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REFLECTIONS ON THE REVOLt;TION IN FRANCE 

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-



REFLECTIONS ON THE REVOLUTIO N IN FRAN C E 

logical politicians, both at home and abroad. I know they set 
him up as a sort of oraclei because, with the best intentions in 
the world, he naturally philip,pizes, 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 peopk; to bind their kings with chains, 
and their nob/,es with fetters of iron."* Few harangues from 
the pulpit, except in the day.s 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. 
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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 pan 
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 Countr)', Nov. 4, 1789, 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, t.o set up a separa~ 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 Messfohns 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 iUa 
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 Sodety, 
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 worl.d, 
all of whom (except one) this arch pontiff of the rights of men, 
with all the plenitude, and with more than the boldness of the 
papal deposing power in its meridian fervour of the twelfth 
century, puts into one sweeping clause of ban and anathema, 
and proclaims usurpers by circles of longitude and latitude, 
over the whole globe, it behoves them to consider how they 
admit into their territories these apostolic missionaries~ who 
are to tell their subjects they are not lawful kings. That is their 
concern. It is ours, as a domestic interest of some moment, 
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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 rig·ht 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 offenere, 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 
ordert 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 fa.ct, 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. 
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(19] confound. We must recaH 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
twn 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 proviision 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. Thiis 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 fromjames 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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whole care was to secure the religion, laws, and liberties, that 
had been long possessed, and had been late ly 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 Ii berties 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 presenring 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 
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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 aJI 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 headJong 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 serviJe wretches 
until the emancipating year of 1789. 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 th.at 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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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 tlhe 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 tides. 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 

* Ecdesiasticus, chap. x.xxviii. 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 gel wisdom that holdeth the plough, and thaL 
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. 33. "They shall not be sought for in public counsel, nor sit high in 
the congregation: Ther shall not sit on the judges seat, nor understand the 
sentence of judgment: they cannoL 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 Gallican 

church ( till lately) has considered it, or apocryphal. as here it is taken. I am 
sure it contains a gy-eat 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 adeqUJate 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 thjs calculation; and those 
who lead them to rapine, never intend this distribution. 



REFLECTIONS ON THE REVOL U TION IN FRANCE 

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 m , 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, th ough not necessarily, yet i:n 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) g iven 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 exis,tence. 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. 

Ir 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 mm-e 
than I can express. I mean the consideration of the favourahl,e~ 
1U/Ss 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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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. [69] "Illa se jactet in aula­
Aeolus, et dauso 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 real rights of men. In denying their false claims 
of right, I do not mean to injure those which are real, and are 
such as their pretended rights would totally destroy. If civil 
society be made for the advantage of man, all the advantages 
for which it is made become his right. It is an institution of 
beneficence; and law itself is only beneficence acting by a 
rule. Men have a right to live by that rule; they have a right to 
justice; as between their fellows, whether their fellows are in 
politic function or in ordinary occupation. They have a right 
to the fruits of their industry; and to the means of making 
their industry fruitful. They have a right to the acquisitions 
of their parents; to the nourishment and improvement of 
their offspring; to instruction in life, and to consolation in 
death. Whatever each man can separately do, without 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 a 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 totaHy 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 re.volution, Ardentem jri.gidus Aetnam insiluit, I 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 ofright, 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 tyranrws. 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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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 alJ 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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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 unbe coming 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. 

(891 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 look 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 fe1lows 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
pelled 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 [91] 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 crieate 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 Jaw. 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 Jove 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 [92] 
principles, wiU 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 [93) 
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 tthe hoofs of a swinish multicude. [ "] 

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 lease, they 
al1 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 i1J sup­
plies their place; but if commerce and the arts should be lost 
in an experiment to try how we)] 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 tht /au of Bailly and Coruu,rcet, supposed to be here partirula-,/y alluded to. 
Compare the circumstances of the trial ana eucution of tM former with thz.s predictum.] 
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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 IS 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. v\lhether 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 omni um re­
rum ac moderatore~. 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, I. 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 o ther 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, bu.t 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 quarreJling with establish­
ments, as some do, who have made a philosophy and a reli­
gion of their hostility to such institutions, we cleave dosely 
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, I 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 awefu1ly 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 [ uo] 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 [1u] 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 
ana wisdom, taken together and fitted to the charge, such, as 
in the great and inevitable mixed mass of human imperi'ec­
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, ii.s 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 arrog.ance, 
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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are indeed to be delivered to the highest bidder. But it is to 
be observed, that a certain par.tum only of the -purchase money is 
to be laid down. A period of twelve years is to be given for the 
payment of the rest. The philosophic purchasers are there­
fore, on payment of a sort of fine, to be put instantly into 
possession of the estate. It becomes in some respects a sort 
of gift to them; to be held on the feudal tenure of zeal to the 
new establishment. This project is evidently to let in a body 
of purchase rs without money. The consequence will be, that 
these purchasers, or rather grantees, will pay, not only from 
the rents as they accrue, which might as well be received by 
the state, but from the spoil of the materials of buildings, 
from waste in woods, and from whatever money, by hands 
habituated to the gripings of usury, they can wring from the 
miserable peasant. He is to be delivered over to the merce­
nary and arbitrary discretion of men, who will be stimulated 
to every species of extortion by the growing demands on the 
growing profits of an estate held under the precarious settle­
ment of a new political system. 

WHEN ALL THE FRAUDS, impostures, violences, rapines, 
burnings, murders, confiscations, compulsory paper curren­
cies, and every description of tyranny and cruelty employed 
to bring about and to uphold this revolution, have their natu­
ral effect, that is, to shock the moral sentiments of all virtu­
ous and sober minds, the abettors of this philosophic system 
immediately strain their throats in a declamation against the 
old monarchical government o f France. When they have ren­
dered that deposed power sufficiently black, they then [146) 
proceed in argument, as if all those who disapprove of their 
new abuses, must of course be partizans of the old; that those 
who reprobate their crude and violent schemes of liberty 
ought to be treated as advocates for servitude. I admit that 
their necessities do compel them to this base and contempt­
ible fraud. Nothing can reconcile men to their proceedings 
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and projects but the supposition that there is no third option 
between them, and some tyranny as odious as can be fur­
nished by the records of history, or by the invention of poets. 
This prattling of theirs hardly deserves the name of sophistry. 
It is nothing but plain impudence. Have these gentlemen 
never heard, in the whole circle of the worlds of theory and 
practice, of any thing between the despotism of the monarch 
and the despotism of the multitude? Have they never heard of 
a monarchy directed by laws, controlled and balanced by the 
great hereditary wealth and hereditary dignity of a nation; 
and both again controlled by a judicious check from the rea­
son and feeling of the people at large acting by a suitable 
and permanent organ? Is it then impossible that a man may 
be found who, without criminal ill intention, or pitiable ab­
surdity, shall prefer such a mixed and tempered government 
to either of the extremes; and who may repute that nation to 
be destitute of all wisdom and of all virtue, which, having in 
its choice to obtain such a government with ease, or rather to 

confirm it when actually possessed, thought proper to commit a 
thousand crimes, and to subject their country to a thousand 
evils, in order to avoid it? Is it then a truth so universally 
acknowledged, that a pure democracy is the only tolerable 
form into which human society can be thrown, that a man is 
not permitted to hesitate about its merits, without the suspi­
cion of being a friend to tyranny, that is, of being a foe to 
mankind? 

I do not know under what description to class the present 
ruling authority in France. It affects to be a pure democracy, 
[ 14 7 J though I think it in a direct train of becoming shortly 
a mischievous and ignoble oligarchy. But for the present I 
admit it to be a contrivance of the nature and effect of what 
it pretends to. I reprobate no form of government merely 
upon abstract principles. There may be situations in which 
the purely democratic form will become necessary. There 
may be some (very few, and very particularly circumstanced) 
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where it would be clearly desireable. This I do not take to be 
the case of France, or of any other great country. Until now, 
we have seen no examples of considerable democracies. The 
antients were better acquainted with them. Not being wholly 
unread in the authors, who had seen the most of those con­
stitutions, and who best understood them, I cannot help con­
curring with their opinion, that an absolute democracy, no 
more than absolute monarchy, is to be reckoned among the 
legitimate forms of government. They think it rather the cor­
ruption and degeneracy, than the sound constitution of a re­
public. If I recollect rightly, Aristotle observes, that a democ­
racy has many striking points of resemblance with a tyranny.* 
Of this I am certain, that in a democracy, the majority of the 
citizens is capable of exercising the most cruel oppressions 
upon the minority, whenever strong divisions prevail in that 
kind of polity, as they often must; and (148] that oppres­
sion of the minority will extend to far greater numbers, and 
will be carried on with much greater fury~ than can almost 
ever be apprehended from the dominion of a single sceptre. 
In such a popular persecution, individual sufferers are in a 
much more deplorable condition than in any other. Under a 
cruel prince they have the balmy compassion of mankind to 

assuage the smart of their wounds; they have the plaudits of 

• When I wrote this I quoted from memory, after many years had elapsed 
from my reading the passage. A learned friend has found it. and it is as follows: 

To ~eo~ TO 0.lJTO, Kai o.µcf,w OECJ'71'0TllC.O. TWV /3tATLOVWV, ,mi TO. 'P1J<liiuµa.Ta., WU7rEp 
(IC.El TO. i 1r,r<.iyµa.r a.· Ka.I o 7>7Jµa.ywyo, 1ea.i ·O KOA~. oi O.lJTOi Ka; av<.il\oyov· Ka.i µti>..urra. 
EKanpo, 1Ta.p' tKO.Tlpo,~ i.uxvovuw, oi µ£V ,c()}\C}J((f 1ra.po. rvpavvo,, , oi l>E 017µ0.·ywyoi 
1ra.pa TOLS O~JJ,Ol~ TOLS ro,ovro,,. 

"The ethical character is the same; both exercise despotism over the 
better class of citizens; and decrees are in the one, what ordinances and ar­
rets are in the other: the demagogue too, and the court favourite. are not 
unfrequently the same identical men, and always bear a close analogy; and 
these have the principal power, each in their respective forms of government. 
favourites with the absolute monarch, and demagogues with a people such as 
I have described.'' Adst. Politic. lib. iv. cap. 4 . 
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the people to animate their generous constancy under their 
sufferings: but those who are subjected to wrong under mul­
titudes, are deprived of all external consolation. They seem 
deserted by mankind; overpowered by a conspiracy of their 
whole species. 

But admitting democracy not to have that inevitable ten­
dency co party tyranny, which I suppose it to have, and admit­
ting it to possess as much good in it when unmixed, as I am 
sure it possesses when compounded with other forms; does 
monarchy, on its part, contain nothing at all to recommend 
it? I do not often quote Bolingbroke, nor have his works in 
general, left any permanent impression on my mind. He is 
a presumptuous and a superficial writer. But he has one ob­
servation, which, in my opinion, is not without depth and 
solidity. He says, that he prefers a monarchy to other gov­
ernments; because you can beuer ingraft any description of 
republic on a monarchy than any thing of monarchy upon 
the republican forms. I think him perfectly in the right. The 
fact is so historically; and it agrees well with the speculation. 

I know how easy a topic it is to dwell on the faults of de­
parted greatness. By a revolution in the state, the fawning 
sycophant of yesterday is converted into the austere critic of 
the present hour. But steady independant minds, when they 
have an object of so serious a concern to mankind as gov­
ernment, under their contemplation, will disdain to assume 
the part of satirists and declaimers. They will judge of hum an 
institutions as they do of human characters. They will sort 
[149] out the good from the evil , which is mixed in mortal 
institutions as it is iin mortal men. 

Your government in France, though usually, and I chink 
justly, repnted the best of the unqualified or ill-qualified 
monarchies, was still full of abuses. These abuses accumu­
lated in a length of time, as they must accumulate in every 
monarchy not under the constant inspection of a popular 
representative. I am no stranger to the faults and defects of 



RIEFLECTIONS ON THE REVOLUTION IN FRANCE 

to any, when they speak evil of those whom they are going 
to plunder. I rather suspect that vices are feigned or exag­
gerated, when profit is looked for in their punishment. An 
enemy is a bad witness: a robber is a worse. Vices and abuses 
there were undoubtedly in that order, and must be. It was 
an old establishment, and not frequently revised. [165] But 
I saw no crimes in the individuals that merited confiscation 
of their substance, nor those cruel insults and degradations, 
and that unnatural persecution which has been substituted 
in the pface of meliorating regulation. 

If there had been any just cause for this new religious per­
secution, the atheistic libellers, who act as trumpeters to ani­
mate the populace to plunder, do not love any body so much 
as not to dwell with complacence on the vices of the existing 
clergy. This they have not done. They find themselves obliged 
to rake into the histories of former ages (which they have 
ransacked with a malignant and profligate industry) for every 
instance of oppression and persecution which has been made 
by that body or in its favour, in order to justify, upon very in­
iquitous, because very illogical principles of retaliation, their 
own persecutions, and their own cruelties. After destroying 
all other genealogies and family distinctions, they invent a 
sort of pedigree of crimes. It is not very just to chastise men 
for the offences of their natural ancestors; but to take the 
fiction of ancestry in a corporate succession, as a ground for 
punishing men who have no relation to guilty acts, except in 
names and general descriptions, is a sort of refinement in in­
justice belonging to the philosophy of this enlightened age. 
The assembly punishes men, many, if not most, of whom ab­
hor the violent conduct of ecclesiastics in former times as 
much as their present persecutors can do, and who would be 
as loud :and as strong in the expression of that sense, if they 
were not well aware of the purposes for which all this decla­
mation is employed. 

Corporate bodies are immortal for the good of the mem-
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hers, but not for their punishment. Nations themselves are 
such corporations. As well might we in England think of wag­
ing inexpiable war upon all Frenchmen for the evils which 
they have brought upon us in the several periods of our 
mutual hostilities. You might, on your part, think yourselves 
[166] justified in falling upon all Englishmen on account 
of the unparalleJed calamities brought upon the people of 
France by the unjust invasions of our Henries and our Ed­
wards. Indeed we should be mutually justified in this exter­
minatory war upon each other, full as much as you are in the 
unprovoked persecution of your present countrymen, on ac­
count of the conduct of men of the same name in other times. 

We do not draw the moral lessons we might from history. 
On the contrary, without care it may be used to vitiate our 
minds and to destroy our happiness. In history a great vol­
ume is unrolled for our instruction, drawing the materials of 
future wisdom from the past errors and infirmities of man­
kind. It may, in the perversion, serve for a magazine, furnish­
ing offensive and defensive weapons for parties in church 
and state, and supply the means of keeping alive, or reviving 
dissensions and animosities, and adding fuel to civil fury. His­
tory consists, for the greater part, of the miseries brought 
upon the world by pride, ambition, avarice, revenge, lust, 
sedition, hypocrisy, ungoverned zeal, and all the train of dis­
orderly appetites, which shake the public with the same 

-- troublous storms that toss 
The private state, and render life unsweet. 

These vices are the causes of those storms. Religion, morals, 
laws, prerogatives, privileges, liberties, rights of men, are the 
pretexts. The pretexts are always found in some specious ap­
pearance of a real good. You would not secure men from 
tyranny and sedition, by rooting out of the mind the prin­
ciples to which tlhese fraudulent pretexts apply? If you did, 
you would root out every thing that is valuable in the human 
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breast. As these are the pretexts, so the ordinary actors and 
instruments in great public evils are kings, priests, magis­
trates, senates, parliaments, national assemblies, judges, and 
captains. You would not cure the (167] evil by resolving, that 
there should be no more monarchs, nor ministers of state, 
nor of the gospel; no interpreters of law; no general officers; 
no public councils. You might change the names. The things 
in some shape must remain. A certain quantum of power must 
always exist in the community., in some hands, and under 
some af>pellation. Wise men will apply their remedies to vices, 
not to names; to the causes of evil which are permanent, 
not to the occasional organs by which they act, and the tran­
sitory modes in which they appear. Otherwise you will be 
wise historically, a fool in practice. Seldom have two ages the 
same fashion in their pretexts and the same modes of mis­
chief. Wickedness is a little more inventive. Whilst you are 
discussing fashion, the fashion is gone by. The very same vice 
assumes a new body. The spirit transmigrates; and, far from 
losing its principle of life by the change of its appearance, it is 
renovated in its new organs with the fresh vigour of a juvenile 
activity. It walks abroad; it continues its ravages, whilst you 
are gibbeting the carcass, or demolishing the tomb. You are 
terrifying yourself with ghosts and apparitions, whilst your 
house is the haunt of robbers. It is thus with all those, who, 
attending only to the shell and husk of history, think they are 
waging war with intolerance, pride, and cruelty, whilst, under 
colour of abhorring the ill principles of antiquated parties, 
they are authorizing and feeding the same odious vices in 
different factions, and perhaps in worse. 

YOUR CITIZENS OF PARIS formerly had lent themselves as 
the ready instruments to slaughter the followers of Calvin, at 
the infamous massacre of St. Bartholomew. What should we 
say to those who could think of retaliating on the Parisians 
of this day the abominations and horrors of that time? They 
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are indeed brought to abhor that massacre. Ferocious as (168] 
they are, it is not difficult to make them dislike it; because 
the politicians and fashionable teachers have no interest in 
giving their passions exactly the same direction. Still however 
they find it their interest to keep the same savage disposi­
tions alive. It was but the other day that they caused this very 
massacre to be acted on the stage for the diversion of the de­
scendants of those who committed it. In this tragic farce they 
produced the Cardinal of Lorraine in his robes of function, 
ordering general slaughter. Was this spectade intended to 
make the Parisians abhor persecution, and loath the effusion 
of blood? No, it was to teach them to persecute their own 
pastors; it was to excite them, by raising a disgust and horror 
of their clergy, to an alacrity in hunting down to destruction 
an order, which, if it ought to exist at all, ought to exist not 
only in safety, but in reverence. It was to stimulate their can­
nibal appetites (which one would think had been gorged suf­
ficiently) by variety and seasoning; and to quicken them to 
an alertness in new murders and massacres, if it should suit 
the purpose of the Guises of the day. An assembly, in which 
sat a multitude of priests and prelates, was obliged to suffer 
this indignity at its door. The author was not sent to the gal­
lies, nor the players to the house of correction. Not long after 
this exhibition, those players came forward to the assembly 
to claim the rites of that very religion which they had dared 
to expose, and to shew their prostituted faces in the senate, 
whilst the archbishop of Paris, whose function was known 
to his people only by his pr.ayers and benedictions, and his 
wealth only by his alms, is forced to abandon his house, and 
to fly from his flock, as from ravenous wolves, because, truly, 
in the sixteenth century, the Cardinal of Lorraine was a rebel 
and a murderer.[£] 

[ f. This lS on a suppositwn of the truth of this story, but he was not m France at the 
time. One name sm1es as well as another. J 
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[169] Such is the effect of the perversion of history, by 
those, who, for the same nefarious purposes, have perverted 
every other part of learning. But those who will stand upon 
that elevation of reason, which places centuries under our 
eye, and brings things to the true point of comparison, which 
obscures little names, and effaces the colours of little parties, 
and to which nothing can ascend but the spirit and moral 
quality of human actions, will say to the teachers of the Palais 
Royal, "The Cardinal of Lorraine was the murderer of the six· 
teenth century, you have the glory of being the murderers in 
the eighteenth; and this is the only difference between you." 
But history, in the nineteenth century, better understood, 
and better employed, will, I trust, teach a civilized posterity 
to abhor the misdeeds of both these barbarous ages. It will 
teach future priests and magistrates not to retaliate upon the 
speculative and inactive atheists of future times, the enormi· 
ties committed by the present practical zealots and furious 
fanatics of that wretched error, which, in its quiescent state, 
is more than punished, whenever it is embraced. It will teach 
posterity not to make war upon either religion or philosophy, 
for the abuse which the hypocrites of both have made of the 
two most valuable blessings conferred upon us by the bounty 
of the universal Patron, who in all things eminently favours 
and protects the race of man. 

If your clergy, or any clergy, should shew themselves 
vicious beyond the fair bounds allowed to human infirmity, 
and to those professional faults which can hardly be sepa­
rated from professional virtues, though their vices never can 
countenance the ex,ercise of oppression, I do admit, that they 
would naturally have the effect of abating very much of our 
indignation against the tyrants who exceed measure and jus­
tice in their punishment. I can allow in clergymen, through 
all their divisions, some tenaciousness of their own [ 170 J 
opinion; some overllowings of zeal for its propagation; some 
predilection to their own state and office; some attachment 




