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from themselves a proscription they do not deserve, but of contributing to
lessen the number of public iniquities. For I cannot call by a gentler name,
laws which convert an ordinance appointed by our Saviour to commemorate
his death, into an instrument of oppressive policy, and a qualification of rakes
and atheists for civil posts.—I have said, should they succeed—but perhaps I
ought not to suggest a doubt about their success. And, indeed, when I con-
sider that in Scotland the established church is defended by no such test—

that in Ireland it has been abolished—that in a great neighbouring country it

has been declared to be an indefeasible right of all citizens to be equally eli-
gible to public offices—that in the same kingdom a professed Dissenter from
the established church holds the first office in the state—that in the Emper-
or's dominions Jews have been lately admitted to the enjoyment of equal
privileges with other citizens—and that in this very country, a Dissenter,
though excluded from the power of executing the laws, yet is allowed to be
employed in making them.—When, I say, I consider such facts as these, I am
disposed to think it impossible that the enemies of the repeal of the Test
Laws should not soon become ashamed, and give up their opposition.

But the most important instance of the imperfect state in which the Revo-
lution left our constitution, is the inequality of our representation. 1 think,
indeed, this defect in our constitution so gross and so palpable, as to make it
excellent chiefly in form and theory. You should remember that a representa-
tion in the legislature of a kingdom is the basis of constitutional liberty in it,
and of all legitimate government; and that without it a government is nothing
but an usurpation. When the representation is fair and equal, and at the
same time vested with such powers as our House of Commons possesses, a
kingdom may be said to govern itself, and consequently to possess true lib-
erty. When the representation is partial, a kingdom possesses liberty only
partially; and if extremely partial, it only gives a semblance of liberty; but if
not only extremely partial, but corruptly chosen, and under corrupt influence
after being chosen, it becomes a nuisance, and produces the worst of all
forms of government—a government by corruption, a government carried on
and supported by spreading venality and profligacy through a kingdom. May
heaven preserve this kingdom from a calamity so dreadful! It is the point of
depravity to which abuses under such a government as ours naturally tend,
and the last stage of national unhappiness. We are, at present, I hope, at a
great distance from it. But it cannot be pretended that there are no advances
towards it, or that there is no reason for apprehension and alarm.

w ok %

What an eventful period is this! I am thankful that I have lived to it; and I
could almost say, Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, for mine
eyes have seen thy salvation [Luke 2.29-30]. I have lived to see a diffusion of
knowledge, which has undermined superstition and error—I have lived to
see the rights of men better understood than ever; and nations panting for
liberty, which seemed to have lost the idea of it.—I have lived to see THIRTY
MiLLioNs of people, indignant and resolute, spurning at slavery, and demand-
ing liberty with an irresistible voice; their king led in triumph, and an arbi-
trary monarch surrendering himself to his subjects.—After sharing in the
benefits of one Revolution, I have been spared to be a witness to two other
Revolutions, both glorious. And now, methinks, I see the ardour for lib-
erty catching and spreading; a general amendment beginning in human
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affairs; the dominion of kings changed for the dominion of laws, and the
dominion of priests giving way to the dominion of reason and conscience.

Be encouraged, all ye friends of freedom, and writers in its defence! The
times are auspicious. Your labours have not been in vain. Behold kingdoms,
admonished by you, starting from sleep, breaking their fetters, and claiming
justice from their oppressors! Behold, the light you have struck out, after
setting America free, reflected to France, and there kindled into a blaze that
lays despotism in ashes, and warms and illuminates Europe!

Tremble all ye oppressors of the world! Take warning all ye supporters of
slavish governments, and slavish hierarchies! Call no more (absurdly and
wickedly) REFORMATION, innovation. You cannot now hold the world in darle-
ness. Struggle no longer against increasing light and liberality. Restore to
mankind their rights; and consent to the correction of abuses, before they
and you are destroyed together.

1789

EDMUND BURKE

“he great statesman and political theorist Edmund Burke (1729-1797) read
i Price’s Discourse in January 1790 and immediately began drafting his Reflec-
tions on the Revolution in France as a reply in the form of a letter (as the lengthy
subtitlesdescribes it) “Intended to Have Been Sent to a Gentleman in Paris” (a
Frencliman who had written to Burke soliciting the British parliamentarian’s opinion
of events in his country). The work was published at the beginning of November and
was an instant bestseller: thirteen thousand copies were purchased in the first five
weeks, and by the following September it had gone through eleven editions. Clearly,
part of its appeal to contemporary readers lay in the highly wrought accounts of the
mob’s violent treatment of the French king and queen (who at the time Burke was
writing were imprisoned in Paris and would be executed three years later, in January
and October 1793). Reflections has become the classic, most eloquent statement of
British conservatism favoring monarchy, aristocracy, property, hereditary succession,
and the wisdom of the ages. Earlier in his career Burke had championed many liberal
causes and sided with the Americans in their war for independence; opponents and
allies alike were surprised at the strength of his conviction that the French Revolu-
tion was a disaster and the revolutionists “a swinish multitude.”

From Reflections on the Revolution in France

* * % All circumstances taken together, the French revolution is the most
astonishing that has hitherto happened in the world. The most wonderful
things are brought about in many instances by means the most absurd and
ridiculous; in the most ridiculous modes; and apparently, by the most con-
temptible instruments. Every thing seems out of nature in this strange chaos
of levity and ferocity, and of all sorts of crimes jumbled together with all sorts
of follies. In viewing this monstrous tragi-comic scene, the most opposite
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passions necessarily succeed, and sometimes mix with each other in the
mind; alternate contempt and indignation; alternate laughter and tears;
alternate scorn and horror. :

* * #*

You will observe, that from Magna Charta to the Declaration of Right,! it
has been the uniform policy of our constitution to claim and assert our liber-
ties, as an entailed inheritance? derived to us from our forefathers, and to be

transmitted to our posterity; as an estate specially belonging to the people of -

this kingdom without any reference whatever to any other more general or
prior right. By this means our constitution preserves an unity in so great a
diversity of its parts. We have an inheritable crown; an inheritable peerage;
and an house of commons and a people inheriting privileges, franchises, and
liberties, from a long line of ancestors.
This policy appears to me to be the result of profound reflection; or rather
the happy effect of following nature, which is wisdom without reflection,
\j[(d above it. A spirit of innovation is generally the result of a selfish temper
nd confined views. People will not look forward to posterity, who never look
backward to their ancestors. Besides, the people of England well know, that
the idea of inheritance furnishes a sure principle of conservation, and a sure
principle of transmission; without at all excluding a principle of improve-
ment. It leaves acquisition free; but it secures what it acquires. Whatever
advantages are obtained by a state proceeding on these maxims, are locked
fast as in a sort of family settlement; grasped as in a kind of mortmain3 for
ever. By a constitutional policy, working after the pattern of nature, we
receive, we hold, we transmit our government and our privileges, in the
same manner in which we enjoy and transmit our property and our lives.
The institutions of policy, the goods of fortune, the gifts of Providence, are
handed down, to us and from us, in the same course and order. Our political
system is placed in a just correspondence and symmetry with the order of
the world, and with the mode of existence decreed to a permanent body
composed of transitory parts; wherein, by the disposition of a stupendous
wisdom, moulding together the great mysterious incorporation of the human

race, the whole, at one time, is never old, or middle-aged, or young, but in a
%‘anition of unchangeable constancy, moves on through the varied tenour

of perpetual decay, fall, renovation, and progression. Thus, by preserving the
method of nature in the conduct of the state, in what we improve we are
never wholly new; in what we retain we are never wholly obsolete. By 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 anal-
ogy. In this choice of inheritance we have given o our frame of polity the
image of a relation in blood; binding up the %enst’itution of our country with
our dearest domestic ties; adopting our fundamental laws into the bosom of
our family affections; keeping inseparable, and cherishing with the warmth

1. The Magna Carta, the “great charter” of property must pass and that thereby prevents
English personal and political liberty, dates from future generations of heirs from making their
1215. The Declaration of Right, another corner- own decisions about that property. .

stone of the English constitution, was a product * 3. A legal term (literally, “dead hand”) for the

of the Glorious Revolution of 1688. perpetual holding of lands by an ecclesiastical or
2. An entail is a legal device that prescribes the other corporation.
line of succession along which a piece of family
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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 institu-
tions, and by calling in the aid of her unerring and powerful instincts, to
fortify the fallible and feeble contrivances of our reason, we have derived
several other, and those no small benefits, from considering our liberties in
the light of an inheritance. Always acting as if in the presence of canonized
forefathers, the spirit of freedom, leading in itself to misrule and excess, is
tempered with an awful gravity. This idea of a liberal descent inspires us
with a sense of habitual native dignity, which prevents that upstart inso-
lence almost inevitably adhering to and disgracing those who are the first
acquirers of any distinction. By this means our liberty becomes a noble free-
dom. It carries an imposing and majestic aspect. It has a pedigree and illus-
trating ancestors. It has its bearings and its ensigns armorial. It has its
gallery of portraits; its monumental inscriptions; its records, evidences, and
titles. We procure reverence to our civil institutions on the principle upon
which nature teaches us to revere individual men; on account of 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 conservatories and magazines® of our rights and privileges.

% %

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

4. Persons reasoning with clever and fallacious arguments (from the name given to a sect of paid teach-
ers of rhetoric and philosophy in ancient Athens).
5. Storehouses.
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History, who keeps a durable record of all our acts, and exercises her awful
censure over the proceedings of all sorts of sovereigns, will not forget,
either those events, or the aera of this liberal refinement in the intercourse
of mankind. History will record, that on the morning of the 6th of October
1789, the king and queen of France, after a day of confusion, alarm, dismay,
and slaughter, lay down, under the pledged security of public faith, to
indulge nature in a few hours of respite, and troubled melancholy repose.
From this sleep the queen was first startled by the voice of the centinel at
her door, who cried out to her, to save herself by flight—that this was the
last proof of fidelity he could give—that they were upon him, and he was

| dead. Instantly he was cut down. A band of cruel ruffians and assassins,
reeking with his blood, rushed into the chamber of the queen, and pierced
with an hundred strokes of bayonets and poniards the bed, from whence
this persecuted woman had but just time to fly almost naked, and through
ways unknown to the murderers had escaped to seek refuge at the feet of a
king and husband, not secure of his own life for a moment.

This king, to say no more of him, and this queen, and their infant chil-
dren (who once would have been the pride and hope of a great and generous
people) were then forced to abandon the sanctuary of the most splendid
palace in the world, which they left swimming in blood, polluted by massa-
cre, 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 infa-
mous contumelies, and all the unutterable abominations of the furies of hell,
in the abused shape of the vilest of women. After they had been made to
taste, drop by drop, more than the bitterness of death, in the slow torture of
a journey of twelve miles, protracted to six hours, they were, under a guard,
composed of those very soldiers who had thus conducted them through this
famous triumph, lodged in one of the old palaces of Paris, now converted into
a Bastile® for kings.

* 3 L3

I hear that the august person, who was the principal object of our preacher’s
triumph,” though he supported himself, felt much on that shameful occasion.
As aman, 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 derogates little from his fortitude, while it adds infinitely to the

6. The Bastille was France’s political prison. + see the French “king led in triumph . . . an arbi-
7. A reference to Price’s exclamation, in the trary monarch surrendering himself to his sub-
final selection printed above from A Discourse jects.” “August person”: King Louis XVI.

on the Love of Our Country, that he has lived to
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honor 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 imprisonment 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 becoming 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.

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
horizon, 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 elevation 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 honor and of cava-
liers. I thought ten thousand swords must have leaped from their scabbards
to avenge even a look that threatened her with insult.—But the age of chiv-
alry is gone.—That of sophisters, oeconomists, and calculators, has suc-
ceeded; and the glory of Europe is extinguished for ever. Never, never more,
shall we behold that generous loyalty to rank and sex, that proud submis-
sion, that dignified obedience, that subordination 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 sentiment and
heroic enterprize is gone! It is gone, that sensibility of principle, that chas-
tity of honor, 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 origin in the antient
chivalry; and the principle, though varied in its appearance by the varying
state of human affairs, subsisted and influenced through a long succession
of generations, even to the time we live in. If it should ever be totally extin-
guished, 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 distinguished it to its advantage, from the states of Asia,
and possibly from those states which flourished in the most brilliant periods
of the antique world. It was this, which, without confounding ranks, had
produced a noble equality, and handed it down through all the gradations of

8. Marie Antoinette was the daughter of Maria gests, will kill herself to preserve her chastity
Theresa, empress of Austria. rather than suffer the disgrace of rape.

9. Like the women of classical Rome when they 1. Le., wife of the dauphin, who was heir to the
endured defeat, Marie Antoinette, Burke sug- throne of France.
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social life. It was this opinion which mitigated kings into companions, and
raised private men to be fellows with kings. Without force, or opposition, it
subdued the fierceness of pride and power; it obliged sovereigns to submit to
the soft collar of social esteem, compelled stern authority to submit to ele-
gance, and gave a domination 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 harmonized the different shades of life,
and which, by a bland assimilation, incorporated into politics the sentiments
which 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
necessary to cover the defects of our naked shivering nature, and to raise it to
dignity in our own estimation, are to be exploded 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 as romance and folly. Regicide, and parricide, and sacrilege, are but
fictions of superstition, corrupting jurisprudence by destroying 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

old hearts and muddy understandings, and which is as void of solid wis-

./ dom, as it is destitute of all taste and elegance, laws are to be supported only
by their own terrors, and by the cencern, which each individual may find in
mmhis‘—ﬁrivate 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 affec-
tions on the part of the commonwealth. On the principles of this mechanic
philosophy, our institutions can never be embodied, if I may use the expres-
sion, in persons; so as to create in us love, veneration, admiration, or attach-
ment. 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 correctives, always as aids
to law. The precept given by a wise man, as well as a great critic, for the con-
struction of poems, is equally true as to states. Now satis est pulchra esse poe-
mata, 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 man-
ners and opinions perish; and it will find other and worse means for its sup-
port. The usurpation which, in order to subvert antient institutions, has
destroyed antient principles, will hold power by arts similar to those by which

tit has acquired it. When the old feudal and chivalrous spirit of Fealty,* which,

2. Homage paid to women. Ars Poetica 99).
3. Itis not enough for poems to have beauty; they 4. Fidelity of a vassal or feudal tenant to his
must be sweet, tender, affecting (Latin; Horace’s lord.
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by freeing kings from fear, freed both kings and subjects from the precau-
tions 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 political code of
all power, not standing on its own honor, and the honor 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 Revolution
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 pro-
duced, and possibly may be upheld. Nothing is more certain, than that our
manners, our civilization, and all the good things which are connected with
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 exis-
tence, even in the midst of arms and confusions, and whilst governments were
rather in their causes than formed. Learning paid back what it received to
nobility and to priesthood; and paid it with usury,’® by enlarging 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 fmbition, 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 trodden down under the hoofs of a swinish multi-
tude..

If, as I suspect, modern letters owe more than they are always willing to

v/

own fo antient manners, so do other interests which we value full as much

as theéy are worth. Even commerce, and trade, and manufacture, the gods of
oiit Geconomical peliticians, are themselves perhaps but creatures; are them-
selves but effects, which, as first causes, we choose to worship. They cer-
tainly 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 manufactures
are wanting to a people, and the spirit of nobility and religion remains, senti-
ment supplies, and not always ill supplies their place; but if commerce and
the arts should be lost in an experiment_to try how well a state may stand

‘without @ese old fundamental principles| what sort of a thing must be a

nation oFgross, stupid, ferocious, and at the same time, poor and sordid bar-

| barians, destitute of religion, honor, 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

5. Interest.
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coarseness and vulgarity in all the proceedings of the assembly and of all
\/their instructors. Their liberty is not liberal. Their science is presumptuous
ignorance. Their humanity is savage and brutal. .

® %%

1790

MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT

“¥" he first of the many published replies to Burke’s Reflections was by Mary Woll-

stonecraft (1759—1797), who appears elsewhere in this anthology as author of
A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), the landmark work in the history of
feminism, and Letters Written during a Short Residence in Sweden, Norway, and
Denmark (1796). Toward the end of 1790, when Burke’s Reflections came out, she
was working in London as a writer and translator for the radical publisher Joseph
Johnson. Reading Burke, she was outraged at the weakness of his arguments and the
exaggerated rhetoric with which he depicted the revolutionists as violators of royalty
and womanhood. Always a rapid writer, she composed her reply, A Vindication of the
Rights of Men, in a matter of days, and Johnson's printer set it in type as fast as the
sheets of manuscript were turned in. It was published anonymously in November,
less than a month after Burke’s Reflections first appeared, and a second edition (this
time with her name on the title page) was called for almost immediately.

From A Vindication of the Rights of Men
Advertisement

Mr. Burke’s Reflections on the French Revolution first engaged my attention
as the transient topic of the day; and reading it more for amusement than
information, my indignation was roused by the sophistical arguments, that
every moment crossed me, in the questionable shape of natural feelings and
common sense.

Many pages of the following letter were the effusions of the moment; but,
swelling imperceptibly to a considerable size, the idea was suggested of
publishing a short vindication of the Rights of Men.

Not having leisure or patience to follow this desultory writer through all
the devious tracks in which his fancy has started fresh game, I have con-
fined my strictures, in a great measure, to the grand principles at which he
has levelled many ingenious arguments in a very specious garb.

A Letter to the Right Honorable Edmund Burke
Sir,

It is not necessary, with courtly insincerity, to apologize to you for thus
intruding on your precious time, nor to profess that I think it an honor to

v

WOLLSTONECRAFT: A VINDICATION OF THE RIGHTS OF MEN | 195

discuss an important subject with a man whose literary abilities have raised
him to notice in the state. I have not yet learned to twist my periods,! nor,
in the equivocal idiom of politeness, to disguise my sentiments, and imply
what I should be afraid to utter: if, therefore, in the course of this epistle,
I chance to express contempt, and even indignation, with some emphasis,
I beseech you to believe that it is not a flight of fancy; for truth, in morals,
has ever appeared to me the essence of the sublime; and, in taste, simplic-
ity the only criterion of the beautiful. But I war not with an individual
when I contend for the rights of men and the liberty of reason. You see I do
not condescend to cull my words to avoid the invidious phrase, nor shall I
be prevented from giving a manly definition of it, by the flimsy ridicule
which a lively fancy has interwoven with the present acceptation of the
term. Reverencing the rights of humanity, I shall dare to assert them; not
intimidated by the horse laugh that you have raised, or waiting till time
has wiped away the compassionate tears which you have elaborately
labored to excite.

From the many just sentiments interspersed through the letter before me,
and from the whole tendency of it, I should believe you to be a good, though
a vain man, if some circumstances in your conduct did not render the inflex-
ibility of your integrity doubtful; and for this vanity a knowledge of human
nature enables me to discover such extenuating circumstances, in the very
texture of your mind, that I am ready to call it amiable, and separate the
public from the private character.

* B3 b

Quitting now the flowers of rhetoric, let us, Sir, reason together; and, believe
me, I should not have meddled with these troubled waters, in order to point
out your inconsistencies, if your wit had not burnished up some rusty, bane-
ful opinions, and swelled the shallow current of ridicule till it resembled the
flow of reason, and presumed to be the test of truth.

I shall not attempt to follow you through “horse-way and foot-path;” but,
attacking the foundation of your opinions, I shall leave the superstructure to
find a center of gravity on which it may lean till some strong blast puffs it
into the air; or your teeming fancy, which the ripening judgment of sixty
years has not tamed, produces another Chinese erection,’ to stare, at every
turn, the plain country people in the face, who bluntly call such an airy
edifice—a folly.

The birthright of man, to give you, Sir, a short definition of this disputed
right, is such a degree of liberty, civil and religious, as is compatible with
the liberty of every other individual with whom he is united in a social com-
pact, and the continued existence of that compact.

Liberty, in this simple, unsophisticated sense, 1 acknowledge, is a fair idea
that has never yet received a form in the various governments that have been
established on our beauteous globe; the demon of property has ever been at
hand to encroach on the sacred rights of men, and to fence round with
awful pomp laws that war with justice. But that it results from the eternal
foundation of right—from immutable truth—who will presume to deny, that

1. Conceal the truth with elaborate sentence 3. Chinese pagodas were popular ornaments in
structures. late 18th-century British landscaping.
2. Shakespeare’s King Lear 4.1.57.
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reverence, the laws their authority. The body of the people must not find the
principles of natural subordination by art rooted out of their minds. They
must respect that property of which they cannot partake. They must labor to
obtain what by labor can be obtained; and when they find, as they commonly
do, the success disproportioned to the endeavor, they must be taught their con-
solation in the final proportions of eternal justice. Of this consolation, who-
ever deprives them, deadens their industry, and strikes at the root of all
acquisition as of all conservation. He that does this, is the cruel oppressor,
the merciless enemy, of the poor and wreiched; at the same time that, by his
wicked speculations, he exposes the fruits of successful industry, and the
accumulations of fortune, (ah! there’s the rub)® to the plunder of the negli-
gent, the disappointed, and the unprosperous.”

This is contemptible hard-hearted sophistry, in the specious form of humil-
ity, and submission to the will of Heaven.—It is, Sir, possible to render the
poor happier in this world, without depriving them of the consolation which
you gratuitously grant them in the next. They have a right to more comfort
than they at present enjoy; and more comfort might be afforded them, with-
out encroaching on the pleasures of the rich: not now waiting to enquire
whether the rich have any right to exclusive pleasures. What do I say?—
encroaching! No; if an intercourse were established between them, it would
impart the only true pleasure that can be snatched in this land of shadows,
this hard school of moral discipline.

I know, indeed, that there is often something disgusting in the distresses
of poverty, at which the imagination revolts, and starts back to exercise itself
in the more attractive Arcadia of fiction. The rich man builds a house, art
and taste give it the highest finish. His gardens are planted, and the trees
grow to recreate the fancy of the planter, though the temperature of the cli-
mate may rather force him to avoid the dangerous damps they exhale, than
seek the umbrageous retreat. Every thing on the estate is cherished but
man;—yet, to contribute to the happiness of man, is the most sublime of all
enjoyments. But if, instead of sweeping pleasure-grounds, obelisks, temples,
and elegant cottages,’ as objects for the eye, the heart was allowed to beat
true to nature, decent farms would be scattered over the estate, and plenty
smile around. Instead of the poor being subject to the griping hand of an
avaricious steward, they would be watched over with fatherly solicitude, by
the man whose duty and pleasure it was to guard their happiness, and
shield from rapacity the beings who, by the sweat of their brow, exalted him
above his fellows.

I could almost imagine I see a man thus gathering blessings as he
mounted the hill of life; or consolation, in those days when the spirits lag,
and the tired heart finds no pleasure in them. It is not by squandering alms
that the poor can be relieved, or improved—it is the fostering sun of kind-
ness, the wisdom that finds them employments calculated to give them
habits of virtue, that meliorates their condition. Love is only the fruit of
love; condescension and authority may produce the obedience you applaud;
but he has lost his heart of flesh who can see a fellow-creature humbled
before him, and trembling at the frown of a being, whose heart is supplied

8. Cf. Shakespeare’s Hamlet 3.1.67. The “rub” is the flaw in the reasoning.
9. A reference to the vogue for picturesque landscaping on aristocratic estates.
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by the same vital current, and whose pride ought to be checked by a con-
sciousness of having the same infirmities.

x ok

1790

THOMAS PAINE

J: lthough he was born and lived his first thirty-seven years in England, Thomas
/7% Paine (1737—1809) enters the debate as a visitor from America, where by writ-
ing Common Sense (1776) and the sixteen Crisis pamphlets, beginning “These are the
times that try men’s souls” (1776-83), he had served as the most effective propagan-
dist for American independence. His Rights of Man: Being an Answer to Mr. Burke's
Attack on the French Revolution, published in March 1791 with a dedication “To
George Washington, President of the United States of America,” has the full weight
of the American revolutionary experience behind it and is the strongest statement
against hereditary monarchy of any of the works replying to Burke in this “war of
pamphlets.” Paine published a second part of Righis of Man the following year and,
when charged with treason by the British, fled to France, where he was made a citi-
zen and a member of the Convention. With the fall of the more moderate Girondists,
he was imprisoned by the Jacobins for a year in 179394, during which he wrote his
last famous work, The Age of Reason (1794).

From Rights of Man

Among the incivilities by which nations or individuals provoke and irritate
each other, Mr. Burke’s pamphlet on the French Revolution is an extraordi-
nary instance. Neither the people of France, nor the National Assembly, were
troubling themselves about the affairs of England, or the English Parliament;
and why Mr. Burke should commence an unprovoked attack upon them, both
in parliament and in public, is a conduct that cannot be pardoned on the
score of manners, nor justified on that of policy.

There is scarcely an epithet of abuse to be found in the English language
with which Mr. Burke has not loaded the French nation and the National
Assembly. Every thing which rancor, prejudice, ignorance or knowledge
could suggest, are poured forth in the copious fury of near four hundred
pages. In the strain and on the plan Mr. Burke was writing, he might have
written on to as many thousands. When the tongue or the pen is let loose
in a frenzy of passion, it is the man, and not the subject, that becomes
exhausted.

Hitherto Mr. Burke has been mistaken and disappointed in the opinions
he had formed of the affairs of France; but such is the ingenuity of his hope,
or the malignancy of his despair, that it furnishes him with new pretences to
go on. There was a time when it was impossible to make Mr. Burke believe
there would be any revolution in France. His opinion then was, that the
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French had neither spirit to undertake it, nor fortitude to support it; and now
that there is one, he seeks an escape by condemning it.

* * *

There never did, there never will, and there never can exist a parliament, or
any description of men, or any generation of men, in any country, possessed
of the right or the power of binding and controuling posterity to the “end of
time,” or of commanding for ever how the world shall be governed, or who
shall govern it; and therefore, all such clauses, acts or declarations, by
which the makers of them attempt to do what they have neither the right
nor the power to do, nor the power to execute, are in themselves null and
void.—Every age and generation must be as free to act for itself, in all cases,
as the ages and generations which preceded it. The vanity and presumption
of governing beyond the grave, is the most ridiculous and insolent of all
tyrannies. Man has no property in man; neither has any generation a prop-
erty in the generations which are to follow. The parliament or the people
of 1688, or of any other period, had no more right to dispose of the people of
the present day, or to bind or to controul them in any shape whatever, than
the parliament or the people of the present day have to dispose of, bind or
controul those who are to live a hundred or a thousand years hence. Every
generation is, and must be, competent to all the purposes which its occasions
require. It is the living, and not the dead, that are to be accommodated.
When man ceases to be, his power and his wants cease with him; and having
no longer any participation in the cencerns of this world, he has no longer
any authority in directing who shall be its governors, or how its government
shall be organized, or how administered.

I am not contending for nor against any form of government, nor for nor
against any party here or elsewhere. That which a whole nation chooses to
do, it has a right to do. Mr. Burke says, No. Where then does the right exist?
I am contending for the rights of the living, and against their being willed
away, and controuled and contracted for, by the manuscript assumed author-
ity of the dead; and Mr. Burke is contending for the authority of the dead over
the rights and freedom of the living.

% % %

T
“We have seen,” says Mr. Burke, “the French rebel against a mild and law-

ful Monarch, with more fury, outrage, and insult, than any people has been
known to rise against the most illegal usurper, or the most sanguinary
tyrant.”—This is one among a thousand other instances, in which Mr.
Burke shews that he is ignorant of the springs and principles of the French
revolution.

It was not against Louis the XVIth, but against the despotic principles of
the government, that the nation revolted. These principles had not their
origin in him, but in the original establishment, many centuries back; and
they were become too deeply rooted to be removed, and the augean stable' of
parasites and plunderers too abominably filthy to be cleansed, by any thing
short of a complete and universal revolution. When it becomes necessary to
do a thing, the whole heart and soul should go into the measure, or not

1. King Augeas’s stable, housing three thousand oxen and neglected for decades, was a classical symbol
of filth and corruption. Hercules cleaned it by changing the course of a river.
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attempt it. That crisis was then arrived, and there remained no choice but to
act with determined vigor, or not to act at all. The King was known to be the
friend of the nation, and this circumstance was favorable to the enterprise.
Perhaps no man bred up in the style of an absolute King, ever possessed a
heart so little disposed to the exercise of that species of power as the present
King of France. But the principles of the government itself still remained the
same. The Monarch and the monarchy were distinct and separate things;
and it was against the established despotism of the latter, and not against
the person or principles of the former, that the revolt commenced, and the
revolution has been carried.

Mr. Burke does not attend to the distinction between men and princi-
ples; and therefore, he does not see that a revolt may take place against the
despotism of the latter, while there lies no charge of despotism against the
former.

The natural moderation of Louis the XVIth contributed nothing to alter
the hereditary despotism of the monarchy. All the tyrannies of former reigns,
acted under that hereditary despotism, were still liable to be revived in the
hands of a successor. It was not the respite of a reign that would satisfy
France, enlightened as she was then become. A casual discontinuance of the
practice of despotism, is not a discontinuance of its principles; the former
depends on the virtue of the individual who is in immediate possession of
power; the latter, on the virtue and fortitude of the nation. In the case of
Charles 1 and James II of England, the revolt was against the personal
despotism of the men;? whereas in France, it was against the hereditary des-
potism of the established government. But men who can consign over the
rights of posterity for ever on the authority of a moldy parchment, like Mr.
Burke, are not qualified te judge of this revolution. It takes in a field too vast
for their views to explore, and proceeds with a mightiness of reason they can-
not keep pace with.

But there are many points of view in which this revolution may be con-
sidered. When despotism has established itself for ages in a country, as in
France, it is not in the person of the King only that it resides. It has the
appearance of being so in show, and in nominal authority; but it is not so
in practice, and in fact. It has its standard every where. Every office and
department has its despotism founded upon custom and usage. Every
place has its Bastille,> and every Bastille its despot. The original heredi-
tary despotism resident in the person of the King, divides and subdivides
itself into a thousand shapes and forms, till at last the whole of it is acted
by deputation. This was the case in France; and against this species of
despotism, proceeding on through an endless labyrinth of office till the
source of it is scarcely perceptible, there is no mode of redress. It strength-
ens itself by assuming the appearance of duty, and tyrannises under the
pretence of obeying.

When a man reflects on the condition which France was in from the
nature of her government, he will see other causes for revolt than those
which immediately connect themselves with the person or character of
Louis XVI. There were, if I may so express it, a thousand despotisms to be

3. France’s political prison (where the French

2. Charles I was overthrown by the Civil War
Revolution began on July 14, 1789).

and executed in 1649. His son, James lI, was
dethroned in the Glorious Revolution of 1688.
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reformed in France, which had grown up under the hereditary despotism of
the monarchy, and became so rooted as to be in a great measure indepen-
dent of it. Between the monarchy, the parliament, and the church, there was
a rivalship of despotism; besides the feudal despotism operating locally, and
the ministerial despotism operating every where. But Mr. Burke, by consid-
ering the King as the only possible object of a revolt, speaks as if France was
a village, in which every thing that passed must be known to its command-
ing officer, and no oppression could be acted but what he could immediately
control. Mr. Burke might have been in the Bastille his whole life, as well
under Louis XVI as Louis XIV and neither the one nor the other have known
that such a man as Mr. Burke existed. The despotic principles of the govern-
ment were the same in both reigns, though the dispositions of the men were
as remote as tyranny and benevolence.

What Mr. Burke considers as a reproach to the French Revolution (that
of bringing it forward under a reign more mild than the preceding ones), is
one of its highest honors. The revolutions that have taken place in other
European countries, have been excited by personal hatred. The rage was
against the man, and he became the victim. But, in the instance of France,
we see a revolution generated in the rational contemplation of the rights of
man, and distinguishing from the beginning between persons and princi-
ples.

But Mr. Burke appears to have no idea of principles, when he is contem-
plating governments. “Ten years ago,” says he, “I could have felicitated France
on her having a government, without enquiring what the nature of that gov-
ernment was, or how it was administered.” Is this the language of a rational
man? Is it the language of a heart feeling as it ought to feel for the rights and
happiness of the human race? On this ground, Mr. Burke must compliment
every government in the world, while the victims who suffer under them,
whether sold into slavery, or tortured out of existence, are wholly forgotten. It
is power, and not principles, that Mr. Burke venerates; and under this abomi-
nable depravity, he is disqualified to judge between them.—Thus much for
his opinion as to the occasions of the French Revolution.

& % %

As to the tragic paintings by which Mr. Burke has outraged his own imagi-
nation, and seeks to work upon that of his readers, they are very well calcu-
lated for theatrical representation, where facts are manufactured for the
sake of show, and accommodated to produce, through the weakness of
sympathy, a weeping effect. But Mr. Burke should recollect that he is writ-
ing History, and not Plays; and that his readers will expect truth, and not
the spouting rant of high-toned exclamation.

When we see a man dramatically lamenting in a publication intended to
be believed, that, “The age of chivalry is gone! that The glory of Europe is
extinguished for ever! that The unbought grace of life (if any one knows what
it is), the cheap defence of nations, the nurse of manly sentiment and heroic
enterprize, is gone!” and all this because the Quixote age of chivalric non-
sense is gone, What opinion can we form of his judgment, or what regard
can we pay to his facts? In the rhapsody of his imagination, he has discov-
ered a world of windmills, and his sorrows are, that there are no Quixotes
to attack them. But if the age of aristocracy, llke that of chivalry, should
fall, and they had originally some connection, Mr. Burke, the trumpeter of
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the Order, may continue his parody to the end, and finish with exclaiming,
“Othello’s occupation’s gone!™

Notwithstanding Mr. Burke’s horrid paintings, when the French Revolu-
tion is compared with that of other countries, the astonishment will be,
that it is marked with so few sacrifices; but this astonishment will cease
when we reflect that principles, and not persons, were the meditated objects
of destruction. The mind of the nation was acted upon by a higher stimulus
than what the consideration of persons could inspire, and sought a higher

conquest than could be produced by the downfall of an enemy. * * *

1791
4. Shakespeare’s Othello 3.3.362 (Othello’s feel- referring to the hero of Cervantes’s romance, who
ing, when he thinks Desdemona has been unfaith- famously mistakes windmills for his foes the

ful, that his life is over). “Quixote” as an adjective, giants, means “insanely idealistic.”

JAMES GILLRAY

% n the mid-eighteenth century, the artist William Hogarth’s success with the
4 prints he called his “modern moral subjects” had demonstrated that people who
trained as engravers could be something more than practitioners of a mechanical
art, replicating in reproducible form the paintings of others. They could also claim
considerable moral authority as witty social critics. Satiric prints in the tradition
Hogarth helped establish were a thriving commercial concern by the time the
twenty-one-year old James Gillray (1757-1815) enrolled (along with William Blake)
as a student of engraving at the Royal Academy of Art. Especially popular at this
time were political caricatures, the form of portraiture, deftly balanced between a
realistic visual idiom and a grotesque one, that continues to be used to pillory pub-
lic figures and their pretensions. Straitlaced foreign visitors frequently marveled
over the laughing crowds that would gather around the windows of the London
print shops where these were displayed. By the end of the 1780s, Gillray, originally
from a working-class family, had become a celebrity thanks to the verve with
which he captured the likenesses of politicians—even the Royal Family—in etched
portraits that comically heightened the physical particularities that made them
their distinct selves. With the outbreak of the French Revolution, these images
also proved well suited to registering the yawning gap between the high-minded
idealism of the revolutionaries and the sordid realities of their Revolution. The
imaginative power that infused Gillray’s depictions of French revolutionists and
their English sympathizers struck many as the equivalent in visual art to the verbal
art that Thomas Paine had complained about in his encounter with “Mr. Burke’s
horrid paintings.” It is not surprising therefore to learn that after 1797 Gillray was
secretly on the government payroll, for assisting in the campaign to discredit the
radical opposition. Still, with their characteristic mix of fury and glee, his prints
make it difficult for attentive viewers to pin down his political allegiances.
Straightforward propaganda they are not. Unbalanced, blending in a combustible
compound the high-minded history paintings Gillray studied at the Royal Acad-
emy and the crude energies of popular culture, these images can throw us off bal-
ance in our turn.



