this
attitude towards the National Assembly becoming to Burke.
His opening address to the French politicians! is more than
ungenerous: it is unjust. It seems incredible that any one

1. Pages 12g3-24.
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should have been found to declare that the path of reform in
France was “a smooth and easy career of felicity and glory,”
which had been recklessly abandoned.? To [xliv] do Burke

2. In the opinion that France possessed all the elements of a good con-
stitution, which only required to be cleared of rust and obstructions and put
in working condition, Burke erred with many intelligent and patriotic French-
men. We can now see that such was not the case, and further that France was
not at that time in a condition to adopt any political system of the kind which
was then meant by the term constitutional. The boasted English constitution
of Burke’s time was a notorious sham. It has now been exploded; England,
as every one knows, is a democracy ruled by the delegates of the Commons.
But it was that very pasteboard show of interdependent powers which was fast
losing its credit in England, which Burke wished to see imitated in France.
Montesquieu was more clear-sighted. Intensely as he affected to admire the
political system of England, his doctrine was that France ought to be left alone.
“Leave us as we are,” is the constant theme of that hypothetical speaker by
whom Montesquieu (De I’Esprit des Lois, Liv. xix. ch. 5-8) expresses his own
opinions. “Nature compensates for everything.” Many smiled contemptuously
when they heard people talk of liberty and a constitution. Montesquieu had
said that a free nation only could have a liberator, an enslaved nation could
only have another oppressor. He little knew the terrible awakening which was
reserved for the French nation: but he was probably right in counselling that
such an awakening should not be anticipated by a false political reformation.
The reform which France wanted was a social one: the need penetrated to the
very roots of the nation’s life. The selfishness and cruelty of whole classes had
to be exorcised: a slumbering nation had to be aroused to a sense of political
duty. It is hard in the present day to imagine how completely public spirit had
vanished from the mass of the French nation, and how utterly void the French
were at that time of political knowledge or experience. Turgot was as solitary
a being in France as if his lot had been cast in the Sandwich islands. Except a
few men of the type of Sieyes, probably few French politicians cared for poli-
tics otherwise than as an amusement, or a path to distinction. The Frenchman
was repelled by what Burke calls the “severe brow of moral freedom.” Voltaire
at Ferney looked on the political affairs of Geneva merely as a matter for satire
and ridicule. “It is impossible,” said a Frenchman to Groenfelt, in 1789, “for
a Frenchman to be serious: we must amuse ourselves, and in pursuit of our
amusements we continually change our object, but those very changes prove
us always the same. . . . Our nation is naturally gay. Political liberty requires a
degree of seriousness, which is not in our character: we shall soon grow sick of
politics.” (Letters on the Revolution, p. 4.) This gay incuriosity is still the char-
acteristic of the vast majority; and hence France has ever since been, though
in a diminishing degree, the prey of petty and interested factions.
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justice, he quickly saw how falsely he had judged in discern-
ing no effect of the Revolution upon France save mutilation
and disaster. Two years more, and we hear nothing about the
“fresh ruins of France,” and the French nation “not politi-
cally existing.” Under that guidance which at first appeared
so contemptible, France speedily acquired a power far more
formidable than had been known in the most vigorous period
of the monarchy. Burke then ceased to call the leaders of the
Revolution fools, and declared them to be fiends.

Burke’s contemptuous parallel of the representatives of
the [xlv] Tiers Etat with the English House of Commons! is
typical of the whole argument. This herd of country clowns
and pettifoggers, as he declares it to have been, certainly
forms an effective contrast by the side of the British Parlia-
ment in the days of Pitt and Fox. We trace here the beginning
of a secondary thread of sentiment which runs quite through
the book. A sense of triumphant hostility to the French as
a nation had been produced by a century of international
relations: and Burke could hardly avoid displaying it on the
present occasion. His purpose was not merely to instruct the
French nation, but to humiliate, if not to insult it. English-
men had long looked on the French as a nation of slaves:
he now strove to show that a nation of slaves could produce
nothing worthy of the serious attention or sympathy of a
nation of freemen. Burke might have taken the opportunity
of exhibiting that keen sympathy for freedom by which most
of his political career, as he himself declares in a moment of
compunction,? had been guided. He knew that France was
peopled by a race as oppressed and down-trodden as Ireland
or India. Was freedom to be the monopoly of England? Had
Burke no sympathy for any sufferings but those of royalty?
Here we touch another point of some interest. Popular in-
stinct at once seized on Burke’s famous description of the

1. Page 134. 2. Page 364.
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transportation to Paris of the 6th of October! as the key to
the whole work. That picturesque incident had inspired the
jubilations of Dr. Price:2 and Burke naturally invested it at
once with the very opposite character. But his description
was borrowed from prejudiced witnesses. The people still
trusted the King, however much they may have distrusted the
Queen: and there was nothing extraordinary in their insist-
ing on the abandonment of Versailles. Burke frankly admits
that this gloomy foretaste of the change in the royal fortunes
coloured his whole conception. Endowed with the imagina-
tion and sensibility of the poet, this melodramatic spectacle
sank deeply into his mind; and the consciousness that it yet
remained undenounced was too much for one ever swayed,
as Burke was, by

... stormy pity, and the cherished lure
Of pomp, and proud precipitance of soul.3

[xlvi] Philip Francis at once declared this exhibition of
sympathy for the Queen to be mere affectation, or in his own
phrase, “foppery.” He knew Burke well; better, perhaps, than
any contemporary: but this particular charge Burke declared
to be false. He averred that in writing this famous passage
tears actually dropped from his eyes, and wetted the paper. It
is likely enough. Burke carried the strong feelings which were
natural to him into most things that he did: and his tears for
Marie Antoinette were as much part of the inspiration of the
moment as his triumphant declaration, when his own law-
ful sovereign was stricken down by the saddest of maladies,
that “the Almighty had hurled him from his throne.” Burke’s
persistency exposed him to a keen repartee from Francis.
“No tears,” wrote the latter, “are shed for nations.” This was
altogether unjust, and Francis knew it, for he had long been

1. Pages 164-635. 2. Page 158.
3. Coleridge.
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associated with Burke in the gigantic effort that was being
made to ameliorate the condition of the oppressed millions
of India by the prosecution of Warren Hastings. But it was
in vain to beguile Burke from his chosen attitude. There was
the tyranny of the despot, and the tyranny of the mob: and
he declared that it was his business to denounce the one as
well as the other. If the champion of Ireland and of India
had to choose between the French people and the French
queen, he would choose the latter: and he declared that his-
tory would confirm his decision.! It has not been so: history
has transferred the world’s sympathies, engaged for a while
on the opposite side by the eloquence of Burke, to the suf-
fering people. Nor can it be said that history has confirmed
Burke’s judgment on a political question which he treats at
some length, and which concerned England far less than it
concerned France. The Church question, which in different
shapes has ever since the French Revolution vexed the whole
Christian world, had been suddenly raised from the level of
speculation to that of policy by the attempted reforms of
Joseph in Austria. It needed no great sagacity to foresee the
impending storm, when the ancient principle of ecclesiastical
establishments was repudiated in its very stronghold. Burke
here carries to the extreme his principle of saying all that
could be said in favour of whichever side of a doubtful ques-
tion is most in need of support. Burke’s vindication of Church
establishments, [xlvii] echoed, as it has been, by two genera-
tions of obscurantists, is based on half a dozen bad arguments
adroitly wrought into the semblance of one good one. But
no logical mystification could avert the impending ruin: and
Burke committed a mistake in parading before an English
public arguments which were so little likely to impose upon
it. A cotton-mill, in the eyes of a French economical theo-
rist, might be an institution as unproductive to the state as a

1. Page 164.
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monastery:! but no Englishman could treat such an argument
with respect. Devoted pupils of the school of Bossuet might
rejoice to hear Burke’s fervid eulogy of a state consecrated, in
all its members and functions, by a National Church: but no
candid Englishman could aver that Church and State were
ideas inseparable to the English mind. The French ecclesias-
tic might fairly claim as private property the estates on which
his order had thriven unchallenged ever since France had
been a nation: no reader of Selden could think the argu-
ment applicable to the Church of England. “When once the
Commonwealth,” says Burke, “has established the estates of
the Church as property, it can, consistently, hear nothing of
the more or the less.” Such has been the claim of the cleri-
cal party in every country of the Western world: and there
is not one in which it has been accepted. There is not one
in which lawfulness of the secularization of Church property
has not by this time been practically admitted. Burke’s argu-
ment is confuted by each successive step of that long series
of unwillingly enforced reforms which has enabled the En-
glish Church to stand its ground. In reading Burke’s account
of the Church of England, we must bear in mind the pecu-
liar circumstances of his education. Burke was the son of an
Irish Catholic and an Irish Protestant. He was educated by a
Quaker: and by trustworthy testimony? he valued no Chris-
tian sect above another, and believed in his heart that no
one then existing represented Christianity in its normal or
final shape. Stoutly as he had opposed the famous Latitudi-
narian petition a few years before, Burke was in all religious
matters liberal to a degree which trespassed on what would
now be called rationalism. His picture of the Church is really
painted from the outside: and, though a country squire of a
quarter of a century’s standing, it is from the outside that he
conducts his defence of the Establishment.

1. Page 266. 2. That of his schoolfellow Shackleton.
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[xIviii] It would be impossible to follow Burke’s impatient
and stormy career over the whole broad field of his “Reflec-
tions.” A minute criticism of such books defeats its own ob-
ject. Burke is here an advocate and a rhetorician. Though an
attitude of discursiveness and informality, admitting of strik-
ing and rapid change, is of the essence of his method, there
are many isolated passages in which this is less apparent than
usual, and these passages have historical value. Armed with
the twofold knowledge of history and of human nature, it was
impossible for Burke not to hit the mark in many of his minor
observations on the course of events in France. His descrip-
tion of the growth of the monied interest, of the hostility of
the Paris literary cabal to the Church, and of the coalition of
these two elements for its destruction,! stands forth as a bold
and accurate outline of an actual process. His retrospect of
the past glories of France? is no mere exercise in declama-
tion: and his observations on the government of Louis XVI3
prove that he had studied antecedent events perhaps as accu-
rately as to an Englishman was possible. Those observations
are illustrated by the circumstances which attended the Revo-
lutions of 1830 and 1848. A mild and constitutional régime,
as Burke concluded, predisposes to revolution: if this régime
is rudely interrupted, or its sincerity rendered doubtful, a
revolution is certain. No monarch has a harder part to play
than a king of France. Under Louis XVI, Charles X, Louis
Philippe, and Louis Napoleon, the French people have abun-
dantly proved themselves to be the same. But few would now
draw from the fact the conclusion which was drawn by Burke.
An unusual show of “patriotism,” such as Burke praised in
the government of Louis, affords unusual matter of suspi-
cion: and the causes of a restless jealousy for liberty, which
Burke had exposed so admirably in his speech on American

1. Page 207. 2. Page 231.
3. Pages 176, 232.
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Conciliation, operated as surely in the nascent freedom of
France as in the ripe liberty of America. Burke was equally
correct in auguring an alteration in the internal balance of
power in France from the changes introduced into the army.
The substitution of a popular for a merely mercenary force
has always been a measure necessary to secure great political
reforms: and it leads, as Burke pointed out, to the ascen-
dancy of popular generals. There is nothing astonishing in
this. When the old bonds of loyalty are [xlix] as thoroughly
worn out as they have proved to be in France, military genius,
allied with civil prudence, necessarily becomes the head of
all authority: and the rise of Bonaparte proved the truth
of Burke’s surmise.! Burke applied his knowledge of France
and French policy with good effect in turning from domes-
tic to colonial policy.? The history of Hayti amply verified all
that he foretold would follow on the assertion of the rights
of men in the French colonies. Hayti asserted its right to a
constitution and free trade: and as the colonists rose against
the Government, the negroes rose on the colonists. Ten years
later, and Burke might have written a telling conclusion to
the tale which he sketched out: for when Republican France
had defeated the whole of Europe, she was herself beaten
by the despised negroes of the plantations. Such were the
consequences of what Burke called “attempting to limit logic
by despotism.” Among Burke’s historical forecasts none is
more remarkable than that which relates to the organisation
throughout Europe of secret political societies.* Contempo-
rary critics laughed the argument to scorn; but its accuracy is
testified by the history of liberal movements all over Catholic
Europe and America. Thirty years more, and the world rang
with the alarm. It was by the aid of these secret organisations
that Mexico and South America threw off the yoke of the

1. Page 332. 2. Page 335.
3. Page 260.
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priesthood. We know the history of similar clubs in Spain,
Italy, and Switzerland between 1815 and 1848: and the great
power for attack provided by these means justifies the hos-
tility with which the Catholic Church still regards all secret
organisations.

Perhaps the great merit of Burke’s view of the changes in
France consisted in his perception of their actual magnitude,
and of the new character which they were likely to impress
upon French policy. He was right in supposing that revolu-
tionised France would become the centre of a revolutionary
propaganda, and that success would transform the represen-
tatives of French liberty into the tyrants of Europe. Burke
knew well how often vanity and ambition become leading mo-
tives in national action. He rightly guessed that their appetite
would not be satiated by mere internal successes, and that
the conquest of France by its own ambitious citizens would be
only the first [1] in a series of revolutionary triumphs. Burke
rightly judged that the spirits of the old despotism and of
the new liberty were quite capable of coalescing. Under the
Revolution and the Empire, France was as much a prey to
the lust of empire as in the days of Louis the Fourteenth. The
illusions of the days of the Grand Monarque have subsisted
indeed down to our own times, not only undiminished, but
vastly heightened by the events of the period which was just
opening. France has not increased in physical resources so
fast as her neighbours: and her comparative weight in Europe
has therefore been diminishing. In proportion as this fact
has been made plain, the French people have resented it:
and until very recently the mass of the people probably be-
lieved themselves to be a nation as powerful in the world for
good or evil as in the days of the First Empire. In England,
the country of all the world, whatever else may be alleged
against it, where illusions are fewest, this attitude on the part
of her near neighbour has always been conspicuous.
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On the general question of the great political principle in-
volved in the present volume the reader may safely take it for
granted that it was neither true in itself nor natural to Burke,
who was employing it merely for purposes of what he believed
to be legitimate advocacy. Burke’s real belief is contained in
the following passage from his “Address to the King” (1776):
“The revolution is a departure from the antient course of
descent of the monarchy. The people, at that time, entered into
their original rights; and it was not because a positive law au-
thorized what was then done, but because the freedom and
safety of the subject, the origin and cause of all laws, required
a proceeding paramount and superior to them. At that ever
remarkable and instructive period, the letter of the law was
suspended in favour of the substance of liberty. . . . Those stat-
utes have not given us our liberties; our liberties have produced them.”
Coleridge says that on a comparison of Burke’s writings on
the American War with those on the French Revolution, the
principles and the deductions will be found the same, though
the practical inferences are opposite; yet in both equally
legitimate, and in both equally confirmed by results.! This
estimate is coloured by the natural sympathy of political par-
tisanship. Burke was always Conservative in his instincts: [li]
but it is undeniable that he thought the present a legitimate
occasion for shifting his ground. The historical value of the
“Reflections” is thus unequal in the different parts. In charac-
terising English political instinct and doctrine, it falls back on
a vanishing past; it repudiates that which possessed life and
growth. It represents the sentimental rather than the intellec-
tual side of its author’s character: and hence it will be used by
posterity less as an historical document than as a great liter-
ary model. Burke, in a higher degree than any other English-
man, transferred to his writings the force and vigour which

1. Biog. Lit. ch. x: Friend, Sect. i. Ess. 4.
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properly belong to speeches; and there is scarcely a single
rhetorical device which may not be learned from his pages.
The art of language had been wrought by thirty years of in-
cessant practice into Burke’s very soul: and the mere volun-
tary effort of expression acted upon his powers like touching
the spring of a machine. Burke wrote as he talked, and as he
spoke in the senate: we have here the man himself accurately
reflected, with all his excellencies and all his imperfections.
Burke’s was not only a mind large and spacious, but endowed
with an extraordinary degree of sensibility, and these quali-
ties were well adapted to produce a vast convulsion of feeling
at the contemplation of incidents and prospects so strange
and portentous as those which now presented themselves to
view. Burke’s was 2 mind in which those objects sank most
deeply, found the readiest reception, and were perceived in
their widest extent. We cannot wonder at the keenness and
profusion of the sentiments which they first generated and
then forced out trumpet-tongued to the world.

From what has been said it will be gathered that Burke’s
book is by no means what is called a scientific book. Its roots
touch the springs of the theology, of the jurisprudence, of
the morals, of the history, and of the poetry of his age: and
in this way it acquires an historical value resembling in some
measure that of the famous “Republic” of Plato. Few books
reflect more completely the picture of European thought as
it existed a century ago. Nor is there any in which the literary
expression of the age is better exemplified. Burke is careful to
maintain a mode of expression which is untechnical. It is even
occasionally indefinite. The essential antithesis in thought be-
tween science and poetry is curiously reflected in his habitual
language. In employing words, he does not, like the man
of science, keep in [lii] mind, in connection with them, any
certain and invariable connotation. Like the poet, he rather
takes pleasure in placing old words in new combinations, and
in applying them with a changed or reinforced meaning.
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Dixeris egregie, notum si callida verbum
Reddiderit junctura novum,

To think with the wise, and to speak with the vulgar, to
give in common and popular phrase the results of uncom-
mon and studious thought, has always been counted among
the rarest of rare accomplishments. A critic has observed
that the main difference between our older and our modern
literature, is that in the former we get uncommon ideas vul-
garly expressed, and in the latter obvious and commonplace
thoughts furnished forth with false ornament, and inspired
with false refinement. Now as Burke often conveys his most
admirable lessons under the guise of trite and vulgar topics,
so does he clothe his most cogent arguments with the plain-
est language, and support them by the most familiar illustra-
tions. But he continually surprises us by bursts of rhetorical
appeal, by sudden allusions to some historical incident, by
keen sarcasm, by a quotation which recalls a train of asso-
ciations. Macaulay has characterised the contents of Burke’s
mind as a treasure at once rich, massy, and various. Burke’s
mature style reflects the rich contents of his mature mind,
as displayed in daily conversation. Burke, who was, by the
testimony of Johnson, the greatest master of conversation in
his time, wrote as he talked, because he talked as the great-
est master of writing need not be ashamed to write. He is
a standing example of that fundamental axiom of style, too
often forgotten by writers, that its excellence chiefly depends
on the closeness with which it reflects the excellences of the
vox viva. A “good passage” is simply one which, if delivered
by the speaker to an attentive listener, would easily, certainly,
and lastingly convey to the latter the meaning of the former.
Men in general are neither scientific nor political: they are
simply open to be impressed by clear statement, fair argu-
ment, and common sense. In the practice of the best masters
what seem to be the ornaments of style are really its necessi-
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ties. Figures and images do not belong to poetry, but to lan-
guage —especially to the economy of language. It is possible
to be lavish and [liii] fertile in the development and illus-
tration of an argument, with great poverty of resources; but
he who would be brief must be wealthy in words. Those who
have tasted the enjoyment of fine conversation, know how
nearly Burke reflects its essential manner. What is meant may
be illustrated by saying that the great master of conversation
avoids, tanquam scopulum, the odious vice which is commonly
described as “talking like a book”; whereas the great master
of the pen does in fact employ in turn all the methods and
devices which a versatile mind and a practised tongue em-
ploy in conversation.

English and French literature have generally aimed at
this character. When we pass to the yard-long sentences, the
tangled notions, and the flat expression of an ordinary Ger-
man book, we recognise the normal opposite. How is this? In
the latter case the book has probably been written by a man
of silent habits in the retirement of his cabinet; and there is
consequently no habitual subordination, in the practice of
the writer, to the conditions of convenient and intelligent
reception on the part of the reader. Why are chapters, para-
graphs, sentences, and phrases measured by a certain aver-
age of length? Simply on the principle which regulates how
much a man can or ought to be eating or drinking at one
time. The habits of Reception (or as the Scotch philosophers
call it, Attention) and Assimilation proceed by morceaux or
portions. It can make no difference whether the material is
conveyed through the voice of another, or in a way at once
more complex and more compendious, through the eye of
the recipient. Burke’s age, like Cicero’s, was eminently an age
of Conversation. A glance at Boswell is enough to prove its
high range as a fine art, and to show how much it had as-
sumed a palaestral character. Literary fame was distributed
by a few men, who habitually weighed merit in a common-
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sense balance: and the atmosphere of the study thus came to
be neglected for that of the club. The influence of academi-
cal models had long ago begun to yield to that of keen living
criticism: and in the age of Johnson the change was well-nigh
complete. The conditions of the best literary age of Greece,
including a cultivated and watchful auditory leading the
opinion of the general public, were thus nearly reproduced.

Writing is false and poor in proportion as those condi-
tions are [liv] forgotten. Moreover, as composition is built
upon spoken language, so the decline of the art of conversa-
tion has been accompanied by the decline of style. A century
has produced vast changes in both. Every one who knows
how perfect a harmony subsists between or among the two
or more people who engage in true intellectual converse—
how unconsciously and how delicately each responds to the
touches of the other, knows also how exceedingly rare is
the habit which produces it. The coarse deluge with which
the pretentious sophist, whom in the person of Thrasyma-
chus Socrates compares to a bathing-man, still overwhelms his
hearers—the jar and wrangle proper to the Bar, and the prat-
ing of the foolish, conspire to thrust it from society. So is it
of the harmony which ought to subsist between writers and
their probable readers: and the social defect is reflected in
the literary. Literature has become divorced from life, and
the very term “literary” comes to connote something dull,
dry, and undesirable. If we wish to see how life and letters
can nevertheless go together, we have to refer to the De Ora-
tore of Cicero, the Table Talk of Selden, and Boswell’s Life of
Johnson.

The model of a letter, the form into which the present
work, like nearly all Burke’s best compositions, is cast, gives
the writer some valuable advantages. It represents a conve-
nient medium between the looseness of common talk and
the set phrases of deliberate composition. It enables him to
preserve an even key through the body of his observations,
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while he may, with perfect propriety, descend to familiar
and pointed phraseology, or mount at will into the region
of rhetoric. Such a variety at once preserves that impression
of a close relation between the reader and the writer which
is necessary to secure attention, and enables the writer to
make the best use of his opportunities. Where he fancies the
reader yielding to a plain forcible piece of common sense,
he can press on. He can repeat the approved thesis in some
more studied phrase, approaching the philosophical style,
and finally enforce it by a bold appeal to the feelings. He
can gradually season and mingle his rhetoric with the gall of
irony, or he can abruptly drop into that stimulating vein at a
moment’s notice. Probably the greatest impression of power
in the mind of the reader is produced by the ability to pre-
serve an even balance of moderate discourse, ever and anon
varied by these [lv}] occasional diversions. Perpetual famil-
iarities, perpetual didactics, or perpetual declamation would
equally disgust and fatigue. The great artist so mingles them
that each shall mutually relieve and enhance the effect of
the other.

In the study of particular passages, it must be remarked
that there is no mastering the secrets of style by the eye alone.
The student must read aloud, repeat to himself, and tran-
scribe. The fact is so much testimony to our canon that the
standard of writing is the vox viva. It is necessary to make a
strong effort of imagination, to force one’s-self into the au-
thor’s own place, and to construct over again his phrases and
periods, if we would view his work in its full beauty and pro-
priety.

Let us examine, as an example of Burke’s method, his re-
marks on the New Year’s Address presented to Louis XVIL
They conclude with the following paragraph:

A man is fallen indeed, when he is thus flattered. The anodyne
draught of oblivion, thus drugged, is well calculated to preserve a gall-
ing wakefulness, and to feed the living ulcer of a corroding memory.
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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. (p. 164.)

The exceeding strength and fulness of these lines depend
on the fact that every word in them, saving mere auxiliaries,
represents a distinct image. When we apply to them Burke’s
well-known canon that the master sentence of every para-
graph should involve, firstly, a thought, secondly, an image,
and thirdly, a sentiment, we see how all such canons fail.
The thought and the sentiment are clear enough, but they
are completely enveloped in this congeries of images. Turn-
ing back, however, we shall see how it is prepared for in the
preceding pages. The Address is introduced at the end of a
previous paragraph (p. 163), as the climax of a sustained rhe-
torical arsis. Pausing to give this striking feature its due effect,
the writer then drops suddenly in a fresh paragraph into a
vein of irony, bitter and elaborate, but not strongly coloured.
In fact, both the beginning and the end of this paragraph are
relieved by something approaching very nearly to a quaint
equivocation. It is slightly prosaic, diffuse, and familiar. We
have another pause, and another change. The writer gathers
[lvi] himself up for a strong effort, and pours out, in these
half-a-dozen lines, a series of images coloured with all the
depth which words can give, destined to unite with and
deepen the effect of the preceding periods. The three para-
graphs are, as it were, in three keys of colour, one over the
other, the deepest, the most vigorous, and at the same time
the most sparingly applied, coming last. Burke does not in
general severely tax the memory. He may expect you to carry
your vision through a dozen pages, but he lends you every
assistance that art can give. He puts his most striking images
last, that the reader may pause upon them, and see how they
sum up and illustrate his previous argument. If this volume is
opened at p. 191, the three terminations of the paragraphs,
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though in each case he ends with an image, will curiously
illustrate the variety of his resources.

Let us see again how an image is varied, another is grafted
upon it, and it disappears in the vein of pure irony to which
it is intended to conduct:

“The ears of the people of England are distinguishing. They hear
these men speak broad. Their tongue betrays them.! Their language
is in the patois of fraud; in the cant and gibberish of hypocrisy. The
people of England must think so, when these praters affect to carry
back the clergy to that primitive evangelic poverty,” &c. (p. 201.)

Burke excels in this preparation of transitions: and it
always distinguishes the master. The passage on the Queen
(p. 169), which is perhaps the most famous in the book, is in-
tended in this way. It fitly concludes the reflections on the suf-
ferings of the Royal Family, and prepares the way for the ani-
mated contrast which follows of ancient and modern modes
of social and political feeling. In these pages (170-72) we
observe Burke’s happiest manner, that progressive and self-
developing method which distinguishes him among prose
writers, as it does Dryden among poets. “His thesis grows in
the very act of unfolding it.”2 Each sentence seems, by a kind
of scintillation, to suggest the image contained in the next;
and this again instantly flames and germinates into a crowd
of others. There is no loss, however, of the ultimate aim, and
the rich fancy never gets, so to speak, out of hand [lvii] or
seems to burst into mere wanton coruscations. The boldest
strokes come in exactly in the right places, and we acquiesce
in the judgment with which the strain on our imagination is
duly relaxed, and we are allowed to relapse into the strain of
plain statement and direct argument. “Burke,” says Hazlitt,
“is really one of the severest of writers.” Even in his half-

1. Cp. vol. i. p. 248, 1. 33.
2. De Quincey.
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prophetic mood we never miss a certain understood calm-
ness, and a background of self-restraint and coolness: there
is always a principle of restoration in the opposite direction.
“In the very whirlwind of his passion he begets a temper-
ance.” To this effect his habit of repetition very much con-
tributes. He produces the same thought, first expanded and
illustrated with all his imagery, then contracted and weighed
with all his sententiousness. Fulness and brevity, ardour and
philosophical calm, light and shade, are ever alternating.

In style, as in everything else, the nature of things is best
seen in their smallest proportions. The best writers are im-
mediately discernible by their mere phrases, by the ability
and the happiness with which they conjoin the simple ele-
ments of substantive and verb, adjective or participle. It is not
that words are coerced into a strange collocation, or that the
writer “will for a tricksy phrase defy the matter”; but that ex-
pressions are constructed which seem natural, without being
common or obvious. Notwithstanding the depth and rapidity
of the current of Burke’s ideas, it flows in general as clear as if
it were the shallowest of rills. Still, the freedom with which he
employs his extraordinary copia verborum occasionally leads
him into obscurity. One passage has been often marked as
an instance. It occurs near the end of the book (pp. 361-62),
where it is remarked that the little arts and devices of popu-
larity are not to be condemned:

They facilitate the carrying of many points of moment; they keep
the people together; they refresh the mind in its exertions; and they
diffuse occasional gaiety over the severe brow of moral freedom.

The last sentence has been confidently pronounced to
be nonsense in the strict acceptance of the word—that is,
to have no meaning, and to be neither true nor false. The
obscurity lies in the involution, in an abbreviated form, of
a statement which occurs at page 126, that all nations but
France had [lviii] begun political reformation in a serious
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and even severe temper. “All other people have laid the
foundations of civil freedom in severer manners, and a sys-
tem of more austere and masculine morality.” France, on the
other hand, doubled the licence of her ferocious dissolute-
ness in manners. The contrast, in the passage criticised, is
between the political licence of the demagogues of France,
and the occasional condescension of the more austere En-
glish patriot to the humours of his constituents.! It is not de-
nied that Burke wrote, in the first instance, hastily, and that
there are occasional blemishes in this book; but most of them
disappeared before it issued from the press. Pages 149-50,
for instance, were amended after the first edition, and might
have been amended somewhat more. Burke was, however,
averse from making any important alterations, and he re-
fused to correct some palpable errors, on the ground of their
non-importance. He himself considered that he had elabo-
rated the work with even more than his habitual careful-
ness of composition; and it is known that large portions of
it were recomposed, and the whole subjected to a never-
satisfied revision, which excited the remonstrances of his
printer. “The fragments of his manuscripts which remain,”
says Dr. Croly? “show that not words but things were the
objects of his revision. At every fresh return some fine idea
found enlargement; some strong feeling was invigorated,;
some masculine moral was aggrandised into universal ap-
plication, and coloured into poetic beauty.” The blemishes

1. Bristle, in his dialogue with Sir Edward Courtly, describes the old prac-
tice in less plausible terms: “I think, Sir, that it's very civil of you to come
and spend fifteen hundred or two thousand pounds, besides being obliged to
keep company with a parce! of dirty, drunken, ill-mannered fellows for two or
three months together, without any other design but serving your country.” The
Craftsman, No. 58. “Drunkenness, rioting, and insolence, on the one side, ab-
ject flattery, cringing and preposterous adulation on the other,” was the true
meaning of the “little arts and devices of popularity.”

2. Memoir of Burke, vol. i. p. 292.
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which are still left are partially shielded by the extraordinary
compass of Burke’s writing. His great art and originality in
putting together his phrases and sentences makes even his
negligence seem less than it really is. We are often tempted to
think that his most heedless combinations are rather studied
than spontaneous. It cannot, however, escape notice, that
the workmanship of the treatise is [lix] very unequal. Burke
always relied much upon correction, and extensively pruned
and altered his first draughts. On the strength of many marks
of carelessness which this process has left on the face of the
work, it has, from the merely literary point of view, been
undervalued. Francis ( Junius) wrote to Burke,! “Why will you
not learn that polish is material to preservation? . . . I wish
you would let me teach you to write English!” Such expres-
sions from Francis were mere impudence. It has been well
remarked that compared to the athletic march of the writ-
ings of Burke, the best letters of Junius remind us irresistibly
of the strut of a petit-maitre. It is the ramp of the lion by
the side of the mordacious snarl of the cur. Of literature, in
the highest sense, Francis knew next to nothing. He repre-
sented, however, in some measure those current canons of
literary taste which Burke recklessly broke through. But let it
be remembered that Burke was not writing as an aspirant for
literary or any other fame. It was not for this that day after
day saw him dashing off these pages in his gloomy room in
gloomy Gerard Street. The objects of earlier years had sunk
below his horizon, and the fame of his book came as a mere
corollary. What he wrote was the result of a mental convul-
sion, vast, though spontaneous. He alludes to it in his cor-
respondence as “deeply occupying and agitating him.” His
nerves were strung up to the pitch of the highest human sym-
pathies. Tears, he averred, dropped from his eyes and wetted
his paper as he wrote the passage on the Queen, which Mack-

1. Correspondence of Burke, vol. iii. p. 164.
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intosh called “stuff,” and Francis “foppery.” Burke was a man
of strong passions, and these passions mingled fiercely in all
his pursuits.

Anger is said to “make dull men witty.”! In excess, it far
more frequently paralyses the intellect, or drives a man into
mere verbal excesses.

Some fierce thing, replete with too much rage,
Whose strength’s abundance weakens his own heart 2

If Burke’s wrath sometimes lost him personal respect, and
occasionally hurried him into grossness of metaphor, it gave
such [Ix] terrible fire to his expression, that the gain was
greater than the loss. It scathed like lightning the men, the
systems, or the sentiments which were the objects of his moral
indignation, and marked indelibly those who had incurred
his personal resentment. The tension and force gained from
anger seemed often to sustain his style long after his direct in-
vective had ceased. Though high-tempered, he seems to have
been free from the sort of ill-nature which indeed belongs to
colder temperaments, noticeable in Swift and Junius. Even
in the case of political opponents, he was almost universally
a lenient and generous judge. His anger towards those who
had excited it, if not absolutely just, was felt to be the result
of his own full conviction, and so carried with him the sym-
pathy of his hearers and readers, instead of exciting them, as
is usually the case, to seek excuses for his victims. It is rare
for so much force to produce so little reaction. Burke sways
the mass of intelligent and cultivated readers with almost as
little resistance as a demagogue experiences from a mob.?

1. Bacon records this as a repartee of Queen Elizabeth to an insolent
courtier. She sarcastically added — “but it keeps them poor.”

2. Shakespeare, Sonnet xxiii.

3. For this paragraph, for that which commences at the tenth line of page
78, and for many of the Notes at the end of the volume, the Editor is indebted
to the accomplished pen of John Frederick Boyes, Esq. It may be added that
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Burke suffers no sense of literary formality to veil and to
break the force of his thoughts. He strives to stand face to
face with the reader, as he would stand before a circle of lis-
tening friends, or on the floor of the House of Commons.
To repeat a previous observation, Burke wrote as he talked.
“Burke’s talk,” Johnson used to say, “is the ebullition of his
mind; he does not talk from a desire of distinction, but be-
cause his mind is full.” As a mark of his style, this naturally
has the effect of investing his chief writings with something
of a dramatic character. They possess something of what we
mean when we ascribe to works of art a general dramatic
unity. The statesman and the man are so finely blended in
the contexture of his thought that it is difficult [Ixi] to dis-
tinguish between warp and woof. This character is reflected
not obscurely in his diction. In discussions upon literary mat-
ters, he was fond of pointing out the dramatic writer as the
true model, instancing Plautus, Terence, and the fragments of
Publius Syrus as among the best examples. The hint was the
more applicable in an age when the theatre was still a great
school of style and of manners. Junius, as is well known, mod-
elled his letters on the pointed dialogue of Congreve. Burke
was familiar with the lessons of a higher school. Humble,
from the aesthetic point of view, as is the work of a politi-
cal writer, there is often an almost Shakespearian freshness
and originality about the mintage of Burke’s phrases, and
the design of his paragraphs. In reading him we are less than
usually conscious of the mere literary element. Burke, in fact,
though commonly understood to be one of the greatest mas-
ters of English prose, does not fall naturally into a place in

Burke was deeply offended at the neglect his views from the first met with in
the English political world. “Pique,” says Sir G. Savile, in a letter to the Mar-
quis of Rockingham, “is one of the strongest motives in the human mind. Fear
is strong, but transient. Interest is more lasting, perhaps, and steady, but infi-
nitely weaker; I will ever back pique against them both. It is the spur the Devil
rides the noblest tempers with, and will do more work with them in a week,
than with other poor jades in a twelve-month.”
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any historical series of the masters of the art. The Spectator
seems to have been his early model, the Treatise on the Sub-
lime and Beautiful being evidently suggested by Addison’s
beautiful and original essays on the Pleasures of the Imagina-
tion. But he soon deserted the school of polite prose. Hume,
on the other hand, is an instance of an accomplished writer,
who throughout his long labours never cast the slough of his
first style. Wholly disregarding the models of the strict, pol-
ished, and academic writers of his day, Burke fell back upon
a free and expansive method, which reminds us of the great
poet and dramatist, Dryden. The fact that no student of lit-
erature now thinks of consulting Temple or Sprat, while such
prose as that of Dryden and Cowley still retains a large mea-
sure of popularity, is some testimony to the correctness of his
taste. The father of modern criticism had not been neglected
by Burke, and the freedom and copiousness of Dryden’s pen
cannot have escaped his notice. He still remains the great
master of good pedestrian prose; and for the best specimens
of the somewhat more elevated key of political reasoning, we
are still obliged to recur to Bolingbroke, another of Burke’s
models. In both Bolingbroke and Burke the habit of public
speaking moulded and transformed their literary style: and
we can scarcely point to any other writer who, though at once
accurate, polished, and striking, reflects Burke’s disregard
of the set literary manner. Addison must have proceeded to
compose [Ixii} a Spectator much as he was wont to set about
making a copy of his inimitable Latin verses; and something
of the same kind never forsook johnson, and other great
essayists. Burke has nothing of this. He goes back, though not
consciously, over the heads of his contemporaries. He writes
with the tone of authoritative speech. He employs alternately
the profound, stately, philosophical manner of Hooker,! the

1. In a debate after the riots of 1780, Burke adverted to his early educa-
tion at the school of Mr. Shackleton. “Under his eye I have read the Bible,
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imaginative declamation of Taylor, the wise sarcasm of South,
and the copious and picturesque facility of Dryden. We need
not maintain that elements so multifarious never suffer in
his hands. Burke lived in a time when literary ideals had
degenerated. Both Hooker and Bacon —the former with his
vast cycle of reasoning and his unapproachable compass of
language, the latter with his dense, serried body of picked
thought and his powerful concocting and assimilating style,
represent a literary attitude which neither Burke nor any of
his contemporaries ever dreamed of assuming. Burke, more-
over, in his maturity, cared nothing for literature, except so
far as it was useful in its effect on life; nor did he cherish the
thought of living in his works.

These pages are intended rather to put many threads of
independent study into the hands of the student, and to af-
ford hints for looking at the subject on many sides, than to
exhaust any department of it. Burke’s works will be found
to be at once a canon or measure to guide those who will
undertake the pleasurable toil of exploring the inexhaust-
ible field of English prose-writing, and in themselves a rich
mine of the most useful practical examples. They strikingly
illustrate, among other things, the fact that the works of a
great writer of prose, like those of great poets, must, so to
speak, drain a large area. He must possess something of the
myriad-mindedness which has been ascribed, as the sum and
substance of his intellectual [Ixiii] qualities, to Shakespeare.
“The understanding,” says Shelley, “grows bright by gazing
upon many truths.” In like manner the taste is only to be
justly regulated by applying it to many and various beauties,

morning, noon, and night, and have ever since been the happier and better
man for such reading. I afterwards turned my attention to the reading of all
the theological publications on all sides, which were written with such won-
derful ability in the last and present centuries. But, finding at length that such
studies tended to confound and bewilder rather than enlighten, I dropped
them, embracing and holding fast a firm faith in the Church of Engiand.”
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and the judgment is only to be ripened by directing it in suc-
cession upon many objects, and in various aspects.

With one additional observation on a point of some
moment, these hints on the general intention and style of
Burke’s book are terminated. It has been said that the best
styles are the freest from Latinisms, and it has been laid
down that a good writer will never have recourse to a Latin-
ism while a “Saxon” word will serve his purpose. The notion
was first carelessly put forth by Sydney Smith. If it were true,
Burke would often be liable to severe censure. The fact is,
however, that the practice of almost every great master of
the English tongue, from Chaucer downwards, makes very
small account of any such consideration. Swift and Defoe,
who are usually cited in illustration of it, count for little, and
their authority on this point cannot be held to be exactly
commensurate with the place in literature which their mer-
its have earned them. Their vernacular cast is very much due
to the fact that they were among the first political writers
who aspired to be widely read among the common people.
The same circumstance fostered the racy native English style
of Cobbett, and had its effects on journalists like Mr. Fon-
blanque, and orators like Mr. Bright. But most of our great
writers, unreservedly and freely as they use the Latin element
in the language, are also thoroughly at home in the exclu-
sive use of the vernacular. Brougham was wrong in saying
that Burke excelled in every variety of style except the plain
and unadorned. It is not a question of principle, but of art
and of propriety. It may be worth while occasionally to study
the art of writing in “pure Saxon,” but to confine ourselves
in practice to this interesting feat, would be as absurd as for
a musician to employ habitually and on principle the tour de
force of playing the pianoforte with one hand. We should lose
breadth, power, and richness of combination. The harmony
of our language, as we find it in Hooker, Shakespeare, and
Milton, is fully established. We must take it as we find it. At
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any rate it is not until the student is a considerable master
in the full compass of our remarkable tongue, that he can
venture with safety on the experiment of [Ixiv] restricting
himself from the use of the most copious and effective of its
elements. The inimitable passage from Shakespeare already
quoted! is enough to prove how much the greatest writers of
English have relied on Latinisms: yet Shakespeare was never
at a loss for pure Saxon idioms. Burke generally puts the
strength of his Saxon element into short, energetic, sugges-
tive sentences, in the body of the paragraph, and concludes
it with a few sonorous Latinisms. He often broke out, in the
House of Commons, into a strain of farmer-like bluntness. In
one of his great Letters on the Peace, in the midst of a com-
plaint of the poverty and insufficiency of the political notions
of the French, which he compares to their meagre diet, he
suddenly exclaims that English people want “food that will
stick to the ribs.” So in this volume (p. 314) he declares that
a machine like the reformed French monarchy is “not worth
the grease of its wheels.” We need not multiply examples.
The so-called Saxon element is of immense use as a general
source of energy; and a great master may employ it with great
effect in the pathetic line. Upon its successful manipulation
depends very much of the effect of all that is written in our
tongue; but we act unwisely in neglecting to make much, if
not the most, of our so-called Latinism. The extent of its use
must depend mainly upon the ear.

Burke’s Tract, as it stands, exceeds the measure of what
he intended when it was commenced, and falls short of the
great idea which grew upon him as he proceeded with it—of
exhibiting fully and fairly to the eye of the world the grand
and stable majesty of the civil and social system of England,
in contrast with the hasty and incongruous edifice run up by
the French Reformers. The analysis which precedes the text

1. Page 32.
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in the present edition distinguishes it into two portions, the
first including two thirds, the second, one third, of the book.
The First Part is occupied with England. It is to this First
Part that the foregoing observations chiefly apply. It differs
in so many points from the Second Part, which is occupied
with the new political system of France, that a critic of the
omniscient school might well be excused for attributing it
to another hand. Half of the First Part, or one third of the
whole work, forms what may be called the Introduction. It
answers strictly to the original [lxv] title “Reflections on Cer-
tain Proceedings of the Revolution Society.”! It is sufficiently
complete and coherent, and may be advantageously read by
itself. The remainder of the First Part consists of several dis-
sertations unequal in length and completeness. The most im-
portant is that which has been called Section I (the Church
Establishment). It seems to be interrupted at page 223, and
resumed at page 241, the intermediate space being occu-
pied with a fragmentary vindication of the French monarchy
and nobility. We have here the half-finished components of
a greater work, the completion of which was prevented by
the urgency of the occasion. The vindication of the English
democracy, for Burke’s immediate purpose the least impor-
tant part, but which would have perhaps possessed the high-
est interest for posterity, is omitted altogether. The “Appeal
from the New to the Old Whigs” to some extent supplies its
place. But the whole of the middle third of the work is incom-
plete, and requires to be read with caution. Burke probably
wrote the pieces which compose it at different times, dur-
ing the spring, and laid the work aside altogether during the
summer, of 17go.

The Second Part, or Critique of the new French Consti-
tution, was composed, according to appearances, as autumn
approached, and the necessity for producing the work for

1. See note, p. §69.
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the winter season, then the chief season of the year, whether
for business or any other purposes, became apparent. This
portion is rather a voucher or piéce justificative than a neces-
sary part of the book. It is a piece of vigorous and exhaus-
tive, though rapid and one-sided, criticism. It is a direct and
unsparing diatribe on the new French statesmanship, view-
ing the system it produced wholly by the light of reason and
common sense, and leaving out of account all the arguments
which are adduced in the First Part of the work. It is, as might
be anticipated, not altogether just. We may fairly demur, on
the threshold, to the general spirit of Burke’s criticism.

Dart thy skill at me;
Bruise me with scorn; confound me with a flout;
Thrust thy sharp wit quite through my ignorance;
Cut me to pieces with thy keen conceit.

Posterity, however, in the words of Burke himself, written
thirty [Ixvi] years before, will not accept satire in the place of
history. These pages contain more of Burke’s personal man-
ner, and have a character less declamatory, more minute,
and more to the immediate purpose, than what precedes.
They evidently represent a great intellectual effort, and con-
trast strongly with the previous almost spontaneous ebulli-
tion of sentiment and doctrine. Yet they are marked, and by
no means sparingly, with striking literary beauties, which the
student will do well to search out for himself. The historical
value of this part of the work is still considerable, though its
interest is diminished by the fact that much of the constitu-
tion which it attacks speedily disappeared, and that Burke’s
knowledge of it was not altogether correct or complete. As
an instance we may take the ludicrous error at pp. 279-80,
where it is assumed that the Departments and Communes
were to be portioned out by straight lines with the aid of the
theodolite. Burke was fond of a certain ponderous style of re-
partee, and something of this is traceable in his endeavours
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to show that the Liberty boasted by the Assembly was a mere
semblance, and that they treated France “exactly like a con-
quered country.” Nothing can be more admirable than his
applying to them the saying attributed to Louis XIV, “Clest
mon plaisir—c’est pour ma gloire” (p. 214). Burke always
had two favourite images, derived from the art of the house-
builder, by which to illustrate the labours of the politician.
One of these is the Buttress, the other the Cement, or Ce-
menting principle.! Both of these he applies unsparingly in
his vigorous condemnation of the details of the novelties of
French polity. The buttresses were shams, and the cement
had no binding in it. The criticism on the reformed Office
of the King, and on the new Judicature, is brief, but to the
purpose; but the most remarkable is that which relates to
the army, containing as it does a forecast of the condition of
a military democracy, and an anticipation of the future des-
potism of Napoleon (p. 332). Only one Frenchman, Rivarol,
appears to have expressed a similar foreboding. The value
of the remarks on the financial system, which conclude the
work, is clouded by the perturbation of the question which
came with the lengthened [lxvii] wars, and the Republic early
took care to avoid bankruptcy by enormous contributions
levied on the countries which fell under its yoke. The main
predictions of Burke, however, were literally fulfilled. “The
Assignats, after having poured millions into the coffers of the
ruling rebellion, suddenly sank into the value of the paper
of which they were made. Thousands and tens of thousands
were ruined. The nation was bankrupt, but the Jacobin Gov-
ernment was rich; and the operation had thus all the results
it was ever made for.”? On the appearance of M. Calonne’s

1. The substantive “cement,” by the way, unlike the verb “to cement,”
should be accented on the first syllable. This trifle is essential to the harmony
of more than one of Burke’s sentences. See vol. i. p. 287.

2. Croly, Memoir of Burke, vol. ii. p. 134.
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work, “De I'Etat de France,” Burke considerably altered this
Second Part of the work, and the text of the first edition dif-
fers, therefore, in many places, from the subsequent ones.
Burke’s Tract provoked, in reply, as is well known, a whole
literature of its own, no single representative of which is now
held in any account, if we except the “Vindiciae Gallicae,” the
early work of Sir James Mackintosh. It had, of course, its re-
plies in French literature; but its general influence on France
is best traced in De Bonald,! De Maistre, Chateaubriand, and
other littérateurs of the reaction. The same kind of influence
is traceable in German thought in the works of Goerres, Stol-
berg, Frederick Schlegel, and others. Burke’s true value was
early appreciated in Germany, and A. M. von Miller, lectur-
ing at Dresden in 1806, even remarked on the circumstance
that Burke only met with his due honours from strangers.
“His country but half understands him, and feels only half
his glory, considering him chiefly as a brilliant orator, as a
partisan, and a patriot. He is acknowledged in Germany as
the real and successful mediator between liberty and law,
between union and division of power, and between the re-
publican and aristocratic principles.” Burke certainly has not
been without his effect on the political notions of the non-
theological philosophers, as Schelling, Steffens, Reinhold,
&c.; and if the student should wish to set by the side of Burke
for purposes of contrast the views of a competent professor
of scientific theory, he should turn to the pages of Ancillon.2

1. The connexion, however, is rather conventional. There was little in
common between Burke and De Bonald, who recommended despotism as the
primitive and normal form of legislation, and objected to toleration.

2. “Ueber die Staats-wissenschaft, von Friedrich Ancillon. Berlin, 1820.”
Political theory, like everything else, has its uses as well as its abuses. “The
successful progress of reforms depends in a great measure on the political
maxims which prevail among governors and governed, and on the advances
of political science. False doctrines lead to erratic wishes, destructive miscon-
ceptions, and dangerous misinterpretations. Theory must combat and clear
away the errors of theories, indicate the general direction of the right way,



[78]

INTRODUCTION

He [Ixviii] must, however, be prepared to encounter a vast
army of desperate commonplaces. Gentz, the translator of
Burke, himself a considerable politician, is well imbued with
his model; and at home the school of Burke is represented
by the names of Coleridge, Wordsworth, Southey, Macaulay,
Arnold, and Whately.! These few names will suffice to indi-
cate approximately Burke’s peculiar place in general litera-
ture; but his influence in every way extends far more widely
than any line which could be usefully drawn.
Considering that Burke stands unapproachably the first
of our political orators, and indeed in the very first rank as a
writer and a thinker, it seems strange that so few express and
formal tributes have been paid to his memory. Had Burke
been a Frenchman, nearly every French critic, great or small,
would have tried his hand on such a subject, not in paren-
thetical allusion, or in a few brief words of ardent praise, but
in regular essays and notices without number. Where we have
placed a stone, they would have piled a cairn. Thus have the
Cousins, Saint-Beuves, Guizots, and Pontmartins taken every
opportunity for long disquisition upon their Montaigne, Pas-
cal, Bossuet, Moliére, La Fontaine, and the other great au-
thors of France. With us, moreover, the editions of Burke
have been few, considering his fame; and his direct praises
have been for the most part confined, here to a page, there

and establish the true goal; it will thus be easier for practical politics, con-
ducted by experience, to construct every portion of the road with a sure hand
and firm footsteps.” Ancillon, Preface, p. xxxi.

1. It would be unjust to pass over the name of Mathias, the author of the
“Pursuits of Literature,” a clever satire, illustrated with instructive and amus-
ing original notes. No one should omit to read it who would comprehend the
direct effect of Burke on his own generation. At this distance of time, however,
we do not tolerate idle panegyrics. Johnson once said, somewhat pettishly,
“Where is all the wonder? Burke is, to be sure, a man of uncommon abilities;
with a great quantity of matter in his mind, and a great fluency of language in
his mouth; but we are not to be stunned and astonished by him!” Boswell, ed.
Croker, p. 681.
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to a paragraph. It is necessary for an Englishman to know
Burke’s writings well if he would be enabled to judge of the
extent of his influence on the leading minds of this country.
Only know [lIxix] Burke, and you will find his thoughts and
expressions gleaming like golden threads in the pages of dis-
tinguished men of the generations which have succeeded his
own. This is the form in which Burke has chiefly received his
honours, and exercised his authority.!

The art of speaking and of writing in that grand old style,
of which Burke was so great a master, is now wellnigh un-
known. As in the case of the English dramatists, and of the
Italian painters, it is the fault of a broken tradition, of a for-
gotten training, and of changed habits of life. That which was
once the treasure of the few has somewhat suffered in the
general diffusion. Arts appear to languish in an atmosphere
of contagious mediocrity. There is no one to teach, either
by word or by example, the perfect design of Correggio, or
the powerful brush-play of Tintoret. When we glance over
the treasures of those great English masters of prose, among
whom Burke stands almost last, our hearts may well sink
within us. We have to study as well as we can, and strive to
pick up piece by piece the fragments of a lost mystery. It
may be said that we have developed qualities which are more
real, more enduring, and more valuable. Cuyp and Hals were
doubtless greater masters in certain departments of their art
than Rubens; and Hallam presents us with a variety of politi-
cal method which contrasts in many respects advantageously
with that of Burke. It is an interesting task to represent faith-
fully and minutely the features of a distant scene, to magnify
it and artificially to approximate it to the eye of the observer,
to blend its shadows carefully and easily with a mild and uni-
form light, to balance the composition without the appear-
ance of artifice, and so nearly to lose and discard the effects

1. See footnote, p. 68, ante.
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of perspective that the picture shall almost assume the pro-
portions of a geometrical elevation. A sense of repose and
of completeness mingles perceptibly with our satisfaction at
these works half of art, half of antiquarianism. Burke is a
Rubens rather than a Cuyp. The objects are distinct and near
at hand: the canvas is large, the composition almost coarse
in its boldness and strength, and the colours are audaciously
contrasted and dashed in with a sort of gallant carelessness.
The human face is exaggerated in its proportions, and we at-
tribute more to the [Ixx] quick imagination of the artist than
to the mere influence of the objects which he proposes to
himself to delineate. More than all, however, in the writing
of Burke, is the effect due to a certain firm and uniformly
large method of manipulation. His thoughts run naturally, as
it were, into large type out of the “quick forge and working-
house” of his thought. Profound as they are, they never ap-
pear as the forced and unmellowed fruit of study. Objective
as they are, they come nearer to the lively impress of the
man who thinks, than to the mere portraiture of the thing
he is contemplating. We feel that we are in the presence of
une dme a double et triple étage. Such is, in great measure, the
general characteristic of what De Quincey has denominated
the Literature of Power, the stimulating, fructifying, and if its
seed should fall on a fit soil, the self-reproducing. On look-
ing at a picture of Velasquez, said Northcote, you almost
lose the powerlessness of the undisciplined and unassisted
hand. “You feel as if you could take up the brush and do
anything.” It is in like wise with the fine living and speaking
performances of Cicero and Burke, of Virgil and Dryden. It
is in writers such as these that we find the self-continuing im-
pulse, the lost power of school and tradition, the communi-
cation of a precious secret, the touch of the coal from off the
altar. But as in the case of a rapidly-touched work of a great
painter, we see the genius, though we trace little or noth-
ing of the intellectual and manual toil which has developed
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it. Let it never be forgotten that the greatest masters have
been the most patient, anxious, and assiduous students, and
he who aspires to be of their number must be prepared to
accept the conditions. The nature and extent of the studies
of Cicero and Burke can only be adequately estimated from
their writings. They aimed at a close contact with realities, at
uniting in themselves literature, philosophy, and a high stan-
dard of practical life, at facilitating this happy combination in
others, and at justifying their position as statesmen by being
the wisest as well as the cleverest men of their day. The con-
ception of such aims is rarely found with power of mind and
body to accomplish them, nevertheless; “So toil the workmen
that repair a world.”

London,

March 11, 1875.






In the Introduction to the previous volume was inserted
an inscription, written by Dr. Parr, intended for a national
monument to Burke. It may be interesting to add here the
equally masterly one inserted by Parr in the Dedication to
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REFLECTIONS ON THE REVOLUTION IN
FRANCE, AND ON THE PROCEEDINGS
IN CERTAIN SOCIETIES IN LONDON
RELATIVE TO THAT EVENT
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GENTLEMAN IN PARIS
BY THE RIGHT

HONOURABLE EDMUND BURKE

[Published in October, 1790. Eleventh Edition, Dodsley, 1791.]

[Argument

PART [, pp. 88-26g.

The Sentiments and Political Doctrines of Englishmen compared with
those of the French Revolutionists

INTRODUCTION. The Constitutional Society and the Revolution Society,
p. 89. The Sermon of Dr. Price, p. 96. It misrepresents the English Con-
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stitution, p. gg. The Right “to choose our own governors” disclaimed
and refuted as a practical doctrine, p. 102. The Right “to cashier them
for misconduct” disclaimed, &c., p. 114. The Right “to form a govern-
ment for ourselves” disclaimed, &c., and English liberties shown to be
essentially an inheritance, p. 119. Comparison of the proceedings of
the English Revolutionists in 1688 with those of the French Revolu-
tionists in 1789, p. 123. The latter accounted for by the composition
of the National Assembly, p. 129. Character of the representatives of
the Tiers Etat, p. 129; of the Clergy, p. 135. Influence of turbulent
nobles, p. 136. Jacobinical fallacies on the qualifications for political
power, the nature of property, &c., p. 139, cannot result in the true
liberty, p. 144, nor in the true representation of a people, p. 147. The
true Rights of Man, p. 149, and their 2] connexion with the principle
of government, p. 151. The distemper of remedy, p. 155. Illiberality
and inhumanity of the Sermon of Dr. Price, p. 156. Price compared
with Peters, p. 158. The treatment of the King and Royal Family of
France, p. 159, contrasted with the spirit of old European manners and
opinions, which being natural and politic, still influences Englishmen,
p- 170. Louis XVI. no tyrant, p. 176. The author thinks the honour
of England concerned for the repudiation of Dr. Price’s doctrines and
sentiments, p. 179, and proceeds to exhibit the true picture of the En-
glish political system, p. 183, which is based on 1. the Church, 2. the
Crown, 3. the Nobility, 4. the People, p. 184.

SecT. 1. The Church Establishment in England. Religion grounded in
nature, and most necessary where there is most liberty, p. 187, aiding
to enforce the obligation that ought to subsist between one genera-
tion and another, p. 191, which is the true Social Contract, p. 192. Use
of the Church, as a cementing and pervading principle, to the State,
P- 194. The end attained by its control over Education, p. 1g6. Influ-
ence of Religion equally necessary to rich and to poor, p. 198. The
rights of property apply to the Estates of the Church, and are grossly
outraged by the confiscation of Church property in France, p. 201.
National Credit of France, a hollow pretext, p. 205. Monied interest
hostile to the Church, p. 207. Men of Letters hostile, p. 208. Their
Coalition to destroy it, p. 211. This Confiscation compared with others,
p- 214. Unnecessary, p. 217. Badly or fraudulently carried out, p. 220.

SecT. 1. (Fragment only.) The monarchical government of France;
Its abuses not incurable, p. 223. Standards to judge of its effects; Popu-
lation, p. 228. National Wealth, p. 230. Patriotic spirit of late Govern-
ment, p. 232.
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SecT. I1I. (Fragment only.) The French Nobility, p. 236.
SEcT. IV. (No remains.)

SEcT. I, continued. The French Clergy: their vices not the cause of the
confiscation, p. 241. Vices of the ancient Clergy no pretext for con-
fiscation, p. 244. Character of modern French Clergy, p. 248. Anar-
chy of the new Church System, p. 250, contrasted with the Protestant
Church Policy of England, p. 252. Atheistical fanaticism, p. 257. The
policy of confiscation contrasted with that of conservation, p. 258.

PART 11, pp. 269-365.
The Policy of the National Assembly Criticised
INTRODUCTION. Their right to act denied, p. 26g. Their spirit, p. 271.

[8] Their ignorance of Statesmanship, p. 272. The result of their
labours criticised, p. 278.

SecT. 1. The Legislature, p. 278.
SecT. II. The Executive Power, p. 309.
SecT. I11. The Judicature, p. 316.
SecT. IV.The Army, p. g21.

SecT. V.The Financial System, p. 340.

CONCLUSION, p. §61.]

IT MAY NOT BE UNNECESSARY to inform the Reader,
that the following Reflections had their origin in a corre-
spondence 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, 178g; but
it was kept back upon prudential considerations. That letter
is alluded to in the beginning of the following sheets. It has
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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 mea-
sure 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 dif-
ficult to change the form of address, when his sentiments had
grown into a greater extent, and had received another direc-
tion. A different plan, he is sensible, might be more favour-
able to a commodious division and distribution of his matter.

(4] DEAR SIR,

YOoU ARE PLEASED TO CALL AGAIN, and with some ear-
nestness, 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.
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You see, Sir, by the long letter I have transmitted to you,
that, though I do most heartily wish that France may be ani-
mated 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 con-
cerning 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 re-
ceived from two clubs of gentlemen in London, called the
Constitutional Society, and the Revolution Society.

I certainly have the honour to belong to more clubs than
one, in which the constitution of this kingdom and the prin-
ciples 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 [5] 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 con-
cerns 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 So-
ciety for Constitutional Information, or by some such title,
is, I believe, of seven or eight years standing. The institution
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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 sev-
eral 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, ex-
cept by some of themselves, as of any serious consequence.
Your National Assembly seems to entertain much the [6]
same opinion that I do of this poor charitable club. As a
nation, you reserved the whole stock of your eloquent ac-
knowledgments for the Revolution Society; when their fel-
lows 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. Hencefor-
ward we must consider them as a kind of privileged persons;
as no inconsiderable members in the diplomatic body. This
1s 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
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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 sub-
ject of a formal proceeding at their festivals; until, to my inex-
pressible surprise, 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 pur-
pose, new members may have [7] entered among them; and
that some truly christian politicians, who love to dispense
benefits, but are careful to conceal the hand which distrib-
utes the dole, may have made them the instruments of their
pious designs. Whatever 1 may have reason to suspect con-
cerning 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 in-
directly, 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 mod-
ern; in the republic of Rome, or the republic of Paris: but
having no general apostolical mission, being a citizen of a par-
ticular state, and being bound up in a considerable degree,
by its public will, I should think it, at least improper and ir-
regular, for me to open a formal public correspondence with
the actual government of a foreign nation, without the ex-
press authority of the government under which I live.

I should be still more unwilling to enter into that cor-
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respondence, under anything 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 peti-
tion 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 As-
sembly, with as much ceremony and [8] 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 argu-
ment it was. It would be neither the more nor the less con-
vincing 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 abili-
ties, from their knowledge, their experience, or their lead
and authority in this state. 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 impor-
tance 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 complex-
ion of a fraud.

I flatter myself that I love a manly, moral, regulated lib-



(93]

REFLECTIONS ON THE REVOLUTION IN FRANCE

erty as well as any gentleman of that society, be he who he
will; and perhaps I have given as good proofs of my attach-
ment to that cause, in the whole course of my public con-
duct. 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 con-
cerns, on a simple view of the object as it stands stripped of
every relation, in all the nakedness and solitude of metaphysi-
cal abstraction. Circumstances (which with some gentlemen
pass for nothing) give in reality to every political principle its
distinguishing colour, and discriminating effect. The [g] cir-
cumstances 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 com-
mon sense, ten years ago, have felicitated France on her en-
joyment 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.

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 efferves-
cence 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
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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 reli-
gion; with the solidity of [10] 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 lib-
erty 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 ob-
serve the use which is made of power; and particularly of so
trying a thing as new power in new persons, of whose prin-
ciples, tempers, and dispositions, they have little or no ex-
perience, 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 tran-
scendental dignity of the Revolution Society. Whilst I con-
tinued in the country, from whence 1 had the honour of
writing to you, I had but an imperfect idea of their trans-
actions. 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 Roche-
foucault’s and the Archbishop of Aix’s letter, and several
other documents annexed. 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 consider-
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able degree of uneasiness. The effect of that conduct upon
the power, credit, prosperity, and tranquillity of France, be-
came 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 {11] circum-
stances, 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 apprehen-
sions, than ruined by too confident a security.

Solicitous 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 pri-
vate 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 in-
stances 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
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together with all sorts of follies. In viewing this monstrous
tragi-comic scene, the most opposite passions necessarily suc-
ceed, and sometimes mix with each other in the mind: alter-
nate laughter and tears; alternate scorn and horror.

[12] 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 exulta-
tion 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 dash-
ing Machiavelian 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, Doc-
tor 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 por-
ridge 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, as origi-
nating 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 decla-
ration of a man much connected with literary caballers, and
intriguing philosophers; with political theologians, and theo-
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logical 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.

[13] 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, 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 covenant in England, have
ever breathed less of the spirit of moderation than this lec-
ture in the Old Jewry. Supposing, however, that something
like moderation were visible in this political sermon; yet poli-
tics 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 gov-
ernment 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, igno-
rant 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,

*Psalm cxlix.



{g8]
REFLECTIONS ON THE REVOLUTION IN FRANCE

had to me the air of novelty, and of a novelty not wholly with-
out danger. I do not charge this danger equally to every part
of the discourse. The hint given to a noble and [14] reverend
lay-divine, who is supposed high in office in one of our uni-
versities,* and to other lay-divines “of rank and literature,”
may be proper and seasonable, though somewhat new. If the
noble Seekers should find nothing to satisfy their pious fan-
cies 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 sepa-
rate meeting-house upon his own particular principles.t It is
somewhat remarkable that this reverend divine should be so
earnest for setting up new churches, and so perfectly indif-
ferent 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 diffu-
sion 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 reli-
gion 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 of dissent. A sermon from

*Discourse on the Love of our Country, Nov. 4, 178g, by Dr. Richard
Price, 3d edition, p. 17 and 18.

t“Those who dislike that mode of worship which is prescribed by public
authority ought, if they can find no worship out of the church which they ap-
prove, (o set up a separate worship for themselves; and by doing this, and giving an
example of a rational and manly worship, men of weight from their rank and lit-
erature may do the greatest service to society and the world.” P. 18. Dr. Price’s
Sermon.
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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
(15] these new Mess-Johns in robes and coronets should keep
some sort of bounds in the democratic and levelling prin-
ciples which are expected from their titled pulpits. The new
evangelists will, I dare say, disappoint the hopes that are con-
ceived of them. They will not become, literally as well as figu-
ratively, polemic divines, nor be disposed so to drill their con-
gregations that they may, as in former blessed times, preach
their doctrines to regiments of dragoons, and corps of in-
fantry 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.” All things in this his fulminating bull
are not of 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 archpontiff 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,
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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.

[16] 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, ille-
gal, 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 oper-
ate as a theory, pickled in the preserving juices of pulpit
eloquence, and laid by for future use. Condo et compono quae
mox depromere possim. 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 govern-
ments, 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 construc-
tions come into play. When they say the king [17] owes his
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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 predeces-
sors 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 in-
heritance? 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 begin-
ners 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 what-
ever kings might have been here or elsewhere, a thousand
years ago, or in whatever manner the ruling dynasties of En-
gland 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 [18]
away the gross error of fact, which supposes that his majesty
(though he holds it in concurrence with the wishes) owes his
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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 con-
cerning 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 politi-
cal Divine proceeds dogmatically to assert,* that by the prin-
ciples 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 for-
tunes. 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 rea-
sonings 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

*P. 34, Discourse on the Love of our Country, by Dr. Price.



[103]
REFLECTIONS ON THE REVOLUTION IN FRANCE

[19] 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 Declara-
tion of Right. In that most wise, sober, and considerate decla-
ration, 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 corner-stone of our constitu-
tion, as reinforced, explained, improved, and in its funda-
mental principles for ever settled. It is called “An act for de-
claring 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 in-
dissolubly together.

A few years after this period, a second opportunity offered
for asserting a right of election to the crown. On the pros-
pect 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 [20] the peace, quiet, and secu-
rity of the realm,” and that it was equally urgent on them
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“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 gover-
nors,” prove to a demonstration how totally adverse the wis-
dom 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 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. 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 determined 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. It would be to repeat a very trite story, to
recall to your memory all those circumstances which demon-
strated 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 [21] 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
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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, 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 elec-
tion the only lawful title to the crown. Their having been in a
condition to avoid the very appearance of it, as much as pos-
sible, was by them considered as a providential [22] escape.
They threw a politic, well-wrought veil over every circum-
stance 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 pre-
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serve 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 rec-
ognition, 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 tradi-
tionary 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 certaintyin 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, con-
taining 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 [23] of all the people afore-
said, 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

*1st Mary, Sess. 3. ch. 1.
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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 dif-
ficult, 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 compe-
tence, subjecting, even in powers more indisputably sover-
eign, 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 [24] 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 con-
stitution, forbids such invasion and such surrender. The con-
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stituent 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. Other-
wise competence and power would soon be confounded, and
no law be left but the will of a prevailing force. On this prin-
ciple the succession of the crown has always been what it now
is, an hereditary succession by law: in the old line it was a suc-
cession 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, com-
muni sponsione reipublicae, 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 suf-
fer ourselves to be entangled in the mazes of metaphysic
sophistry, the use both of a fixed rule and an occasional de-
viation; the sacredness of an hereditary principle of succes-
sion in our government, with a power of change in its appli-
cation 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 [25] to the
peccant part only: to the part which produced the necessary
deviation; and even then it is to be effected without a decom-
position 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 con-
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servation 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 con-
stitution through the parts which were not impaired. They
kept these old parts exactly as they were, that the part re-
covered 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 their fundamental principle of British con-
stitutional 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 heredi-
tary 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 [26]
questions arose upon the legal principles of hereditary de-
scent. It became a matter of doubt, whether the heir per capita
or the heir per stirpes was to succeed; but whether the heir per
capitagave way when the heirdom per stirpes took place, or the
Catholic heir, when the Protestant was preferred, the inheri-
table principle survived with a sort of immortality through
all transmigrations— multosque per annos stat fortuna domus et
avt numerantur avorum. This is the spirit of our constitution,
not only in its settled course, but in all its revolutions. Who-
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ever 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 au-
thority 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 the 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 Revolu-
tion, and consequently to stain the throne of England with
the blot of a continual usurpation? Do they mean to invali-
date, 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 [27]
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 ight?— of the act of habeas corpus? Do these new doc-
tors of the rights of men presume to assert, that King James
the Second, who came to the crown as next of blood, accord-
ing 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 gentle-
men commemorate. But King James was a bad king with a
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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 Protes-
tants, 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 acces-
sion 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 Protes-
tants, 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 constitu-
tional 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 [28] 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 1gth of King William, for a stock and root of
inheritance to our kings, and not for her merits as a tempo-
rary 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 Eliza-
beth, late Queen of Bohemia, daughter of our late sovereign
lordKing James the First, of happy memory, and is hereby de-
clared to be the next in succession in the Protestant line,” &c.
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&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 liber-
ties had been once endangered, they had often, through all
storms and struggles of prerogative and privilege, been pre-
served. 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 move-
ment may be necessary to throw off an irregular, convulsive
disease. But the course of succession is the [29] 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 fundamen-
tal 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 mat-
ter, so capable of supporting itself, by the then unnecessary
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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 ancient 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 [g0] 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 mis-
chievous on trial. They look upon the legal hereditary suc-
cession 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 ines-
timable 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 fic-
titious cause, and feigned personages, in whose favour they
suppose you engaged, whenever you defend the inheritable
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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 [g1] had more of a divine sanction than any
other mode of government; and as if a right to govern by in-
heritance 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 ob-
jects 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 ab-
dication of King James, was, if it had any fault, rather too
guarded, and too circumstantial.* But all this guard, and all

*“That King James the second, having endeavoured to subvert the constitu-
twn of the kingdom, by breaking the original contract between king and people,
and by the advice of jesuits, and other wicked persons, having violated the
Sfundamental laws, and having withdrawn himself out of the kingdom, hath abdicated
the government, and the throne is thereby vacant.”
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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 nurs-
ery of future revolutions.

[32] No government could stand a moment, if it could
be blown down with anything 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 noth-
ing 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 over-
ruling 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 consti-
tution 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, per-
fectly irresponsible. In order to lighten the crown still fur-
ther, they aggravated responsibility on ministers of state. By
the statute of the 1st of king William, sess. 2nd, 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 inspec-
tion and active controul of the popular representative and
of the magnates of the kingdom. In the next great constitu-
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tional 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 par-
don under the great seal of England should be pleadable to
[33]) 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 im-
peachment, they thought infinitely a better security not only
for their constitutional liberty, but against the vices of ad-
ministration, 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 mas-
ter, “Haec commemoratio est quasi exprobratio.” 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 ad-
dress, 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.”

*P. 22, 23, 24.
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[34] 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
1s 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 ser-
vant, 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 jar-
gon 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; nor of any court legally appointed, nor of any pro-
cess legally settled for submitting the king to the responsi-
bility belonging to all servants. In this he is not distinguished
from the commons and the lords; who, in their several pub-
lic 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.”

[85] Ill would our ancestors at the Revolution have de-
served their fame for wisdom, if they had found no secu-
rity for their freedom, but in rendering their government
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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 af-
firms that he is not.

The ceremony of cashiering kings, of which these gentle-
men talk so much at their ease, can rarely, if ever, be per-
formed 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.” The question of dethroning, or, if these gentle-
men 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 conse-
quences, 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 de-
ranged 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 [36] administer in extremities this critical,
ambiguous, bitter potion 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 irri-
table from sensibility to oppression; the high-minded from
disdain and indignation at abusive power in unworthy hands;



[119]
REFLECTIONS ON THE REVOLUTION IN FRANCE

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 par-
liament, and journals of parliament, and not in the sermons
of the Old Jewry, and the after-dinner toasts of the Revo-
lution 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 au-
thority. 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 re-
formations we have hitherto made, have proceeded upon the
principle of reference to antiquity; and I hope, nay [37] I am
persuaded, that all those which possibly may be made here-
after, 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 Blackstone,* are

*See Blackstone’s Magna Charta, printed at Oxford, 175g.
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industrious to prove the pedigree of our liberties. They en-
deavour to prove, that the antient charter, the Magna Charta
of King John, was connected with another positive charter
from Henry L. 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 dem-
onstrates 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 consider-
ing their most sacred rights and franchises as an inheritance.

In the famous law of the grd of Charles 1. called the Peti-
tion 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 fore-
fathers. Selden, 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 Sieyes. But, for rea-
sons worthy of that practical wisdom which superseded their
theoretic science, they preferred this positive, [38] 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 Declara-
tion of Right, the two houses utter not a syllable of “a right to
frame a government for themselves.” You will see, that their
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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 sub-
verted,” 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 an-
tient 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 Declara-
tion of Right, it has been the uniform policy of our constitu-
tion 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.

[39] This policy appears to me to be the result of pro-
found 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 tem-
per and confined views. People will not look forward to pos-
terity, 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 prin-
ciple of transmission; without at all excluding a principle of

*1 W. and M.
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improvement. It leaves acquisition free; but it secures what
it acquires. Whatever advantages are obtained by a state pro-
ceeding 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 privi-
leges, 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 per-
manent body composed of transitory parts; wherein, by the
disposition of a stupenduous 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 pro-
gression. 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 adher-
ing 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 [40] choice of in-
heritance we have given to our frame of polity the image of
a relation in blood; binding up the constitution of our coun-
try with our dearest domestic ties; adopting our fundamental
laws into the bosom of our family affections; keeping insepa-
rable, 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 con-
trivances of our reason, we have derived several other, and

At L mage e e w
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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 ha-
bitual 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 lib-
erty 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 indi-
vidual men; on account of their 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 conservato-
ries and magazines of our rights and privileges.

[41] You might, if you pleased, have profited of our ex-
ample, and have given to your recovered freedom a corre-
spondent 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 foun-
dations, of a noble and venerable castle. You might have
repaired those walls; you might have built on those old foun-
dations. Your constitution was suspended before it was per-
fected; but you had the elements of a constitution very nearly
as good as could be wished. In your old states you possessed
that variety of parts corresponding with the various descrip-
tions of which your community was happily composed; you
had all that combination, and all that opposition of interests,
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you had that action and counteraction which, in the natu-
ral 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 consid-
ered as so great a blemish in your old and in our present con-
stitution, interpose a salutary check to all precipitate resolu-
tions; 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, pre-
venting the sore evil of harsh, crude, unqualified reforma-
tions; 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 lib-
erty 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
[42] society, and had everything to begin anew. You began
ill, because you began by despising everything 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 pre-
dilection 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 your-
selves. 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 178qg. In order to furnish, at
the expence of your honour, an excuse to your apologists
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here for several enormities of yours, you would not have been
content to be represented as a gang of Maroon slaves, sud-
denly 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 mis-
led to your disadvantage by your high and romantic senti-
ments 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 [43] not clearly discerning the almost obliterated consti-
tution 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 showing 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 com-
merce to feed it. You would have had a free constitution: a
potent monarchy; a disciplined army; a reformed and ven-
erated 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
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would have had a protected, satisfied, laborious, and obedi-
ent people, taught to seek and to recognize the happiness
that is to be found by virtue in all conditions; in which con-
sists the true moral equality of mankind, and not in that
monstrous fiction, which, by inspiring false ideas and vain ex-
pectations 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 anything 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 extrava-
gant and presumptuous speculations which have taught your
[44] 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 undisguised 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 founda-
tions 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 irreli-
gion 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 corrup-
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tions 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 dis-
armed 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 plau-
sibilities 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 faith-
less 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 [45] 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 pro-
viding 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 declara-
tions 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 dis-
tinguish 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 conces-
sion; 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
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their punishment in their success. Laws overturned; tribunals
subverted; industry without vigour; commerce expiring; the
revenue unpaid, yet the people impoverished; a church pil-
laged, 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 discred-
ited 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 recognised species that represent the
lasting conventional credit of mankind, which disappeared
and hid themselves in the earth from whence [46] they came,
when the principle of property, whose creatures and repre-
sentatives 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 devasta-
tion 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 pio-
neers 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
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than their shoebuckles, 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 per-
fect safety, in authorizing treasons, robberies, rapes, assassi-
nations, 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
(47] 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 exception-
able enough, but the materials of which in a great measure
it is composed, which is of ten thousand times greater con-
sequence 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 hesi-
tate in condemning things even of the very worst aspect. In-
stead of blameable, they would appear only mysterious. But
no name, no power, no function, no artificial institution what-
soever, 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
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afterwards did could appear astonishing. Among them, in-
deed, 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. [48] They
must conform their propositions to the taste, talent, and dis-
position 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 an-
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tient course. I found the representation for the Third Estate
composed of six hundred persons. They were equal in num-
ber to the representatives of both of the other orders. If the
orders were to act separately, the number would not, beyond
the consideration of the expence, be of much [49] 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 im-
portance.

Judge, Sir, of my surprize, when I found that a very great
proportion of the Assembly (a majority, I believe, of the mem-
bers 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 com-
position 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 fo-
menters 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 profes-
sors hold themselves. Whatever the personal merits of many
individual lawyers might have been, and in many it was un-
doubtedly very considerable, in that military kingdom, no
part of the profession had been much regarded, except the
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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 {50]
much esteemed; the mechanical part was in a very low de-
gree 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 ha-
bitually 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 intoxi-
cated 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 de-
pended upon whatever rendered property questionable, am-
biguous, and insecure? Their objects would be enlarged with
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their elevation, but their disposition and habits, and mode of
accomplishing their designs, must remain the same.

[51] Well! but these men were to be tempered and re-
strained 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 in-
structed, 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 dispro-
portion, 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 pro-
fessors therefore must have the qualities of men not habitu-
ated 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 knowl-
edge of or attention to the interests of a great state was to
be expected, and as little regard to the stability of any insti-
tution; 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 slight-
est 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
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operation of adequate causes, filled with every thing illustri-
ous [52] 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 suppos-
ing, 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 pro-
fession, 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 nar-
row circle, they are rather disabled than qualified for what-
ever 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 im-
moveable 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 con-
tinue, 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
[53] to true greatness, at the full; and it will do so, as long as
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it can keep the breakers of law in India from becoming the
makers of law for England. 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 them-
selves 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 con-
trol 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 fear 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 con-
ceive 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 repre-
sentatives 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 [54] 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
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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 habitu-
ally guided in their petty village concerns. They too could
hardly be the most conscientious of their kind, who, presum-
ing 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 be-
ginning, 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 inevi-
tably 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, gen-
erally 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 [55] 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 man-
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kind. 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, 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 distem-
pered passions, their reason is disturbed; their views become
vast and perplexed; to others inexplicable; to themselves un-
certain. 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 ambi-
tion 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 [56] 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 ef-
fected changes in the commonwealth, sanctified their ambi-
tion by advancing the dignity of the people whose peace they
troubled. They had long views. They aimed at the rule, not
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at the destruction of their country. They were men of great
civil, and great military talents, and if the terror, the orna-
ment of their age. They were not like Jew brokers contending
with each other who could best remedy with fraudulent cir-
culation and depreciated paper the wretchedness and ruin
brought on their country by their degenerate counsels. 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 changed by you;,

Chang’d like the world’s great scene, when without noise
The rising sun night’s vulgar lights destroys.

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.
Such were your whole race of Guises, Condés, and Colignis.
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
[57] cause, were your Henry the 4th and your Sully, 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 a2 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.
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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,
who will be always their fellows, sometimes their masters. Be-
lieve 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 pre-
rogatives of nature, you attempt to force them.

THE CHANCELLOR OF FRANCE at the opening of the
states, [ 58] said, in a tone of oratorial flourish, that all occu-
pations were honourable. If he meant only, that no honest
employment was disgraceful, he would not have gone be-
yond 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 num-
ber of other more servile employments. Such descriptions of
men ought not to suffer oppression from the state; but the
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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 sophisti-
cal 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 con-
fine 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, [59] they have, in whatever state, condi-
tion, 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 dif-
fuse lustre and glory around a state. Woe to that country too,
that passing into the opposite extreme, considers a low edu-
cation, a mean contracted view of things, a sordid mercenary
occupation, as a preferable title to command. Every thing

* Ecclesiasticus, chap. xxxviii. verses 24, 25. “The wisdom of a learned
man cometh by opportunity of leisure: and he that hath little business shall
become wise.” “How can he get wisdom that holdeth the plough, and that
glorieth in the goad; that driveth oxen; and is occupied in their labours; and
whose talk is of bullocks?”

Ver. 27. “So every carpenter and work-master that laboureth night and
day.” &c.

Ver. g33. “They shall not be sought for in public counsel, nor sit high in
the congregation: They shall not sit on the judges seat, nor understand the
sentence of judgment: they cannot declare justice and judgment, and they
shall not be found where parables are spoken.”

Ver. 34. “But they will maintain the state of the world.”

I do not determine whether this book be canonical, as the Gailican
church (till lately) has considered it, or apocryphal, as here it is taken. I am
sure it contains a great deal of sense, and truth.
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ought to be open; but not indifferently to every man. No rota-
tion; 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 prop-
erty is sluggish, inert, and timid, 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 pro-
tected. The characteristic essence of property, formed out of
the combined principles of its acquisition [60] and conser-
vation, is to be unequal. The great masses therefore which
excite envy, and tempt rapacity, must be put out of the possi-
bility 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 por-
tion 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.
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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 per-
petuation 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 at-
tends 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 propri-
etors 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,
[61] they are too rashly slighted in shallow speculations of
the petulant, assuming, short-sighted coxcombs of philoso-
phy. Some decent regulated pre-eminence, some preference
(not exclusive appropriation) given to birth, is neither un-
natural, nor unjust, nor impolitic.

It is said, that twenty-four millions ought to prevail over
two hundred thousand. True; if the constitution of a king-
dom 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 dif-
ference 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
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by a dozen of persons of quality, who have betrayed their
trust in order to obtain that power. At present, you seem in
everything 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, under the republican sys-
tem of eighty-three independent municipalities, (to say noth-
ing 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 assem-
bly calling itself National. Each will keep its own portion of
the spoil of the church to itself; and it will not suffer either
[62] that spoil, or the more just fruits of their industry, or
the natural produce of their soil, to be sent to swell the in-
solence, 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 dismem-
bered their country. The person whom they persevere in call-
ing 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 de-
bauchery of the army, and illegally to perpetuate the assem-
bly, without resort to its constituents, as the means of con-
tinuing its despotism. It will make efforts, by becoming the
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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 congratu-
late 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 [63] to have speculated
himself into no small degree of fervour upon this subject, ad-
dresses his auditory in the following very remarkable words:
“I cannot conclude without recalling particularly to your rec-
ollection a consideration which I have more than once alluded
to, and which probably your thoughts have been all along an-
ticipating; a consideration with which my mind is impressed more
than I can express. 1 mean the consideration of the favourable-
ness 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 in-
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deed 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 dis-
cern 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 recon-
cileable 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 suf-
ferers. It is certainly not prudent to discredit the authority of
an example we mean [64] 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 ex-
ample 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
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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 [65] 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 medi-
ocrity 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 coun-
try. 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 par-

*Discourse on the Love of our Country, gd edit. p. 9.
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tial, but corruptly chosen, it becomes a nuisance.” Dr. Price
considers this inadequacy of representation as our fundamen-
tal grievance; and though, as to the corruption of this sem-
blance 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 acqui-
sition 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
[66] 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 de-
mocratists, 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 de-
positories 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 representa-
tion.” 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 show the contrary. To detail the particulars in which it
is found so well to promote its ends, would demand a trea-
tise 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 palliated to their feelings; you see why they
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are so much enamoured of your fair and equal representa-
tion, which being once obtained, the same effects might fol-
low. 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 fundamen-
tal grievance (so they call it), as a thing not only vicious in
itself, but as rendering our whole government absolutely :lle-
gitimate, [677} 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 rep-
resentation, or choice, is necessary to the legitimacy of all gov-
ernment, 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 endeav-
our to screen itself against these gentlemen by the authority
of the establishment made on the Revolution. The Revolu-
tion 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 accom-

" 6
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plishing 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, speaking of a supposed alliance be-
tween church and state, says, “perhaps we must wait for the fall
of the civil powers before this most unnatural alliance [68] be
broken. Calamitous no doubt will that time be. But what con-
vulsion in the political world ought to be a subject of lamen-
tation, 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 1S 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
notions, it is vain to talk to them of the practice of their an-
cestors, the fundamental laws of their country, the fixed 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 explo-
sion 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 agree-
ment is binding: these admit no temperament, and no com-
promise: 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.
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The objections of these speculatists, if its forms do not quad-
rate 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 gov-
ernments, not on a question of abuse, but a question of com-
petency, 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. [6g] “Illa se jactet in aula—
Acolus, et clauso ventorum carcere regnet.” But let them not break
prison to burst like a Levanter, 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 realrights 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 tres-
passing 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 pound has to
his larger proportion. But he has not a right to an equal divi-
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dend 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.

[70] 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
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wants is to be reckoned the want, out of civil society, of a suffi-
cient 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 [71] 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 ab-
stract 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 con-
venience. 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 pro-
curing and administering them. In that deliberation I shall
always advise to call in the aid of the farmer and the physi-
cian, rather than the professor of metaphysics.

The science of constructing a commonwealth, or reno-
vating it, or reforming it, is, like every other experimental
science, not to be taught d priori. Nor is it a short experience
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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 [72] 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 con-
clusions. In states there are often some obscure and almost
latent causes, things which appear at first view of little mo-
ment, on which a very great part of its prosperity or adver-
sity 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 con-
cerns, 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 origi-
nal 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 neg-
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ligent of their duty. The simple governments are fundamen-
tally defective, to say no worse of them. If you were to contem-
plate society in but one point of view, all [73] 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 overcare 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 ad-
vantages; 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 Aetnam insiluit, 1 con-
sider 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
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thoughts would urge me rather [74] 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 subli-
mate, and swallowing down repeated provocatives of cantha-
rides to our love of liberty.

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 tyran-
nicide made the ordinary exercise of boys at school— cum
perimit saevos classis numerosa tyrannos. 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 dis-
soluteness 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 specula-
tions; 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 specu-
lations, the issue has been much the same. These professors,
finding their extreme [75] principles not applicable to cases
which call only for a qualified, or, as I may say, civil and legal
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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 in-
deed 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 citi-
zens, and perfectly unsure connexions. For, considering their
speculative designs as of infinite value, and the actual ar-
rangement 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 NOWw 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 mili-
tant; 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 [76] to comprehend all men of any description
within them —No! far from it. I am as incapable of that injus-
tice, as I am of keeping terms with those who profess prin-
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ciples 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 occa-
sions 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 stop-
ping 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 obtain-
ing 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 imagina-
tion, grown torpid with the lazy enjoyment of sixty years secu-
rity, 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 en-
thusiasm 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 glori-
ous state of France, as in a bird-eye landscape of a promised
land, he breaks out into the following rapture:

[77] “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.—1
have lived to see a diffusion of knowledge, which has under-
mined superstition and error. —I have lived to see the rights of
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men better understood than ever; and nations panting for lib-
erty 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 | 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 en-
lightened. It had, though in a different place, a triumph as
memorable as that of Dr. Price; and some of the great preach-
ers 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 [78] 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.”t Peters had
not the fruits of his prayer; for he neither departed so soon

* Another of these reverend gentlemen, who was witness to some of the
spectacles which Paris has lately exhibited —expresses himself thus; “A king
dragged in submissive triumph by his conquering subjects is one of those appear-
ances of grandeur which seldom rise in the prospect of human affairs, and
which, during the remainder of my life, I shall think of with wonder and grati-
fication.” These gentlemen agree marvellously in their feelings.

t State Trials vol. ii. p. 360, p. 363.
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as he wished, nor in peace. He became (what I heartily hope
none of his followers may be in this country) himself a sacri-
fice 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 dif-
fers 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 tri-
umph, 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 dif-
fusion of the knowledge 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 famous Dr. Price, in whom the fumes of his oracular tri-
pod were not entirely evaporated, moved and carried the
resolution, or address of congratulation, {7g] transmitted by
Lord Stanhope to the National Assembly of France.

I FIND A PREACHER OF THE GOSPEL prophaning the beau-
tiful and prophetic ejaculation, commonly called “nunc di-
mittis,” made on the first presentation of our Saviour in the
Temple, and applying it, with an inhuman and unnatural rap-
ture, 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
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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,
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 them-
selves, 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 tri-
umph 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 them-
selves 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 appear-
ance 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.

[8o] 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 resi-
dence 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; 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
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real, sometimes pretended, captive itself, compels a captive
king to issue as royal edicts, at third hand, the polluted non-
sense 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 mea-
sures 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 a man of sobriety and modera-
tion. Nor is it in these clubs alone that the publick measures
are deformed into monsters. They undergo a previous dis-
tortion 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 pro-
portion 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. Ten-
derness to individuals is considered as treason to the public.
Liberty is always to be estimated [81] perfect as property is
rendered insecure. Amidst assassination, massacre, and con-
fiscation, 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 beg-
gary 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 fan-
cies, direct, control, applaud, explode them; and sometimes
mix and take their seats amongst them; domineering over
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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 Assem-
bly, which overthrows kings and kingdoms, has not even the
physiognomy and aspect of a grave legislative body— nec color
imperii, nec frons erat ulla senatus. 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 hor-
ror and disgust from such a profane burlesque, and abomi-
nable 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, notwith-
standing the applauses of the Revolution Society. Miserable
king! miserable Assembly! How must that assembly {82] 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 regenera-
tion 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 gentle-
men in their houses, that “the blood spilled was not the most
pure?” What must they have felt, when they were besieged by
complaints of disorders which shook their country to its foun-
dations, at being compelled coolly to tell the complainants,

*6th of October, 1789.
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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 dem-
onstrations 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 affec-
tion, to be sure. But among the revolutions in France, must be
reckoned a considerable revolution in their ideas of polite-
ness. In England we are said to learn manners at second-hand
from your side of the water, and that we dress our behav-
iour in the frippery of France. If so, we are still in [83] 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 re-
fined 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.
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A man is fallen indeed, when he is thus flattered. The ano-
dyne 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 rec-
ord 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 [84] 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 slaugh-
ter, lay down, under the pledged security of public faith, to
indulge nature in a few hours of respite, and troubled melan-
choly 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 as-
sassins, 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 had 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
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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 [85] 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, pro-
tracted 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 com-
memorated with grateful thanksgiving? to be offered to the
divine humanity with fervent prayer and enthusiastick ejacu-
lation? These 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.
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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 re-
flexions 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 lo Paean of the triumph, the animat-
ing cry which called “for all the BISHOPS to be hanged on
the lamp-posts,”* might well have brought forth a burst of
enthusiasm on the foreseen [86] 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 pre-
cursor of the Millennium, and the projected fifth monarchy,
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 gentle-
men, 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 regi-
cide and sacrilegious 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

*Tous les Evéques a la lanterne.
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consideration of all the good which is to arise from his own
sufferings, and the patriotic crimes of an enlightened age.*

*1t is proper here to refer to a letter written upon this subject by an
eye-witness. That eye-witness was one of the most honest, intelligent, and elo-
quent members of the National Assembly, one of the most active and zealous
reformers of the state. He was obliged to secede from the assembly; and he
afterwards became a voluntary exile, on account of the horrors of this pious
triumph, and the dispositions of men, who, profiting of crimes, if not causing
them, have taken the lead in public affairs.

EXTRACT of M. de Lally-Tollendal’s Second Letter to a Friend

“Parlons du parti que j'ai pris; il est bien justifié dans ma conscience. Ni
cette ville coupable, ni cette assemblée plus coupable encore, ne méritoient
que je me justifie; mais j'ai a coeur que vous, et les personnes qui pensent
comme vous, ne me condamnent pas. Ma santé, je vous jure, me rendoit mes
fonctions impossibles; mais meme en les mettant de coté il a été au-dessus de
mes forces de supporter plus long-tems I'horreur que me causoit ce sang, —
ces tétes, —cette reine presque égorgée, —ce roi, amené esclave, entrant a Paris, au
milieu de ses assassins, et précédé des tétes de ses malheureux gardes, —ces
perfides janissaires, —ces assassins, — ces femmes cannibales, —ce cri de, Tous
LES EVEQUES A LA LANTERNE, dans le moment ot le roi entre sa capitale avec
deux évéques de son conseil dans sa voiture. Un coup de fusil, que j'ai vu tirer
dans un des carosses de la reine. M. Bailly appellant cela un beau jour. L'assemblée
ayant déclaré froidement le matin, qu'il n’étoit pas de sa dignité d’aller toute
entiére environner le roi. M. Mirabeau disant impunément dans cette assem-
blée, que le vaisseau de I'état, loins d’étre arrété dans sa course, s’élanceroit
avec plus de rapidité que jamais vers sa régénération. M. Barnave, riant avec
lui, quand des flots de sang couloient autour de nous. Le vertueux Mounier *
échappant par miracle a vingt assassins, qui avoient voulu faire de sa téte un
trophée de plus.

“Voila ce qui me fit jurer de ne plus mettre le pied dans cette caverne
dAnthropophages [the National Assembly] ot je n’avois plus de force d’élever la
voix, ou depuis six semaines je I'avois élevée en vain. Moi, Mounier, et tous
les honnétes gens, ont pensé que le dernier effort a faire pour le bien étoit
d’en sortir. Aucune idée de crainte ne s’est approchée de moi. Je rougirois
de m’en défendre. J'avois encore recli sur la route de la part de ce peuple,
moins coupable que ceux qui I'ont enivré de fureur, des acclamations, et des
applaudissements, dont d’autres auroient été flattés, et qui mont fait frémir.
C’est a I'indignation, c’est a I'horreur, c’est aux convulsions physiques, que le
seul aspect du sang me fait éprouver que j'ai cédé. On brave une seule mort;
on la brave plusieurs fois, quand elle peut étre utile. Mais aucune puissance
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[87] 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 any but those who
are made for accomplishing Revolutions. But I cannot stop
here. Influenced by the inborn feelings of my nature, [88]
and not being illuminated by a single ray of this new-sprung
modern light, I confess to you, Sir, that the exalted rank of
the persons suffering, and particularly the sex, the beauty,
and the amiable qualities of the descendant of so many kings
and emperors, with the tender age of royal infants, insensible
only through infancy and innocence of the cruel outrages to
which their parents were exposed, instead of being a subject
of exultation, adds not a little to my sensibility on that most
melancholy occasion.

I hear that the august person, who was the principal ob-
ject of our preacher’s triumph, though he supported himself,
felt much on that shameful occasion. As a man, it became
him to feel for his wife and his children, and the faithful
guards of his person, that were massacred in cold blood about
him. As a prince, it became him to feel for the strange and
frightful transformation of his civilized subjects, and to be
more grieved for them, than solicitous for himself. It dero-

sous le ciel, mais aucune opinion publique ou privée n'ont le droit de me
condamner a souffrir inutilement mille supplices par minute, et a périr de
désespoir, de rage, au milieu des triomphes, du crime que je n’ai pu arréter. Iis
me proscriront, il confisqueront mes biens. Je labourerai la terre, et je ne les
verrai plus. —Voila ma justification. Vous pourrez la lire, la montrer, la laisser
copier; tant pis pour ceux qui ne la comprendront pas; ce ne sera alors moi
qui auroit eu tort de la leur donner.”

This military man had not so good nerves as the peaceable gentlemen of
the Old Jewry.—See Mons. Mounier’s narrative of these transactions; a man
also of honour and virtue, and talents, and therefore a fugitive.

*N. B. Mr. Mounier was then speaker of the National Assembly. He has
since been obliged to live in exile, though one of the firmest assertors of lib-
erty.
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gates little from his fortitude, while it adds infinitely to the
honour of his humanity. I am very sorry to say it, very sorry
indeed, that such personages are in a situation in which it is
not unbecoming in us to praise the virtues of the great.

I hear, and I rejoice to hear, that the great lady, the other
object of the triumph, has borne that day (one is interested
that beings made for suffering should suffer well) and that
she bears all the succeeding days, that she bears the impris-
onment of her husband, and her own captivity, and the exile
of her friends, and the insulting adulation of addresses, and
the whole weight of her accumulated wrongs, with a serene
patience, in a manner suited to her rank and race, and be-
coming the offspring of a sovereign distinguished for her
piety and her courage; that like her she has lofty sentiments;
that she feels with the dignity of a Roman matron; that in the
last extremity she will save herself from the last disgrace, and
that if she must fall, she will fall by no ignoble hand.

[8g] It is now sixteen or seventeen years since I saw
the queen of France, then the dauphiness, at Versailles; and
surely never lighted on this orb, which she hardly seemed to
touch, a more delightful vision. I saw her just above the hori-
zon, decorating and cheering the elevated sphere she just
began to move in; glittering like the morning star, full of life,
and splendor, and joy. Oh! what a revolution! and what an
heart must I have, to contemplate without emotion that ele-
vation and that fall! Little did I dream when she added titles
of veneration to those of enthusiastic, distant, respectful love,
that she should ever be obliged to carry the sharp antidote
against disgrace concealed in that bosom; little did I dream
that I should have lived to see such disasters fallen upon her
in a nation of gallant men, in a nation of men of honour and
of cavaliers. I thought ten thousand swords must have leaped
from their scabbards to avenge even a lcok that threatened
her with insult. But the age of chivalry is gone. That of so-
phisters, oeconomists, and calculators, has succeeded; and
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the glory of Europe is extinguished for ever. Never, never
more, shall we behold that generous loyalty to rank and sex,
that proud submission, that dignified obedience, that sub-
ordination of the heart, which kept alive, even in servitude
itself, the spirit of an exalted freedom. The unbought grace of
life, the cheap defence of nations, the nurse of manly senti-
ment and heroic enterprize, is gone! It is gone, that sensibility
of principle, that chastity of honour, which felt a stain like
a wound, which inspired courage whilst it mitigated ferocity,
which ennobled whatever it touched, and under which vice
itself lost half its evil, by losing all its grossness.

THIS MIXED SYSTEM of opinion and sentiment had its ori-
gin in the antient chivalry; and the principle, though varied
in its appearance by the varying state of human [go] affairs,
subsisted and influenced through a long succession of gen-
erations, even to the time we live in. If it should ever be totally
extinguished, the loss I fear will be great. It is this which has
given its character to modern Europe. It is this which has
distinguished it under all its forms of government, and distin-
guished it to its advantage, from the states of Asia, and pos-
sibly from those states which flourished in the most brilliant
periods of the antique world. It was this, which, without con-
founding ranks, had produced a noble equality, and handed
it down through all the gradations of social life. It was this
opinion which mitigated kings into companions, and raised
private men to be fellows with kings. Without force, or oppo-
sition, it subdued the fierceness of pride and power; it obliged
sovereigns to submit to the soft collar of social esteem, com-
pelied stern authority to submit to elegance, and gave a domi-
nation vanquisher of laws, to be subdued by manners.

But now all is to be changed. All the pleasing illusions,
which made power gentle, and obedience liberal, which har-
monized the different shades of life, and which, by a bland
assimilation, incorporated into politics the sentiments which
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beautify and soften private society, are to be dissolved by this
new conquering empire of light and reason. All the decent
drapery of life is to be rudely torn off. All the superadded
ideas, furnished from the wardrobe of a moral imagination,
which the heart owns, and the understanding ratifies, as nec-
essary to cover the defects of our naked shivering nature,
and to raise it to dignity in our own estimation, are to be ex-
ploded as a ridiculous, absurd, and antiquated fashion.

On this scheme of things, a king is but a man; a queen is
but a woman; a woman is but an animal; and an animal not
of the highest order. All homage paid to the sex in general as
such, and without distinct views, is to be regarded [g1] as ro-
mance and folly. Regicide, and parricide, and sacrilege, are
but fictions of superstition, corrupting jurisprudence by de-
stroying its simplicity. The murder of a king, or a queen, or
a bishop, or a father, are only common homicide; and if the
people are by any chance, or in any way gainers by it, a sort
of homicide much the most pardonable, and into which we
ought not to make too severe a scrutiny.

On the scheme of this barbarous philosophy, which is
the offspring of cold hearts and muddy understandings, and
which is as void of solid wisdom, as it is destitute of all taste
and elegance, laws are to be supported only by their own
terrors, and by the concern which each individual may find
in them from his own private speculations, or can spare to
them from his own private interests. In the groves of their
academy, at the end of every visto, you see nothing but the
gallows. Nothing is left which engages the affections on the
part of the commonwealth. On the principles of this me-
chanic philosophy, our institutions can never be embodied,
if I may use the expression, in persons; so as to create in us
love, veneration, admiration, or attachment. But that sort of
reason which banishes the affections is incapable of filling
their place. These public affections, combined with manners,
are required sometimes as supplements, sometimes as cor-
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rectives, always as aids to law. The precept given by a wise
man, as well as a great critic, for the construction of poems, is
equally true as to states. Non satis est pulchra esse poemata, dulcia
sunto. There ought to be a system of manners in every nation
which a well-formed mind would be disposed to relish. To
make us love our country, our country ought to be lovely.

But power, of some kind or other, will survive the shock in
which manners and opinions perish; and it will find other and
worse means for its support. The usurpation which, in order
to subvert antient institutions, has destroyed antient [g2]
principles, will hold power by arts similar to those by which it
has acquired it. When the old feudal and chivalrous spirit of
Fealty, which, by freeing kings from fear, freed both kings and
subjects from the precautions of tyranny, shall be extinct in
the minds of men, plots and assassinations will be anticipated
by preventive murder and preventive confiscation, and that
long roll of grim and bloody maxims, which form the politi-
cal code of all power, not standing on its own honour, and
the honour of those who are to obey it. Kings will be tyrants
from policy when subjects are rebels from principle.

When antient opinions and rules of life are taken away,
the loss cannot possibly be estimated. From that moment we
have no compass to govern us; nor can we know distinctly
to what port we steer. Europe undoubtedly, taken in a mass,
was in a flourishing condition the day on which your Revo-
lution was compleated. How much of that prosperous state
was owing to the spirit of our old manners and opinions is
not easy to say; but as such causes cannot be indifferent in
their operation, we must presume, that, on the whole, their
operation was beneficial.

We are but too apt to consider things in the state in which
we find them, without sufficiently adverting to the causes by
which they have been produced, and possibly may be up-
held. Nothing is more certain, than that our manners, our
civilization, and all the good things which are connected with
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manners, and with civilization, have, in this European world
of ours, depended for ages upon two principles; and were
indeed the result of both combined; I mean the spirit of a
gentleman, and the spirit of religion. The nobility and the
clergy, the one by profession, the other by patronage, kept
learning in existence, even in the midst of arms and con-
fusions, and whilst governments were rather in their causes
than formed. Learning paid back what it received to [g3]
nobility and to priesthood; and paid it with usury, by en-
larging their ideas, and by furnishing their minds. Happy if
they had all continued to know their indissoluble union, and
their proper place! Happy if learning, not debauched by am-
bition, had been satisfied to continue the instructor, and not
aspired to be the master! Along with its natural protectors
and guardians, learning will be cast into the mire, and trod-
den down under the hoofs of a swinish multitude.[?]

If, as I suspect, modern letters owe more than they are
always willing to own to antient manners, so do other inter-
ests which we value full as much as they are worth. Even com-
merce, and trade, and manufacture, the gods of our oeco-
nomical politicians, are themselves perhaps but creatures;
are themselves but effects, which, as first causes, we choose to
worship. They certainly grew under the same shade in which
learning flourished. They too may decay with their natural
protecting principles. With you, for the present at least, they
all threaten to disappear together. Where trade and manufac-
tures are wanting to a people, and the spirit of nobility and
religion remains, sentiment supplies, and not always ill sup-
plies their place; but if commerce and the arts should be lost
in an experiment to try how well a state may stand without
these old fundamental principles, what sort of a thing must
be a nation of gross, stupid, ferocious, and at the same time,

[a. See the fate of Bailly and Condorcet, supposed to be here particularly alluded to.
Compare the circumstances of the trial and execution of the former with this prediction.]
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poor and sordid barbarians, destitute of religion, honour, or
manly pride, possessing nothing at present, and hoping for
nothing hereafter?

I wish you may not be going fast, and by the shortest
cut, to that horrible and disgustful situation. Already there
appears a poverty of conception, a coarseness and vulgarity
in all the proceedings of the assembly and of all their [g4]
instructors. Their liberty is not liberal. Their science is pre-
sumptuous ignorance. Their humanity is savage and brutal.

It is not clear, whether in England we learned those grand
and decorous principles, and manners, of which consider-
able traces yet remain, from you, or whether you took them
from us. But to you, I think, we trace them best. You seem to
me to be “gentis incunabula nostrae.” France has always more
or less influenced manners in England; and when your foun-
tain is choaked up and polluted, the stream will not run long,
or not run clear with us, or perhaps with any nation. This
gives all Europe, in my opinion, but too close and connected
a concern in what is done in France. Excuse me, therefore, if
I have dwelt too long on the atrocious spectacle of the sixth
of October 1789, or have given too much scope to the reflec-
tions which have arisen in my mind on occasion of the most
important of all revolutions, which may be dated from that
day, I mean a revolution in sentiments, manners, and moral
opinions. As things now stand, with every thing respectable
destroyed without us, and an attempt to destroy within us
every principle of respect, one is almost forced to apologize
for harbouring the common feelings of men.

Why do I feel so differently from the Reverend Dr. Price,
and those of his lay flock, who will choose to adopt the senti-
ments of his discourse? For this plain reason—because it is
natural 1 should; because we are so made as to be affected
at such spectacles with melancholy sentiments upon the un-
stable condition of mortal prosperity, and the tremendous
uncertainty of human greatness; because in those natural
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feelings we learn great lessons; because in events like these
our passions instruct our reason; because when kings are
hurled from their thrones by the Supreme Director of this
great drama, and become the objects of [g5] insult to the
base, and of pity to the good, we behold such disasters in the
moral, as we should behold a miracle in the physical order
of things. We are alarmed into reflexion; our minds (as it has
long since been observed) are purified by terror and pity;
our weak unthinking pride is humbled, under the dispen-
sations of a mysterious wisdom. Some tears might be drawn
from me, if such a spectacle were exhibited on the stage. I
should be truly ashamed of finding in myself that superficial,
theatric sense of painted distress, whilst I could exult over it
in real life. With such a perverted mind, I could never ven-
ture to shew my face at a tragedy. People would think the
tears that Garrick formerly, or that Siddons not long since,
have extorted from me, were the tears of hypocrisy; I should
know them to be the tears of folly.

Indeed the theatre is a better school of moral senti-
ments than churches, where the feelings of humanity are
thus outraged. Poets, who have to deal with an audience not
yet graduated in the school of the rights of men, and who
must apply themselves to the moral constitution of the heart,
would not dare to produce such a triumph as a matter of exul-
tation. There, where men follow their natural impulses, they
would not bear the odious maxims of a Machiavelian policy,
whether applied to the attainment of monarchical or demo-
cratic tyranny. They would reject them on the modern, as
they once did on the antient stage; where they could not bear
even the hypothetical proposition of such wickedness in the
mouth of a personated tyrant, though suitable to the charac-
ter he sustained. No theatric audience in Athens would bear
what has been borne, in the midst of the real tragedy of this
triumphal day; a principal actor weighing, as it were in scales
hung in a shop of horrors, so much actual crime against so



[176]
REFLECTIONS ON THE REVOLUTION IN FRANCE

much contingent advantage, and after putting in and out
weights, declaring that the balance was on [g6] the side of
the advantages. They would not bear to see the crimes of new
democracy posted as in a ledger against the crimes of old des-
potism, and the book-keepers of politics finding democracy
still in debt, but by no means unable or unwilling to pay the
balance. In the theatre, the first intuitive glance, without any
elaborate process of reasoning, would shew, that this method
of political computation would justify every extent of crime.
They would see, that on these principles, even where the very
worst acts were not perpetrated, it was owing rather to the
fortune of the conspirators than to their parsimony in the
expenditure of treachery and blood. They would soon see,
that criminal means once tolerated are soon preferred. They
present a shorter cut to the object than through the highway
of the moral virtues. Justifying perfidy and murder for public
benefit, public benefit would soon become the pretext, and
perfidy and murder the end; until rapacity, malice, revenge,
and fear more dreadful than revenge, could satiate their in-
satiable appetites. Such must be the consequences of losing
in the splendour of these triumphs of the rights of men, all
natural sense of wrong and right.

BuT THE REVEREND PASTOR exults in this “leading in
triumph,” because, truly, Louis the XVIth was “an arbitrary
monarch”; that is, in other words, neither more nor less, than
because he was Louis the XVIth, and because he had the mis-
fortune to be born king of France, with the prerogatives of
which, a long line of ancestors, and a long acquiescence of the
people, without any act of his, had put him in possession. A
misfortune it has indeed turned out to him, that he was born
king of France. But misfortune is not crime, nor is indiscre-
tion always the greatest guilt. I shall never think that a prince,
the acts of whose whole reign were a series of concessions to
his subjects, who was willing to [g7] relax his authority, to re-
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mit his prerogatives, to call his people to a share of freedom,
not known, perhaps not desired, by their ancestors; such a
prince, though he should be subject to the common frailties
attached to men and to princes, though he should have once
thought it necessary to provide force against the desperate
designs manifestly carrying on against his person, and the
remnants of his authority; though all this should be taken
into consideration, I shall be led with great difficulty to think
he deserves the cruel and insulting triumph of Paris, and of
Dr. Price. I tremble for the cause of liberty, from such an ex-
ample to kings. I tremble for the cause of humanity, in the
unpunished outrages of the most wicked of mankind. But
there are some people of that low and degenerate fashion of
mind, that they look up with a sort of complacent awe and
admiration to kings, who know to keep firm in their seat, to
hold a strict hand over their subjects, to assert their preroga-
tive, and by the awakened vigilance of a severe despotism, to
guard against the very first approaches of freedom. Against
such as these they never elevate their voice. Deserters from
principle, listed with fortune, they never see any good in suf-
fering virtue, nor any crime in prosperous usurpation.

If it could have been made clear to me, that the king and
queen of France (those I mean who were such before the
triumph) were inexorable and cruel tyrants, that they had
formed a deliberate scheme for massacring the National As-
sembly (I think I have seen something like the latter insinu-
ated in certain publications) 1 should think their captivity
just. If this be true, much more ought to have been done,
but done, in my opinion, in another manner. The punish-
ment of real tyrants is a noble and awful act of justice; and
it has with truth been said to be consolatory to the human
mind. But if I were to punish a wicked king, I should regard
the dignity in avenging the crime. Justice is [g8] grave and
decorous, and in its punishments rather seems to submit to a
necessity, than to make a choice. Had Nero, or Agrippina, or
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Louis the Eleventh, or Charles the Ninth, been the subject;
if Charles the Twelfth of Sweden, after the murder of Patkul,
or his predecessor Christina, after the murder of Monalde-
schi, had fallen into your hands, Sir, or into mine, I am sure
our conduct would have been different.

If the French King, or King of the French, (or by whatever
name he is known in the new vocabulary of your constitu-
tion) has in his own person, and that of his Queen, really de-
served these unavowed but unavenged murderous attempts,
and those subsequent indignities more cruel than murder,
such a person would ill deserve even that subordinate execu-
tory trust, which I understand is to be placed in him; nor is
he fit to be called chief of a nation which he has outraged
and oppressed. A worse choice for such an office in a new
commonwealth, than that of a deposed tyrant, could not pos-
sibly be made. But to degrade and insult a man as the worst
of criminals, and afterwards to trust him in your highest con-
cerns, as a faithful, honest, and zealous servant, is not consis-
tent in reasoning, nor prudent in policy, nor safe in practice.
Those who could make such an appointment must be guilty
of a more flagrant breach of trust than any they have yet com-
mitted against the people. As this is the only crime in which
your leading politicians could have acted inconsistently, I
conclude that there is no sort of ground for these horrid in-
sinuations. I think no better of all the other calumnies.

In England, we give no credit to them. We are generous
enemies: we are faithful allies. We spurn from us with dis-
gust and indignation the slanders of those who bring us their
anecdotes with the attestation of the flower-de-luce on their
shoulder. We have Lord George Gordon fast in Newgate;
and neither his being a public proselyte to Judaism, [gg] nor
his having, in his zeal against Catholic priests and all sort of
ecclesiastics, raised a mob (excuse the term, it is still in use
here) which pulled down all our prisons, have preserved to
him a liberty, of which he did not render himself worthy by a
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virtuous use of it. We have rebuilt Newgate, and tenanted the
mansion. We have prisons almost as strong as the Bastile, for
those who dare to libel the queens of France. In this spiritual
retreat, let the noble libeller remain. Let him there meditate
on his Thalmud, until he learns a conduct more becoming
his birth and parts, and not so disgraceful to the antient reli-
gion to which he has become a proselyte; or until some per-
sons from your side of the water, to please your new Hebrew
brethren, shall ransom him. He may then be enabled to pur-
chase, with the old hoards of the synagogue, and a very small
poundage on the long compound interest of the thirty pieces
of silver (Dr. Price has shewn us what miracles compound
interest will perform in 179o years) the lands which are lately
discovered to have been usurped by the Gallican church.
Send us your popish Archbishop of Paris, and we will send
you our protestant Rabbin. We shall treat the person you send
us in exchange like a gentleman and an honest man, as he is;
but pray let him bring with him the fund of his hospitality,
bounty, and charity; and, depend upon it, we shall never con-
fiscate a shilling of that honourable and pious fund, nor think
of enriching the treasury with the spoils of the poor-box.

To TELL YOU THE TRUTH, my dear Sir, I think the honour
of our nation to be somewhat concerned in the disclaimer
of the proceedings of this society of the Old Jewry and the
London Tavern. I have no man'’s proxy. I speak only from my-
self; when I disclaim, as I do with all possible earnestness, all
communion with the actors in that triumph, or with the ad-
mirers of it. When I assert anything else, as [100] concerning
the people of England, I speak from observation, not from
authority; but I speak from the experience I have had in a
pretty extensive and mixed communication with the inhabi-
tants of this kingdom, of all descriptions and ranks, and after
a course of attentive observation, began early in life, and
continued for near forty years. I have often been astonished,
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considering that we are divided from you but by a slender
dyke of about twenty-four miles, and that the mutual inter-
course between the two countries has lately been very great,
to find how little you seem to know of us. I suspect that this
is owing to your forming a judgment of this nation from cer-
tain publications, which do very erroneously, if they do at all,
represent the opinions and dispositions generally prevalent
in England. The vanity, restlessness, petulance, and spirit of
intrigue of several petty cabals, who attempt to hide their
total want of consequence in bustle and noise, and puffing,
and mutual quotation of each other, makes you imagine that
our contemptuous neglect of their abilities is a mark of gen-
eral acquiescence in their opinions. No such thing, I assure
you. Because half a dozen grasshoppers under a fern make
the field ring with their importunate chink, whilst thousands
of great cattle, reposed beneath the shadow of the British
oak, chew the cud and are silent, pray do not imagine, that
those who make the noise are the only inhabitants of the
field; that, of course, they are many in number; or that, after
all, they are other than the little shrivelled, meagre, hopping,
though loud and troublesome insects of the hour.

I almost venture to affirm, that not one in a hundred
amongst us participates in the “triumph” of the Revolution
Society. If the king and queen of France, and their children,
were to fall into our hands by the chance of war, in the most
acrimonious of all hostilities (I deprecate such an event, I
deprecate such hostility) they would be treated with [101]
another sort of triumphal entry into London. We formerly
have had a king of France in that situation; you have read
how he was treated by the victor in the field; and in what
manner he was afterwards received in England. Four hun-
dred years have gone over us; but I believe we are not ma-
terially changed since that period. Thanks to our sullen re-
sistance to innovation, thanks to the cold sluggishness of our
national character, we still bear the stamp of our forefathers.
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We have not, as I conceive, lost the generosity and dignity
of thinking of the fourteenth century; nor as yet have we
subtilized ourselves into savages. We are not the converts of
Rousseau; we are not the disciples of Voltaire; Helvetius has
made no progress amongst us. Atheists are not our preach-
ers; madmen are not our lawgivers. We know that we have
made no discoveries, and we think that no discoveries are to
be made, in morality; nor many in the great principles of gov-
ernment, nor in the ideas of liberty, which were understood
long before we were born, altogether as well as they will be
after the grave has heaped its mould upon our presumption,
and the silent tomb shall have imposed its law on our pert
loquacity. In England we have not yet been completely em-
bowelled of our natural entrails; we still feel within us, and
we cherish and cultivate, those inbred sentiments which are
the faithful guardians, the active monitors of our duty, the
true supporters of all liberal and manly morals. We have not
been drawn and trussed, in order that we may be filled, like
stuffed birds in a museum, with chaff and rags, and paltry
blurred shreds of paper about the rights of man. We preserve
the whole of our feelings still native and entire, unsophisti-
cated by pedantry and infidelity. We have real hearts of flesh
and blood beating in our bosoms. We fear God; we look up
with awe to kings; with affection to parliaments; with duty
to magistrates; with reverence to priests; and with respect to
[102] nobility.* Why? Because when such ideas are brought
before our minds, it is natural to be so affected; because all
other feelings are false and spurious, and tend to corrupt our

*The English are, I conceive, misrepresented in a Letter published in one
of the papers, by a gentleman thought to be a dissenting minister. When writ-
ing to Dr. Price, of the spirit which prevails at Paris, he says, “The spirit of the
people in this place has abolished all the proud distinctons which the king and
nobles had usurped in their minds; whether they talk of the king, the noble, or the
priest, their whole language is that of the most enlightened and liberal amongst the
English.” If this gentleman means to confine the terms enlightened and liberal to
one set of men in England, it may be true. It is not generaily so.
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minds, to vitiate our primary morals, to render us unfit for
rational liberty; and by teaching us a servile, licentious, and
abandoned insolence, to be our low sport for a few holidays,
to make us perfectly fit for, and justly deserving of slavery,
through the whole course of our lives.

You see, Sir, that in this enlightened age I am bold enough
to confess, that we are generally men of untaught feelings;
that instead of casting away all our old prejudices, we cherish
them to a very considerable degree, and, to take more shame
to ourselves, we cherish them because they are prejudices;
and the longer they have lasted, and the more generally they
have prevailed, the more we cherish them. We are afraid to
put men to live and trade each on his own private stock of
reason; because we suspect that this stock in each man is
small, and that the individuals would do better to avail them-
selves of the general bank and capital of nations, and of ages.
Many of our men of speculation, instead of exploding gen-
eral prejudices, employ their sagacity to discover the latent
wisdom which prevails in them. If they find what they seek,
(and they seldom fail) they think it more wise to continue
the prejudice, with the reason involved, than to cast away the
coat of prejudice, and to leave nothing but the naked rea-
son; because prejudice, with its reason, has a motive to give
action to that reason, and an [103] affection which will give
it permanence. Prejudice is of ready application in the emer-
gency; it previously engages the mind in a steady course of
wisdom and virtue, and does not leave the man hesitating in
the moment of decision, sceptical, puzzled, and unresolved.
Prejudice renders a man’s virtue his habit; and not a series of
unconnected acts. Through just prejudice, his duty becomes
a part of his nature.

Your literary men, and your politicians, and so do the
whole clan of the enlightened among us, essentially differ in
these points. They have no respect for the wisdom of others;
but they pay it off by a very full measure of confidence in
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their own. With them it is a sufficient motive to destroy an old
scheme of things, because it is an old one. As to the new, they
are in no sort of fear with regard to the duration of a build-
ing run up in haste; because duration is no object to those
who think little or nothing has been done before their time,
and who place all their hopes in discovery. They conceive,
very systematically, that all things which give perpetuity are
mischievous, and therefore they are at inexpiable war with
all establishments. They think that government may vary like
modes of dress, and with as little ill effect. That there needs
no principle of attachment, except a sense of present conve-
niency, to any constitution of the state. They always speak as
if they were of opinion that there is a singular species of com-
pact between them and their magistrates, which binds the
magistrate, but which has nothing reciprocal in it, but that
the majesty of the people has a right to dissolve it without any
reason, but its will. Their attachment to their country itself,
is only so far as it agrees with some of their fleeting projects;
it begins and ends with that scheme of polity which falls in
with their momentary opinion.

These doctrines, or rather sentiments, seem prevalent
with [104] your new statesmen. But they are wholly different
from those on which we have always acted in this country.

I HEAR IT 1S SOMETIMES GIVEN OUT in France, that what
is doing among you is after the example of England. I beg
leave to affirm, that scarcely any thing done with you has
originated from the practice or the prevalent opinions of this
people, either in the act or in the spirit of the proceeding.
Let me add, that we are as unwilling to learn these lessons
from France, as we are sure that we never taught them to that
nation. The cabals here who take a sort of share in your trans-
actions as yet consist but of an handful of people. If unfor-
tunately by their intrigues, their sermons, their publications,
and by a confidence derived from an expected union with
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the counsels and forces of the French nation, they should
draw considerable numbers into their faction, and in conse-
quence should seriously attempt any thing here in imitation
of what has been done with you, the event, I dare venture
to prophesy, will be, that, with some trouble to their coun-
try, they will soon accomplish their own destruction. This
people refused to change their law in remote ages from re-
spect to the infallibility of popes; and they will not now alter
it from a pious implicit faith in the dogmatism of philoso-
phers; though the former was armed with the anathema and
crusade, and though the latter should act with the libel and
the lamp-iron.

Formerly your affairs were your own concern only. We felt
for them as men; but we kept aloof from them, because we
were not citizens of France. But when we see the model held
up to ourselves, we must feel as Englishmen, and feeling, we
must provide as Englishmen. Your affairs, in spite of us, are
made a part of our interest; so far at least as to keep at a dis-
tance your panacea, or your plague. If it be a panacea, we do
not want it. We know the consequences [105] of unnecessary
physic. If it be a plague, it is such a plague, that the precau-
tions of the most severe quarantine ought to be established
against it.

I HEAR ON ALL HANDS that a cabal, calling itself philo-
sophic, receives the glory of many of the late proceedings;
and that their opinions and systems are the true actuating
spirit of the whole of them. I have heard of no party in En-
gland, literary or political, at any time, known by such a de-
scription. It is not with you composed of those men, is it?
whom the vulgar, in their blunt, homely style, commonly call
Atheists and Infidels? If it be, I admit that we too have had
writers of that description, who made some noise in their day.
At present they repose in lasting oblivion. Who, born within
the last forty years, has read one word of Collins, and Toland,
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and Tindal, and Chubb, and Morgan, and that whole race
who called themselves Freethinkers? Who now reads Boling-
broke? Who ever read him through? Ask the booksellers of
London what is become of all these lights of the world. In
as few years their few successors will go to the family vault
of “all the Capulets.” But whatever they were, or are, with
us, they were and are wholly unconnected individuals. With
us they kept the common nature of their kind, and were not
gregarious. They never acted in corps, nor were known as a
faction in the state, nor presumed to influence, in that name
or character, or for the purposes of such a faction, on any of
our public concerns. Whether they ought so to exist, and so
be permitted to act, is another question. As such cabals have
not existed in England, so neither has the spirit of them had
any influence in establishing the original frame of our consti-
tution, or in any one of the several reparations and improve-
ments it has undergone. The whole has been done under
the auspices, and is confirmed by the sanctions of religion
and piety. The whole [106] has emanated from the simplicity
of our national character, and from a sort of native plain-
ness and directness of understanding, which for a long time
characterized those men who have successively obtained au-
thority amongst us. This disposition still remains, at least in
the great body of the people.

We know, and what is better, we feel inwardly, that reli-
gion is the basis of civil society, and the source of all good
and of all comfort.* In England we are so convinced of this,
that there is no rust of superstition, with which the accu-
mulated absurdity of the human mind might have crusted it

*Sit igitur hoc ab initio persuasum civibus, dominos esse omnium re-
rum ac moderatores, deos; eaque, quae gerantur, eorum geri vi. ditione, ac
numine: eosdemque optime de genere hominum mereri; et qualis quisque sit,
quid agat, quid in se admittat, qua mente, qua pietate colat religiones intueri;
piorum et impiorum habere rationem. His enim rebus imbutae mentes haud
sane abhorrebunt ab utili et a vera sententia. Cic. de Legibus, 1. 2.
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over in the course of ages, that ninety-nine in an hundred
of the people of England would not prefer to impiety. We
shall never be such fools as to call in an enemy to the sub-
stance of any system to remove its corruptions, to supply its
defects, or to perfect its construction. If our religious tenets
should ever want a further elucidation, we shall not call on
atheism to explain them. We shall not light up our temple
from that unhallowed fire. It will be illuminated with other
lights. It will be perfumed with other incense, than the infec-
tious stuff which is imported by the smugglers of adulterated
metaphysics. If our ecclesiastical establishment should want
a revision, it is not avarice or rapacity, public or private, that
we shall employ for the audit, or receipt, or application, of
its consecrated revenue. Violently condemning neither the
Greek nor the Armenian, nor, since heats are subsided, the
Roman system of religion, we prefer the Protestant; not be-
cause we think it has less of the Christian [107] religion in
it, but because, in our judgment, it has more. We are protes-
tants, not from indifference, but from zeal.

We know, and it is our pride to know, that man is by his
constitution a religious animal; that atheism is against, not
only our reason, but our instincts; and that it cannot prevail
long. But if, in the moment of riot, and in a drunken delirium
from the hot spirit drawn out of the alembick of hell, which
in France is now so furiously boiling, we should uncover our
nakedness by throwing off that Christian religion which has
hitherto been our boast and comfort, and one great source
of civilization amongst us, and among many other nations, we
are apprehensive (being well aware that the mind will not en-
dure a void) that some uncouth, pernicious, and degrading
superstition, might take place of it. For that reason, before
we take from our establishment the natural human means
of estimation, and give it up to contempt, as you have done,
and in doing it have incurred the penalties you well deserve
to suffer, we desire that some other may be presented to us
in the place of it. We shall then form our judgment.
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On these ideas, instead of quarrelling with establish-
ments, as some do, who have made a philosophy and a reli-
gion of their hostility to such institutions, we cleave closely
to them. We are resolved to keep an established church,
an established monarchy, an established aristocracy, and an
established democracy, each in the degree it exists, and in no
greater. I shall shew you presently how much of each of these
we possess.

It has been the misfortune, not as these gentlemen think
it, the glory, of this age, that every thing is to be discussed; as
if the constitution of our country were to be always a subject
rather of altercation than enjoyment. For this reason, as well
as for the satisfaction of those among you (if any such you
have among you) who may wish to profit [108] of examples,
I venture to trouble you with a few thoughts upon each of
these establishments. I do not think they were unwise in an-
tient Rome, who, when they wished to new-model their laws,
sent commissioners to examine the best constituted repub-
lics within their reach.

FIRST, | BEG LEAVE TO SPEAK of our church establish-
ment, which is the first of our prejudices; not a prejudice
destitute of reason, but involving in it profound and exten-
sive wisdom. I speak of it first. It is first, and last, and midst
in our minds. For, taking ground on that religious system,
of which we are now in possession, we continue to act on
the early received and uniformly continued sense of man-
kind. That sense not only, like a wise architect, hath built
up the august fabric of states, but like a provident propri-
etor, to preserve the structure from prophanation and ruin,
as a sacred temple, purged from all the impurities of fraud,
and violence, and injustice, and tyranny, hath solemnly and
for ever consecrated the commonwealth, and all that offici-
ate in it. This consecration is made, that all who administer
in the government of men, in which they stand in the per-
son of God himself, should have high and worthy notions of
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their function and destination; that their hope should be full
of immortality; that they should not look to the paltry pelf
of the moment, nor to the temporary and transient praise of
the vulgar, but to a solid, permanent existence, in the perma-
nent part of their nature, and to a permanent fame and glory,
in the example they leave as a rich inheritance to the world.

Such sublime principles ought to be infused into per-
sons of exalted situations; and religious establishments pro-
vided, that may continually revive and enforce them. Every
sort of moral, every sort of civil, every sort of politic insti-
tution, aiding the rational and natural ties that connect the
human [109] understanding and affections to the divine, are
not more than necessary, in order to build up that wonderful
structure, Man; whose prerogative it is, to be in a great de-
gree a creature of his own making; and who when made as he
ought to be made, is destined to hold no trivial place in the
creation. But whenever man is put over men, as the better
nature ought ever to preside, in that case more particularly,
he should as nearly as possible be approximated to his per-
fection.

This consecration of the state, by a state religious estab-
lishment, is necessary also to operate with an wholesome awe
upon free citizens; because, in order to secure their freedom,
they must enjoy some determinate portion of power. To them
therefore a religion connected with the state, and with their
duty towards it, becomes even more necessary than in such
societies, where the people by the terms of their subjection
are confined to private sentiments, and the management of
their own family concerns. All persons possessing any por-
tion of power ought to be strongly and awefully impressed
with an idea that they act in trust; and that they are to ac-
count for their conduct in that trust to the one great master,
author and founder of society.

This principle ought even to be more strongly impressed
upon the minds of those who compose the collective sov-
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reignty than upon those of single princes. Without instru-
ments, these princes can do nothing. Whoever uses instru-
ments, in finding helps, finds also impediments. Their power
is therefore by no means compleat; nor are they safe in ex-
treme abuse. Such persons, however elevated by flattery, ar-
rogance, and self-opinion, must be sensible that, whether
covered or not by positive law, in some way or other they are
accountable even here for the abuse of their trust. If they
are not cut off by a rebellion of their people, they may be
strangled by the very Janissaries kept [110] for their security
against all other rebellion. Thus we have seen the king of
France sold by his soldiers for an encrease of pay. But where
popular authority is absolute and unrestrained, the people
have an infinitely greater, because a far better founded con-
fidence in their own power. They are themselves, in a great
measure, their own instruments. They are nearer to their ob-
jects. Besides, they are less under responsibility to one of the
greatest controlling powers on earth, the sense of fame and
estimation. The share of infamy that is likely to fall to the lot
of each individual in public acts, is small indeed; the opera-
tion of opinion being in the inverse ratio to the number
of those who abuse power. Their own approbation of their
own acts has to them the appearance of a public judgment
in their favour. A perfect democracy is therefore the most
shameless thing in the world. As it is the most shameless, it
is also the most fearless. No man apprehends in his person
he can be made subject to punishment. Certainly the people
at large never ought: for as all punishments are for example
towards the conservation of the people at large, the people
at large can never become the subject of punishment by any
human hand.* It is therefore of infinite importance that they
should not be suffered to imagine that their will, any more
than that of kings, is the standard of right and wrong. They

*Quicquid multis peccatur inultum.
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ought to be persuaded that they are full as little entitled, and
far less qualified, with safety to themselves, to use any arbi-
trary power whatsoever; that therefore they are not, under a
false shew of liberty, but, in truth, to exercise an unnatural
inverted domination, tyrannically to exact, from those who
officiate in the state, not an entire devotion to their inter-
est, which is their right, but an abject submission to their
occasional will; extinguishing thereby, in all those who serve
them, all moral principle, all sense [111] of dignity, all use
of judgment, and all consistency of character, whilst by the
very same process they give themselves up a proper, a suit-
able, but a most contemptible prey to the servile ambition of
popular sycophants or courtly flatterers.

When the people have emptied themselves of all the lust
of selfish will, which without religion it is utterly impossible
they ever should, when they are conscious that they exercise,
and exercise perhaps in an higher link of the order of delega-
tion, the power, which to be legitimate must be according to
that eternal immutable law, in which will and reason are the
same, they will be more careful how they place power in base
and incapable hands. In their nomination to office, they will
not appoint to the exercise of authority, as to a pitiful job, but
as to an holy function; not according to their sordid selfish
interest, nor to their wanton caprice, nor to their arbitrary
will; but they will confer that power (which any man may well
tremble to give or to receive) on those only, in whom they
may discern that predominant proportion of active virtue
and wisdom, taken together and fitted to the charge, such, as
in the great and inevitable mixed mass of human imperfec-
tions and infirmities, is to be found.

When they are habitually convinced that no evil can be
acceptable, either in the act or the permission, to him whose
essence is good, they will be better able to extirpate out of
the minds of all magistrates, civil, ecclesiastical, or military,
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any thing that bears the least resemblance to a proud and
lawless domination.

BuT ONE OF THE FIRST and most leading principles on
which the commonwealth and the laws are consecrated, is lest
the temporary possessors and life-renters in it, unmindful of
what they have received from their ancestors, or of what is
[112] due to their posterity, should act as if they were the en-
tire masters; that they should not think it amongst their rights
to cut off the entail, or commit waste on the inheritance, by
destroying at their pleasure the whole original fabric of their
society; hazarding to leave to those who come after them, a
ruin instead of an habitation, and teaching these successors
as little to respect their contrivances, as they had themselves
respected the institutions of their forefathers. By this unprin-
cipled facility of changing the state as often, and as much,
and in as many ways, as there are floating fancies or fashions,
the whole chain and continuity of the commonwealth would
be broken. No one generation could link with the other. Men
would become little better than the flies of a summer.

And first of all, the science of jurisprudence, the pride
of the human intellect, which, with all its defects, redundan-
cies, and errors, is the collected reason of ages, combining
the principles of original justice with the infinite variety of
human concerns, as a heap of old exploded errors, would be
no longer studied. Personal self-sufficiency and arrogance,
the certain attendants upon all those who have never ex-
perienced a wisdom greater than their own, would usurp the
tribunal. Of course, no certain laws, establishing invariable
grounds of hope and fear, would keep the actions of men in
a certain course, or direct them to a certain end. Nothing
stable in the modes of holding property, or exercising func-
tion, could form a solid ground on which any parent could
speculate in the education of his offspring, or in a choice for
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their future establishment in the world. No principles would
be early worked into the habits. As soon as the most able in-
structor had completed his laborious course of institution,
instead of sending forth his pupil, accomplished in a virtu-
ous discipline, fitted to procure him attention and respect,
in his place in society, he would find everything altered; and
that he had turned out a poor creature to the contempt and
derision [113] of the world, ignorant of the true grounds of
estimation. Who would insure a tender and delicate sense
of honour to beat almost with the first pulses of the heart,
when no man could know what would be the test of honour
in a nation, continually varying the standard of its coin? No
part of life would retain its acquisitions. Barbarism with re-
gard to science and literature, unskilfulness with regard to
arts and manufactures, would infallibly succeed to the want
of a steady education and settled principle; and thus the
commonwealth itself would, in a few generations, crumble
away, be disconnected into the dust and powder of individu-
ality, and at length dispersed to all the winds of heaven.

To avoid therefore the evils of inconstancy and versatility,
ten thousand times worse than those of obstinacy and the
blindest prejudice, we have consecrated the state; that no man
should approach to look into its defects or corruptions but
with due caution; that he should never dream of beginning
its reformation by its subversion; that he should approach to
the faults of the state as to the wounds of a father, with pious
awe and trembling solicitude. By this wise prejudice we are
taught to look with horror on those children of their country
who are prompt rashly to hack that aged parent in pieces, and
put him into the kettle of magicians, in hopes that by their
poisonous weeds, and wild incantations, they may regenerate
the paternal constitution, and renovate their father’s life.

SOCIETY IS INDEED A CONTRACT. Subordinate contracts,
for objects of mere occasional interest, may be dissolved at
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pleasure; but the state ought not to be considered as noth-
ing better than a partnership agreement in a trade of pepper
and coffee, callico or tobacco, or some other such low con-
cern, to be taken up for a little temporary interest, [114]
and to be dissolved by the fancy of the parties. It is to be
looked on with other reverence; because it is not a partner-
ship in things subservient only to the gross animal existence
of a temporary and perishable nature. It is a partnership in
all science; a partnership in all art; a partnership in every
virtue, and in all perfection. As the ends of such a partnership
cannot be obtained in many generations, it becomes a part-
nership not only between those who are living, but between
those who are living, those who are dead, and those who are
to be born. Each contract of each particular state is but a
clause in the great primaeval contract of eternal society, link-
ing the lower with the higher natures, connecting the visible
and invisible world, according to a fixed compact sanctioned
by the inviolable oath which holds all physical and all moral
natures, each in their appointed place. This law is not subject
to the will of those, who by an obligation above them, and
infinitely superior, are bound to submit their will to that law.
The municipal corporations of that universal kingdom are
not morally at liberty at their pleasure, and on their specu-
lations of a contingent improvement, wholly to separate and
tear asunder the bands of their subordinate community, and
to dissolve it into an unsocial, uncivil, unconnected chaos of
elementary principles. It is the first and supreme necessity
only, a necessity that is not chosen but chooses, a necessity
paramount to deliberation, that admits no discussion, and
demands no evidence, which alone can justify a resort to an-
archy. This necessity is no exception to the rule; because this
necessity itself is a part too of that moral and physical dispo-
sition of things to which man must be obedient by consent or
force. But if that which is only submission to necessity should
be made the object of choice, the law is broken; nature is
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disobeyed; and the rebellious are outlawed, cast forth, and
exiled, from this world of reason, and order, and peace, and
virtue, and fruitful penitence, {115] into the antagonist world
of madness, discord, vice, confusion, and unavailing sorrow.

THESE, MY DEAR SIR, are, were, and I think long will be
the sentiments of not the least learned and reflecting part
of this kingdom. They who are included in this description
form their opinions on such grounds as such persons ought
to form them. The less enquiring receive them from an au-
thority which those whom Providence dooms to live on trust
need not be ashamed to rely on. These two sorts of men move
in the same direction, tho’ in a different place. They both
move with the order of the universe. They all know or feel this
great antient truth: “Quod illi principi et praepotenti Deo qui
omnem hunc mundum regit, nihil eorum quae quidem fiant
in terris acceptius quam concilia et coetus hominum jure so-
ciati quae civitates appellantur.” They take this tenet of the
head and heart, not from the great name which it immedi-
ately bears, nor from the greater from whence it is derived;
but from that which alone can give true weight and sanction
to any learned opinion, the common nature and common re-
lation of men. Persuaded that all things ought to be done with
reference, and referring all to the point of reference to which
all should be directed, they think themselves bound, not only
as individuals in the sanctuary of the heart, or as congre-
gated in that personal capacity, to renew the memory of their
high origin and cast; but also in their corporate character to
perform their national homage to the institutor, and author
and protector of civil society; without which civil society man
could not by any possibility arrive at the perfection of which
his nature is capable, nor even make a remote and faint ap-
proach to it. They conceive that He who gave our nature to
be perfected by our virtue, willed also the necessary means
of its perfection. He willed therefore the state; He willed its
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connexion [116] with the source and original archetype of all
perfection. They who are convinced of this his will, which is
the law of laws and the sovereign of sovereigns, cannot think
it reprehensible, that this our corporate fealty and homage,
that this our recognition of a seigniory paramount, I had
almost said this oblation of the state itself, as a worthy offering
on the high altar of universal praise, should be performed,
as all publick solemn acts are performed, in buildings, in
musick, in decoration, in speech, in the dignity of persons,
according to the customs of mankind, taught by their nature;
that is, with modest splendour, with unassuming state, with
mild majesty and sober pomp. For those purposes they think
some part of the wealth of the country is as usefully em-
ployed, as it can be in fomenting the luxury of individuals. It
is the publick ornament. It is the publick consolation. It nour-
ishes the publick hope. The poorest man finds his own impor-
tance and dignity in it, whilst the wealth and pride of indi-
viduals at every moment makes the man of humble rank and
fortune sensible of his inferiority, and degrades and vilifies
his condition. It is for the man in humble life, and to raise his
nature, and to put him in mind of a state in which the privi-
leges of opulence will cease, when he will be equal by nature,
and may be more than equal by virtue —that this portion of
the general wealth of his country is employed and sanctified.

I assure you I do not aim at singularity. I give you opin-
ions which have been accepted amongst us, from very early
times to this moment, with a continued and general appro-
bation; and which indeed are so worked into my mind, that
I am unable to distinguish what I have learned from others
from the results of my own meditation.

It is on some such principles that the majority of the
people of England, far from thinking a religious national
establishment unlawful, hardly think it lawful to be without
one. In France you are wholly mistaken if you do not [117]
believe us above all other things attached to it, and beyond
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all other nations; and when this people has acted unwisely
and unjustifiably in its favour (as in some instances they have
done most certainly) in their very errors you will at least dis-
cover their zeal.

This principle runs through the whole system of their
polity. They do not consider their church establishment as
convenient, but as essential to their state; not as a thing
heterogeneous and separable; something added for accom-
modation; what they may either keep up or lay aside, accord-
ing to their temporary ideas of convenience. They consider
it as the foundation of their whole constitution, with which,
and with every part of which, it holds an indissoluble union.
Church and state are ideas inseparable in their minds, and
scarcely is the one ever mentioned without mentioning the
other.

OUR EDUCATION IS SO FORMED as to confirm and fix this
impression. Our education is in a manner wholly in the hands
of ecclesiastics, and in all stages from infancy to manhood.
Even when our youth, leaving schools and universities, enter
that most important period of life which begins to link ex-
perience and study together, and when with that view they
visit other countries, instead of old domestics whom we have
seen as governors to principal men from other parts, three-
fourths of those who go abroad with our young nobility and
gentlemen are ecclesiastics; not as austere masters, nor as
mere followers; but as friends and companions of a graver
character, and not seldom persons as well born as themselves.
With them, as relations, they most commonly keep up a close
connexion through life. By this connexion we conceive that
we attach our gentlemen to the church; and we liberalize the
church by an intercourse with the leading characters of the
country.

[118] So tenacious are we of the old ecclesiastical modes
and fashions of institution, that very little alteration has been
made in them since the fourteenth or fifteenth century; ad-
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hering in this particular, as in all things else, to our old settled
maxim, never entirely nor at once to depart from antiquity.
We found these old institutions, on the whole, favourable to
morality and discipline; and we thought they were susceptible
of amendment, without altering the ground. We thought that
they were capable of receiving and meliorating, and above all
of preserving, the accessions of science and literature, as the
order of Providence should successively produce them. And
after all, with this Gothic and monkish education (for such it
is in the ground-work) we may put in our claim to as ample
and as early a share in all the improvements in science, in arts,
and in literature, which have illuminated and adorned the
modern world, as any other nation in Europe; we think one
main cause of this improvement was our not despising the
patrimony of knowledge which was left us by our forefathers.

It is from our attachment to a church establishment that
the English nation did not think it wise to entrust that great
fundamental interest of the whole to what they trust no part
of their civil or military public service, that is, to the unsteady
and precarious contribution of individuals. They go further.
They certainly never have suffered and never will suffer the
fixed estate of the church to be converted into a pension, to
depend on the treasury, and to be delayed, withheld, or per-
haps to be extinguished by fiscal difficulties; which difficul-
ties may sometimes be pretended for political purposes, and
are in fact often brought on by the extravagance, negligence,
and rapacity of politicians. The people of England think that
they have constitutional motives, as well as religious, against
any project of turning their independent clergy into ecclesi-
astical pensioners of state. They tremble [11g] for their lib-
erty, from the influence of a clergy dependent on the crown;
they tremble for the public tranquillity from the disorders of
a factious clergy, if it were made to depend upon any other
than the crown. They therefore made their church, like their
king and their nobility, independent.

From the united considerations of religion and constitu-
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tional policy, from their opinion of a duty to make a sure
provision for the consolation of the feeble and the instruc-
tion of the ignorant, they have incorporated and identified
the estate of the church with the mass of private property, of
which the state is not the proprietor, either for use or do-
minion, but the guardian only and the regulator. They have
ordained that the provision of this establishment might be as
stable as the earth on which it stands, and should not fluctu-
ate with the Euripus of funds and actions.

THE MEN OF ENGLAND, the men, I mean, of light and
leading in England, whose wisdom (if they have any) is open
and direct, would be ashamed, as of a silly deceitful trick,
to profess any religion in name, which by their proceedings
they appeared to contemn. If by their conduct (the only lan-
guage that rarely lies) they seemed to regard the great ruling
principle of the moral and the natural world, as a mere in-
vention to keep the vulgar in obedience, they apprehend that
by such a conduct they would defeat the politic purpose they
have in view. They would find it difficult to make others to
believe in a system to which they manifestly gave no credit
themselves. The Christian statesmen of this land would in-
deed first provide for the multitude; because it is the multitude;
and is therefore, as such, the first object in the ecclesiasti-
cal institution, and in all institutions. They have been taught
that the circumstance of the gospel’s being preached to the
poor was one of the great tests of its true mission. They think,
therefore, that those do not believe it, [120] who do not take
care it should be preached to the poor. But as they know that
charity is not confined to any one description, but ought to
apply itself to all men who have wants, they are not deprived
of a due and anxious sensation of pity to the distresses of
the miserable great. They are not repelled through a fastidi-
ous delicacy, at the stench of their arrogance and presump-
tion, from a medicinal attention to their mental blotches and
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running sores. They are sensible, that religious instruction is
of more consequence to them than to any others; from the
greatness of the temptation to which they are exposed; from
the important consequences that attend their faults; from
the contagion of their ill example; from the necessity of bow-
ing down the stubborn neck of their pride and ambition to
the yoke of moderation and virtue; from a consideration of
the fat stupidity and gross ignorance concerning what im-
ports men most to know, which prevails at courts, and at the
head of armies, and in senates, as much as at the loom and
in the field.

The English people are satisfied, that to the great the con-
solations of religion are as necessary as its instructions. They
too are among the unhappy. They feel personal pain and do-
mestic sorrow. In these they have no privilege, but are subject
to pay their full contingent to the contributions levied on
mortality. They want this sovereign balm under their gnawing
cares and anxieties, which being less conversant about the
limited wants of animal life, range without limit, and are di-
versified by infinite combinations in the wild and unbounded
regions of imagination. Some charitable dole is wanting to
these, our often very unhappy brethren, to fill the gloomy
void that reigns in minds which have nothing on earth to
hope or fear; something to relieve in the killing languor and
over-laboured lassitude of those who have nothing to do;
something to excite an appetite to existence in the palled
satiety which attends on all pleasures [121] which may be
bought, where nature is not left to her own process, where
even desire is anticipated, and therefore fruition defeated
by meditated schemes and contrivances of delight; and no
interval, no obstacle, is interposed between the wish and the
accomplishment.

The people of England know how little influence the
teachers of religion are likely to have with the wealthy and
powerful of long standing, and how much less with the newly
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fortunate, if they appear in a manner no way assorted to those
with whom they must associate, and over whom they must
even exercise, in some cases, something like an authority.
What must they think of that body of teachers, if they see itin
no part above the establishment of their domestic servants? If
the poverty were voluntary, there might be some difference.
Strong instances of self-denial operate powerfully on our
minds; and a man who has no wants has obtained great free-
dom and firmness, and even dignity. But as the mass of any
description of men are but men, and their poverty cannot be
voluntary, that disrespect which attends upon all lay poverty,
will not depart from the ecclesiastical. Our provident consti-
tution has therefore taken care that those who are to instruct
presumptuous ignorance, those who are to be censors over
insolent vice, should neither incur their contempt, nor live
upon their alms; nor will it tempt the rich to a neglect of the
true medicine of their minds. For these reasons, whilst we
provide first for the poor, and with a parental solicitude, we
have not relegated religion, like something we were ashamed
to shew, to obscure municipalities or rustic villages. No! We
will have her to exalt her mitred front in courts and parlia-
ments. We will have her mixed throughout the whole mass of
life, and blended with all the classes of society. The people of
England will shew to the haughty potentates of the world, and
to their talking sophisters, that a free, a generous, an [122]
informed nation, honours the high magistrates of its church;
that it will not suffer the insolence of wealth and titles, or any
other species of proud pretension, to look down with scorn
upon what they look up to with reverence; nor presume to
trample on that acquired personal nobility, which they in-
tend always to be, and which often is the fruit, not the reward,
(for what can be the reward?) of learning, piety, and virtue.
They can see, without pain or grudging, an Archbishop pre-
cede a Duke. They can see a Bishop of Durham, or a Bishop
of Winchester, in possession of ten thousand pounds a year;
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and cannot conceive why it is in worse hands than estates
to the like amount in the hands of this Earl, or that Squire;
although it may be true, that so many dogs and horses are
not kept by the former, and fed with the victuals which ought
to nourish the children of the people. It is true, the whole
church revenue is not always employed, and to every shilling,
in charity; nor perhaps ought it; but something is generally
so employed. It is better to cherish virtue and humanity, by
leaving much to free will, even with some loss to the object,
than to attempt to make men mere machines and instruments
of a political benevolence. The world on the whole will gain
by a liberty, without which virtue cannot exist.

WHEN ONCE THE COMMONWEALTH has established the
estates of the church as property, it can, consistently, hear
nothing of the more or the less. Too much and too little are
treason against property. What evil can arise from the quan-
tity in any hand, whilst the supreme authority has the full,
sovereign superintendance over this, as over all property, to
prevent every species of abuse; and, whenever it notably de-
viates, to give to it a direction agreeable to the purposes of
its institution?

In England most of us conceive that it is envy and [123]
malignity towards those who are often the beginners of their
own fortune, and not a love of the self-denial and mortifi-
cation of the antient church, that makes some look askance
at the distinctions, and honours, and revenues, which, taken
from no person, are set apart for virtue. The ears of the
people of England are distinguishing. They hear these men
speak broad. Their tongue betrays them. Their language is in
the patois of fraud; in the cant and gibberish of hypocrisy. The
people of England must think so, when these praters affect
to carry back the clergy to that primitive evangelic poverty
which, in the spirit, ought always to exist in them, (and in us
too, however we may like it) but in the thing must be varied,
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when the relation of that body to the state is altered; when
manners, when modes of life, when indeed the whole order
of human affairs has undergone a total revolution. We shall
believe those reformers to be then honest enthusiasts, not as
now we think them, cheats and deceivers, when we see them
throwing their own goods into common, and submitting their
own persons to the austere discipline of the early church.

With these ideas rooted in their minds, the commons of
Great Britain, in the national emergencies, will never seek
their resource from the confiscation of the estates of the
church and poor. Sacrilege and proscription are not among
the ways and means in our committee of supply. The Jews in
Change Alley have not yet dared to hint their hopes of a mort-
gage on the revenues belonging to the see of Canterbury. I
am not afraid that I shall be disavowed, when I assure you that
there is not one public man in this kingdom, whom you would
wish to quote; no not one of any party or description, who
does not reprobate the dishonest, perfidious, and cruel con-
fiscation which the national assembly has been compelled to
make of that property which it was their first duty to protect.

[124] It is with the exultation of a little national pride I
tell you, that those amongst us who have wished to pledge the
societies of Paris in the cup of their abominations, have been
disappointed. The robbery of your church has proved a secu-
rity to the possessions of ours. It has roused the people. They
see with horror and alarm that enormous and shameless act
of proscription. It has opened, and will more and more open
their eyes upon the selfish enlargement of mind, and the
narrow liberality of sentiment of insidious men, which com-
mencing in close hypocrisy and fraud have ended in open
violence and rapine. At home we behold similar beginnings.
We are on our guard against similar conclusions.

I hope we shall never be so totally lost to all sense of
the duties imposed upon us by the law of social union, as,
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upon any pretext of public service, to confiscate the goods
of a single unoffending citizen. Who but a tyrant (a name ex-
pressive of every thing which can vitiate and degrade human
nature) could think of seizing on the property of men, un-
accused, unheard, untried, by whole descriptions, by hun-
dreds and thousands together? who that had not lost every
trace of humanity could think of casting down men of exalted
rank and sacred function, some of them of an age to call at
once for reverence and compassion—of casting them down
from the highest situation in the commonwealth, wherein
they were maintained by their own landed property, to a state
of indigence, depression and contempt?

The confiscators truly have made some allowance to their
victims from the scraps and fragments of their own tables
from which they have been so harshly driven, and which
have been so bountifully spread for a feast to the harpies of
usury. But to drive men from independence to live on alms
is itself great cruelty. That which might be a tolerable condi-
tion to men in one state of life, and not habituated to other
things, may, when all these circumstances are altered, [125]
be a dreadful revolution; and one to which a virtuous mind
would feel pain in condemning any guilt except that which
would demand the life of the offender. But to many minds
this punishment of degradation and infamy is worse than
death. Undoubtedly it is an infinite aggravation of this cruel
suffering, that the persons who were taught a double preju-
dice in favour of religion, by education and by the place they
held in the administration of its functions, are to receive the
remnants of their property as alms from the profane and im-
pious hands of those who had plundered them of all the rest;
to receive (if they are at all to receive) not from the chari-
table contributions of the faithful, but from the insolent ten-
derness of known and avowed Atheism, the maintenance of
religion, measured out to them on the standard of the con-
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tempt in which it is held; and for the purpose of rendering
those who receive the allowance vile and of no estimation in
the eyes of mankind.

But this act of seizure of property, it seems, is a judgment
in law, and not a confiscation. They have, it seems, found out
in the academies of the Palais Royal, and the Jacobins, that
certain men had no right to the possessions which they held
under law, usage, the decisions of courts, and the accumu-
lated prescription of a thousand years. They say that ecclesi-
astics are fictitious persons, creatures of the state; whom at
pleasure they may destroy, and of course limit and modify in
every particular; that the goods they possess are not properly
theirs, but belong to the state which created the fiction; and
we are therefore not to trouble ourselves with what they may
suffer in their natural feelings and natural persons, on ac-
count of what is done towards them in this their constructive
character. Of what import is it, under what names you injure
men, and deprive them of the just emoluments of a profes-
sion, in which they were not only permitted but encouraged
by the state to engage; and [126] upon the supposed cer-
tainty of which emoluments they had formed the plan of
their lives, contracted debts, and led multitudes to an entire
dependence upon them?

You do not imagine, Sir, that I am going to compliment
this miserable distinction of persons with any long discussion.
The arguments of tyranny are as contemptible as its force is
dreadful. Had not your confiscators by their early crimes ob-
tained a power which secures indemnity to all the crimes of
which they have since been guilty, or that they can commit,
it is not the syllogism of the logician, but the lash of the exe-
cutioner, that would have refuted a sophistry which becomes
an accomplice of theft and murder. The sophistick tyrants
of Paris are loud in their declamations against the departed
regal tyrants who in former ages have vexed the world. They
are thus bold, because they are safe from the dungeons and
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iron cages of their old masters. Shall we be more tender of
the tyrants of our own time, when we see them acting worse
tragedies under our eyes? Shall we not use the same liberty
that they do, when we can use it with the same safety? when
to speak honest truth only requires a contempt of the opin-
ions of those whose actions we abhor?

THIS OUTRAGE ON ALL THE RIGHTS of property was at
first covered with what, on the system of their conduct, was
the most astonishing of all pretexts—a regard to national
faith. The enemies to property at first pretended a most ten-
der, delicate, and scrupulous anxiety for keeping the king’s
engagements with the public creditor. These professors of
the rights of men are so busy in teaching others, that they
have not leisure to learn any thing themselves; otherwise they
would have known that it is to the property of the citizen,
and not to the demands of the creditor of the state, that the
first and original faith of civil society is pledged. The claim of
the citizen is prior in time, paramount in title, [127] superior
in equity. The fortunes of individuals, whether possessed by
acquisition, or by descent, or in virtue of a participation in
the goods of some community, were no part of the credi-
tor’s security, expressed or implied. They never so much as
entered into his head when he made his bargain. He well
knew that the public, whether represented by a monarch, or
by a senate, can pledge nothing but the public estate; and it
can have no public estate, except in what it derives from a
just and proportioned imposition upon the citizens at large.
This was engaged, and nothing else could be engaged, to the
public creditor. No man can mortgage his injustice as a pawn
for his fidelity.

It is impossible to avoid some observation on the contra-
dictions caused by the extreme rigour and the extreme laxity
of the new public faith which influenced in this transaction,
and which influenced not according to the nature of the
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obligation, but to the description of the persons to whom
it was engaged. No acts of the old government of the kings
of France are held valid in the National Assembly, except its
pecuniary engagements; acts of all others of the most am-
biguous legality. The rest of the acts of that royal government
are considered in so odious a light, that to have a claim under
its authority is looked on as a sort of crime. A pension, given
as a reward for service to the state, is surely as good a ground
of property as any security for mon