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Political literature of the later Eighteenth 
century has hitherto been neglected by 
the literary critic and apparently aban­
doned to the historian as his special 
preserve. Dr. Boulton argues that this 
neglect not only restricts the scope of 
literary criticism but is also harmful to 
historical inquiries since the insights 
which result from literary analysis are 
essential to the proper discerning of 
"the thought which is the inner side of 
[an] event", a process that Collingwood 
considered fundamental to the historian's 
investigations. Thus, although the liter­
ary critic does not consciously act as an 
accessory 'to the historian, historical 
knowledge will be incomplete without 
the contribution he can make in the 
process of carrying out his own distinctive 
function. 

Dr. Boulton selects for special examin­
ation the literature produced at the time 
of the controversy over Wilkes and the 
Middlesex elections, and by the debate 
in England over the French Revolution. 
Writings by Junius, Johnson, Burke, 
Paine, Mackintosh, Wollstonecraft, 
Arthur Young, among others, are 
examined in order to identify and 
estimate the effectiveness of the per­
suasive techniques used by these writers 
to communicate ideas to their respective 
audiences. Godwin, both as a philo­
sophical writer and as a novepst, is also 
given a new assessment; his .'early novels 

t 
prove to be relevant to the controversy 
ove~ Burke's Reflections in ways un­
noticed before. 

A view of the extent and urgency of .. 
the controversy over the French Revo-
lution is provided by the chronological 
survey of replies to Burke's Reflections 
given in an appendix. 
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EDITOR'S NOTE 

t.TNLIKE so many history series this one will not attempt a com­
plete coverage of a specific span of time, with a division of 
labour for the contributors based on a neat parcelling out of 
centuries. Nor will it, in the main, be a collection of political 
monographs. Rather, the aim is to bring out books based on 
new, or thoroughly reinterpreted material ranging over quite a 
wide field of chronology and geography. Some will be more 
general than others, as is to be expected when biography is in­
cluded alongside of detailed treatment of some comparatively 
short period of crisis like the appeasement of the Axis Powers. 
Nevertheless, whatever mode of presentation may have been 
appropriate, each work should provide an exposition of its 
subject in context and thus enable the reader to acquire new 
knowledge amidst things he knows, or could have known. 

St. John's College, 
Oxford. 

MICHAEL HURST 
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PREFACE 

T wo convictions prompted the writing of this book: first, 
that the political literature of the later part of the 

eighteenth century has been undeservedly neglected in works 
of literary criticism; and second, that the insights obtained from 
a literary-critical examination of these-and any other­
political writings should be considered by historians and 
political theorists as significant to their own special enquiries. 
The former conviction needs no verification: it is a fact. The 
latter is more contentious, and for that reason it is briefly argued 
in the introductory essay and provides the theme for the con­
cluding chapter. 

The choice of the two periods of political controversy­
I 769-7 I, centring on \Vilkes's election, and I 790-93, with the 
debate on Burke's Reflections as its focal point-was determined 
both by their historical importance and by the stature of the 
writers involved in them. They did not, however, warrant in­
vestigation with the same degree of thoroughness, hence the 
unequal size of the two parts of this book. The first period lacks 
the cohesion which the publication of the Reflections provided 
for the second, and it did not engage a comparable number of 
talented contributors whose work merits critical assessment; 
nevertheless, the participation of three such writers as Junius, 
Samuel Johnson, and Edmund Burke is reason enough for dis­
cussing it, even though its byways are not explored. The his­
torical 'survey' with which each part opens is-especially in the 
case of the earlier controversy-intended to remind the non­
professional historian of some essential facts; the second survey 
is necessarily more extensive, and it also offered more scope 
for originality. 

The publication of this book enables me to acknowledge 
many debts. The award by the Durham Colleges in the Uni­
versity of Durham of a research studentship, made tenable at 
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PREFACE 

Oxford fourteen years ago, brought me into contact """'-th t.b.:~\.. 
m.<lt:t. ~~~a.t\.Th'ib ~'t '::.~\\~\a.1:<:.., \.\\.~:::. \o..\.ot nu.mp'n:ry Rouse. Some of 

tbe work begun under his guidance is incorporated in the 
chapters which follow. To others I owe valuable critical ap­
praisals of various sections of the book; among these are the 
General Editor of the series, Mr. M. C. Hurst, Professor Irvin 
Ehrenpreis, Mr. Charles Parkin, Dr. A. E. Rodway, Professor 
John C. Weston, Jr., and, in particular, Mr. W. R. Fryer, 
whose expert knowledge I have never consulted in vain. I am 
also grateful to Dr. Rodway for checking the proofs and to 
Mrs. Sheila Dryden for excellent secretarial assistance. For any 
errors which remain I am, of course, solely responsible. 

My indebtedness to my wife is beyond measure, as it is to my 
parents, to whom the book is dedicated. 

University of Nottingham. 
J. T. B. 
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INTRODUCTION 

FEW periods of history have raised such passion among 
professional historians as the reign of George III; the non­

professional who ventures into the field does so with some mis­
givings. He feels like an intruder in a battle between the old 
pretenders and the young, between the \Vhig historians and 
those stigmatised by Professor Butterfield as the new Tories, 'the 
Presbyterian literalists and counters of heads' .1 Yet something 
remains to be said and from a new angle-that of the literary 
critic. 

The truth of this claim is borne out by the fact that none of 
the writings which I propose to discuss, from two of the most 
significant political controversies of the eighteenth century, has 
been subjected to thorough literary-critical analysis. In other 
words, the fundamental verbal examination of writings which, 
in varying degrees, have influenced thought and action from 
their own day to ours has been neglected by both literary critics 
and historians (in their published work at any rate). To take the 
example of Junius's Letters, which are occasionally touched on: 
Mr. Steven Watson, in his recent book Tlze Reign of George III, 
speaks of the 'balanced but hysterical prose' in which Junius 
'savaged those in authority' .2 It is an astute remark-though it 
may not be immediately apparent that prose can be at once 
balanced and hysterical-but more literary analysis than Mr. 
Watson had room for was needed to support it and to demon­
strate lzow Junius 'helped to convince the literate classes that 
Grafton's administration really constituted a threat to English 

1 George III atzd the Historians (1957), p. 274. (The place of publication of 
all works quoted is London unless stated otherwise.) 

2 Op. cit. (Oxford, 1g6o), p. 145. 



INTRODUCTION 

liberty'. Again, while Donald Greene's excellent study, The 
Politics of Samuel Johnson (1g6o), has rectified many misconcep­
tions aboutJohnson's political attitudes, it has not fully satisfied 
the need for a close examination of his usc of persuasive language 
in a political cause. As for Burke, no one since John l'vlorlcy has 
attempted anything approaching a thoroughgoing scrutiny. of 
the Thoughts on the Cause of the Present Discontents, the work wluch 
historians use almost as a touchstone for determining the folly of 
their predecessors' interpretation of the first part of George III's 
reign and for displaying their own percipience. The Refleclions orz 
the Revolution in France, Paine's Rights of Man, and the others have 
remained similarly unexamined. 

The assumptions which underlie such neglect appear to be 
c~e~y two: firstly, that from a literary standpoint the political 
wntmgs examined in this book offer little that is aesthetically 
rewarding, or perhaps that such writings do not come within the 
traditional field of belles lettres and are therefore not worthy of 
serious critical attention· and secondly that from the historian's 
st.and~oint literary critlcism has littl~ to do with matters of 
hlstoncal investigation. I do not challenge the first here-the 
an~lyses ~hich follow aim to reveal the special qualities of the 
~ntmgs In question-but the second is worth some considera-
lition. For my own basic premise is that while the purpose of the 

terary · · · h . . cntlc lS not consciously to act as an accessory to t e 
~lSto~an, historical knowledge is necessarily incomplete and 
a~~lcap~ed ~thout the contribution he can make. . 

1~ ~hstmctlVe function is to elucidate the features of a p1ece 
~fwriting which produce permanent interest, pleasure, or atten­
~on, ~nd the literary techniques employed to achieve this result. 
1. e wlll ask of a political pamphlet-as of any other kind of 
Iterature-que ti' h · f s ons sue as whether human pass10ns o a per-
manent or mere! f · · 1 d h th r th 1' Yo a trans1ent nature are mvo ve , w e e 

e .q.ua Ity of the writing provides the reader of any age with an 
he~c~ting ae.sthetic experience or whether the writer's attitude to 

IS 1mmed1ate p bl · ' . . h d' . ro em lS of contmumg relevance to the uman 
con ltion. This is admittedly an oversimplified view, but it is 
on. ~ou~ds such as these that the literary critic will make his 
stnctly ~te~ary judgment. He is not, then, interested in the past 
mere y 10r 1ts ' dd' · h fi pastness' but there are nevertheless-in a 1t10n 
tot e eatures already mentioned-matters which he must take 
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INTRODUCTION 

account of that arc obviously significant for the historian. He 
may wish to enquire into the conditions under which the work 
was written, the impetus that brought it into being and the 
writer's response to that impetus, the audience being addressed 
and the extent to which the chosen idiom, imagery, or prose 
sty lc would affect it, or the precise meaning the writer's language 
would carry for the original readers. An enquiry of this com­
plexity will provide valuable insights into the temper of a par­
ticular age, the patterns of words and ideas to which men 
responded most readily, or the kind ofliterary sensibility which 
was generally accessible to a writer appealing to a certain body 
of readers. Especially, then, with literature of a persuasive 
character, the critic is faced with the whole question of the 
methods of communication between men with ideas and those 
to whom the ideas arc directed; when he examines and assesses 
these methods-because they involve a consideration of the in­
tellectual, moral, cultural, and above all, emotional resources 
of the writer and his audience-he is dealing with evidence 
as important to the historian as any naked event or bare 
idea. 

Briefly to support such claims we may start from Colling­
wood's assertion in The Idea of Hist01)' that the historian is con­
cerned with both 'the outside and the inside of an event', with 
the facts relating to physical activity and with those elements 
'which can only be described in terms of thought' .1 Historical 
knowledge, he asserts, consists both in possessing the first kind 
of facts and in 'discerning the thought which is the inner side of 
the evcnt'. 2 If, then, an event is to be 'historically known' it 
must be apprehended in its entirety by a mind capable of in­
forming itself of the thought-processes which led up to and were 
involved in it. (The term 'event' here must, of course, be taken 
to include not simply the happenings we call the Middlesex 
elections of 1 768-6g or the French Revolution but also their 
repercussions on the thought and action of the literate popula­
tion in this country. In short, both the occurrence and its conse­
quences in which political writers were implicated-and which 
they in part directed-must be understood.) It surely follows 
from this that the process by which a man-particularly one 
eminent in practical politics like Burke-formulated his thought 

1 Op. cit. (Oxford, 1946), p. 213. 2 Ibid., p. 222. 
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INTRODUCTION 

in writing, the reasons that led him to select a particular idiom, 
to adopt a certain attitude to his material and to his readers, to 
employ a peculiar tone ofvoice-in brief to usc a specific style: 
it follows that this process is properly a matter of concern to the 
historian. Why Burke did not adopt the style of, say, Junius or 
Godwin, to give a crude example, should be an issue of first im­
por~ance. The means by which such an issue is decided arc those 
of hterary criticism; they reveal much about Burke's mental 
pro~esses, about the character of his thought (through analysis 
of his ~ode of expression), and thus about Burke himself. It is 
self-evident that such understanding is essential. 

What the literary critic docs is to bring his own expertise to 
bear on the nature of the thought embodied in a written state­
me~t and, among other things, to estimate by means of com­
iiari~on. the success with which that thought is communicated. 

e Is I~terested-as the historian should be-in giving an 
answer In term f h · · h f h so t e mampulation of language, to t e qucs-
Ion "': Y and how Burke rather than Junius or Johnson was the 

most Influenti 1 . p . , 
R . ht a wnter of the 1 nos or why and how amc s 

zg s of Man ' · 1 
repli t h was more effective than the sixty or more ot 1cr 

cs o t e Ren t · · · 1 techn' :~•ec zons. Here again, by settmg lumsclfto ana ysc 
awareiques of communication, he can help to enrich historical ness. 

At this po' t h 
a caveat . 1hn '. owever, Collingwood may be thought to enter 

Wit his remark: 

the mere fa h 
and th t ct t at someone has expressed his thoughts in writing, 
his tho: ~t: Possess his works, does not enable us to understand 
come t gh · In order that we may be able to do so, we must 

0 t e read' r d · I . ffi ciently I'k h' tng o them prepare wtt 1 an expenencc su t-
1 e ts own to make those thoughts organic to it.1 

While this is i d 
too much for~· e.ed.a warning to the literary critic not to claim 
historian Is Insights by themselves, it should also make the 

a ware th t f . . 1 • • understand" a part o h1s essentm eqmpment IS some 
literary tr .u~g of. a writer's attitude to language and of his 

aimng Sin · · 11 · h personality ' ce such thmgs are vita y present m t e total 
larly shouldengaged in writing a political pamphlet. (Particu­

one remember this in the eighteenth century: to 

1 The Idea of History, p. 300. 
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recall that before Burke had entered into any political contro­
versy he had pu blishcd a work of aesthetic criticism, and that 
behind johnson's pamphlets of the 1770s lay vast literary experi­
ence is merely one way of underlining this obvious assertion.) 
\Vc should recognise, in fact, just how extensive are the demands 
made by Collingwood on the historian. The knowledge oflitera­
ture that a writer draws on to invigorate both his own expression 
and the reader's response; the awareness he reveals of the re­
sources of language; the kind of material he uses in imagery or 
symbolism; the methods he employs to translate ideas into vivid 
and meaningful experiences for his audience: these arc only 
some of the manifestations of the 'experience' a writer brings to 
the articulation of his thought. The historian who is aware of 
such complexities cannot dispense with the findings of literary 
criticism. 

Furthermore, though it is clearly the job of the historian to 
determine to what extent a political pamphlet truthfully reflects 
the facts of the situation it claims to comment on, it is also neces­
sary for him to recognise-if he has the original audience in 
mind-that in one important sense this kind of factual accuracy 
is of secondary importance; the beliefs which the pamphleteer 
tried to persuade his readers to accept assume supreme signifi­
cance. In this sense it is immaterial whether, in the Present Dis­
contents, Burke is imagining the situation he writes about, 
whether or not the Court Party or the 'King's friends' ever existed 
in the first years of George III's reign, or whether he is per­
petrating what Mr. Romney Sedgwick has called an 'elaborate 
fiction' .1 Equally is it in this sense irrelevant whether Junius is 
accurate in his assessment of the English situation or Paine in 
his of the French. For it is a truism that people respond to a 
given situation because of what they believe to be the truth about 
it rather than what necessarily is the truth. Thus, if Burke, 
Junius, or Johnson persuade their readers to accept their inter­
pretation of the circumstances in I 770 subsequent actions will be 
effectively determined by literary as well as by factual considera­
tions. The problem implicit here is one that offers further scope 
for the literary critic to try to define the character of the persua­
sion exercised by the political writers and to estimate their effect 
on the prevailing climate of opinion. His function in this respect 

1 Lettersfrom George III to Lord Bute (1939), p. xviii. 
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INTRODUCTION 

is important because he is concerning himself with factors 
which mould the response of the reading public to subsequent 
events. 

It is also an issue of some consequence to decide whether a 
writer who is occupied with an actual (or even an ima~inary) 
situation of the moment is addressing himself solely to lus con­
temporaries or writing for posterity as well. In either case both 
the style and the perspective the man has of his material are 
directly affected, and they provide clues to his intentions. Con­
sequently, unless a fundamentally literary approach is made to 
a piece of writing, the author's purpose may be misunderstood 
~ecause of an inaccurate response to his style, tone, and perspec­
tive. Burke's view in the Present Disco1ltents, for example, IS as 
much to the future as to the past, and it is possible to argue that 
Mr. Sedgwick's description of this pamphlet as 'literary after­
~houghts'l (in the sense that Burke was justifying past conduc~) 
IS a result of the inaccuracy just mentioned. Literary anal.ysis 
reveals many stylistic features which suggest that immedmte 
~nd contemporary issues were not the sum of Burke's objec­
tiVes . 

. What follows is an attempt to apply literary-critical tech­
?Iques to pamphlets which, for the importance of their political 
Ideas, their energy, their distinctive use of language, or their 
value for comparative criticism deserve attention from students 
of both history and literature. No attempt will be made to cater 
for what might be supposed to be the different needs of these 
two groups of readers; it is assumed that, at the level of funda­
ment~! analysis, they are broadly identical. Neither will any 
conscious attempt be made to underpin separately the claims 
already advanced, as if individually they were of cardinal im­
portance; they are intended to provide one general frame of 
reference which may increase the value of the ensuing chapters 
for some readers. If Collingwood is near the mark in claiming 
that 'h' · h Istoncal knowledge has for its proper object thought ..• 
t ~ act of thinking itsel£',2 then the approach made here re­
q~Ihres no further justification, since it concerns itself entirely 
Wlt examining the written evidence of thought and various 
attempts to influence thinking. And, finally, Samuel Butler 

1 Letters from George III to Lord Bute, p. xliii. 
2 The Idea of History, p. 305. 
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(writing about Darwin) may be allowed to furnish a salutary 
reminder: 

It is not he who first conceives an idea, nor he who sets it on its 
legs and makes it go on all fours, but he who makes other people 
accept the main conclusion, whether on right grounds or on 
wrong ones, who has done the greatest work as regards the 
promulgation of an opinion.1 

1 Life ami Habit (191G edn.), p. ~7G. 
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I 

WILKES AND THE MIDDLESEX 

ELECTION: A BRIEF SURVEY 

'THAT devil \Vilkes' (to quote George III) was notorious 
from 1 763 onwards. In that year, because of the out­

spoken attacks on the Court and Government in his journal, 
The North Briton, he was arrested. \ Vilkes took his stand, how­
ever, on the illegality of general warrants and on his privilege as 
the Member for Aylesbury, and was liberated; he also took his 
opportunity to present himself to the public as a symbol of the 
individual battling for liberty against the tyranny of the Crown. 
Later in the same year the Government retrieved the position 
to some extent when the Commons voted the famous North Briton 
No. 45 a seditious libel and removed the protection of privilege 
from Wilkes. \Vhereupon he fled to France and remained there 
until q68. In his absence (in February 1764) he was tried for 
seditious libel and for publishing the pornographic Essay on 
J~Vomen; since he was contumacious, his punishment was out­
lawry. 

Almost at once on his return to England Wilkes stood as a 
candidate in the Middlesex parliamentary election and topped 
the poll.l However, the convictions for seditious libel, publishing 
pornographic literature, and contumacy still stood against him; 
he was arrested and sentenced to imprisonment. But he was now 

1 For an informative analysis of the political repercussions of Wilkes's 
return and subsequent career, sec Lucy S. Sutherland, The Ciry of London 
and the OjJjJosition to Govemment, I76B-1774 (1959). See also George Rude, 
Wilkes and Liberry (Oxford, 1962). 
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POLITICAL CONTROVERSY, I 769- I 7 7 I 
a Member of Parliament and claimed privilege; moreover, eco­
nomic distress in and around London was widespread, strikes 
were numerous, and there were disorderly, potentially violent 
crowds who regarded Wilkes as a symbol of revolt against in­
justice. Nevertheless, the Government stood firm and, on the 
grounds that he was still an outlaw when he was elected, the 
Commons expelled Wilkes from his scat in February I 769. He 
was at once returned unopposed by his constituency; again he 
was expelled; a third time he was returned and a third time 
expelled. At the fourth election candidates were found to stand 
agai~st him, but out of a total poll of just over I ,4oo ·wilkes 
received more than I' roo votes and his three opponents the rest. 
The Commons were now faced with the most serious challenge 
to thei.r authority; they resolved the problem, in May I 769, by 
decla~mg that Wilkes was ineligible as a candidate because he 
was m prison when nominated; his nearest rival, Colonel 
Luttrell (who received 2g6 votes) they deemed to have been 
elected. ' 

. It is clear that out of a situation which delighted the Opposi­
tion be~ause of the embarrassment caused to the Government, 
~constitutional issue of real moment had been raised. \Vcrc the 
~~~ons right to declare Luttrell elected on a minority vote, 

~ t of the votes cast? As Mr. Steven Watson observes, the 
1Ssue turns on th d · h h r. h · fi e egree of coercwn, w et er 1rom t c cxecu tlvc 
osr rom popular pressures that is thought to be legitimatc.1 

orne contem · ' b h d poranes felt that the pressure exerted y t c mobs 
a~ ~rganised Wilkites to secure Wilkes's election was uncon-
stltutwnal and h d . . . , · 
· 'fi t at therefore the a mm1stratwn s actwn was 
Jbustlk edd. Others believed that this action revealed an executive 

ac c by · . . fc ' h 1 h court mfluence w1eldmg too great a power or the 
a~a ~ Y fun~tioning of the iegislature, and consequently that the 
no m~mstratron had wrongfully arrogated to itself the power to 

mmate a m b B dl k' are th . ern er of the Commons. roa y spea mg, these 
will be dq.uesbons debated by the pamphleteers whose writings 

e lscussed 
There can b · 

was a g d e no doubt but that the furore over the election 
associato dse~d for the Opposition, despite their reluctance to be 
ham in~ With the disreputable Wilkes; as Burke told Rocking-

epternber rna: 
1 The Reign of George Ill, p. 138. 
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WILKES AND THE MIDDLESEX ELECTION 

\Ve have never had, and we never shall have a matter every way 
so well calculated to engage [the people]; and if the spirit that 
was excited upon this occasion were sufTerd to flatten and 
evaporate, you would find it difll.cult to collect it again, when 
you might have the greatest occasion for it.1 

Moreover, the energy (modified in the case ofthe Rockingham 
group) with which Opposition parties engaged in the business 
of promoting petitions to Parliament for redress and to the King 
for dissolution, is evidence of their opportunism. \Vilkes as an 
individual proved a liability in some respects. Burke, for ex­
ample, was relieved by the presence, at a meeting to consider 
the Yorkshire petition, of 'a considerable Number of the Clergy 
... because some people were willing to cast a stain of pro­
phanencss upon our Conduct, from our supposed Patronage of 
vVilkes'. 2 But the principles involved were larger than the for­
tunes of one man; the Rockingham view of them is contained 
in part of a proposal for the terms of a petition included in a 
letter from the Marquess to Burke, 29 June q6g: 

Might it not set forth-that the great and continual increase of the 
power and influence of the Crown in the course of this century 
(if the Crown should unfortunately be led by weak-wicked and 
arbitrary ministers and surrounded by evil counsellors) would 
operate most dangerously to the Constitution.3 

This is the theme which, in some shape or other, constantly re­
appears in the letters of the Rockingham \Vhigs, who seem to 
have been thoroughly convinced, even ifwithout much founda­
tion, that in this 'great Crisis' 4 they were the only opposition 
group acting on principles which were other than self-centred. 
Undoubtedly part of the intention of the Present Discontents was 
self-justification; it was to show 

the ground upon which the Party stands; and how different its 
constitution, as well as the persons who compose it are from the 
Bedfords, and Grenvilles, and other knots, who are combined for 
no publick purpose; but only as a means of furthering with joint 
strength, their private and individual advantage. 5 

1 Ed. Lucy S. Sutherland, The Correspondence of Edmund Burke (Cambridge, 
xg6o), II, ISS· (Burke's Correspondence is used as the main evidence for this 
'outline' because of the leading part he played in the pamphlet debate.) 

2 Ibid., II, g6. 3 Ibid., II, 38 
4 Ibid., II, 54· 6 Ibid., II, IOI. 
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At least it cannot be denied that the Rockingham group had 
one objective to which they consistently directed their efforts: 
the destruction of what they chose to think was a Court Party or, 
as Burke called it, 'the Bute faction' .1 Whatever m~y be ~he 
truth about the reality of such a party, the frequency wi_th w_luch 
the Rockingham Whigs refer to it is at least proof that It exxsted 
for them if only as an impetus to united effort. Bute for the~n '~'aS 
'the Thane',2 and moves to quieten the Opposition by bnngmg 
men from various groups into the administration were seen as 
attempts to make yet another government dependent on 'the 
Court System'.3 Burke writes to the Marquess in October I 769: 

nor can it be thought that by sending for Lord Chatham they 
mean anything else than to patch a Shred or two, of one, or_ more 
of the other parties, upon the old Bute garment; since their last 
piecing is worn out.4 

The Rockingham Whigs believed themselves able to provide 
the Government with a new set of clothes. They looked for a 
union of C?pposition groups, 'of all the Parties into one'; it was 
to be a u~uon based on principles and the 'great principle' Burke 
had outlined to Temple: 'that the King's men should be utterly 
destroyed as a Corps'. 6 We can be certain that the letter (written 
in November I 769) in which this remark is recorded reflects 
Burke's fascination with the arguments he was then expounding 
in the !'rese~t Discont~nts; the 'king's men' had become an obses­
sion with h1m. Rockmgham is more balanced in his comment 
on the importance of the forthcoming pamphlet: 

I wish it read by all the members of Parliament-and by all the 
poli~ci~ns in town and country prior to the meeting of Parliament. 
I thmk It would take universally, and tend to form and to unite a 
party upor: real and well founded principles-which would in the 
end prevail and re-establish order and Government in this 
country.6 

There is greater balance here but the claim for the urgent im­
portance of Burk~'s pamphlet' is also great. Both Burke and the 
Marquess recogmsed that fundamental principles-of lasting 

1 Ed. Lucy S. Sutherland Th C 
b"d II 59 ' e orrespondence of Edmund Burke II, 43· 

3 I 1 ., ' n. 3 lb"d II 4 Ib"d II b"d II 113 I ., '105. 1 ., 'IOI. 
6 I I ., ' • o Ibid., II, 92· 

14 



WILKES AND THE MIDDLESEX ELECTION 

value as we can now see-were involved; it was not a publica­
tion 'animated by a direct controversy'1 but a statement of a 
'political Creed'2 given extra relevance and a particular focus 
by the furore over \Vilkes. And there is some irony in the way it 
was received: the 'Courtiers' admitted 'it to be a piece of 
Gentlemanlike Hostility'3 ; the fiercest denunciation came from 
the extreme radical members of the Society for the Defence of 
the Bill of Rights, a body founded (in February I 769) to secure 
\Vilkes's election to Parliament. 

\Vilkes in I 770 was interested primarily injohn \Vilkes; it was 
left to others to debate the issues and principles raised bv his 
earlier activities. The writings of Junius, Johnson, and Burke 
provide ample evidence of the differing levels ofliterary achieve­
ment called forth by the debate. 

1 Ed. Lucy S. Sutherland, Tile Correspondmce of Eclmmul Burke II, 1 og. 
:l Ibid., II, 136. 3 Ibid., II, 139. 
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II 

THE LETTERS OF JUNIUS 

...... m ~ -4 c:-·-· 

I T has invariably been assumed that, among the polemical 
writers connected with the Wilkes furore, Burke was pre­

eminent, but the validity of the assumption has never been 
satisfactorily tested. The principal difficulty hitherto has been 
to see his achievement in perspective, as a passage from Cole­
ridge's Friend makes abundantly clear. 

The fact was, that Burke in his public character found himself, 
as it were, in a Noah's ark, with a very few men and a great 
many beasts. He felt how much his immediate power was lessened 
by the very circumstance of his measureless superiority to those 
about him: he acted, therefore, under a perpetual system of 
compromise-a compromise of greatness with meanness; a 
compromise of the philosopher (who, armed with the twofold 
knowledge of history and the laws of spirit, as with a telescope, 
looked far around and into the remote distance) with the mere 
men of business, or with yet coarser intellects, who handled a 
truth, whi~h they were required to receive, as they would handle 
an ox, wh1ch they were desired to purchase.1 

While Coleridge's remarks go far beyond our present purpose, 
they serve to focus attention on the problem which has be­
devilled most att:mpts at a literary assessment of Burke's per­
formance: the behefthat there was no controversialist of the day 
with whom it is p~ofitable to compare him. Coleridge's remarks 
als~ ~uggest.a poss1ble corollary to this first problem-that other 
poht1cal wnters may have been unjustly depreciated in order to 
demonstrate Burke's 'measureless superiority to those about 

1 Ed. K. Coburn, Inquiring Spirit (I 95 I), p. 268. 
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him'. John Ivlorlcy, for example, dismisses Junius as 'never more 
than a railer and very often · · . third-rate even as a railer' ;1 he 
docs not give so much as a mention to Samuel Johnson's politi­
cal writings; indeed, he looks. back to Swift's Conduct of the Allies 
(I 7 I I) as the pamphlet wluch, nearest in time, most merits 
comparison with th~ best of the early Burke, Thoughts o1z the 
Cause of the Present Dzscontents (I no). And even of Swift's pam­
phlet Morley remarks that, with few cxccptions, 'nobody need 
read it today'. l'vlorl~y, thcn, largcly cxposcs himself to the risks 
of the non-comparative mcthod of criticism; he also acts on the 
assumption that no oth.er lat:-eightcenth-century political writer 
can usefully be exanuned m order to set ofT Burke's peculiar 
excellence. This is simply not true. And while no extravagant 
claims arc to be advanced for Junius or Johnson, this study pre­
supposes that Burke's undoubted superiority-it is foolish to 
conceal the obvious overall judgment-can be satisfactorily 
established only by comparative analysis. 

To quote from Coleridge again is to cite one authority who 
was in no doubt about the quality of The Letters of Junius: 'It is 
impossible to detract from the merit of these letters; they arc 
suited to their purpose, and perfect in their kind.' 2 It is proper, 
of course, adapting Burke's question about Bolingbroke, to ask, 
'who now reads Junius?' and the answer is certainly one pointer 
to the literary 'kind' Coleridge was referring to. The Letters are 
ephemeral-nevertheless, they were probably read in their day 
by a larger audience than read Burke; their appearance in The 
Public Advertiser seems to have been anticipated with an excite­
ment similar to that which later attended the publication of a 
new part of a Dickens nove~; and to reveal the literary causes of 
their success is at the ~ame t~mc to go some way towards isolating 
the nature of Burkes aclucvcmcnt. Johnson, much closer in 
style to Burke and yet sharing to some extent the object of im­
mediacy which is a hallmark of Junius, provides a further com­
parative standard. 

* * * 
Of Junius it cannot be said, as of Ulysses, that he scatters am­
biguous expressions among the vulgar; for he cries havock without 

1 J. Morley, Edmu11d Burke (1879), p. 48. 
2 Ed. T. M. Raysor, Coleridge's Miscellmzeous Criticism (1936), p. 314. 
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reserve, and endeavours to let slip the dogs of foreign or of civil 
war, ignorant whither they arc going, and careless what may be 
their prey. 

Junius has sometimes made his satire felt, but let not in­
judicious admiration mistake the venom of the shaft fo1· the 
vigour of the bow .... Novelty captivates the superficial and 
thoughtless; vehemence delights the discontented and tudnllent. 1 

Though confessedly partisan Johnson's charges compel atten­
tion to some fundamental questions about the art of political 
writing as well as to various salient features of.J unius's Lrtters. 
Is Junius (or any political pamphleteer) merely delighting in 
his own power to excite his readers, or has he something of 
importance to say? Is this 'something' of pcrmancn t as well as 
of immediate value, or docs it apply only to the existing situa­
tion? Is it merely addressed to the superficial reader or would 
'the judicious', to use the Augustan term, also find it satisfying? 
Is the v.-citing memorable as well as immediately stimulating, 
thought-provoking as well as urging to an active response? Such 
tests can rightly be applied, as Johnson applied them, to] unius 
-but also to Burke and to Johnson himself. 

One, at any rate, of Johnson's charges can be disposed of at 
on~e: that it was merely the novelty and vehen~cncc ofjunius 
which accounted for his popularity. Seen as an Isolate~ pheno­
~eno~, the letters might appear to bear out the accusa twn; seen 
m the1r historical context as part of the vast newspaper wa~ of 
the late q6os and the next decade, when anonymous cm re­
spondents were innumerable and their vehemence often start­
ling to a modern reader then the letters can be viewed in per­
spective and Junius's a~hievemcnt more accurately measured. 
The ~ett?rs should not be read simply in isolation b~1~ in a 
c~mpllatiOn such as The Repository or TreasurJ' of Pohtzcs and 
Lzterature ... Being a Complete Collection of the best Letters ~nd 
Essays.Jrom the Daily Papers. Only then. can one sec Jum~s 
emergmg from among correspondents callmg themselves Cato , 
'Seranus', 'Tullius', 'Old Slyboots', 'George II' (writing from 
'Elysian Fields'), or 'Elizabeth' (presumably writing from the 
same place but ~iving no address). It is significant that fr~n~ 
that babel of voices denouncing the deficiencies of the m1m-

1 Johnson, Works (Oxford, 1825), VI, 204-5. 
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sterial party or the decrepitude of the Opposition, only Junius's 
is now even faintly heard. 

The reasons for this arc chiefly three: Junius had something 
to say and said it consistently; he was superior in literary talents; 
and his anonymity allowed him to attack not measures but 
men. 

As is made abundantly clear in the Dedication and Preface to 
the Letters, as well as elsewhere, the first principle of Junius's 
political philosophy was that 'the power of the King, Lords and 
Commons is not an arbitrary power. They arc the trustees, not 
the owners of the estate. The fcc-simple is in us.'I From this 
conviction stemmed his violent opposition to any invasion of 
popular rights, such as the expulsion and attempted exclusion of 
'Wilkes, and his concern lest septennial parliaments should mean 
that popular opinion was consulted only once in about every six 
years-'your representatives have six years for oH'ence, and but 
one for atonement. A death-bed repentance seldom reaches to 
restitution.' 2 From the same principle sprang his hatred of 
general warrants, indeed of anything savouring of arbitrary 
power. And since in the nine years I j63-72 (from the publica­
tion of \\'ilkes's famous North Briton No. 45 to the cessation of 
Junius's letters) there seemed in the view of many contempor­
aries, ofwhomJunius was one, to be unmistakable signs of abso­
lutism in George III, Junius did not hesitate to attack the person 
of the King himsclt: Again, and necessarily, the freedom of the 
Press was jealously regarded by Junius-it is 'the palladium of 
all the civil, political, and religious rights of an Englishmen• a_ 
as was the right of juries to pronounce on the law as well as on 
the facts in cases of seditious libel:' But he was no leveller; he 
was sceptical, for example, of a proposal to defranchise rotten 
boroughs and challenged Wilkes on this issue: 

When you propose to cut away the rotten parts, can you tell us 
us what parts ar~ perfectly sound? Are ~here any certain limits in 
fact or theory, ~o mf?rm you at what pomt you must stop, at what 
point the mortificatiOn ends ?5 

1 Ed. J. Wade, The Letters of ]uni11s (rgro), I, 88. c£ Burke, Prese71t 
Discontmts: King, Lords, Judges, and Commons 'all are trustees for the 
people' (Works, Bohn edn., r886, I, 348). 

2 Letters, I, 8g. 
' Ibid., I, 93-9· 

c Ig 

3 Ibid., I, 88. 
6 Ibid., I, 469. 
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Whig constitutionalist, then, and no republican, reformer but 
no democrat, Junius knew where he stood. Not to be compared 
with Burke for profundity of political thought, Junius's views, 
addressed to 'the plain understanding of the people', 1 had the 
advantage for a pamphleteer of simplicity; more akin to Swift 
in this respect, he saw issues in terms of right and \\'rong, frien? 
and foe, freedom and tyranny, opposition and ministq> an~ t_h1s 
simple form of dualism gives an incisive edge to Jus wntmg 
which a more profound view might have blunted. There is sub­
stance in what Junius had to say, but it is not, as it is in Burke, 
made weighty by any significant depth of thought or philos?­
phical originality. It is true-and here .Johnson scores a point 111 

his Falkland's Islands pamphlet quoted earlier-that in his hatred 
for what he conceived as a tyrannical and corrupt government 
Junius was willing, apparently to any degree, to exacerbate and 
prolong the strife between Ministry and Opposition. Yet here 
again the dualism operated: the Ministry is arbitrary; therefore 
the Opposition must unite to defeat it at any cost. vVhen the 
Opposition was more and more split by factious clispu tes (as 
between Horne Tooke and Wilkes, or Junius and Tooke), when 
'there are not ten men who will unite and stand together upon 
any one question? only then docs the situation seem to Junius 
'vile and contemptible'; despair follows and his disappearance is 
inevitable. 

The great art of Junius is never to say too much, and to avoid with 
equal anxiety a commonplace manner, and matter that is not 
commonplace. If ever he deviates into any originality of thought, 
he takes care that it shall be such as excited surprise for its acute­
ness, rather than admiration for its profundity. He takes care? 
say rather that Nature took care for him.3 

This perceptive comment from Coleridge makes plain the ad­
vantage to Junius of the simple dualism and the lack of philo­
sophical profundity noted above. It also helps to place Junius 
among those pamphleteers whose concern is principally with 
the immediate issues and who have little in the way of thought 
to offer succeeding generations. Junius was not interested, any 
more than Swift, in adapting his writing 'for the closet of a 

1 Letters, I, 92. Cf. I, 197. 2 Ibid., II, 6o. 
3 Ed. T. M. Raysor, Coleridge's Miscellaneous Criticism, p. 3 I 4· 
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Sidney, o1· for a House of Lords such as it was in the time of 
Lord Bacon'; 1 his writing was calculated to create excitement, 
as Coleridge observes, in the coffee-house, the lobby of the 
House of Commons, or a public meeting. It was also intended 
to create a persona for himself: that of a shrewd, well-informed 
man who could usc the language of "·itty conversation with 
sufficient finesse to command the attention of the judicious, and 
yet without so great a subtlety as to put the common reader at 
any disadvantage. The whole audience is indeed flattered-as 
Pope flattered his readers to a far greater degree-by the as­
sumption that they can comprehend irony, and that they have 
intelligence and sensibility enough to appreciate literary skill. 
Junius docs not distinguish, as did the Augustan satirists, be­
tween the judicious and the 'mob', between those who have and 
those who have not that intelligence and sensibility; his readers 
arc treated alike because, all alike (whether enfranchised or not) 
they enjoy political rights, and these in his opinion are 
threatened. There is, in fact, a close correlation between his 
political views and his literary manner. 

A passage which is worthy of a rapid glance occurs in the 
Preface to vVoodfall's edition of the Letters, published in the late 
months of 1 77 I when Junius was known to the public by over 
sixty letters. It is a paragraph towards the close which is de­
scribed by Coleridge as 'a masterpiece of rhetorical ratiocina­
tion'; it deserves a brief mention for this reason, but also because 
the Preface represents Junius in the unusual role of a man mak­
ing a general statement to justify his approach and epistolary 
manner. The occasion was, for him, unusual in that it called for 
careful composition not prompted, like the letters themselves, 
by a particular person or event of the moment. Nevertheless, 
here, as in the letters, Junius's standpoint is the traditional one 
for the satirist and reformer, that expressed by Pope in his 
Epistle to Dr. Arbuthnot: 

A lash like mine no honest man shall dread 
But all such babbling blockheads in his stead. 

Junius reserves the 'babbling blockheads' more particularly for 
the letters; here he is concerned with general issues such as the 
use he has made of the freedom of the press, the duties of juries 

1 Ed. T. l\1. Raysor, Coleridge's Afisccllaneous Criticism, p. 314. 
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in cases oflibel, and the responsibility of the King for the present 
political situation. The paragraph praised by Coleridge deals 
with the last of these topics.1 

Mter the hint to his readers expressed through the cautious 
remark, 'when the character of the chief magistrate is in 
question, more must be understood, than may safely be ex­
pressed', Junius introduces the constitutional issue of 'the kiug 
can do no wrong'. He does not analyse it; he simply observes that 
this 'is not the only instance ... where theory is at variance 
with practice' and adds that 'exemption from punishment .•. 
[in] no way excludes the possibility of deserving it'. The heart 
of the paragraph is quickly reached with the warning to the 
'King of England' (not George III by name) not to violate the 
spirit of the constitution, 'a mistake' that 'proved fatal to Charles 
and his son', and the remainder of the passage is occupied with 
a sustained rush of fierce rhetorical questions which, as Junius 
had remarked earlier, 'carry a decisive answer along with them'. 2 

These questions are again not addressed directly to George but 
are examples ofwhatJunius would ask if he had the 'misfortune' 
to live 'under the inauspicious reign of a prince whose whole life 
was employed in one base, contemptible struggle with the free 
spirit of his people'. The ironic veil is too thin to obscure his 
meaning from any reader, but it allows Junius to increase the 
pace and virulence of his writing to match the movement from 
the general issue with which the paragraph opens to the specific 
matters of immediate and urgent moment carried in th . e 
questions: 

With a great military, and th~ greatest naval P?Wer in the known 
world, have not foreign natiOns repeatedly msulted you with 
impunity? ... Are you a prince of the House of Hanover and 
do you exclude all the leading Whig families from your cou~cils? 
· .. Are you so infatuated as to take sense of your people from the 
representation of ministers, or from the shouts of a mob notori­
ously hired to surround your coach, or stationed at a the~tre? 

Such questions point to a second notable feature of this writing: 
the way Junius manipulates rumours and suppositions (many 
of them still unconfirmed by historical research) as if they were 
facts. He asserts, for example, that despite the royal wealth, 

1 Letters, I, roo-2. 2 Ibid., I, 99· 
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George has been reduced to 'vile and sordid distresses', that this 
wealth is used to corrupt the people's representatives, or that 
royal advisers f~wour 'arbitrary principles of government'. This 
usc of'facts' also coheres with a third feature-the concentration 
on a single individual to gi\·c the whole paragraph a specific 
focus. The guilt of George III is illustrated fi·01n both his public 
and his private life, in a way that anticipates Byron in The 
Vision of Judgment-

is it any answer to your people, to say that among your domestics 
you arc good-humoured ?-that to one lady you arc faithful?­
that to your children you arc indulgent? 

and it provides the focal point for the whole passage. In using 
material such as this] unius was drawing on 'information' avail­
able to any reader of the Opposition newspapers. Consequently, 
the common reader would never be out of his depth, his intelli­
gence would not be stretched, but his interest would be held by 
the energy and resource displayed in Junius's literary manner. 
The tone of his writing is conversational but not the easy, culti­
vated conversation of an Addison; it is defiant, hard-hitting, 
shrewd, and invariably on the mark. And the target is a con­
temporary one; the general nature of the issue in question is 
only once in this paragraph, and then briefly, allowed to come 
through; for the rest Junius is concerned with the situation in 
I 77 I and that only. 

Herein, of course, lies one major factor in his success: he did 
not aim at originality of thought-all the material in the para­
graph just discussed consists of the commonplaces ofOpposition 
charges against the Government-but he kept his reader's atten­
tion on matters of immediate relevance. In the letters, moreover, 
these matters are generally given a focus by linking them with 
prominent individuals of the day. And in the I 76os-with the 
renown of Lord Bute, the brief administration of the Rocking­
ham Whigs, the eclipse of Chatham, the manoeuvring of Graf­
ton, Bedford, North, and the rest, and the dominant interest of 
the populace, Jack Wilkes-issues were inevitably associated 
with the names of individuals. Hence pamphleteers tended much 
more than during the final years of George II when, other than 
Pitt the men were largely uninteresting, to concentrate on men 
rather than on measures. This was nothing basically new: 
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e eers and s .. 
tacks on persons . hatmsts have traditionally centred their at­
cant that the tw ett ?r real or imaginary. It is, howc\'lT, signifi­
~oved incrcasino ~~or Augustan satirists, Pope and Swift, had 
VIduals by nam g /In ~he direction of attacking leading indi­
fall_lous letter t~· A~pc Is the more explicit on this sul~jcct in his 
Epzlogue to tl!e Satir, bu~hnot, 26 July 1 734· (as well as in the 

T fi es, Dialogue II). ore orzn and . 
that the best p not to chastise, I am afraid is impossible; and 
s~all use if th recepts, as well as the best laws, would prove of 
VIces in the a~e Were no examples to enforce them. To attack 
fighting indeed s~act,. \~ithout touching persons, may be safe 
comfort and en' Ut It 1s fighting with shadows. 1\Iy greatest 
who have no shcouragernent to proceed has been to sec that those 
touched by my arn~, and no fear of anything else, have appeared 

I . satircs.l 
t IS of the greatest . 

a note to one Ofh· Interest that Junius appends this passage as 
completely as th' IS own letters. He clearly shared Pope's view 

ts remark k I . Measures and rna cs p am : 
a b not men . h . 

ase, counte fj. ' 18 t e common cant of affected moderatwn; 
current among~ eJlt language, fabricated by knaves, and made 
degene oo s . d 1 t rate State f ··:gentle censure 1s not fitte to t 1e presen 

S h 0 society uc a statem · 
who delights :u might cover merely the hypocritical slanderer 
expresses firm cosa~age railing· for both Pope and Junius, it 

It is a happy n~tction. ' 
lik COtn 'd 

e Pope's-are c~ ence thatjunius's best literary talents-
attack. At times th acttve When an individual is the object of 
as, for example, in~~ attacks degenerate into malicious sneering 
her I 76g. Bedford · ~letter to the Duke of Bedford, 19 Septem­
even to the few by 1~ escribed as 'ridiculous and contemptible 
the occasion when~· 0~ he was not detested' ;Junius rejoices in 
infamy and (Bedford~ VIctim was horsewhipped, in 'the public 
to reflect that there · si own sufferings'; he finds it 'a pleasure 
dominions except Firs ardiy a corner of any of His Majesty's 

' ance · 
your valuable life ha ' In which, at one time or another, 
George III as besiege~ ~ot been in danger' ;2 an.d h~ pictur.es 
so 'until your Grace's deY Bedford's influence-It will remam 

ath or some less fortunate event shall 
1 Letters of Junius, I, 22An. 

-z- 2 Letters, I, 214. 
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raise the siege' .1 There is nothing to be said in defence of such 
ill-shaped malice; it is the work of a man who feels himself so 
much the superior of his victim as to lose his sense of proportion. 
Yet even this letter is not without its moments of distinction. 
The device of creating an imaginary Duke of Bedford in order 
to demonstrate how incompatible he is with the reality is 
masterly. 'Consider the character of an independent, virtuous 
Duke of Bedford; imagine what he might be in this country, 
then reflect one moment upon what you arc.'2 It is the satiric 
mode, displaying the difference between what is and what might 
be, and despite the undeniable blemishes in the tone, ] unius 
carries it through with sustained irony. The concluding para­
graphs, which cumulatively depict the whole country from 
London and Plymouth to \Voburn and Scotland as united in 
detesting the Duke, arc a triumph of passionate malignity. 
There is indeed something in the assertion that 'in invective 
which is uninformed by any generosity of feeling [] unius] stands 
unequalled'. 3 

It would, however, be stupid to expect 'generosity of feeling' 
to be of the essence of satire; it is only when the satirist feels 
some respect for the man he is attacking that he can afford to 
display this quality. \'Ve find it in Dryden's portrait of Shaftes­
bury in Absalom and .Aclzitoplzel; it is present to some degree in 
Pope's 'Atticus' portrait of Addison; but only a sentimentalist 
would condemn the 'Sporus' portrait, Pope's brilliant statement 
of hatred for Lord Hervey's detestable qualities, because it lacks 
'generous feeling'. It is the satirist's ability to give order and 
shape to his disgust, to produce from it a satisfying literary ex­
perience, that we should look for. ] unius should not be con­
demned for detesting Bedford so much as for failing both to 
discipline his hatred and to translate his insights into effective 
literary terms. 

\\Then, on the other hand, in his first letter] unius surveys the 
'character of the ministry' and opens one paragraph-'It has 
lately been a fashion to pay a compliment to the bravery and 
generosity of the commander-in-chief, at the expense of his 
understanding' 4-the control of language evidenced by his 

1 Letters, I, 217. 2 Ibid., I, 212. 
a Cambridge History of English Literature (Cambridge 1913), X, 406. 
4 Letters, I, 109. 
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holding back the 'punch-line' suggests an equivalent control of 
emotion. There is an essential detachment about the writing; 
Junius has distanced his personal feelings to the extt·nt that he 
~an concentrate on the most effective expression or them. This 
1m pression is sustained as he goes on to describe the l\1 arq ucss 
of Granby's generosity-in providing for his family at the public 
e~pense; _as he remarks that 'Nature has been sparing of her 
?ifts to this noble lord'; and as he labels Granby a man who has 
degraded the office of commander-in-chief into a broker of 
comm~sions'.Junius then turns to the Navy: 'I shall only say, 
that thiS country is so highly indebted to Sir Edward Hawke, 
that no expense should be spared to secure to him an honourable 
~n~ affluent retreat.' Again the control so necessary to the iron­
Ist ;h demonstrated by the placing of the final words. 

. ~treatment of the Duke of Grafton in Letter XII exhibits 
~ Sl~ ar mastery of tone and diction. Junius's detestation for 
. raton_ equalled the distaste he felt for Bedford, but this letter 
1s supenor to th d' . . · 1 
detach . e one 1scussed earher pnnctpally because t 1e 

ment 1S greater here. 
· ·.let me be . 
mer 1 p_ennttted to consider your character and conduct 

e Y as a subJect f · · · I · · both wh' h d' . 0 cunous speculal!on. There IS somet 11ng m 
' lc lStingu· h . . . but all th IS es you not only from all other muusters, o er men.l 

The statements ar d' 
and the d l'b e Ircct, but the tone of superior politeness e 1 crate sl . I 
curiosity in th t, 0 :VIng up of the style to s 1arpcn our 
which follows~ somethmg', heighten the impact of the sentence 

It is not that you d 
do right by mistake~ wrong by design, but that you should never 

The antithesis which . 
is a moral unb 1 causes amusement is not merely verbal; It 
opposition of'w a anc,e t~ ~hich Junius calls attention, and the 
the controlling rong. to nght', of'design' to 'mistake', as well as 
but one which ?egatlV~s s~ggest not only a dangerous character 
comparable w·~~ c~nstttuuonally incapable of right action. It is 
that Shadwelli'nev ryden:s bril_liant comment (i~ MacFleck~oe) 

t · b th . er deviates mto sense'. The air of astomsh-
men m o cases mer h Th 

eases t e pungency of the statements. e 
1 Letters, I, I 54· 
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portrait of Grafton, as it develops, is not without savagery, but 
it is not the sneering malignity of the Bedford portrait: 

The character of the reputed ancestors of some men has made it 
possible for their descendants to be vicious in the extreme without 
being degenerate. Those of your Grace, for instance, left no 
distressing examples of virtue even to their legitimate posterity, 
and you may look back with pleasure to an illustrious pedigree 
in which heraldry has not left a single good quality upon record 
to insult or upbraid you. 

Here it is a caustic wit which docs its diminishing work; the irony 
is embittered by the unremitting application of a perverse logic; 
and the reader derives pleasure fi·om the resource as well as the 
control Junius displays. When it is recognised that Grafton was 
illegitimately descended from Charles II the ironic edge be­
comes sharper and the decorous usc of language more deadly. 
It is indeed a savage attack, but the occasion must not be over­
looked. According to Junius's lights, Grafton was an inconstant, 
untrustworthy man in a position of great authority (as George's 
chief Minister); his conduct 'comprehends every thing that a 
wise or honest minister should avoid' ;1 and whether Junius's 
view was right or wrong, it was certainly widely held among 
Opposition writers to the Press.2 

Grafton was frequently the target of Junius's letters. Of one 
of them (I o April I 769) Coleridge was prompted to remark: 

Perhaps the fair way of considering these Letters would be as a 
kind of satirical poems-the short, and for ever balanced sen­
tences constitute a true metre; and the connection is that of 
satiric poetry, a witty logic, an association of ideas by amusing 
semblances of cause and effect-the sophistry of which the 
reader has an interest in not stopping to detect-for it flatters 
his love of mischief, and makes the sport. 3 

There is, as earlier remarks may have suggested, considerable 
truth in Coleridge's description; the opening paragraph of this 
letter will illustrate it still further. Junius refers to a pamphlet 
vindicating Grafton's career, supposedly by Edward Weston; 

1 Letters, I, 162. 
2 Cf. The Repository or Treasury of Politics mul Literalurefor 1770 (1771), I, 

204, 205· 
a Miscellaneous Criticism, p. 317. 



POLITICAL CONTROVERSY, I 769-177 I 
he says that he would accept Weston's.claim that the D~kc h~d 
had no hand in the pamphlet were It not for one .th.mg-. lts 
failure to hit the mark. This, Junius observes, is the distmgmsl~­
ing characteristic of all Grafton's activities. In illustration of Ius 
assertion he says: 

Your first attempt to support Sir William Proctor ended in th~ 
election of Mr. Wilkes; the second ensured success to Mr. Glynn. 

The list of failures continues, and then: 

With this uniform experience before us, we arc au.tlu~rized t~ 
suspect that when a pretended vindication of your pnnciples an. 
conduct in reality contains the bitterest reflections upon !Joth.' It 
could not have been written without your immediate chrect~on 
and assistance. The author indeed calls God to witness for !urn, 
with all the si~cerity, and in the v~ry terms of an Irish evidence; 
to the best of hzs knowledge ami belief. My Lord, you should no 
encourage these appeals to heaven. The pious prince, from ":'ho~ 
you ~re supposed to descend, made such frequent usc o~them m h_Is 
public declarations, that at last the people also found 1 t neces~ai y 
to appeal to heaven in their turn Your administration has dnven 
us into circumstances of equal. distress ·-beware at least how 
you remind us of the remedy. ' 

Th~ success of this writing derives from two main features: ~he 
~hoice of a. central idea and the nimbleness of the writer's mn~d 
m developmg a train of associations. The controlling idea-as In 
Letter XI! mentioned earlier-is Grafton's success in achieving 
t~e ot;'poslte of his intentions, and around that idea Junius. l~ts 
his mmd h.av: fre~, but disciplined, play in a manner re':rums­
ce_?t of Swift m h1s Short Character of Wharton. The irony IS s~s­
tamed. throughout? and the reader experiences a delight. m 
watc~ng the. ma~tpulation of language which, for its consist­
ent aim and Its Wit, would not disgrace a Swift: 

The House List of Directors was cursed with the concurrence of 
gover~ment; and even the miserable Dingley,2 could not escape 
the misfortune of your Grace's t 1. 

pro ec 1on. 

The logi~ of t?e ar~u':Tlent, proving the derivation of the yan;­
phlet ~y Its fallur?, Is Intelligent, if perversely so, and t~e 1romc 
play with Westons plea to Heaven, recalling the behavwur and 

1 Letters, I, 142. 

2 Whom Grafton persuaded to stand for Middlesex without success. 
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fate of Charles I, is superbly managed. There is, of course, 
beneath the wit a serious undertone which comes through in the 
final threat, but the reader's attention is initially caught and 
then maintained by a lively usc oflanguagc. One cannot mistake 
the indignation which informs Junius's writing, but there is no 
virulence about it; this is not the kind of abuse in which John 
Dennis or Edmund Curll indulged against Pope, where violence 
docs duty for intelligence; nor is it the honest bluster of Sir 
\Villiam Draper, who misguidedly challenged Junius to verbal 
combat. 

Junius delights to mangle carcases with a hatchet, [protests 
Draper] his language and instrument have a great connection with 
Clare-market, and, to do him justice, he handles his weapon 
most admirably. One \Vould imagine he had been taught to 
throw it by the savages of America. 1 

Draper obviously felt strongly, and with good reason, but his 
abuse is relatively clumsy; it lacks the sportive play of the mind 
that distinguishes Junius at his best. 

\Vhcn writing below his best Junius is more scoundrelly than 
those he attacked. On these occasions-as in the letter to Bed­
ford-he becomes a Draper; his control over emotion vanishes, 
and as a consequence the language carries the raw material of 
feeling rather than the refined essence of it; the indignation is 
crude, the violence lacks shape, and the controlling intelligence 
is absent. Long, flabby sentences are often a sign of Junius's 
second-best; the short, crisp jab is his most effective punch. Like 
Paine, he falters badly when he tries to be high-sounding; he 
succeeds only in being pretentiously wordy. Letter XX, for 
example, begins promisingly with an ironic assault on an adver­
sary who had 'honoured' him with 'six quarto pages' of atten­
tion: 

The advocates of the ministry seem to me to write for fame, and 
to flatter themselves that the size of their works will make them 
immortal. They pile up reluctant quarto upon solid folio, as if 
their labours, because they arc gigantic, could contend with 
truth and heaven. 2 

but it ends with an inflated rhapsody: 

1 Letters, I, I 22. 2 Ibid., I, 197. 
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We owe it to our ancestors to preserve entire those rights which 
they have delivered to our care-we owe it to our posterity not 
to suffer their dearest inheritance to be destroyed. But if it were 
possible for us to be insensible of these sacred claims, there is 
yet an obligation binding upon ourselves, from which nothing can 
acquit us,-a personal interest, which we cannot surrender. To 
alienate even our own rights would be a crime as much more 
enormous than suicide as a life of civil security and fl·eedom is 
superior to a bare existence; and, if life be the bounty of heaven, 
we scornfully reject the noblest part of the gift if we consent to 
surrender that certain rule of living without which the condition 
of human nature is not only miserable, but contemptible. 

Th_ere is no distinction about such writing; any of a score of 
wnters to the Press could have done as well. Few, on the other 
hand, could rival the sinister balance of his calculated rhythms-

as. you [Grafton] became minister by accident, were adopted 
Wlthout choice, trusted without confidence, and continued with­
out favour, be assured that when an occasion presses, you will b d' , 

e lscarded without even the forme; of rcgrct. 1 

or match the cumulative weight of his sharp, cogent sentences: 

[Edward and Richard II] had as many false friends <L'i our 
present gracious sovereign, and infinitely greater temptations to 
~educ~ them. They were neither sober, religious, nor demure. 
nto~cated with pleasure, they wasted their inheritance in 

pursult of it. Their lives were like a rapid torrent, brilliant in 
prosp.ect, though useless or dangerous in its course. In the dull, 
~~rumated existence of other princes, we sec nothing but a 
~lc .~'.stagnant water, which taints the atmosphere without 
~rtihzmg the soil. The morality of a king is not to be measured 

Y vulgar rules. Hie; situation is singular.2 

This was th · · ' · d b 
5• 1 . e wntmg shaped, not to mstruct the learne , ut 
~p Y to mform the body of the people', and proper to 'that 
~ ~~nel of conveyance [the Press] which is likely to spread 
ar est amongst them' a 

is ~t his best, then, J u~us is more than an excellent railer; he 
~ master of the language of factious politics. It would be 

~~~I:e t~ maintain that he was devoid of political faith; he held 
e Ie s With powerful conviction, but it was not germane to his 

purpose to elaborate on them or expound their validity. He 
1 Letters, I, 174. 2 Ibid., I, 301. 3 Ibid., I, 197. 
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takes their rightness largely for granted and works by assertion, 
not by proof; as a result, his letters arc positive, onward-moving, 
and robust. For his purpose-an immediate one aimed at pro­
clueing action rather than thought-it was enough to demon­
strate his intellectual superiority over his opponents by means 
of literary skill. To this end irony, wit (which presupposes intel­
lectual astuteness), antithetical balance, the logical development 
of an idea, together with a shrewd exploitation of language, 
metaphor, and allusion-these are Junius's weapons. This 
armoury, strengthened by his usc of the satiric 'character' 
which is such a notable feature of the writings of Dryden, Pope, 
and Charles Churchill among others, places Junius quite 
securely in the Augustan tradition of satire. There was, as 
Johnson remarked of Junius, venom in the shafts; there was also 
great vigour in the bow. 

3l 



III 

SAMUEL JOHNSON: 

THE FALSE ALARM 

T HE period covered by the .Junius Letters-1 769-72-.-'~as 
one of the most turbulent in eighteenth-century Dntam, 

and it is as well to emphasise the reality of 'the present dis­
contents' as they were called. It was in Junius's interest to sus­
tain and inflame the discontents in order to drive the Opposition 
into unity, the better to counteract what he saw as ministerial 
tyr~nny.Johnson, on the other hand, tried to minimise and ex­
plam them away, Burke to account for them and suggest a 
remedy. Johnson's was the most thankless task, for there was no 
do~bt amon~ a large section of the population that a crisis ~n 
national affaJrS existed. As Burke remarked in the Present Dzs­contents: 

Nobody, I believe, will consider it merely as the language of 
spleen or disappointment, if I say, that there is something par­
hcula~ly alarming in the present conjuncture. There is hardly a 
man, m or out of power, who holds any other language .I 

Junius never let the crisis be forgotten, but the tone adopted by 
the completely ephemeral writers is instructive. For example, a 
correspondent Writing to the Morning Chronicle, I 6 April I no, 
under the pseudonym 'Tanaquil', declaims after detailed griev­
ances: 

!hus ha~e the present ministry gone on progressively in d~stroy­
mg the nghts of the nation in Westminster, and in trampling on 

lWorks (Bohn edn., 1886), I, 307-8. 
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the rights of the citizens by their tools in the metropolis. Like 
common liars they have been obliged to commit a hundred 
crimes to palliate and support the first. They have stimulated an 
oppressed people to rage; let them stop before they descend the 
precipice and open their eyes before they find themselves drown­
ing. 

Or 'A Loyal Subject' begins his letter to L!O)·d's Evening Post, 
I 4 1\,Iay I no: 'The times arc critical; discontents every where 
prevail.' He goes on: 

the spirit of government, and the spirit of the people, have been 
in opposition; and the contest, at present, seems to be which shall 
prevail. By the people, I do not mean the rabble, the scum of the 
earth; I mean, the respectable members of both houses of parlia­
ment, the unplacecl, unpensioned, independent members; the 
real rejJrcsmlatives of a free people. 

These two extracts have the incidental merit of illustrating the 
average level of writing to the newspapers against which we 
should measure Junius's, but their main purpose here is to re­
inforce a comment in another letter-from 'Old Slyboots' to the 
Public Advertiser, 7 May I no: 'It is impossible to conceive a 
more difficult employment than that of a political writer en­
gaged on the side of government.' It was this 'difficult employ­
ment' that Samuel Johnson took up in 1 no and to which we 
must now turn. 

The False Alarm, Johnson's favourite pamphlet, was written, 
according to Mrs. Thrale (Piozzi), in just over twenty-four 
hours. I It docs not give this impression. It has the characteristic 
Johnsonian assurance and weightiness, and is obviously not the 
product, as were Junius's letters, of the day-to-day journalistic 
controversy. There is also a firmness and methodical arrange­
ment present in the pamphlet which one associates with John­
son. '\\'here Junius allowed his thought and perverse logic to 
develop in the very act of writing, Johnson's style is studied and 
the result of mature deliberation; Junius's follows the move­
ment of an alert and lively mind in the act of composition, 
whereas Johnson knows precisely where he is going and exactly 
how he is going to get there. As his contemporary Arthur 
Murphy observed, Johnson 'never took his pen in hand till he 

1 Ed. Birkbeck Hill, Jolmsonian Miscellanies (1907), I, 173. 
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had weighed well his subject, and grasped in his mind the senti­
ments, the train of argument, and the arrangement of the 
whole'.1 

Two further differences of approach between .Junius :11.1d 
Johnson should be noticed. In the first place the length oi a 
pamphlet allowed Johnson the freedom to develop an .argum~nt 
and indulge a phrase where the length of a letter d~med) muus 
the same latitude. Secondly, Junius addressed lumself ~o an 
audience of greater width and variety than Johnson's; w h.IIc he 
knew intimately the passions and prejudices of that auchencc, 
and played on both, the limited literary training and back­
ground on which he could rely, together with the urgency. of 
t~e immediate issues, made it impossible for him to usc anytlung 
hke a Johnsonian style. Johnson makes his appeal unreservedly 
to wavering supporters of the administration and counts on the 
traditional literary training of educated and cultured men. Th.e 
very audience he addressed then made it inevitable that Ius 
style would give to an ephemcr~l subject some qualities. of 
permanence; his readers looked for and appreciated subtleties 
of tone, modulations of rhythm, skilled choice of words, and so 
forth;. t~ey w~re indeed capable of aesthetic pleasure as well as 
~fpolittcal thmking. Where Johnson goes astray is when he has 
httle to say but struggles to say it impressively, when his humo~r 
~eco~es heavy-handed, or when hi'i contempt for the Opposi­
tion 1s exp~e~sed w.ith such weight as to appear arrogant. 
Joh~son s Intention-for which he was accused by correspon­

dents m ~h~ n.ewspapers of being hired by the Govcrnment2-

was to mmlmiSe the seriousness of the Wilkes issue. He put the 
administration's case that because Wilkes had been expelled 
from. the Commons he could not be a legal candidate for re­
electiOn, that any votes cast for him were automatically invalid, 
and that therefore Luttrell was legally elected as the candidate 
with. the ~ighest number oflawful votes. Johnson also wanted 
~o stlgmatlSe the Opposition as weak and contemptible, claim­
mg that the furore they had raised was mere sound and fury. 
The Wilkes furore was, in other words 'a false alarm'. Making 
this hi~ ?bjec~, then, Johnson could n~t hope to conciliate the 
Oppos1t10n; 1t was not to be an effort to unite the country 

1 Ed. Birkbeck Hill, Johnsonia11 Miscella11ies 1907, I, 426. 
2 Treasury or Impartial Compendium for 177o, II, 185. 
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behind the Government, but rather to stiffen the resolve of 
nominal government supporters and to diminish the effect of 
Opposition propaganda. His purpose was, therefore, as much 
anti-Opposition as pro-Administration. 

To minimise the significance of the 'Vilkes question Johnson's 
main technique is to play down the particulars of the case and 
concentrate attention on its general features. He was doubly 
wise: first, the particulars of Wilkes's trial and expulsion, with 
their multitudinous consequences, had been thoroughly ex­
ploited by the Opposition, making a counter-attack over the 
same terrain almost impossible; second, Johnson's style and 
whole cast of mind were pre-eminently suited to the general, the 
abstract, and the philosophical aspects of any issue. Paine's 
method later in the century provides a sharp contrast. \Vhen he 
came to reply to Burke's Rfjlections he based his argument solidly 
on a basis of evidence, he met fact with fact and supplied others. 
Johnson, on the other hand-as his criticism of Swift's pam­
phleteering style makes clear1-was constitutionally unin­
terested in such a procedure. He relates his view of the Wilkes 
case to the general moral law; he invokes what he calls 'the 
great and pregnant principle of political necessity' as his stan­
dard ofvalue.2 As a corollary, he treats the Opposition as people 
who arc primarily concerned with a material existence, who are 
incapable of philosophical thinking or of handling general 
truths, and who arc largely unintelligent and uneducated. On 
the contrary, his appeal is directed to 'the wise', to those who are 
intelligent and cultured, and these turn out to be men of the 
upper classes. Johnson's literary manner and his political theory, 
therefore, fuse completely: his 'aristocratic' style and philosophi­
cal approach suggest the mental and social calibre both of his 
own audience and of the Opposition; unequivocally they make 
a division between his audience and his opponents which is at 
once moral, social, and intellectual. 

The opening paragraph of the pamphlet fixes the discussion 
on a philosophical level and gives a clear indication of the 
readers Johnson had in mind. How far he was from Junius is 
immediately evident. 

One of the chief advantages derived by the present generation 
from the improvement and diffusion of philosophy, is deliverance 

1 Works, VIII, 203. 2 Ibid., VI, 161. 
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from unnecessary terrors, and exemption from false alarms. The 
unusual appearances, whether regular or accidental, which once 
spread consternation over ages of ignorance, arc now the re­
creations of inquisitive security. The sun is no more lamentc_d 
when it is eclipsed, than when it sets; and meteors pia y their 
coruscations without prognostic or prediction. 1 

This is the Johnson of whom Boswell remarked-' Mr. Johnson 
has gigantic thoughts, and therefore he must be allowed gigantic 
words'. 2 It is the writing of a man whose authority to speak 
derives from his ability to detect general truths behind an array 
of specific facts. His words are carefully chosen: 'unnecessary' 
and 'false' as applied to the current furore provide the key to 
Johnson's whole approach. And nothing here is specific or con­
crete-indeed no such aspects appear in the first six pages. He 
does not speak of certain people in particular 'ages of ignorance' 
-the whole concept is generalised; in the final sentence he be­
comes specific to the extent of mentioning 'sun' and 'meteors', 
but the language, by its distance from everyday speech and its 
scientific flavour, emphasises the general significance of the 
even~s mentioned. This is exactly where Johnson wants his em­
phasis to be. One can sympathise with the newspaper comment 
on t~e _meteors and 'their coruscations without prognostic or 
pred1ct1on'-'intolerable fustian'3-and with vVilkes, in his 
reply to The False Alarm, for exploiting the opportunity for irony 
and burlesque: 

~elieve me, Sir, the intellectual sight of ordinary freeholders is 
h~ble ~o be oifusqued by a superfluous glare of erudition. The 
dtmens~on of OUR understanding is not of the proper magnitude 
to adffilt of sesquipedalian documents. OuR undisciplined taste is apt 
to be nauseated by the reduplicated evomition of unknown idioms. 4 

!he newspaper correspondent also counter-attacks by translat­
mgJohnson's sentence 'The sun is no more lamented when it is 
eclipsed, than when it s~ts' into 'The people are as little terrified r , ' 
at an ec Ipse, as at the setting of the sun.' This critical method of 

1 Works, VI, 155. 
2 Ed. Scott and Pottle, Private Papers of James Boswell from Malahide 

Castle (New York, 1g28-g4), VII, 174. 
3 Treasury or Impartial Comperuliumfor 1770, I, 218. (Quotation is from the 

London Packet, 22 January 1770.) 
4 [Anon], A Letter to Samuel Johnson, L.L.D. (1770), pp. 6-7. 
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translating into common speech the language of a writer who 
habitually uses a heightened and 'literary' diction is precisely 
that used elsewhere by Wilkes, and by Paine in his reply to 
Burke's Reflections. The object is, by reducing the level of the 
language, to reduce the authority of the man using it, to suggest 
that it is merely an apparent authority residing in the pompous 
quality of the words rather than in any profundity or rightness 
of thought. Wilkes remarks: 

It shall be my humble, but laborious province, to endeavour to 
reduce your lofty speculations to the level ofvulgar apprehension 
... to develope [sic] what little meaning you may have wished to 
impart, by dissipating the cloud of words in which it is at present 
involved, and by exhibiting it in the form in which it must 
destroy itself, the language of common sense. 1 

The splendour of Johnson's general concept certainly disappears 
in the newspaper writer's 'translation'; his inherent claim to 
authority as a man writing above the common reader's intelli­
gence retreats almost to vanishing point. It might be added, too, 
that only the committed reader would proceed beyond the 
'coruscations', 'prognostic and prediction' which sound almost 
like aJohnsonian parody. Johnson is obviously not in the same 
world as Junius: it is as if Junius were on the boards of the 
hustings and he in some spectators' gallery. 

With only few, though significant, exceptions Johnson's con­
centration on general, philosophic aspects continues throughout 
his pamphlet. In his third paragraph he assumes that his audi­
ence is interested in the contrast between the willing reception 
of new ideas in natural science and the hostility which greets 
them in the world of political science. In the paragraph which 
follows he invites us to consider how unacquainted we are with 
'our own state' (i.e. the general human condition) and how un­
skilful in our 'pursuit of happiness'; this must be so when the 
country can be disturbed by a clamour which has prevailed, he 
claims, only on 'ignorance and timidity'. The introduction of 
abstract issues as well as his use of the abstractions 'ignorance' 
and 'timidity' again make plain the presupposition that univer­
sal truths alone arc of interest to intelligent men. Right from the 
outset, indeed, Johnson makes a distinction Junius never made, 

1 [Anon], A Letter to Samuel Johnson, L.L.D., p. 8. 
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between the educated and intelligent, on the one hand, and the 
ignorant and vulgar, on the other. It is the distinction character­
istically adopted by the major Augustan writers. 

Again he is unlike Junius in the position he adopts vis-a-vis the 
whole controversy. Johnson describes the Opposition, for ex­
ample, as both 'wicked' and 'weak'. By the first term he invokes 
a moral judgment; the Opposition is being judged by universal 
standards of right behaviour and not relative to the political 
behaviour of the day. In the second, 'weak', is implied the stand­
point of a man who claims to sec further than ordinary men and 
can afford to look down on his opponents from his lofty detach­
ment. Where Junius is in the midst of the furore, participating 
in an.d exacerbating it, Johnson sits above in philosophic calm. 

It IS the generalised, abstract nature of his language, in fact, 
tha~ most clearly marks the difference between himself and 
J~mus. WhereJunius speaks of, or addresses himself to, real men 
With a distinct identity and personal attributes, Johnson refuses 
for the first six pages even to name the man at the centre of the 
fu~ore he is discussing. Wilkes is referred to as 'the man', even 
as ~man' ;Johnson explicitly declines to delineate his character, 
addmg: 'Lampoon itself would disdain to speak ill of him, of 
":'hom no man speaks well.'l To such an extent can generalisa­
t~on be taken: the writer himself disdains to condemn, an abstrac­
ti~n ('lampoon') is made the agent, and then the abstract agent 
re uses to act. Of course, the generalised mode allows Johnson 
at the same time to distort the truth: he attracts notice to his 
vehr?al mastery and limits attention to Wilkes's moral character, 
w Ich · . 1 . VIrtually no one would defend; he conceals Wilkes's essen-
t~~ Importance as a rallying-point against potential tyranny. In 
t ~sense many people spoke well of Wilkes. 2 

t s one would expect, the argument over the Commons' right 
t~ ~xp:l one of its members and then to exclude him, or over 

eir nght to make their own rules of procedure, is conducted in 
general term b . . . 
1 . s- ut once more no concessiOn IS made to partlcu-
~r~~Y·d'!'his ~nabl.esJohnson to maintain the philosophical level 

0 IS Iscuss1on; It also enables him to gloss over difficulties and 
1 Works, VI 156 
2 A ' . 

. h , ~w years later Johnson himself was to speak of him as 'a scholar' 
}Wl~ t e manners of a gentleman' (ed. Hill and Powell, Boswell's Life of 

o son (Oxford, 1934-50), III, 18g). 
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make claims which need the support of concrete evidence. No 
man, he rightly states, can be an :M.P. who is convicted of felony; 
he then goes on to claim that 'a man, so like a felon that he could 
not easily be distinguished, ought to be expelled' .1 Now here 
Wilkes is obviously the man, but he is not named; furthermore, 
the claim advanced needs analysis of detailed evidence to sup­
port it if it is to be honestly maintained. The House of Com­
mons could usc this kind of language and formulate a ruling in 
these terms on its own responsibility; a private commentator is 
in no position to arrogate such authority to himself. Johnson 
gets away with it by using the language appropriate for enunci­
ating general truths-he could claim that this is what he is doing 
here, since 'Wilkes is not named-but the refusal to descend to 
facts saves him a great deal of trouble. 

In his desire to minimise the seriousness of the \Vilkes case the 
generalised language and viewpoint arc of enormous advantage 
to Johnson: he simply removes the issue from the context ofim­
mediate events and passions and places it in a universal pattern. 

Yet, though all this has been done, and though, at every new 
parliament, much of this is expected to be done again, it has never 
produced, in any former time, such an alarming crisis. \Ve have 
found, by experience, that though a squire has given ale and 
venison in vain, and a borough has been compelled to sec its 
dearest interest in the hands of him whom it did not trust, yet the 
general state of the nation has continued the same. The sun has 
risen, and the corn has grown, and whatever talk has been of the 
danger of property, yet he that ploughed the field commonly 
reaped it; and he that built a house was master of the door; the 
vexation excited by injustice suffered, or supposed to be suffered, 
by any private man, or single community, was local and tem­
porary, it neither spread far nor lasted long.2 

Moving beyond his wry humour directed at one kind of com­
mon practice-the corruption usual at elections-Johnson intro­
duces a pattern of unchanging life and nature; his language in 
mid-paragraph, where he speaks of the sun, growing corn, the 
ploughing and reaping of the field, and so forth, takes on almost 
the character of the Book of Proverbs; it certainly carries some­
thing of the authority of the Old Testament. The viewpoint in­
vited is, indeed, Sllb specie aetemitatis: against such a background 

1 Works, VI, 159. 2 Ibid., VI, I 70. 
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the Wilkes affair is effectively diminished, the reader's attention 
is diverted from the particular event and its reverberations. 

Before turning to the exceptions to johnson's usc of a gencra~­
ised diction it is instructive to look at one or two examples oflus 
extended imagery. He argues at one point that all government 
implies subjects and obedience and that to suppose in the state ' . the right to command what the subject has the right to refuse, IS 

absurd; he then goes on: 

A state, so constituted must rest for ever in motionless equipoise, 
with equal attraction; of contrary tendency, with equal weights 
of power balancing each other.1 

The. diction of the opening phrase ('motionless equipoise') 
carries the authority of a general, scientific law; that of the 
seco~d \'equal attractions of contrary tendency') extends the 
application of the thought to the field of magnetism; and the 
final phrase ('equal weights balancing each other') involves the 
;-rorld 0~ physics. Each phase of the image, then, draws in new 
IllustratiVe material, but the central idea remains static; it is 
~hown to be related to greater areas of knowledge, but is not 
I~elf enlarg~d. ~everthcless, because each elaboration reinforces 
~ e controllmg 1dea with unquestionable scientific truth, its wis-
~m s~ems to b.e increased. johnson's method is multiplication for 

!he s~ le of Weight and emphasis; as in this image, so generally in 
. e s Yh: ~f the pamphlet (and for that matter in most of his writ-
mgs) t ISis his · · . . · b 

h pnnc1pal persuasive tcchmque-the reader IS to e 
ov~~ d clmhed with the weight of his utterance. And, it should be 
no Icc ' t c appeal in the passage is wholly intellectual; there is 
nbo ~cns~ry ~ppeal whatever: a reader cannot be sensibly aroused 

Y eqmpo1se' 'c t . . , 
L t h ' on rary attract10ns', or 'weights ofpower. 

h a er, ~ en Johnson asserts that governments formed by 
c ~?cet an evolved through accidental circumstance and ex­
pe Ien cannot be tried by a regular theory, he remarks: 

They arc fabrics f d' . .1 . 1 · d'cr 
architects u 0 . 0 ISSimi ar matcna s, ratsed by tuerent 
as the ' . Ph n different plans. We must be content with them, 

. hty a~~'~ ould. We attempt to mend their disproportions, we 
mtg easi Y emohsh, and difficultly rebuild them.2 

The centrepoint of th' · · h d 'f: b · h' h · d · dl Is Image IS t c wor a ncs', w IC Is 
a mltte Y concrete but is also generic and consequently vague; 

1 Works, VI, 16 1- 2 • 2 Ib'd VI 6 
l , , , I 4· 
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Johnson is putting no control on our response, allowing each 
reader to interpret the image as he wishes. Arc these 'fabrics' 
castles, houses, churches, public buildings ?-we arc not told; 
they arc simply objects involving architects and builders. They 
arc, in other words, objects suggesting something specific but 
generalised almost to vanishing point. It is again on the general 
idea that Johnson wishes to concentrate, and his method once 
more is elaboration, for emphasis not clarity; again, too, no 
sensory appeal is made. 

If we put this last image alongside one from Burke, essentially 
making the same point, the nature-and the limitations-of 
Johnson's method become clearer. In the Present Discontents 
Burke writes: 

Our constitution stands on a nice equipoise, with steep precipices 
and deep waters upon all sides of it. In removing it from a 
dangerous leaning towards one side, there may be a risk of over­
setting it on the other.1 

Now Burke, like] ohnson, is not precisely confining our response; 
while we recognise that some physical structure is involved-it 
stands, it may lean, and, if acljusted, may topple in the other 
direction-we arc not specifically told that it is a building. But 
the whole image comes alive, remains memorable, and is given 
a sensory reality by virtue of the 'steep precipices' and 'deep 
waters' which surround the political structure. These details put 
one in touch with a reality and a world we recognise as our own; 
there is little in Johnson's imagery that can claim to do the same. 
Or, to take a second example, in the Reflections Burke contem­
plates the situation in which, as it were, Johnson's 'fabrics' have 
been demolished and have to be rebuilt; he tells his French 
correspondent: 

Your constitution, it is true, whilst you were out of possession, 
suffered waste and dilapidation; but you possessed in some parts 
the walls, and, in all, the foundations, of a noble and venerable 
castle. You might have repaired those walls; you might have built 
on those old foundations.2 

1 Works, I, g68. 
2 Ibid., II, goB (cf. Dryden, Absalom a11d Achitophel, I, 801 ff: 'If ancient 

Fabrics nod, and threat to fall,/To Patch the Flaws, and Buttress up the 
Wall,/Thus far 'tis Duty'). 
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Here, even more than in the previous example, Burke keeps his 
reader in touch with the real world; the dilapidated French con­
stitution becomes completely identified with the ruined castle, 
and the way the latter would be restored is identical with the 
manner in which the former should have been restored. The 
two principal elements in the image become fused, they generate 
a life of their own and yet actively forward Burke's thesis. 

Burke's method, then, is to establish a general truth which his 
reader cannot fail to associate with a concrete image making a 
vivid sensory appeal. To speak comparatively, Johnson fails to 
make a strong imaginative impact because of his determination 
to sustain his thought on a philosophic level. There is little 
doubt which kind of writing is the more politically effective. 

Jo.hnson, however, could make usc of concrete details and be 
specific when he considered it desirable: the occasions when he 
did ~o are. highly significant. They lead us back to the questi?n 
of his aud1ence, for it is precisely when he wishes to charactense 
the Opposition that concrete terms suddenly appear in his 
la~g~age. Early in the pamphlet we arc told that only 'the 
~~e have escaped infection from the Opposition's clamour, and 
~ lS, of. course, to the wise that the philosophical discussion has 

been drrected. Later, after an ironic passage, Johnson turns to 
t e u · nwise, who have been infected: 

F~~ed with this fever of epidemic patriotism, the tailor slips his 
~.~~ble, the draper drops his yard, and the blacksmith lays down 
~s ammer; they meet at an honest alehouse, consider the state 

0 f t~e ~ation, read or hear the last petition, lament the miseries 
~h t e hme, are alarmed at the dreadful crisis, and subscribe to 

e support of the bill of rights.1 

~t~oon ~s the behaviour of the unwise is to be sketched, men 
"':1 specific trades appear-tailor, draper, blacksmith-each is 
gthlVen a symbol of his trade-a thimble, a yard, and a hammer; 

ese tools a · d d . ob· re m ee only symbohc, but they are concrete 
6ec~ and to that extent denote a language quite different from 
~ a~.fi as gone before. It should be noted that 'the wise' are not 
~~~~ned w~th any active occupations, they are not associated 
like Jo;( objec~s from the material world. They are those who, 

nson himself, are deemed to make an intellectual and 
I Works, VI, 171. 
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philosophical response to the situation; the ignorant and foolish, 
on the other hand, clown the tools of their trades, meet in an 
honest alehouse, and refuse to listen to the general wisdom of 
the benevolent but imprudent gentleman who intrudes upon 
their deliberations there. 

Similar observations arc prompted by what is, perhaps, the 
best passage in the whole pamphlet, the lengthy ironic descrip­
tion of the progress of a petition (in reference to the many 
petitions urging the King to dissolve Parliament after the ex­
pulsion of Wilkes). Johnson wishes to create a picture of deluded 
low-class, uneducated boors, drunkards, and tradesmen: once 
more the diction immediately becomes increasingly specific and 
concrete. \ V c hear of meat and drink, ale, turtle, and venison; 
we sec the low-class individual patronised by 'Sir Francis, Sir 
Joseph, or Sir George', and 'the poor loiterer, whose shop had 
confined him, or whose wife had locked him up' ;1 we are told 
of the man who signs the petition because 'he has vowed the 
destruction of the turn-pike', another 'because it will vex the 
parson', and so forth. In other words, the scene suddenly comes 
alive, it comes close to real existence; it is an animal kind of 
existence and is completely devoid of any concern with the life 
of the mind; it is in fact the life of the ignorant poor when fiat­
tercel by the irresponsible rich. Significantly the man who re­
bukes the petitioners-like the intruder in the alehouse-is one 
of 'higher rank and more enlightened mind'. 2 Here indeed are 
the two modes of distinction-'rank' and 'mind'. Throughout, 
the wise arc of superior rank and intelligence, the Opposition 
appear as oflowcr rank, education, and intelligence; the former 
arc those who can appreciate abstract and philosophical dis­
cussion, the latter are associated with the material world, which 
is evoked by concrete and specific language. And the implication 
that these last arc unable to rise to the level of the wise in any 
respect is too obvious to require insistence. What happens when 
levelling occurs is quite clear in Johnson's mind: a year of elec­
tion he sees as 'a year of equality', and to the lower classes this 
means drunkcnnncss, venality, indolence, and impertinent 
behaviour. 

There is no doubt, then, that Johnson's was a deliberate 
appeal to the cultured and intelligent among the reading public. 

1 Works, VI, I 72. 2 Ibid., VI, I 73· 
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The generalised diction and philosophical discussion, the Latin 
quotations, the contemptuous description of a popular orator as 
'the Cicero of the day',l and the disdain of the vulgar, the 
'rabble', with their 'plebeian grossness' 2-all were calculated to 
appeal to a class-conscious and educated audience. Add to this 
evidence Johnson's contempt, in the final paragraphs, for religi­
ous nonconformists, and the character of his intended audience 
becomes even more certain. For such readers the pamphlet 
would be effective-it flattered their prejudices and their 
superior education, and appealed to their vested interests. To 
others, particularly those accustomed to reading Junius, those 
who would later read Paine or who had earlier read Defoe, 
Johnson would have little to offer. To such readers johnson was 
-to use the words of a newspaper commentator-'a Butean 
syc?~hant and ministerial defender of usurpation'. 3 Both by 
pohtlcal theory and by literary manner he seemed to be of the 
'establishment'. 

: Works, VI, 172. . 2 Ibid., VI, 176. 
Treasury or Impartzal ComjJCiulium for 1770, I, 2 18 n · 
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IV 

JUNIUS AND JOHNSON: 
THE FALKLAND ISLANDS 

DISPUTE 

--- ------ :a 4l-· ·<t ez: . 

A CLOSER critical comparison between Junius and John­
son is possible because they were both contributors to 

the controversy over the English retreat from the Falkland 
Islands. This had followed a rather complex pattern of action 
and negotiation. In I 764 England had stationed a small garrison 
in Port Egmont and in I 769 informed the Spanish forces that 
they should withdraw from what was a British possession. Spain 
was not so easily to be deprived of what she considered her own 
sovereign rights. In December 1 769 the Spanish Captain 
General of Buenos Aires sent ships to expel the British forces, 
but the captain of a British warship refused them entry. Six 
months later, however, the Spaniards compelled the garrison to 
surrender, disabled the frigate, Favourite, by removing her 
rudder, and then allowed the British forces to leave unharmed. 
Negotiations between the two governments ensued. Britain 
threatened war, but eventually came to terms, Spain agreeing 
to make restitution without prejudice to her right to possession 
of the territory. George III informed Parliament of the settle­
ment on 22 January I77I. Junius, on 30 January, denounced 
what he saw as a humiliating agreement and the betrayal of 
national rights; Johnson, in his Falkland's Islands pamphlet of 
the same year, vindicated the Government's action.1 

1 For further details see J. Goebel, The Stmggle for the Falklmul Islands: a 
study in legal and diplomatic histor:_y (New Haven, 1927). 
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The principal differences between their two publications _stem 
not only from diversity of political opinions but also from chiTer­
ence of audience and circumstance. Johnson's is a pamphlet of 
some forty-five pages, Junius's a letter only about a third as 
long, addressed to a newspaper. Johnson takes for granted an 
audience willing to follow a leisurely argument based on the 
philosophical proposition that peace is more desirable than war, 
interested in an historical survey of the general situation reach­
ing back to Columbus and Elizabeth, and contemptuous of the 
cits and boors who were, they felt, deluded by Junius. Junius, 
for his part, has to move much more quickly to his points; he 
does not assume an interest in anything beyond what might 
see~ to affect the relationship between the English people and 
therr Government; and as a result ofhis intention to sharpen the 
conflict between Government and Opposition, he works solely 
by unqualified assertion and conjecture. One finds in Johnso~ 
an apparent willingness to consider qualifications to his thesis 
(e_ven though one is sure he knows exactly what conclusion he 
Will reach); no such tolerant ease of manner was likely or would 
have been wise in Junius's letter. This last would probably have 
the greater immediate effect it would incite emotion and was at 

' any ~ate calculated to lead to action 1-but it sacrificd perma-
nent mterest in order to achieve immediate objectives. Johnson, 
on ~~e other hand, did not seck to arouse a fervent response or 
positive action-acceptance of the status quo was what he sought 
t~ encourage-and the result of reading his piece is intellectual 
st~mulus t~ a degree greater than was strictly necessary to secure 
h~s first Object. The effect of his pamphlet in I 77 I would be less 
vwlent and act" · h · . . . . tvatmg t anJumus's, but because 1t directs atten-
tiOn to ISSU h" h · es w Ic have remained relevant, the pamphlet IS 
more permanently interesting. 

Jo~nson opens with nearly twenty pages of historical intro-
ductiOn surveying H" B · · h 1 · 1 · · tl b ' Ispano- ntis re atwns, emp 1astsmg 1e 
~rrenness of the islands in question and describing the recent 

dispute and negof t" · h · ' d 1a Ions Wit Spam. These pages are punctuate 

1 Unfortunately no d ·1 · · 1 p bl" d t; etai s of the sale of this letter arc avallab e. u 1c 
deman or t~e previous letter (14 November 1770) led to the printing of 
6oo extra copies of the Public Advertiser, and the subsequent letter (22 April 
1771) necessitated soo extra copies. (Letters, I, 18 n.) 
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with statements of general wisdom that automatically enlist the 
agreement of intelligent men: 

war is not the whole business of life; it happens but seldom, and 
every man, either good or wise, wishes that its frequency were 
still less.1 

as the world is more enlightened, policy and morality will, at 
last, be reconciled, and ... nations will learn not to do what they 
would not suffer.2 

'nil mortalibus arduum est.' there is nothing which human 
courage will not undertake, and little that human patience will 
not endure.3 

Such statements add weight to the writing as well as giving it 
the character of temperate thoughtfulness and conviction; they 
make it possible to read the pamphlet with interest nearly two 
hundred years after the events which provoked it; and they pre­
suppose readers who, in addition to having a direct concern in 
affairs of the day, were not limited by such concerns. The 
quality of the prose, the invocation of Horace's authority, and 
the stimulus to abstract thinking all point to an educated and 
intelligent audience. 

Junius's letter begins in a totally different manner: 

If we recollect in what manner the King's friends have been 
constantly employed, we shall have no reason to be surprised at 
any condition of disgrace to which the once respected name of 
Englishmen may be degradcd:1 

This brief sentence introduces the central topics of the letter­
' the King's friends' and 'disgrace'; it opens up an ironic tone in 
which a great part of the letter is written; and by the first words 
-'If we recollect' -it confirms what we know, that Junius was 
aware of an audience to whom he had already addressed forty­
one letters and with whom he had established some community 
ofinterest and values. When he goes on to make his main charge 
against the administration-'violence and oppression at home 
can only be supported by treachery and submission abroad'­
there is a thrust and a savagery about the antithesis which are 
not to be found in Johnson's pamphlet. The urgency of the 
situation, as well as restricted space, demand these qualities; 

1 J11orks, VI, 183. 
3 Ibid., VI, 187. 
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furthermore, the antithesis is not merely verbal as some of 
Johnson's tend to be-Junius is, from his own viewpoint, making 
a valid charge economically and cogently. 

Junius's survey of the events in the Falkland Islands which led 
to the British expulsion takes him eight lines, whereas it occupies 
five pages for johnson. Junius's purpose is to give what he calls 
the 'facts' in such a way as to suggest calculation and a deliber­
ate desin:, o~ the part of Spain, to expel the British ~or~cs. 
Johnson, In hiS relatively leisurely fashion, gives a more obJeCtive 
ac~ount of events and allows the reader greater freedom to 
estimate the merits of the actions of both Spanish and British 
forces;. he certainly makes it clear that all the right was not on 
the Bntish side. 

. By. comparison, then, ] unius is jingoistic where Johnson is 
mtelhgen~ and sober in his argument over the international dis­
p~~e. Jumus argues from grounds of political expediency; he 
c atms ~hat England could have dictated the terms of a settle-
ment with Spa· d "f . · b k ti H" In, an I war had come It might have ro ·en 1e 

Ispano-French alliance so that by refusing to take stern 
measures and b k" ' . . ~ 

11 h Y rna mg peace the Bntish Government may 
we ave foster d h" · · f J 1 b e t Is alhance so dangerous to 1tsel . o mson, Y contrast docs t . h. . 
tent to ' no argue from expediency; while e IS con-
asked ~cc~pt the settlement by which Britain gained all she 

- sattsfactio ' fi · . · h · 
also concerned . n or an InJury done, and reparatiOns- e IS 

With the general question of war or peace. 
As war is the las f 1 
expedients t 0 remedies, 'cuncta prius tentanda', all lawfu 
evil it is mu~t be used to avoid it. As war is the extremity of 
with th ' sure Y, the duty of those whose station intrusts them e care of n t" ' 

a 10ns, to avert it from their charge.1 
Johnson goes on t . . 
ised terms b t . ? giVe a picture of war, admittedly in general-
the deaths f~~I~Id for all that, stressing the slaughter as well as 
Parasites and auscs other than combat; he asserts that only 

contractors · fi · · d t the 'dream f · dl gam rom 1t; and he tnes to es roy 
. fi 0 I e. speculation' which seems to promise notable gams rom war With S . F k. 

peace is that f pam. or Johnson the action of rna mg 
h 0

1 a_governmcnt 'who know the value oflife',2 and 
be ver[ abstute Y 1.ntroduces his attack on Junius (partly quoted 

a ove ) y accusmg h" f . "fi 
Im o contemplatmg the wanton sacn 1ce 

I Works, VI, 1gg. 
2 Ibid., VI, 204. 
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of human lives in the selfish hope that war would bring down 
the Government. 

To set a brief passage from Johnson alongside one from his 
adversary is to clarify the contrast between them even further. 
Commenting on the King's speech of I 3 November I no, Junius 
claims that although the Administration had taken pains to 
minimise the indignity suffered by Britain, the people should be 
prepared for the total abandonment of our possession of, and 
right to, the disputed territory. He goes on: 

The event shows us that to depart, in the minutest article, from 
the nicety and strictness of punctilio, is as dangerous to national 
honour as to female virtue. The woman who admits of one 
familiarity seldom knows where to stop, or what to refuse; and 
when the counsels of a great country give way in a single instance, 
when once they arc inclined to submission, every step accelerates 
the rapidity of the desccnt.1 

Compare with this passageJohnson's handling of the Spaniards' 
action in removing the rudder from the British naval ship 
Favourite, in order to prevent her sailing from Port Egmont (in 
the Falklands) without their permission. 

If the English intended to keep their stipulation, how were they 
injured by the detention of the rudder? If the rudde1· be to a ship, 
what his tail is in fables to a fox, the part in which honour is 
placed, and of which the violation is never to be endured, I am 
sorry that the Favourite suffered an indignity, but cannot yet 
think it a cause for which nations should slaughter one another.2 

In both cases the nature of the analogy largely establishes the 
character of the writing. Junius introduces into a political argu­
ment the lively but nevertheless rather vulgar simile of the loose 
woman; the point he wishes to make about the Government's 
action is sharpened at the cost of some coarseness, but the very 
coarseness adds an acerbity of tone that an analogy of greater 
propriety would not have achieved. The earthy kind of humour 
degrades the Government, but in a manner Johnson would 
never use. He may remark of Junius: 

What, says Pope, must be the priest, where a monkey is the god? 
What must be the drudge of a party, of which the heads are 
Wilkes and Crosby, Sawbridgc and Townsend ?3 

1 Letters, I, 319-20. 2 Works, VI, 208-g. s Ibid., VI, 206. 
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but the diminishing effect works by quite difTerent means from 
those employed by Junius. It is based on what m~y br?ad_ly be 
called a religio-philosophical speculation and carnes wi~h It the 
authority of Pope, whereas] unius's illustration comes ngh t. out 
of life itself and marks the writer as one \vho habitually thmks 
in terms of actual living. There is an immediacy. about .J ~mius's 
writing born from his being immersed in the busmess of hfe and 
the effect of politics on it. 

The impact made by thejohnsonian passage on the removal 
of the ship's rudder is quite otherwise. As with the Pope refer­
ence, the source of his analogy is literary; the choice of an 
allusion to a fable further removes the event from contemporary 
life and gives it a timeless significance; and associating the 
ru?der (over which a great deal of 'patriot' fervour had been 
spilled) to a fox's tail not only serves an ironic purpose but also 
enforces the impression of a writer loftily able to detach himself 
from the rough and tumble of politics. Furthermore, Johnson 
makes greater mockery of the alleged insult to national pride by 
confining his pity to an inanimate object-'! am sorry that the 
Fav?urite suffered an indignity'-thereby making appear more 
foohsh the clamour for revenge over the incident. Johnson's 
~echnique, then, is like Junius's to the extent that it is climinish­
~ng-the fate of the ship's rudder engrosses our attention and it 
IS not to be construed as a casus belli-but it establishes him as a 
person able to speculate on the issues behind a trivial event, to 
redress the disproportionate reaction to that event and then, 
~y dra,~ing.on his intellectual resources, to put th~ intellige~t 
eader m his own position of vantage. Both Johnson and his 
r~ader are elevated above the sorry world of politics; Junius and 
his reader are more firmly involved in it. 

In a co~parison of the two publications, therefore, Johnson 
scores heaVIly for statesmanlike and sober argument; there is no 
doubt ~ho 1s morally superior. Moreover, his style is highly 
ap.propna:e: the cultured, balanced, restrained style, using a 
~hilosoph1c and generalised diction, is as it were an outward 
s~g~ ~fmwar~ ~irtue-it perfectly embodies an argument for the 
CIVIlised condition of peace. His classical references, his allusions 
to ~ope and Milton, his general appeal to a cultivated audience, 
aga1~ all ~uggest that he speaks with the authority of learning 
and mtelhgence, that he can see beyond the immediate facts as 

so 
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isolated phenomena and can sec them in a large context where 
universal moral truths-principally that peace is the most desir­
able human condition-arc of pre-eminent importance. 

Junius comes out of the comparison as having a relatively 
restricted vision and writing the more ephemeral piece. Yet his 
own astuteness cannot be overlooked. His irony is bitterly 
effective; so is his method of gradually isolating the King as his 
principal target and then creating what he calls a 'fable' of an 
imaginary king who is profoundly humiliated. And the final 
image to clinch the idea that the honour of the Crown and the 
rights of the people arc identical, and if the former is debased 
the latter is jeopardiscd-this image is masterly. 

Private credit is wealth, public honour is security, the feather 
that adorns the royal bird, supports its flight; strip him of his 
plumage and you fix him to the earth. 

It is one of the few images in popular political controversy fitted 
to be compared with Paine's famous jibe at Burkc-'hc pities 
the plumage but forgets the dying bird' -which it so nearly 
resembles. 

E 
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EDMUND BURKE: 

THOUGHTS ON THE CAUSE OF 
THE PRESENT DISCONTENTS 

- ~-:a 4:'--~ en-·····~--

JUNius's letters according to Coleridge, 'impel to action 
and not thought'; Johnso~'s pamphlets, as we have seen, 

provoke thought but were not 1ntc~ded to urge men to act an~ 
mdeed would have been inappropnate for that purpose; Burke s 
Present Discontents impels both to thought and action. From 
first to last he is concerned with action. He stresses the urgent 
need for the people to ensure that Parliament remains depen­
dent on them so as to avoid its becoming dependent on some 
othe~ power (the Crown and 'king's men'); the need, too, for 
Parl~a~ent to recapture its original raison d'etre, control over tl~e 
admt~lStration; and the need for good men to combine m 
effe.ctl~e opposition. Towards the end of the pamphlet, indeed, 
he mststs, on the necessity 

To ~e fully persuaded, that all virtue which is impracticable is 
spunous; and rather to run the risk of falling into faults in a 
co_urse which leads us to act with effect and energy, than. to 
lmter out our days without blame and without usc.1 

Action both thoughtful, purposeful, and energetic, then, is the 
keynote; attention to it reveals much about the nature of Burke's 
argument and the methods he chose to make the argument 
effective. 

In terms which recall Newman's later distinction between the 
1 Works, I, 379· 
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Church of England and that of Rome, Burke distinguishes be­
tween a commonwealth which is 'no better than a scheme upon 
paper' and 'a living, active, effective constitution' .1 The life, 
energy, and activity to which he refers do not, of course, reside 
in the constitution as a body of laws and precedents, but in the 
men who govern and the people who elect and should in a sense 
control their governors. 'What Burke calls 'the vivifying energy 
of good govcrnmcnt' 2 can emerge, in fact, only when the people 
assert their right, through Parliament, to refuse support to an 
administration which is not acceptable to them or which is 
dominated by a faction that lacks their confidence. In other 
words, both the people and their representatives must act in the 
defence of unalienable rights and in support of measures designed 
to forward their common interests and welfare. As a direct 
corollary, therefore: 

The ignorance of the people is a bottom but for a temporary 
system; the interest of active men in the state is a foundation 
perpetual and infallible.3 

In consequence, the quality of these 'active men' becomes a 
matter of profound importance. Burke's judgment in this respect 
is governed by experience. Vvc must, he says, 'be tainted with a 
malignity truly diabolical, to believe all the world to be equally 
wicked and corrupt' ;4 on the other hand, he docs not expect 
human perfection nor 'pe1ject satisfaction in government'. 5 

'Abstract, universal, perfect harmony' 6 is not to be looked for, 
but there arc 'means of ordinary tranquillity' which will ensure 
the greatest possible political good, and these should be used. 
The whole question eventually settles into a moral issue: the 
moral quality of the men who govern and who are governed. 
The criteria of judgment in both cases arc the same: what makes 
for goodness in private life provides the basis for it also in public. 

We arc born only to be men. We shall do enough if we form 
ourselves to be good ones. It is therefore our business carefully to 
cultivate in our minds, to rear to the most perfect vigour and 
maturity, every sort of generous and honest feeling that belongs 

1 J¥orks, I, 332. 
3 Ibid., I, 313. 
5 Ibid., I, 336. 
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to our nature. To bring the dispositions that arc lovely in private 
life into the service and conduct of the commonwealth; so to be 
patriots, as not to forget we are gentlemen.! 

The authority of the Romans is invoked to support this view. 
'This wise people' 

believed private honour to be the great foundation of public 
trust; that friendship was no mean step towards patriotism; that 
he who, in the common intercourse of life, showed he regarded 
somebody besides himself when he came to act in a public . ' 
Situation, might probably consult some other interests than his 
own.2 

Even though one knows that behind this kind of statement lay 
the implicit claim that the Rockingham Whigs were the only 
group w~o acted on the principles outlined and even though the 
pas~age lS followed by the explicit assertion that 'the great con­
neXlon of Whigs in the reign of Queen Anne' also acted on 
the~3-in other words even though Burke is flying in the face 
ofh · ' Istoncal fact here-the reader could scarcely fail to respond 
to the emotive force carried in the accumulated phrases of this 
5(le. B~rke's own passionate belief in the ideas expressed is 
c fe~r; hiS moral fervour helps to establish himself as one of a line 
0 good men' dedicated to the well-being of their community 
a.nd convinced that 'the only proper method of rising to power 
[IS] through hard essays of practised friendship and experi­
mented fidelity'. The key words are 'practised' and 'experi­
me?ted': friendship is a good in itself, but it needs to be tested in 
ac!lo~ for it to form the basis of public trust. Thus, though the 
PrinCiples are given a dignified (and, in part, a false) historical 
ancestry th 1 .b , ey would make a forceful appeal to normal mora 
sens1 ilities. 

Burk' · · d e s VISion of the importance of the combination of good 
~e~ edicated to the well-being of the community and active 
1wn ~t~ pursuit, through practical political effort-this directs his 

ntmg thr h · 1 d 1 aug out. It lends to hiS pamphlet a who eness an 
.ar~~ne.ss ofview beyond the capacities of Junius or of johnson 
~n 15 role as political writer. Junius was not capable of an equal 

egree of abstract thought; Johnson, while Burke's equal as a 
1 Works, I, 378-g. 2 Ibid., I, 374· 
3 Ibid, I, 374-S· 
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moral philosopher, lacked a comparable experience ofpractical 
politics, of the means whereby theory could be translated into 
day-to-day practice. That the Opposition needed such a unify­
ing vision as Burke provided is clear enough; his letters to 
various members of the Rockingham \Vhigs at the time of the 
\Vilkes furore and later make it evident. And the absence of the 
unity he desired was, of course, a principal cause of Junius's 
despair. Burke's intention was to stimulate thought about 'the 
necessity of honest combination' 1 and to induce men to act as a 
result of it. 

He was clear, too, about the factors he considered inimical to 
the country's good; here again they concern men in action-the 
actions of evil men. Burke's principal charges against 'the king's 
men', the Court Party of George III, arc that they owe their 
power not to popular election or acclaim but to royal favourit­
ism; that they deliberately foster disunity among other parties to 
forward their own ends; and that they arc turning Parliament 
into an ally of the Executive instead of a control upon it. It is a 
propaganda point with them-which Burke strenuously coun­
ters-that the allegiance implicit in a party system destroys an 
individual's freedom of thought and action. Burke asserts that 
this view is not only calculated to destroy the Opposition's 
political effectiveness, it is also morally evil in that it encourages 
distrust, lack of political integrity, and self-seeking. 

All this is done upon their favourite principle of disunion, of 
sowing jealousies amongst the different orders of the state, and of 
disjointing the natural strength of the kingdom; that it may be 
rendered incapable of resisting the sinister designs of wicked men, 
who have engrossed the royal power.:! 

Again he is concerned with men in action. Their principles are 
evil; they rely 'on distrust, on disconnexion, on mutability by 
principle, on systematic weakness in every particular member'; 
and though the result of their efforts will lack 'substantial 
strength of any kind', nevertheless these men arc active.a 'Their 
restless and crooked spirit drives them to rake in the dirt of every 
kind of expedient'; 4 they raise divisions in the populace because 
they cannot control it and reward individuals on their ability to 

1 Works, I, 379· 
a Ibid., I, 324-5. 
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create confusion. Good men, powerless to act owing to the \Veak­
ness ofParliament, 'look upon this distracted scene with sorrow 
and indignation'. 

Everything partakes of the original disorder. Anarchy ~r~domi­
nates without freedom, and servitude without submissiOn or 
subordination. 

Chaos is come again. There is little doubt that this is what 
Burke implies here; 'original disorder', 'anarchy', and the stron!S 
suggestion of the overthrow of a traditional social order ( especi­
ally in the final phrase) all confirm it. This, he implies, ~s wh~t 
results from evil in action, and the satanic image contamed m 
the crooked spirit which rakes among the dirt would not be l~st 
on his contemporaries. Burke indeed sees an active principle m 
evil as well as in good. The achievements of the latter arc prefer­
able because they produce a state of unity, trust, and civilised 
behaviour in public and private affairs, but they require cncr­
geti~ effort to secure them. They must, furthermore, be scct~re? 
agamst men who have no relish for 'peace and prospcnty' 
whose power rests on national discontents, and who arc 'a 
species of men to whom a state of order would become a sentence 
of obscurity' .1 It is towards this 'state of order' that Burke 
endeavours to persuade his audience. 

Such an argument as is briefly sketched here could be con­
?ucte~ ~n th.e Johnsonian philosophical level, using a gencral­
Is:d dictiOn; 1t could also conceivably be translated-though not 
Without ~he loss of grandeur and universality-into the particu­
lars and mvested with the violent acerbity to be found in Junius. 
Burke uses neither alternative but devises his own combination 
ofboth. ~e expressly refuses t~ malign Lord Butc-'I have care­
fully avOided the introduction of personal reflections of any 
kind' ;2 the Wilkes affair appears only in the second half of this 
I 25-page pamphlet, and then not in any detail; and George III 
does not emerge as an individual but rather as an influence, a 
source of power or of majesty. Individuals arc not of prime signi­
ficance; they are parts of a larger whole, manifestations of active 
and permanent principles. These last arc Burke's main concern. 
Generalised, philosophic diction was, then, inevitable, but since 
theseprjncipleswereactive in a real world of men, it was essential 

1 Works, I, 34r. 2 Ibid., I, 330. 
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to show their relevance to such a world: as Sir George Sa vile 
remarked \vhen he saw the pamphlet in draft form, 'People in 
general skip over mere truths.' 1 And the dual requirement pro­
duced the distinctive character of Burke's literary manner. 

The principal appeal of the Present Discontents is rational and 
argumentative; Burke apparently desired what he called in his 
Observations on 'The Present State of the Kation', 'the coolness of 
philosophical inquiry' 2 but with the temperature slightly raised. 
It is true, of course, that he docs not want to follow the example 
of the writer to whom he replies in that earlier work, twisting 
'into frightful shapes' transitory passions, 'in order first to terrify 
and then to govern the populace'; 3 this comes nearer to Junius's 
intention. Nevertheless, as Burke well knew, if the reader's judg­
ment was to be shaken, then there had to be something 'to 
refresh the imagination' .'1 In the case of the Present Discontents if 
'the system' was to be submitted to the scrutiny of philosophical 
enquiry and judged according to principles of morality and 
political effectiveness, for which a generalised diction is almost 
inevitably the medium, then the reader had imaginatively to be 
kept in touch with the real world in which the system operated. 
Metaphor, simile, allusion, analogies, all drawing their material 
from a recognisable and concrete world-these then became 
indispensable. What is distinctive about Burke's usc of an ap­
parently commonplace technique is the way in which imagery 
becomes not merely additional ornament but the vehicle for 
conducting the argument itself. Though there arc a few excep­
tions, for the most part the imagery cannot be separated from 
the thesis Burke is urging: it is the argument in a way quite 
beyond Junius or Johnson. 'How closely that fellow reasons in 
metaphor', as one correspondent reported to Hannah More of 
Burke's performance in the Commons 5-and it is to this reason­
ing in metaphor that attention must be given. 

One preliminary point should be made about it. Burke's pur­
pose in the Present Discontents is quite different from that, say, 
in the Reflections. That work is intended to arouse intense 
emotional fervour; the reader's mind is bombarded with highly 
emotive material so as to excite his fear of complete moral and 

1 Correspondence (I g6o), II, I 20. 
3 Ibid., I, 225. 
6 Johnsonian Miscellanies, I, 174 n. 
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political upheaval; and the style carries overt evidence of strong 
feelings the significance of which, in Burke's view, distinguished 
his philosophy from the Revolutionists'. Consequently, Burke 
could permit himself a set-piece such as the 'apostrophe' to. the 
Queen, the almost horrific account of the attack on V crsarllcs 
(with its 'blood' 'massacre' 'scattered limbs and mutilated , , . 
carcases'), and the generally heightened style. No such tcchmque 
was appropriate in the Present Discontents. Imagery is certainly 
present, but it does not draw attention to itself, or if it docs, in 
my opinion it fails; it is normally used to sharpen the validity 
and make concrete the application of the politico-philosophical 
argument; and it does its best work unobtrusively. 

One example-and there arc few-of Burke's failure to show 
the ki~d of decorum appropriate to his purpose appears in the 
followmg passage: 

When the people conceive that laws, and tribunals, and even 
~opular assemblies, arc perverted from the ends of their institu­
tion, the>: find in those names of degenerated establishments only 
~ew mottves to discontent. Those bodies, which, when full of 
lfe and beauty, lay in their arms and were their joy and comfort, 
when dead and putrid, become but the more loathsome from 
r~membrance of former endearments. A sullen gloom and furious 
dlsorde~ prevail by fits: the nation loses its relish for peace and 
pros pen ty. . . .1 

~.he first point to notice is that Burke holds up the progress of 
IS argument while he develops his image; the argument does 

~0~ a~v~nce through the image, but is only illustrated by it; 
10 ee 'If the second sentence were removed entirely the argu­
ment .would scarcely be impaired. Moreover the macabre 
matenal of the image draws the reader's attenti~n to itself and 

daway1 f~om the thesis being presented, and Burke explores the 
etai s m such a w · I ·h b . ay as to compel one to examme them. t t en 
~~orne; evident that the details are not wholly pertinent: laws, 

tn. una s, and a~semblies do not lie in the people's arms in any­
t~mg appro~ch~g the way suggested by the image; it is also 
difficult to Imagme the situation in which a lover would so 
fondly conteT?plate a putrefying body, however beloved it had 
been when alive. Burke, then, fails here in various respects, and 

1 Works, I, 341. 
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some aspects of his failure are brought to the reader's notice 
because the image itself becomes the focus of attention instead 
of being embedded in the argument. 

In sharp contrast there is a passage describing the way in 
which (as Burke believed) the courtjunta induces eminent men 
of various parties to take office in an administration, assuring 
them of their support, gradually withdrawing it, and finally 
leaving the Ministers powerless and disgraced in the party from 
which they came. 

In the beginning of each arrangement no professions of confidence 
and support arc wanting, to induce the leading men to engage. 
But \vhile the ministers of the day appear in all the pomp and 
pride of power, while they have all their canvass spread out to 
the wind, and every sail filled with the fair and prosperous gale 
of royal favour, in a short time they find, they know not how, a 
current, which sets directly against them; which prevents all 
progress; and even drives them backwards. They grow ashamed 
and mortified in a situation, which, by its vicinity to power, only 
serves to remind them the more strongly of their insignificance.l 

Here the image is completely successful. The argument 
progresses by means of the image, which gradually and almost 
imperceptibly takes it over; it is not merely held up while an 
imaginative illustration is provided. In the course of the image 
we learn a great deal about the confident behaviour of success­
ful men, their enjoyment of royal favour, their puzzlement on 
discovering obstacles to their success, and their final despairing 
retreat. The argument then goes directly on and no thematic 
hiatus has occurred. But the argument has undoubtedly gained 
in vividness, in its being related to a concrete, recognisable 
world, and in being translated into terms of human activity. 
Moreover, the eighteenth-century reader was made vitally 
aware of the way in which the active principle of evil went to 
work; in view of the earlier remarks on Burke's thesis, this is of 
great importance. 

As a further example we may take the brief passage referring 
to the ill-fated Rockingham administration ( r 765-66); the fact 
that Burke was himself a minister in that government shows how 
carefully he has his emotions under control here. In a passage of 

1 Works, I, 325. 
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this kind we might have expected Burke, who was always sens~­
tive to political failure, to allow feeling to emerge to the detn­
ment of the argument, but it does not happen. 

It is true, that about four years ago, during the administration of 
the Marquis of Rockingham, an attempt was made to carry on 
government without [the Court Party's] concurrence. However, 
this was only a transient cloud; they were hid but for a moment; 
and their constellation blazed out with greater brightness, and a 
far more vigorous influence, some time after it was ~lown over. 
An attempt was at that time made ... to break their corps, to 
discountenance their doctrines, ... 1 

Here, too, the argument is not interrupted by the image, but 
flows through it and is vitalised at the same time. The success of 
the active men-the 'king's friends' who, according to Burke, 
defeated the Rockingham Whigs-is given the inevitabil~ty of a 
natural phenomenon. Political strength, enhanced by tnumph 
ov~r a temporary setback, is effectively suggested by the 'gre~ter 
b:Ightness' with which a group of stars seems to shine after bcmg 
dtmn:ed by passing clouds. 

This mode of imaginative reasoning appears to develop under 
B~rke's hand while in the act of writing, and its onward, in­
evt~abl? move~ent seems to support this view. Burke's style 
mamtams a mce balance between what Professor Sutherland 
calls 'the foreseen and the fortuitous' ;2 unlike Johnson, in whose 
prose 'the foreseen triumphs continually over the fortuitous', 
Burke does not give the impression that every sentence has been 
carefully worked out before it is put down, although it is clear 
that h? knows where he is going. He seems to allow himself the 
orators freedom to develop individual points at will, but in 
accordance wit~ the pattern of thought of the pamphlet as a 
whol~. Somethmg of this disciplined spontaneity has already 
been lllustr~ted; .a further example is provided by the end of a 
paragraph m wh1ch Burke has drawn attention to the feebleness 
of government under the court junta and to the way foreign 
governments can afford to ignore England's rightful demands. 

These de.mands (one of them at least) arc hastening fast towards 
an acqmttal by prescription. Oblivion begins to spread her 
cobwebs over all our spirited remonstrances. Some of the most 
1 Works, I, 329. 

2 In Essays presmted to D. Nichol Smith (Oxford, 1945), p. 99· 
6o 



EDMUND BURKE: 'PRESENT DISCONTENTS' 

valuable branches of our trade arc also on the point of perishing 
from the same cause. I do not mean those branches which bear 
without the hand of the vine-dresser; I mean those which the 
policy of treaties had formerly secured to us; I mean to mark and 
distinguish the trade of Portugal, the loss of which, and the 
power of the cabal, have one and the same era.1 

The image in this passage is certainly the vehicle of the argu­
ment and carries it along efficiently, but it gives one the im­
pression that it occurred to Burke in the act of composition. He 
obviously intended to reach the point of isolating Portuguese 
trade as his main evidence, but the hesitant structure of the final 
sentence seems to indicate that the full extent of the image was 
unforeseen, as was its value in vivifying the argument, until 
Burke was actually putting pen to paper. 

In the passage above it is a lack of purposeful human activity 
which is being observed and which the image pinpoints. The 
agent of the action is non-human, the vague abstract, 'oblivion', 
whose industry in covering the vines with cobwebs would be 
impossible if men were carrying out their proper function and 
attending to the health of the plants. 'What is presupposed here 
and elsewhere is the necessary collaboration between man and 
nature which is essential to the satisfactory functioning of both. 
Vines will grow, but if they are to be in the highest degree fruit­
ful and beneficial man must co-operate; treaties arc established 
on a basis of natural trust, but they require constant attention if 
their benefits arc permanently to be secured. One is reminded 
of Thomas Hardy's character Giles in The rVoodlanders who 'was 
a good man and did good things': goodness for Burke is an active 
quality and it is estimated by the extent to which man acts in 
accordance with natural laws. 

The frequent appearance of natural imagery, in this work as 
in others, seems to confirm this view of its significance. Arguing 
that 'nothing can be more unnatural than the present convul­
sions of this country', Burke goes on to claim ironically that what 
seems to follow from the administration's argument is that the 
wealth of the nation is the cause of its discontent. 

If our dominions abroad arc the roots which feed all this rank 
luxuriance of sedition, [I imagine] it is not intended to cut them 
off in order to famish the fruit. 2 

1 Works, I, 339· 2 Ibid., I, 309. 
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Unnatural situations lead to remedies which arc the reverse of 
what the natural process demands. Similarly, when he is speak­
ing ofthe machinations of the Court to seize 'a degree of power 
which they could never hope to derive from natural influence' 
and which would never have the security such influence gives 
to power, Burke claims that they proceeded 'to destroy every­
thing of strength which did not derive its principal nourishment 
from the immediate pleasure of the court'.1 Having introduced 
this metaphor ofthe destruction of those natural growths which 
were not fed from one pre-selected and alien source, he shows 
how the Whig Party came under attack. Its power 'was rooted 
in the country'; it possessed a 'natural and fixed influence'; and 
in order to eradicate this permanent because natural power, the 
Court Party had 'to go to the root'.2 Such an action inevitably 
resulted from the first unnatural step-that of trying to divorce 
the Court from the Administration, which together should have 
formed a natural alliance. On the other hand, a right assessment 
of and collaboration with natural forces leads to wisdom; deci­
sions which may prove fatal to the security or peace of govern­
ment, for example, will be avoided by these means. 

They who can read the political sky will sec a hurricane in a 
cloud no bigger than a hand at the very edge of the horizon, 
and will run into the first harbour.3 

Prudence, after all,. is no small part of political wisdom. Above 
all, these same means teach men that natural virtues such as 
frien?shiJ?, regard for others, or fidelity to 'dearest connections', 
lead mevitably to association with men oflike interests on a basis 
of mutual trust. 

Co~onwealths are made of families, free commonwealths of 
paru~s also; and we may as well affirm, that our natural regards 
and tles of blood tend inevitably to make men bad citizens, as 
that the bonds of our party weaken those by which we arc held 
to our country.4 

E~phasis on what promotes the natural well-being of a state 
~nd lts people a~s~ produces, conversely, a concern with disease 
m the ~ody ~olitic. It is interesting, for instance, to find Burke 
comparmg h1mself with the writer of a medical treatise. 

1 Works, I, 3I7-I8. 
3 Ibid., I, 336. 

2 Ibid., I, 318-Ig. 
4 Ibid., I, 373-4· 
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!vly aim is to bring this matter into more public discussion. Let 
the sagacity of others work upon it. It is not uncommon for 
medical writers to describe histories of diseases very accurately, 
on whose cure they can say but very little. 1 

\Vhilc it is untrue that Burke has no curative suggestions to 
offer, the comparison itself is significant. It is implied frequently 
in the usc of such words as 'distemper', 'sickness', 'cure', and 
'disorder', and on certain occasions these metaphors arc more 
thoroughly exploited. For example: 

Particular punishments arc the cure for accidental distempers in 
the state; they inflame rather than allay those heats which arise 
from the settled mismanagement of the government, or from a 
natural indisposition in the people.:! 

the scheme of the junto under consideration, not only strikes a 
palsy into every nerve of our free constitution, but in the same 
degree benumbs and stupifics the whole executive power.3 

It would (among public misfortunes) be an evil more natural 
and tolerable, that the House of Commons should be infected 
with every epidemical phrensy of the people, as this would 
indicate some consanguinity, some sympathy of nature with their 
constituents, than that they should in all cases be wholly un­
touched by the opinions and feelings of the people out of doors.4 

Such examples make it plain that when Burke is writing about 
the state he is not thinking of some nebulous abstract; in a 
traditional way the body politic imaginatively becomes a 
human body occasionally subject to disease, and it is the duty 
of the 'doctor of politics' (as he was later contemptuously to 
describe Richard Price) to propose remedial treatment. The 
advantage resulting from such an approach is obvious and need 
not be laboured: political disorders arc translated into concrete 
terms of human living, and the desirability of natural activity 
and energetic life is constantly brought to the reader's notice. 

And Burke's imaginative reasoning makes one conscious not 
only of an enduring world in which natural forces encourage 
and disease impedes human and political life; it also operates in 
a world which would, for his readers, be rccognisably their own. 
Burke's metaphors introduce the constable who keeps the 

1 Works, I, 365. 
3 Ibid., I, 338. 

2 Ibid., I, 310. 

c Ibid., I, 347· 
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peace;1 the gaping multitudes such, perhaps, as those wl~o mi?ht 
visit the fairs of the day and be taken in by 'a perspective v1ew 
of the court, gorgeously painted, and finely illuminated from 
within' ;2 the 'bitter waters' which flow through 'an hundred 
different conduits' and infect the drinker until he is 'ready to 
burst' ;3 the plausible wisdom which is 'as current as copper 
coin, and about as valuable' ;4 the eating of 'the roast b~cf of 
old England' ;5 and the 'deepest and dirtiest pits' in whrch a 
man could be 'soused over head and ears'. 6 This is a world, too, 
which was accustomed to that vicious punishment of whipping 
at the cart's tail, and the allusion to this practice provides a 
fascinating illustration of the working of Burke's imaginative 
mind. Speaking with bitter irony of the time-server who con­
veniently discovers a fundamental disagreement \vith his party 
at the very moment when 'they lose power or he accepts a 
place', Burke comments: 

!t is therefore very convenient to politicians, not to put the 
Jud~ent of their conduct on overt-acts, cognizable in a~y 
ordmary court, but upon such matter as can be triable only m 
that secret tribunal, where they arc sure of being heard with 
f~vour, or where at worst the sentence will only be private whip­pmg.7 

The imaginative evocation of the secret and indulgent court­
~oom of conscience where the place-man is judge, prisoner, 
Jury, and hangman is brilliant. It would contrast sharply with 
the notoriously severe courts of the time where an offender was 
by no means sure of 'being heard with favour', and with the 
!Und of scene witnessed by Parson Woodforde a few years later, 
m a Somerset town, when a man was whipped through the 
streets by a hangman, 'a most villainous looking Fellow indeed'· 8 

T~~ c~nt~ast between such a scene and the imaginative 'private 
w 1P~mg. would, for a contemporary, suggest the measure of 
Burke s bitterness. 

Writing in his Observations on 'the Present State of the Nation' 
Burke accuses his opponent of attempting to raise 'by art magic 

1 Works, I, 309. 
3 Ibid., I, 331. 
5 Ibid., I, 341. 
7 Ibid., I, 377. 

2 Ibid., I, 320. 
4 Ibid., I, 376. 
6 Ibid., I, 319. 

8 Ed.]. Beresford, The Diary of a Country Parson ( 1924), I, 209. 
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a thick mist before our eyes' .1 This accusation cannot be made 
against Burke in the Present Discontents. Although he frequently 
raises issues of general, philosophical interest, he is vitally con­
cerned with the actions of men in the real 'vorld, and, by the 
various means so far examined, he keeps his reader in contact 
with that world. Nevertheless, his object is philosophical en­
quiry and, by isolating examples of special uses oflanguage, the 
character of his argumentative mode may have been obscured. 
To analyse the structure of a complete paragraph is the only 
satisfactory method. To avoid the charge of selecting only the 
best for analysis, and to choose a representative as well as a 
complete passage is difficult, the more so when each paragraph 
interlocks with a whole phase of the argument. As with Johnson 
and Gibbon, so with Burke the paragraph is his unit of composi­
tion; only this was sufficiently copious to encompass a single 
complex of thought. 

The paragraph which follows forms part of Burke's handling 
of the issue of 'party' and 'faction'; supporters of the Adminis­
tration had repeatedly tried to identify the two terms, arguing 
that all parties 'arc in their nature factions, and ought to be 
dissipated and destroyed'. Burke's rejoinder begins: 

It is indeed in no way wonderful, that such persons should make 
such declarations. That conncxion and faction are equivalent 
terms, is an opinion which has been carefully inculcated at all 
times by unconstitutional statesmen. The reason is evident. 
Whilst men arc linked together, they easily and speedily com­
municate the alarm of any evil design. They are enabled to 
fathom it with common counsel, and to oppose it with united 
strength. \Vhercas, when they lie dispersed, without concert, 
order, or discipline, communication is uncertain, counsel difficult, 
and resistance impracticable. V\'here men arc not acquainted with 
each other's principles, nor experienced in each other's talents, 
nor at all practised in their mutual habitudes and dispositions by 
joint efforts in business; no personal confidence, no friendship, no 
common interest, subsisting among them; it is evidently impossible 
that they can act a public part with uniformity, perseverance, or 
efficacy. In a connexion, the most inconsiderable man, by adding 
to the weight of the whole, has his value, and his usc; out of it, 
the greatest talents are wholly unserviceable to the public. No 
man, who is not inflamed by vain-glory into enthusiasm, can 

1 Works, I, 214. 
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flatter himself that his single, unsupported, desultory, un­
systematic endeavours, arc of power to defeat the subtle designs 
and united cabals of ambitious citizens. \Vhen bad men combine, 
the good must associate; else they will fall, one by one, an 
unpitied sacrifice in a contemptible struggle} 

The overall impression given by this passage-particularly out 
of its context-is of general wisdom: what Burke has to say is 
perhaps more relevant to the twentieth century than to the 
specific situation to which it refers. It lacks the particulars which 
Junius would have supplied and is more akin to thc.Johnsonian 
mode of writing; it excels this, however, by its range of political 
wisdom. Johnson was Burke's equal as a moral philosopher, but 
Burke's statements also carry the authority of a man of affairs. 
The grasp he shows of a party's response to an alarm-which he 
knew from first hand in his efforts to rally the Rockingham 
Whigs over the Wilkes case-is evidenced by the linguistic con­
!rol early in the paragraph. There is operating, in effect, a 
submerged' military metaphor as Burke shows men linked to­
gether, communicating the alarm, and opposing evil 'with united 
st~ength', rather than lying dispersed without order and disci­
pline, and resistance being impracticable.2 This metaphor does 
not obtrude its presence but merges into the argument; it serves, 
~owever, to tighten the cohesion of Burke's description. For a 
time the prose then appropriately becomes looser as he remarks 
on the lack of unity if men are not intimately acquainted with 
~ne ":nother in private or business life. A~d g~adually a distinc­
tion ~s seen to emerge on which at~entwn 1s focused for tl~e 
re~amder of the paragraph-the difference between men m 
pnvate and in public life. In private life an individual can be 
self-s~fficient, in public he is of value o~ly when part of a larger 
effective whole. For it is to the questiOn of effectiveness that 
Burke finally turns by means of the merest hint at the core of 
~caning in the parable of the talents-that talents are not to be 
h1dden but put to their fullest use. In this context 'use' is equated 

1 Works, I, 372. 
2 It is interesting to note that Burke, writing to Rockingham, refers to 

the Marquess's supporters as 'the troops' and to the ensuing parliamentary 
s~s~on as 'the next Campain' (Corresponde:zce, II, 41 1), so it may. be that 
rmhtary metaphors came readily to his mmd. They occur on maJor occa­
sions elsewhere in the Present Discontents. See Works, I, 350, 373, 379· 
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with service to the public. There follows the emphatic declara­
tion-beginning 'No man'-on the weakness of unconnected in­
dividuals against the power of a cabal; the statement carries the 
emphasis of the speaking voice, the rhythms (in this and the 
final sentence) are those of an orator. But this orator is also an 
imaginative writer: the military metaphor present at the begin­
ning of the paragraph reappears in the final sentence as Burke 
contemplates isolated men falling 'one by one' in 'a contemptible 
struggle'. Again the metaphor is unobtrusive, but one becomes 
aware that as well as an argumentative development, there has 
been an imaginative logic running through the passage. The 
issue between good and evil men has been conceived, indeed, as 
a military conflict, with this level of imaginative thought never 
far below the level of conscious political theory.1 

There is, as a result, an onward, inevitable movement about 
the style of this passage, common to the whole pamphlet. The 
thought, wholly related to the necessity for corporate action by 
all good men, is conveyed by a style which is itself urgent in tone 
and impact. Though it is a cultured style with its sentences of 
varied but balanced lengths, the use of assonance and allitera­
tion, the accumulated phrases to produce an effect of weighty 
emphasis, the generally harmonious impression on the ear, and 
so on-it is also an aggressive style. With an average of one 
verbal construction to every line in the paragraph, one feels an 
active determination to reach a goal. This is precisely the effect 
which Burke's political argument requires to reinforce it. And 
though the conclusions of the phase of argument of which this 
paragraph is a part is reached only at a later point, one stage 
has been attained in the final emotive parallel between the 
action of evil and the essential counteraction of good men in 
political life. 

As it stands, of course, there is no restriction placed on the 
relevance of Burke's final sentence: it could apply to what is 
required of good men under any circumstances in any century. 
This general validity of Burke's thought is a prominent feature 
of his achievement in the Present Discontents: while he keeps the 

1 This claim would seem to be supported by the close proximity of two 
of the more thoroughly developed military metaphors both also applied 
to the conflict between 'the king's men' and the Opposition. See Works, 
I, 371, 373· 
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immediate issue always before the reader's mind, he is con­
stantly moving outwards from it, forcing his audience to recog­
nise the fundamental questions which it raises. To give only one 
further example, in the middle of a long paragraph on the value 
of a place-bill the reader is confronted by a moral question of 
timeless relevance. Burke is considering whether men holding 
positions in the gift of the Government should be disqualified 
from holding a seat in Parliament; he observes that, if the Bill 
were passed, the powerful influence of Government would then 
operate, with increasing skill, underground instead of in the 
open. He continues: 

It is no inconsiderable part of wisdom, to know how much of an 
evil ought to be tolerated; lest, by attempting a degree of purity 
impracticable in degenerate times and manners, instead of 
cutting off the subsisting ill practices, new corruptions might be 
produced for the concealment and security of the old. 1 

Such a comment-which could be paralleled on numerous 
occasions-is obviously pertinent to the practical question under 
discussion, but it also forces the reader beyond it to a problem 
worthy of consideration in any age. A similar point could well 
be made about the effect of Burke's natural imagery and his 
reasoning in metaphor-both features vitalise the treatment of 
immediate issues while at the same time reminding one of the 
larger questions which are involved. It is on evidence of this kind 
that one can base a claim for the continuing greatness of the 
Present Discontents. 

What, in comparison, can be said of the pamphlet which, on 
John Morley's reckoning, is its most formidable precessor: 
Swift's Conduct of the Allies (I 7 I I) ? A claim for the same kind of 
greatness cannot be sustained. The two works present a sharp 
contrast. Swift says that he allowed other writers to publish 
their. remarks on Marlborough's conduct of the War of the 
Spamsh Succession before his own: 'they might argue very well 
: · ·from general Topics and Reason, though they might be 
Ign_ora~t of several Facts, which I had the opportunity to know'. 2 

It IS With facts and arguments based on them that he is con­
cerned; there is a minimum of the general wisdom to be found 

1 Works, I, 368. 
2 Ed. H. Davis, Political Tracts I7II-I7I3 (Oxford, 1951), p. 53· 
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in Burke; indeed, Swift rarely allows the reader's mind to move 
out beyond immediate issues. His is writing which, like Junius's, 
impels to action-as it undoubtedly did-rather than to 
thought. As Junius kept his audience in the melee of current 
political activity, the doings of specific individuals and the out­
come of particular policies, so Swift involves us with the actions 
of the Queen, Marlborough, the Spanish and French Kings, the 
Emperor, the soldiers, the monied interest-with everyone, in 
short, taking part in the main business of the war and negotia­
tions for prolonging it or for making peace. There is, as a result, 
a perpetual motion, even a restlessness, about Swift's account; 
one's mind is not encouraged to branch out into any indepen­
dent, abstract thinking, but is continually being jostled along 
by the pamphleteer. To take one example almost at random 
when Swift is describing what he calls 'the business of Toulon' 
and the Emperor Joseph's reluctance to sec that city in the 
hands of the allies: we hear, in less than the space of two para­
graphs, of the Emperor's contriving to send 'twelve or fifteen 
thousand men to seize Naples', of the Duke of Savoy, who is for 
attacking the enemy but only when the l\tlareschal de Thessc's 
troops arrive, of the Earl of Peterborough, who is despatched to 
Vienna, of the death of the Emperor, of l'vlr. 'Whitworth, who 
was also sent to Vienna 1-and so the account rushes on. 
Throughout we are faced with 'plain Matters of Fact', to use 
Swift's own phrase; his constant use of numbers-of men, 
horses, regiments, ships, money-is one obvious sign of the 
factual bias; indeed, there arc few statements without their refer­
ence to some piece of factual evidence. 'Where Johnson over­
whelms the reader with the weight of philosophical disquisition, 
Swift overwhelms him by the accumulation offacts logically and 
astutely manipulated. Imagery is rigorously kept to a minimum. 
It is, generally speaking, limited to such metaphorical use of 
language as in the reference to the monied men 'whose per­
petual Harvest is War', 2 to the constitution as 'a Healthy Body' 
dieted 'into a Consumption', 3 or to the Queen's ungrateful ser­
vants 'who as they wexcd the Fatter, did but kick the more'.4 
This again is a sign of Swift's determination not to allow his 
audience's attention to be emotionally dissipated, but to keep it 

1 Ed. H. Davis, Political Tracts IJII-IJIJ, pp. 35-6. 
2 Ibid., p. 41. 3 Ibid., p. 58. 4 Ibid., p. 43. 
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fixed on the evidence. He further controls the response to his 
pamphlet by frequent summaries of points already established, 
a careful division into sections and sub-sections (the latter being 
numbered to make clear the stages of his argument), and a 
general clarity of presentation. The presentation, then, per­
fectly mirrors the factual nature of the material Swift employs; 
it brings him closer to Paine than to Burke. 

Swift was determined to promote, to the best of his ability, a 
specific and immediate object-the termination of the war. The 
contemporary renown of his pamphlet, of course, implies the 
correctness of our own feelings, that Swift's usc of means to that 
particular end was brilliantly successful. One reads the Conduct 
of the Allies now for insights into his literary techniques, for his 
complete clarity, and his brisk, vital prose; for the handling of a 
single historical issue by an astute pamphleteer; but not for 
political or moral wisdom of permanent relevance. This last is 
where Burke triumphs; it gives his Present Discontents a lasting 
significance which Swift's pamphlet, by its very nature, cannot 
claim. 

Nor can the claim be advanced, for similar reasons, for the 
Junius Letters. No one would read Junius for political wisdom; 
some might rightly urge a reading of Johnson for that purpose. 
<?n a comparative basis, however, Burke's range of political in­
stghts, and of the moral wisdom accompanying them, is far 
greater than johnson's: one would expect as much from the 
professional politician. Moreover, there is a decided difference 
i~ t?ne. between the work of the two men despite the apparent 
stmil~nty of their prose styles. For example, the lofty sneer which 
?ccas1onally occurs in johnson is absent from Burke. 'Lampoon 
1tself would disdain to speak ill of him of whom no man speaks 
well'-this has no parallel in Burke. His remark on Wilkes is: 

I ~ill not believe, what no other man living believes, that Mr. 
~Il~es was punished for the indecency of his publications, or the 
Impiety of his ransacked closet. . . . I must consider this as a 
shocking and shameless pretence.1 

Bur~e's is personal, direct, and weighty;Johnson's by compari­
son lS a sneering, verbal sleight of hand. If it be objected that it 
is in Burke's interests to uphold Wilkes and in Johnson's to 

1 Works, I, 353-4. 
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malign him, then Burke's treatment of Lord Bute-reputedly 
the head of 'the king's friends' -can be adduced. He might in­
deed have wished to malign Butc, but: 

I have carefully avoided the introduction of personal reflections 
of any kind. Much the greater part of the topics which have been 
used to blacken this nobleman are either unjust or frivolous. At 
best, they have a tendency to give the resentment of this bitter 
calamity a wrong direction, and to turn a public grievance into 
a mean, personal, or a dangerous national quarrel.1 

Such an attitude not only bespeaks political shrewdness, it also 
carries the mark of humane feeling. 

Furthermore, Burke docs not distinguish between the cul­
tured and the vulgar either in his general references to the people 
or in the language he uses to refer to different social strata. This 
is not to pretend that Burke was, like Paine, writing for a 
'popular' audience-he strongly implies that he is not writing 
'merely to please the popular palate' 2-but to insist that, while 
writing for predominantly upper-class readers, he does not score 
cheap hits by jibing at the vulgar. That his audience was in­
tended to be the cultured upper classes is not to be doubted. 
The Latin quotations, the description of corruption being 'cast 
down from court, as Ate was from heaven', 3 the lines from 
Addison, 4 the scholastic aphorism, 6 the eulogy on that 'wise 
people', the Romans6-all such evidence points to a cultivated 
reader. Burke probably had in mind those whom he describes 
as 'the natural strength of the kingdom'-'the great peers, the 
leading landed gentlemen, the opulent merchants and manu­
facturers, the substantial ycomanry'. 7 \Vithin these circles he 
was doubtless chiefly aware of the classes most directly interested 
in the life and moral stature of Parliament-the peers and great 
landed gentlemen, such as Rockingham, Portland, and Rich­
mond, to whom he submitted the pamphlet before publication. 
Describing the design of the court junta to weaken the position 
of Parliament while strengthening its own, Burke says that 
Parliament was to be taught 'by degrees a total indifference' to 
the rank and abilities of ministers. He adds: 

1 Works, I, 330. 
3 Ibid., I, 320. 
5 Ibid., I, 378. 
7 Ibid., I, 337· 

2 Ibid., I, 366. 
4 Ibid., I, 375· 
8 Ibid., I; 374· 
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It was to be avowed, as a constitutional maxim, that the king 
might appoint one of his footmen, or one of your footmen, for 
minister.1 

This leaves no doubt of the identity of those whom he was 
primarily concerned to address. And yet Burke refers to 'the 
people' throughout without making any social distinctions: 

The people have no interest in disorder. When they do wrong, it 
is their error, and not their crime.2 

[The House of Commons] was not instituted to be a control upo11 
the people .... It was designed as a controlfor the people.3 

The people will see the necessity for restoring public men to an 
attention to the public opinion .... 4 

The term is not being used in any democratic sensc-'demos' 
was as much a bogey to Burke as it was to Johnson. By 'the 
peop_le' Burke means chiefly those whose holding of property, in 
varymg degrees, makes them responsible partners in the social 
body. Nevertheless, the fact that he does not find it necessary to 
make any distinctions either on the basis of class or of culture 
impar~s to the tone of his writing the humanity and generosity 
of feehng which remain a hallmark of the Present Discontents. 

1 Works, I, 316 (my italics). 
3 Ibid., I, 348. 

2 Ibid., I, 310. 
4 Ibid., I, 380. 
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VI 

THE PUBLICATION OF 

BURKE'S REFLECTIONS AND THE 

SUBSEQUENT CONTROVERSY: 

A SURVEY 

I 

EARLY in November I 789 the first letter was written in the 
correspondence between Burke and the 'very young 

gentleman at Paris' which was to culminate a year later in the 
Reflections. Burke never publicly divulged the young man's name, 
but it is now known that his correspondent was Charles-] ean­
Fran~ois de Pont (at sixteen years of age in I 784 Advocate­
General of the Parlement of Metz, and a conseiller of the Parle­
ment of Paris in I 789).1 In this first letter he asks Burke to assure 
him that the French are worthy to be free and that the Revolu­
tion will succeed. Burke's reply to this request-dated 'October 
I 789' though undoubtedly written in November2-contains a 
lengthy exposition of his opinions on the Revolution and prin­
ciples of government. The germ of the Reflections is here: only 
the stimulus provided by later events was needed to precipitate 
the longer work. The concept of liberty as 'social freedom' syn­
onymous with justice; the emphasis on security of property, 
respect for social status, and stable government; veneration of 

1 See H. V. F. Somerset, 'A Burke Discovery', E1Jglish (1951), VIII, 
xlvi, 171-8. 

a Ed. Fitzwilliam and Bourke, Correspo7Jde7Jce of Edmu1ul Burke (1844), III, 
102-21. 
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the English system; his distaste for the 'rights of man' and in­
sistence on the primary importance of 'man in the concrete'­
concepts and arguments familiar to readers of the Rejlectio1ls, all 
are here in little. Fearing that this letter might be opened m 
route, Burke preferred to detain it and to send in its place a short 
letter stating his reasons for the delay. In reply De Pont sent 'a 
new and pressing application' 1 in which he appeals to Burke: 

Ah daignex Monsieur daignex mon Maitre m'assurer que les 
differents evenements que nous avons essuyc ctoient les suites 
necessaires d'un changement que les circonstances avoient rendu 
indispensable. Daignex enfin me donner l'espoir de voir rna 
Nation digne dejouir de Ia Libertc comme la nation Angloise .... 
Daignex Monsieur eclaircir mes doutcs et ne laissez pas le pr·ej uge 
de !'esprit de parti a un jeune homme qui a appris en Angle terre 
le danger de tous lcs prejugcs.2 

The reply to this appeal was the Reflections. 
On the same day that De Pont began this correspondence, 

4 November I78g, the Revolution Society held its annual meet­
ing in London to commemorate the Revolution of I 688. In his 
Discourse on the Love of our Country Dr. Richard Price combined 
an examination of principles of government with a panegyric 
on the events in France. Here was the immediate stimulus Burke 
required: a Dissenting minister, in the person of the long-dis­
trust~d Richard Price, declaring from a pulpit that a nation has 
the nght to choose its own governors, 'to cashier them for mis­
conduct', and to frame a government for itself. Price, moreover, 
had dared to argue that the present state of England 'wanted 
t?e grand security of public liberty'; he signified the present 
tm~e as favourable to the cause of liberty; and, referring to the 
action of the French, expressed his delight through the words of 
the 'Nunc Dimittis'. The final incentive-if one were still 
?eeded~was provided by the action of the Revolution Society 
m send1ng a congratulatory letter to the National Assembly. 
Burke could delay no longer. 
. B~yond doubt, the composition of the Reflections was proceed­
mg m th~ ea~ly months of I 790, but Burke's first opportunity to 
declare his VIews came in the parliamentary debate on the Army 

: R~ectfo~, in Works, II, 277· 
. _Fltz~llham MSS. (Northampton), A.ii.7o. A translation of the letter 
rs gzven m English, VIII, xlvi, 1 74_5. 
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Estimates, on 9 February.1 In this speech he was concerned with 
the French example to England. The comparatively calm and 
rational approach to the subject in the letter to De Pont of 
November I 789 gives way to an impassioned denunciation of 
the chaos and barbarism in France, on lines which exactly fore­
shadow the Reflections. The present danger, he warns the 
Commons, 

is one of being led through an admiration of successful fraud and 
violence, to an imitation of the excesses of an irrational, un­
principled, proscribing, confiscating, plundering, ferocious, 
bloody, and tyrannical democracy. 

His attack is directed at the example set by the Army, at the evil 
of adopting a new constitution 'when they were absolutely in 
the possession of a good one', at the States' exceeding the man­
date from the people, and at the confiscation of Church property. 
Each of these objects is attacked on the same grounds in the 
Reflections. In this speech, too, he tacitly assumes that the only 
goal worthy of a national upheaval would be to obtain a con­
stitution on the British model; the French are splenetically de­
nounced because this was not their aim. To impress on his 
aristocratic audience their special danger if revolutionary prin­
ciples spread in England Burke bids Members consider 

how they would like to have their mansions pulled down and 
pillaged, their persons abused, insulted, and destroyed; their 
title-deeds brought out and burned before their faces. 

The pamphlet was certainly in existence at the time of this 
speech. Less than a week later Dodsley advertised as in the Press 
and 'speedily [to] be published', Reflections on Certain Proceedings 
of the Revolution Sociery of the 4th November 1789, conceming the 
affairs of France. 2 The prominence given to the Revolution Society 
in this title underlines Burke's immediate purpose: the serious­
ness of affairs in England. The French situation was chiefly im­
portant as a warning to England. It is also apparent that the 
pamphlet was at any rate partly in proof stage on 19 February 
when Sir Philip Francis thanks Burke in a letter for his trouble 
in 'sending for the printed paper' .3 The radical, outspoken 

1 Parliamentary History of England (1816), XXVIII, 351 ff. 
1 St. James's Chronicle, 12 February 1790. 
3 Ed. Fitzwilliam and Bourke, Correspotuience of EdmWid Burke, III, 128. 
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Francis not only criticises the structure and style of the printed 
version as being much more exceptionable than the manuscript 
he had seen earlier, but advises Burke in the strongest terms not 
to publish it. He warns Burke of the unseemly 'war of pamphlets' 
which would follow publication, a prophecy which was amply 
realised. Burke was distressed by their disagreement, but in his 
reply, written immediately on receiving Francis's letter, he de­
fends the composition against various criticisms, reaffirms his 
intention to publish, and states his aim in doing so: 

I intend no controversy with Dr. Price, or Lord Shelburne, or 
any other of their set. I mean to set in full view the danger from 
their wicked principles and their black hearts. I intend to state 
the true principles of our constitution in church and state, upon 
grounds opposite to theirs .... When I have done that, they may 
have the field to themselves. 1 

Still the pamphlet did not appear. At least one person­
Thomas Paine-was awaiting the publication fully prepared to 
reply at once. He described to an unknown correspondent, on 
16 April I 790, a visit to the bookseller Debrett, who informed 
him 

that Mr. Burke's pamphlet was in the press (he is not the publish­
er), that he believed Mr. Burke was much at a loss how to go on; 
that he had revised some of the sheets, six, seven, and one nine 
times!2 

A :e~ days later Debrett told Paine that Burke had stopped the 
pnntmg, leading Paine to the conclusion 'that after all this 
~a~oring o~Mr. B., he will not publish his pamphlet'.3 Burke's 
u:~nm~te fnends, however, were kept informed of its progress. 
Srr Gilbert Elliot, for example, told his wife that he had 'passed 
the ~~renoon'. of 23 April in reading Burke's pamphlet which 
was JUSt conung out on France and the relation of that subject 
to Engla~d' ·4 But Burke's activities in the House-including 
speeches m support of the Test and Corporation Acts and his 

1 Ed. Fitzwilliam and Bourke. Correspondence of Edmund Burke, III, 140-1. 
2 Ed. P. S. Foner, The Complete Writings of Thomas Paine (New York, 

1945), II, 1300. 
a Ibid., II, 1301. 
4 Ed. Countess of Minto, Life and Letters of Sir Gilbert Elliot, ISt Earl of 

Minto (1874), I, 357· 
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part in the prosecution of Hastings-caused further delay. Yet 
writing continued throughout the summer. In July Richard 
Burke referred to the book on which his father had been em­
ployed '6 months in writing' .1 Six weeks later he informed Fitz­
william that 'The work which has been so long on the anvill is 
at last finish'd.' 2 On receiving this news Fitzwilliam wrote to 
Burke expressing his delight that 'the great work' was soon to 
appear and voicing the hope of his class and interests that it 
would correct the world's 

erroneous mode of viewing, & reasoning upon the art of govern­
ment, & to teach it that true philosophy will place more depen­
dence upon the experience of practice than upon the theories of 
speculation.3 

Advance copies were sent to a select few (including Sir Philip 
Francis) during October, and on 23 October, in the St. James's 
Chronicle, Dodsley announced that 

On the 1st of November will be published, in Octavo, Price 
Five Shillings, Sewed, Reflections on the Revolution in France, and on 
the Proceedings irl Certain Societies in London relative to that Event. 

On 1 November the work appeared. 
It was acclaimed immediately. Among the Fitzwilliam MSS. 

(Sheffield) arc many letters typical, one may presume, of the 
congratulations and laudatory comments which Burke received; 
the writers include General Burgoyne, Horace Walpole, Sir 
Gilbert Elliot, Lord Loughborough, Richard Cumberland, and 
the Bishop of St. David's. Numerous diaries and letters of the 
time record the reactions of the upper classes, and so reflect the 
views of those to whom Burke particularly appealed. The 
success of his persuasion on such readers needs no emphasis. 
William Windham records in his diary on 7 November: 

On Thursday I conceive it was, that a material incident hap­
pened-the arrival of Mr. Burke's pamphlet. Never was there, I 
suppose, a work so valuable in its kind, or that displayed powers 
of so extraordinary a nature. It is a work that may seem capable 

1 Fitzwilliam MSS. (Northampton), A.iv.71. Letter to Fitzwilliam, 29 
July 1790. 

2 Fitzwilliam MSS. (Northampton), A.iv.67. Letter, 8 September 1790. 
a Fitzwilliam MSS. (Sheffield). Letter, 15 September 1790. 
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of overturning the National Assembly, and turning the stream of 
opinion throughout Europc.1 

Horace Walpole, writing to Mary Berry the following day, is 
equally enthusiastic: 

the fatal blow has been at last given by Mr. Burke. His pamphlet 
... is far superior to what was expected even by his warmest 
admirers. I have read it twice, and though of 350 pages, I wish I 
could repeat every page by heart.2 

Mrs. Montagu speaks of the 'admirable, excellent, incomparable 
pamphlet'; 3 Fanny Burney considered it 'the noblest, deepest, 
most animated, and exalted work' she had ever read; 4 the King 
recommended it as a book every gentleman ought to read ;5 and 
members of Convocation of the University of Oxford petitioned 
the Vice-Chancellor for the award of the degree of LL.D. by 
diploma to Burke 'in Consideration of his very able Representa­
tion of the true Principles of our Constitution Ecclesiastical and 
Civil'. 6 

The sales of the Reflections were exceptional. Dodsley's print­
ing-house had to work overtime in order to produce (according 
to a modern estimate?) the remarkable total of 5,500 copies in 
seventeen days. Throughout November the enormous demand 
was maintained, so that on 29 November, Burke could justly 
claim: ' 

The public has been so favourable that the demand for this 
piece has been without example; and they arc now in the sale 
of the twelfth thousand of their copies. 8 

1 Ed. Mrs. H. Baring, The Diary of the Rt. Hon. William Windham (1866), 
pp. 212-13. 

2 Ed. W. S. Lewis, Horace Walpole's Correspondence (Yale, 1944), XI, 
131-2. 

3 Ed. R. Blunt, Mrs. Montagu: Her Letters and Friendships (1923), II, 249· 
:Ed. C:· Barrett, Diary and Letters of Madame D'Arblay (1905), IV, 435· 

Cf. Sxr P. Magnus, Edmulld Burke (1939), p. 195· 
6 Undated petition (postmarked 'Oxford go. DE. g') in the Fitzwilliam 

Museum, Cambridge. Quoted by kind permission of the Syndics of the 
Museum. 

7 See William B. Todd, 'The Bibliographical History of Burke's Reflections 
on the Revolution in Frmzce', The Library (rgsi-52), sth series, VI, I00-8. 

~ Ed. Countess of Minto, Life and Letters of Sir Gilbert Elliot, 1st Earl of 
Mmto, I, 365-6. 
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This evidence makes acceptable Prior's claim that 'within the 
first year above I9,ooo copies were sold in England', and 30,000 
'within a few years' . 1 These vast sales meant considerable 
financial profit for Burke despite the newspaper report that he 
had 'given it to his bookseller before it appcared'. 2 A receipt 
exists, dated 26 May I 79 I, acknowledging the payment by 
Dodsley to Burke of £I,ooo 'in consideration of profits from the 
sale of Reflections on the Revolution in Frarzce'. 3 (To compare this 
sum with Burke's maximum salary of £300 per annum as editor 
ofDodsley's Annual Register is to get some idea of its magnitude.) 

Foreign editions extend the view of the wide popularity of the 
Reflections. Not unexpectedly, the first country outside England 
where it appeared was France. The translator, now identified as 
Pierre-Gacton Dupont4 (a lawyer who visited England in q88 
or 1789 and made Burke's acquaintance), was at work on the 
proof-sheets before the publication of the first English edition. 
The translation was hastily completed, but was not issued in 
Paris until 29 November. 5 Even disregarding the compulsion 
under which he worked, it is not surprising that Dupont found 
his task exacting. Calonne-the former Minister and last great 
exponent of reform from above in France-gives good reasons 
for the defects in the translation, in a letter to Burke: 

I admit that Mr. Burke is not easy to translate ... a style so full 
of metaphorical expressions, of words that have a profound 
meaning & many possible applications, of endless allusions 
drawn from the depths of the author's litera1y knowledge, & of 
turns of speech peculiar to his genius. 6 

Dupont was only too conscious of his errors. In several letters 
among the Fitzwilliam manuscripts he apologises to Burke, 

1 J. Prior, Life of Burke (5th edn., 1854), p. 311. 
1 St. James's Chrorricle, 3 December 1790. 
3 Historical A1SS. Commissiorr, Appendix to gth Report (1883), Part II, 

p. 484. 
'T. W. Copeland, Edrmurd Burke-Six Essays (1949), pp. 205 ff. See also 

Hans A. Schmitt and John C. Weston, Jr., 'Ten Letters to Edmund Burke 
from the French Translator of the Rejlcctiorzs on the Revolrltion in France', 
Journal of Modem History (Chicago, 1952-53), XXIV, iv, 406-23; XXV, i, 
49-61. 

6 T. Macknight, Life and Times of Edmund Burke (186o), III, 328. 
8 Fitzwilliam MSS. (Northampton), A.i.x.6o, 9 February 1791. 
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promising amendment in the next edition. 1 Nevertheless, he 
affirms that 2,500 copies were sold in the first two days, at the 
same time warning Burke that piratical attempts had been en­
countered.2 In February I79I he assures Burke: 

The demand with us is not at all abated, as you think it is. It 
still goes on, but not so fast as with the original, & perhaps it 
depends upon me, because many people arc waiting for a new 
edition much more corrected, which has been promised to the 
public. 3 

In the same letter he estimates the total sale of the Reflections: 

I dare say-I6 thousand in England-10 thousand from Paris-6 
thousand from Lyon & Strasbourg, where I know the print­
sellers have counterfeited editions for their account upon that of 
Paris. 

~ive months later, in july, a fifth Paris edition was printed4 and 
m the same month Dupont remarks: 'en France plus de I 6 mille 
exemplaires d'une mechante traduction ant ete vendus'. 6 Ger­
many had its edition by February I 79 I, 6 and at the end of July 
an Italian, Anthony Leonetti, informed Burke that he had pre­
pa;ed an Italian edition, offering to send a copy when it was 
pnnted. 7 There were in addition Irish and American reprints. 8 

Nearly the whole of the Western world, therefore, was given the 
op~ortunity to read the Reflections. Burke's appeal, directed 
~ltt~at;ly to Western civilisation at large, wherever established 
mstttutions were threatened, was evidently received with wide­
spread eagerness. 

1DFitzwilliam MSS. (Northampton), A.ix.4, 30 November 1790; A.ix.6, 
13 ecember 1790 . d A· d d ( 8J ) 

2 Fitz . . , an .1x.7, un ate c. une 1791 . 
3 Fi w~ll~am MSS. (Northampton), A.ix+ 30 November qgo. 
4 Fi:w~ll~am MSS. (Sheffield), 21 February qgr. 

J I Wilham MSS. (Northampton), A.ix.3. Letter, Dupont to Burke, 7 
u y 1791. 

6 Fitzwilliam MSS ( . 
6 p· . . · Northampton), A.IX.I. Letter, 14]uly 1791. 

Itzwllhar:n MSS. (Sheffield), 21 February 1791. A German edition of 
~~~ 1. appears m the Sale Catalogue of the Library of Sir James Mackintosh. 

71t~~ns o_f ~793 and 1794 appear in the Sale Catalogue of Burke's Library. 
8 Itzwllham Mss. (Sheffield), 3o]uly 1791. 

See E. J. Payne, Burke, Select Works (Oxford, 18g8), II, 2g6. 
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II 

Equally vigorous was the opposition to it. Many among the 
reform groups were horrified by what they read. That Burke, 
the former supporter of the American rebels, should denounce 
France where liberty was being re-born and should do so with 
such persuasive eloquence, incensed and appalled them.1 Re­
plies had to be made-they came in numbers, and at once. 
Within a fortnight of the appearance of the Reflections the first 
answer was on sale-A Letter to the Right Hon. Edmund Burke, in 
Reply to his 'Reflections on the Revolution in France', &c. B;• a .Nlember 
of the Revolution Society.2 Before the end of the year ten further 
replies were published, including the anonymous Vi7ldicatio7l of 
the Rights of Mm, which appeared in a second edition (bearing 
the name of the writer, Mary Wollstonecraft), in three weeks. 
In the two and a half years during which the controversy raged 
some seventy pamphlets were published.3 

Though the controversy assumed no clearly defined shape 
and showed no signs of orderly development, it was the natural 
outcome of the complex political situation in I 790. The pam­
phleteers (the great majority of whom opposed Burke) were 
guided by their private political loyalties, their views on the 
whole question of reform, and their estimation of the value of 
the French example for the Enghsh reform movement. The anti­
Burke writers had, then, a common adversary, but they wrote 
largely as individuals. The reason for this is not difficult to deter­
mine. The material of the Rejlectiolls is so far-ranging and Burke's 
attitude so provocative that there was no single and narrow 
point at issue. Writers were compelled to oppose Burke where 
they felt themselves attacked; the issue seemed to be between 
him and themselves as representative individuals, and conse­
quently their tone is chiefly personal. Opposition came, then, 
from so many sides that there was no concerted effort, no 

1 Cf. W. Godwin, Memoirs of tlze Autlzor of tlze Vitzdication of tlze Rights of 
Woman (2nd edn., 1798), p. 76. 

2 The author was Major John Scott, an intimate friend of Warren 
Hastings and at one time his agent. 

3 For a chronological list of the pamphlets in order of publication see 
Appendix. 
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possibility of mutual support. It thus becomes possible to classify 
the opposition only on the basis of the political groups to which 
writers were attached. 

The danger in such a classification is that it results in over­
simplification; it implies that there were no links bet\veen the 
groups. This would be a false view, as a few examples will 
demonstrate. There is Butler, 'the emblematical figure of an 
obscure citizen? who though in the main politically close to the 
working-class reform movement and its concern with economic 
improvement rather than with political theory, did not share its 
contempt for tradition and outward ceremonial; he would have 
no syx:np.athy for organisations like the Sheffield Constitutional 
Assoc1at10n, which studied and assented to Paine's principles. 
Samuel ~arr, though himself an Anglican, links the Dissenters 
an~ FoXIte Whigs by his friendship with, and respect for, Joseph 
Pnestley. On the other hand, John Scott admits membership of 
t~e Revolution Society dominated by Dissenters, but dissociates 
himself from them on religious grounds; 2 Capel Lofft, a member 
0~ the same society, ranges himself against ~he Dissenters in his 
P otest over the seizure of Church property m France. 3 Or there 
~ the Unitarian Thomas Christie, who proclaims his affection 
or the institutions of government in England and whose general 
t~ne as ~ell as his membership of 'The Friends of the People' 
fh~ces hJm with the radical Whigs, but, unlike the majority of 

Is gr.o~p, he clearly holds Paine in high regard. 4 Thus, though 
oppos~tlOn to Burke is here divided into four main streams, it is 
ethssentially a division for the sake of clarity. With this proviso 

e op · · 
1 posltton may be classified as follows: the 'popular' or 
ower-class '1 fi · b h 11 . party, allied to the extreme e t-wmg' ut not 

wm 0d Y Identified with it· the radical Whigs with their active but 
o erate de ' D' . 1 h 

U 't . mands for reform; the 1ssenters, particular y t e 
m anans wh · · · · 1 bl ' ose political and rehgwus mms are ind1sso u e; 

bu:~o~~ Btler, Brief Reflections upon the Liberty of the British Subject (Canter­
He ~~ · ~9I]), p. 143. His identity has not confidently been established. 
the City 0~7~A ably the Butler who published An Address to the Inhabitants of 
Election 17 NTERBURY, with several Remarks on the Procecdirzgs of the late 
Canterbury:)o. (Information from the City Librarian and Curator of 

2 Letter. . . B, M . 
3 R k · ._, a ember of the Revolutiorz Soczety, p. 2. 

' ~~zar ·s o~hthe Letter of the Rt. Hon. Edmund Burke (I 790)' PP· 63 f. 
ers on e Revolution of France, Pt. I ( 1 79 I), pp. 65-6. 
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and an indeterminate section seeking political and social changes 
on intellectual and humanitarian grounds. 

Members of the many popular societies-and the Sheffield 
Constitutional Association may be taken as representative-re­
garded Burke as an eloquent advocate of the privileges of the 
ruling classes, the injustice of an oligarchy in control of the 
national system of taxes, and the contemptuous attitude towards 
the lower classes expressed in his scornful phrase, 'a swinish 
multitude'. A member of the Sheffield society, giving evidence 
at a State Trial in r 794, summarised their aims: 

To enlighten the people, to show the people the reason, the 
ground of all their complaints and sufferings; when a man 
works hard for thirteen or fourteen hours of the day, the week 
through, and is not able to maintain his family; that is what I 
understood of it; to show the people the ground of this; why 
they were not able. 1 

An energetic defiance of Burke and all he represented provided 
one method of achieving these aims. Members of the popular 
societies could resort to violence; they could publish propaganda 
in the shape of replies to the Reflections; or they could study other 
replies, disseminating the principles they contained. A discussion 
of these three courses of action leads to the heart of the popular 
reaction to Burke's pamphlet. 

The first can be quickly dismissed, since it forms part of the 
broader question of the extent of the danger from popular 
violence in the I 790s. That there were some signs of outward 
opposition to Burke is, however, evident. The Slze.ffield Register 
recorded, on 30 November I 792, that during celebrations 
prompted by the success of the French armies an effigy of'Burke 
riding on a swine' was exhibited. It was then two years after the 
famous reference to 'a swinish multitude', but it was still suffici­
ently vivid to provide the basis for a popular display. Another 
crosslight is thrown on the question of active opposition by a 
letter from John Nott, a button-burnisher ofBirmingham, writ­
ten to warn Burke that an order had been received from Shef­
field and Birmingham for 3,000 buttons bearing the motto, 
'Liberty and Equality' .2 The emblems, Nott writes, 

I Cited by P. A. Brown, The French Revolutio11 iJ1 Et1glish History (1g18), 
pp. 62-3· 

2 Fitzwilliam MSS. (Northampton), A.iv.3o, 1792. 
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must be prepared before the 18th of January our Amiable 
Queen's Birthday as they [the consignees] arc resolved to cele­
brate a Bloody day and not a Birthday. 

Though this frantic warning may illustrate a type of hysteria 
aroused by the least sign of Jacobinism, it underlines the close 
affinity which was felt to exist between the aspirations of the 
French and those of the lower-class reform groups in England. 
That Burke had come to epitomise resistance to such aspirations 
is clear from Nott's action in writing to him. 

The writings by and for the lower classes are of greater im­
portance here. Though only one publication-A Rhapsofry to 
E-- B-- Esq., a composition in verse by J. Sharpe-can be 
directly connected with a popular society, several others were 
obviously intended for popular audiences.1 Sharpe's pamphlet, 
published in Sheffield, consists of six quarto leaves of cheap 
paper; it appeared almost simultaneously with the exhibition of 
Burke's effigy in November 1 792 and was presumably associated 
with this event.2 Sharpe exposes the oppression which brought 
?'lisery to the common people; he scoffs at the idea that merit is 
mherited with a title, a view attributed to Burke in the Reflec­
tions; he makes broad insinuations about Burke's pension and 
place-seeking, contrasting him with the honest Tom Paine; and 
he closes his poem with an ironical application of a liturgical 
petition, a practice later to become famous through William 
Hone's parodies of the Creed and Litany: 

· · · thou would'st preach 'tis right that they [Englishmen] 
Should unresisting sit and say 
Lord have mercy upon us, and incline our hearts to keep this law. 

This pamphlet contains many of the features of literature ad­
dressed to the uneducated: protests against the economic system 
(especially the payment of tithes) which caused hardship; appeal 
to prejudice against the privileged classes; identification of 
Burke with these class interests; and the use of a crude irony to 
discredit Burke's persuasiveness. In most writings for the same 

1 E.g. Old Hubert [James Parkinson], An Address to the Ho11. Edmwzd 
Burke from the Swinish Multitude (1793) and Pearls cast before Swine, By Edmund 
Burke (1793?); [Thomas Spence?], Burke's Address to the Swi11ish Multitude 
(1793 ?) ; [Daniel Eaton], Hog's Wash, or A Salmagundy for Swine (1 793). 

2 For details of the illustrations to Sharpe's pamphlet see below, p. 259· 
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audience the connection between economic and political evils is 
particularly stressed. It is illustrated by the intention of the 
leaders of the Sheffield Association to publish, bound with a 
cheap edition of Paine's Rights of iVJ an, 'an abstract of the iniqui­
tous Corn Bill' of 1791. 1 Similarly, John Butler, the obscure 
citizen of Canterbury, relics mainly on the evidence ofpolitical 
and economic hardship he has experienced himself, a charac­
teristic which led The 1Hontlzly Review to say of him: 'none can 
know better where the shoe pinches, than he that wears it' .2 

Butler thinks it sufficient bluntly and simply to oppose the 'true' 
picture to Burke's arguments in favour of the status quo. Daniel 
Eaton and Thomas Spence also exploit the connection between 
economic and social evils, though they seldom reveal Butler's 
patriotic sentiments. Their publications contain such articles as 
'The Effects of the \'\Tar on the Poor', 'Every Man is born with 
an imprescriptible Claim to a Portion ofthe Elements', and 'On 
a Life of Labour'; and their titles such as Hog's JiVaslz and Pigs' 
Meat proclaim their direct opposition to the Reflections. Spence 
makes it clear that 

... the thrones of true kings by the PEOPLE arc made, 
And when kings become tyrants-submission is sin.3 

And he boldly appeals to his readers: 

Hearken! 0 ye poor of the land! Do you fret and whine at 
oppression-'ycs' ,-'Then, as ye do, so did your fathers before 
you'-and, if you do 110 more, your children may whine after you! 
Awake! Arise! arm yourselves-with truth, justice and reason­
lay siege to corruption; and your unity and invincibility shall 
teach your oppressors terrible things.4 

It is possible to overestimate the implications of such pronounce­
ments, but this much is evident-the people were to obtain for 
themselves a more effective role in affairs of government. 
Though Spence explicitly says they were to arm themselves 
'with truth,justice and reason', the example ofthe French might 
have suggested a more active interpretation of his words. 

1 See Transactions of the Hwzter Archaeological Sociery (Sheffield, 1937), 
IV, 59· 

2 Op. cit. (May 1791), V, IOg. 

3 Pigs' Meat (1793-95), I, 181. 4 Ibid., II, 102. 
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The principal object of study of the popular reform groups 

was Thomas Paine's Riglzts of 111an. Part I of this work, first pub­
lished in February I 79 I at half a crown 1-half the cost of the 
Reflections (and very soon in much cheaper editions)-sold far 
more rapidly than Burke's pamphlet; nine editions were needed 
in less than twelve weeks. If we can accept Paine's own claim 
that the 'number of copies circulated in England, Scotland, and 
Ireland, besides translations into foreign languages, was between 
four and five hundred thousand? the sale vastly exceeded that 
of the Reflections. Paine's modern editor asserts that the success 
of Part II (published a year later, in February 1792), was even 
greater, 'close to a million and a half copies being published in 
England during the author's lifetime'. 3 The reasons for the in­
fluence of the Riglzts of Man arc explored in a later chapter, but 
if it is calculated on the basis of sales the size of the influence is 
indisputable. 

Opposed at once to Paine and to the conservative vVhiggism 
of Burke was a group of radical Whigs who, in April 1792, 
formed 'The Society of the Friends of the People'. They had with­
?~awn from 'The London Constitutional Society' when it was 
JOined by Paine, Horne Tooke, Clio Rickman, and Thomas 
Holcroft, and the gulf between the two parties was at once 
appare~t. Whereas the popular societies were mainly composed 
ofwor~mg men and lower-middle-class tradespeople, the group 
of radical Whigs was largely made up of Members of Parlia­
~ent, aristocratic and influential men who were inevitably 
lmked with the Government and interested parties. They paid 
an annual subscription of one and a half guineas com pared with 
the. P~nny a week membership fee of many of the popular 
soci~tles. The gulf was social and economic; it was also political. 
While the Constitutional and Reform Societies subscribed in 
varyi~g degrees, though often in full, to the principles advocated 
by Pame, the radical Whigs broke off formal relations with the 
Lond.on Constitutional Society for that very reason-that it had 
sanctwned the full extent of Paine's theory. The Whigs were not 
prepared unconditionally to throw in their lot with the left 

. 
1 Publi.s~ed by J. johnson; it lacked Paine's preface which was included 

m the edxtlon published by J. S. Jordan in March 1791 at a cost of 3s. 
2 Ed. P. S. Foner, The Complete Writings of Thomas Paine, II, gxo. 
3 Ibid., I, 345· 
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wing; they wanted reform to come from inside Parliament rather 
than through pressure from without. 

Their programme was clearly set out in the two parts of the 
declaration to which every member of the Society had to assent: 
'To restore the Freedom of Election, and a more equal Repre­
sentation of the People in Parliament', and 'To secure to the 
People a more frequent Exercise of their Right of electing their 
Representatives' .1 It is obvious at once that in tone and content 
these aims differ considerably from the unequivocal demands of 
the Painites for absolute equality in representation. The radical 
Whigs were anxious to avoid sweeping political change because 
they were strongly connected with the existing system as a result 
of sentiment and hereditary wealth. One resolution of I 794 
claims that they had never 'been betrayed into intemperate 
warmth' ; 2 it was this decorous moderation which distinguished 
them from both Burke and the left wing. The Friends of the 
People were indeed, 

strictly mediatory between the extremes of opm10n, which 
marked that agitated time,-between the 'many honest men, who 
were driven into Toryism by their fears,' and the 'many sober 
men, who were driven into Republicanism by their enthusiasm.' 3 

Among the members listed in the initial Regulations are several 
who took part in the controversy over the Reflections: James 
Mackintosh, George Rous, Thomas Christie, Philip Francis, 
John Courtenay, John Scott, andJoseph Towers. Rous gives an 
admirable summary of their views: 

Should the exertions of the friends of parliamentary reform be 
found inadequate to surmount the interested defence of abuse, 
the next object ought to be to instil into the minds of the people a 
knowledge of the true ends and nature of all Government, and 
particularly to distinguish the just principles of our own consti­
tution, that they may be taught to preserve its substance, and 
eradicate only its growing defects.4 

1 Regulations of the Sociei)• of the Friends of the People (I 792). 
2 A. Cobban, The Debate 011 the French Revolution (I 950), p. I 36. 
3 Ed. R. J. Mackintosh, Memoirs of the Life of Sir James Mackintosh (I 835), 

I, So. 
4 Thoughts 011 Govemmmt: occasioned by Mr. Burke's Rejlectio11S (4th edn., 

I79I), p. 77· 
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Their objects-by no means revolutionary-were to be achieved 
through enlightenment, but, to strengthen their appeal, these 
writers guardedly pointed to the possibility of determined action 
if reform were not granted. Mackintosh remarks: 

It is because we sincerely love tranquil freedom, that we earnestly 
deprecate the moment when virtue and honour shall compel us 
to seek her with our swords. 1 

The French Revolution served a double purpose for these radical 
Whigs: it provided a blunt warning to a supposedly tyrannic 
government, and it was an example 'to invigorate the spirit of 
freedom'. 2 They enjoyed an optimistic confidence in the power 
of reason and were in general agreement on the necessity for 
secularising politics, at least to the extent that religious establish­
ments could not endanger the progress of reason or the existence 
of the civil government itself; they demanded recognition of the 
administrative ability in the middle class, where, Mackintosh 
asserts, 'almost all the sense and virtue of society reside' ;3 and 
they urged an extension of the franchise and the necessity for 
fiscal reform in the interests of the poor. For each of these argu­
ments the French Revolution provided cogent illustrations. 

The third principal section of opposition was determined to 
cou_nter Burke's ideas on religion and its civil establishment. 
ThiS group-which included many of the anonymous writers­
wa:' composed chiefly of Dissenters, the most important figures 
bemg Richard Price, Francis Stone-an Anglican parson who 
':'~slater prosecuted for his Unitarian views and deprived of his 
ivmg-and Joseph Priestley, who was described by one of 

urke's supporters as 'by many degrees the ablest and most 
~aste_rly of [Burke's] antagonists'. 4 These writers, like Price in 

Is Dt:course, claimed the right to liberty of conscience, the right 
t~ resls~ power when it is abused, and the right of a people to 
c ~ose Its own governors, to cashier them for misconduct, and 
to r1a me a government for itself. Such principles by themselves 
wou d not sharply distinguish this group from others already 

~ Vi?diciae Gallicae ( 1791), p. 344. 
Ib1d., pp. 346-7. 

3 Ibid., p. I2g. 

4 E. Tatham, Letters to the Rt. Hon. Edmund Burke on Politics (Oxford, 
1791), p. 61. 
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mentioned, but. the writin~s of these men were given a particu­
lar bias by thetr conception of man's relationship with God. 
Price, Stone says, 

was convinced, that religion is a private concern between every 
man's conscience and his God, and in which no third party, 
either as one man, a set of men, or even the civil magistrate, has a 
right to intcrfere.I 

Thic; essential belief directed the Dissenters' attack on the 
Reflections and, owing to their anomalous political position, this 
private religious matter ~ecame indissolubly bound up with a 
public political issue. Thetr struggle was both for liberty of con­
science and for the removal of civil disabilities. The vigour with 
which they pursued their objective led Burke to recognise the 
leading Dissenters as the most active enthusiasts for the French 
Revolution and the 'mortal and declared enemies' of his own 
party.2 

Their enthusiasm was partly founded on the same optimistic 
confidence in the inevitable progress and reliability of reason 
which characterised Mackintosh and his associates. Also like the 
radical \t\Thigs, the Dissenters laid stress on the value of popular 
enlightenment. The first of the three chiefblessings, enumerated 
by Price, to be obtained for any country was knowledge. 'En­
lighten [the people] and you will elevate them'; every piece of 
enlightenment 'helps to prepare the minds of men for the re­
covery of their rights, and hastens the overthrow of priestcraft 
and tyranny' .3 Knowledge was the foundation of virtue and the 
key to liberty. But liberty for the Dissenters had the precise 
meaning already mentioned. It especially denoted the free exer­
cise of reason and freedom in matters of conscience, together 
with the freedom to pursue any career according to talent. Con­
sequently, they welcomed the French 'Declaration of Rights' 
and were particularly severe on Burke's defence of the Estab­
lished Church. They expressed approval of the French confisca­
tion of Church property and contempt for a man who could see 
without flinching 'a bishop of Durham, or a bishop of Win­
chester, in possession of ten thousand pounds a year' ; ' they 

1 An Examination of the Right Hor~. Et!rmmd Burke's Rejlectioiu (1792), p. 30. 
2 Ed. Fitzwilliam and Bourke, Correspondence of Edmund Burke, III, 394· 
a A Discourse on the Loue of our Country (6th edn., 1790), p. 14. 
' RejlectiotJS, in Works, II, 375· 
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considered religion 'a thing that requires no civil establishment 
whatever, and that its beneficial operation is injured by such 
establishment, and the more in proportion to its riches'; 1 and 
they looked to America and France for the theory of 'a com­
pletely new government on the principles of equalliberry and the 
rights of men, without nobles, ... without bishops, and without 
a king'.2 

The final group, of indeterminate opposition, is inevitably 
less homogeneous than those already discussed. The writers 
necessarily vary in their approach, but, while expressing indi­
vidual views, they were doubtless representative of a great body 
of opinion. There were many who favoured reform but who were 
not attracted by the extreme left-wing policy of Paine, the 
moderate radicalism of Mackintosh, or the rcligio-political 
arguments of the Dissenters; yet they were not unmoved by the 
French Revolution and considered the Reflections erroneous and 
unfeeling. In many ways typical of such people was Sir Brooke 
Boothby, a member of the Lichfield circle of Darwin, Day, and 
the Edgeworths, and described by The Monthly Review as 'an 
elegant, a well-bred, and a well-informed English gentleman'. 3 

He owns himself an admirer of Burke, but feels compelled to 
warn those who were about to feed on the 'well-flavoured and 
h~gh-seasoned dish that "there is death in the pot" '. 4 More 
VIgorous still is his warning to readers of Paine in a later 
pamphlet. He asserts that the Rights of Man 

prop?ses no less than to destroy every moral, and religious, and 
pohttcal establishment in the world .... It is a sketch of a complete 
code of destruction.5 

Boothby and his kind eschewed both extremes, but felt the 
~reater kinship for Burke. Yet they saw a real significance in the 

rene? Revolution. When the French people are judged by the 
uner,nng ~tandard of'our own revered Revolution' (when James 
;a~ .cashu;red' and William 'elected') Boothby finds themjusti­

e m therr action against despotism. Again unlike Burke, he is 
~ ibr~cstley, Letters to the Right Honourable Edmund Burke (1791), p. 53· 

ld., p. 40. 
: Op. cit. (May 1791 ), v, 7 ~, 

6 A Letter .to the Right Honourable Edmund Burke ( 1791), p. 4· 
Obseruatzons on the Appeal from the New to the Old Whigs, and on Mr. Paine's 

Rights of Man (1792), pp. 107-8. 
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prepared to suspend judgment on the wisdom and virtue of the 
French revolutionary leaders, believing they had an un­
paralleled opportunity to achieve fame if they completed 'what 
they have so gloriously began' .1 He also claims that he is not so 
blinded by the magnificence of the French Court that he ignores 
the interests of the common people. Moreover, he is mystified 
by Burke's apparent defence of the Roman Catholic Church, 
which, in his view, is the prime obstacle to liberty; he thinks the 
French set a worthy example by curbing the papal power. Yet 
despite Boothby's zeal for a degree of reform in harmony with 
writers previously noticed, in other respects he supports the 
slatu.r quo. He clearly sympathises with Burke's veneration 
of monarchy, and gives his approval to the existing system of 
representation. He maintains that 'the extreme inequality of 
representation which sounds so ill in theory almost disappears in 
practice', 2 since the English system is a happy blend of democ­
racy, monarchy, and aristocracy, all holding 'ajoint undivided 
property'. Boothby, then, held a mixture of opinions peculiar to 
Burke and to his opponents, an amalgam doubtless common in 
England in the 1 790s. The mixture was, however, insecure. The 
trend of affairs in France, robbing him of confidence in the 
virtue and rightness of the revolutionists, would almost inevit­
ably dictate a swing towards full acceptance of Burke's position. 

More proof against such a tendency would be Mary Woll­
stonecraft and others like her whose opposition to Burke was 
basically humanitarian. Like William 'Wilberforce and John 
Howard, she was moved by the miseries of the oppressed mem­
bers of society. Though her attention inevitably turned to the 
political system which was responsible for the oppression and 
which Burke defended, her indignation was principally aroused 
by the attitude crystallised in his assertion: 

To be enabled to acquire, the people, without being servile, must 
be tractable and obedient .... They must respect that property 
of which they cannot partake. They must labour to obtain what 
by labour can be obtained; and when they find, as they com­
monly do, the success disproportioned to the endeavour, they 
must be taught their consolation in the final proportions of eternal 
justice.3 

1 A Letter to the Right Iio11ourable Edmu11d Burke, p. 38. 
2 Ibid., pp. 3o-1. 3 ReflectioiiS, in Works, II, 514. 

93 



POLITICAL CONTROVERSY, I 790- I 793 

There was small wonder that Mary '.Yollstonecraft considered 
hereditary property and honours the chief obstacles to civilisa­
tion, or that she passionately accused Burke of allowing his 
respect for rank to swallow up 'the common feelings of hu­
manity'.1 She identified herself with the poor sufrering from 
heavy taxes, from press-gangs, game-laws, and a corrupt govern­
ment; she demanded economic reform and, to achieve this, 
reform of the constitution 'if such an heterogeneous mass deserve 
that name'. Her principal charge against the constitution ~vas 
that it originated in ages unsanctified by 'the regal stamp of 
reason? and against Burke that his imagination had usurped 
the place of reason, the only legitimate judge. 

Another writer who can fairly be included among the in­
~eterminate opposition to Burke is Arthur Young, whose Travels 
zn France (1792-94), though essentially apart from the contro­
versy over the Reflections, reinforced the arguments of all sym­
pathisers with the Revolution. The book (which is more fully 
exam~ned later) not only corrected Burke on several points of 
fact; It weakened his contention that France in 1789 had the 
elements of a good constitution and that the Revolution was un­
necessary. On the contrary, Young insists that 

when the extent and universality of the oppression under which 
the people groaned [is understood]---oppression which bore 
upon them from every quarter, it will scarcely be attempted to 
be urged, that a revolution was not absolutely necessary to the 
welfare of the kingdom. a 

Yet it is .not~worthy that later, under the same influences as 
those whtch 1t is suggested would operate on Boothby, he fully 
adopted the anti-French position in a pamphlet, The Example 
of France, a Warning to Britain ( 1793). Burke's relief at gaining 
sue~ an ally is obvious from a congratulatory letter to Young in 
whi~h the pamphlet is described as 'incomparably well done'.4 

Fm~~ly, t~10ugh it is detached from the main body of English 
oppositiOn, ts a reply which must be noticed-that of the recipi­
ent of the Reflections. The result of De Pont's appeal for advice 
was far from his expectations. Dupont, the translator, informed 

: A !'indication of the Rights of Men (2nd cdn., I 790), p. 32. 
Ibtd., p. 68. 

: E?· ~· .Betham-Edwards, Travels in France (2nd edn., I88g), p. 323. 
Fttzwtlham MSS. (Northampton), A.iv.27. 5 March I793· 

94 



PUBLICATION OF BURKE'S 'REFLECTIONS' 

Burke that De Pont is accused 'd'ctre au plus profond de la 
democratic', 1 a view which is borne out by the latter's indignant 
letter to Burke, 6 December I 790,2 which later appeared, edited 
and translated, as an A11swer to the RefieclioTls of the Right Hon. 
Edmund Burke (I 791). De Pont addresses Burke very firmly: 

\Vhen I took the liberty, last year, of asking your opinion on the 
political events in France, I had certainly no idea that my 
letter would lead to the publication of the work you have so 
kindly sent me. I will even confess that I should never have made 
the request, had I been able to foresee its effect; and that if I 
had at that time known your opinions, far from begging you to 
express them, I should have besought you not to make them 
public. 

De Pont anticipated that the man who had supported the 
American Revolution would defend a revolution in France; 
Paine had been of the same opinion. In Burke's eyes, however, 
the Americans had been struggling to assert their right to share 
in the traditional liberty of the British subject as expressed in the 
British constitution; the French, having a constitution which 
could be reformed, had violently and wantonly overthrown it. 
Therefore, though the American action was admirable, the 
French was despicable. In his letter De Pont writes as a loyal 
Frenchman. He fears that Burke's eminence might incite the 
French nobility to seditious activities, thus exposing them to 
fresh dangers and the country to civil war. On several points of 
fact and principle De Pont corrects Burke with a vigour and 
conviction born of intimate knowledge of his own country and 
an ardent wish to sec her restored to peace. 

In contrast with the capacity for argument and the literary 
ability shown by Burke's opponents, his supporters in the con­
troversy are remarkably inept. Friedrich von Gentz (in a survey 
of the controversy appended to his translation of the Reflections), 
asserts that not one among them is worthy of consideration. a 
Undoubtedly Burke's position would be weakened rather than 
strengthened by their efforts. The verse compositions addressed 
to Burke, such as William Bowles's Poetical Address to tlze Rt. Hon. 
Edmund Burke (I 79 I) or George L. Schoen's Innovation (I 793), are 

1 Fitzwilliam MSS. (Northampton), A.i.'C.6. 13 December 1790. 
2 Printed in English, VIII, xlvi, 175-8. 
3 Betraclztwzgm iiber die frmzziisische Revolution (Berlin, I 793), pp. 3 I 3- I 4· 
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flat and uninspired; they lack the vigour and wit of Courtenay's 
Poetical and Philosophical Essay (I 793) or the anonymous Heroic 
Epistle to the Rt. Hon. Edmund Burke (I 79 I) and Reflections on 
Reflections (179I ?), written in opposition. Among others in sup­
port of Burke is the Hon. Frederick Hervey's prose pamphlet, 
A New Friend on an Old Subject (I 79 I); it is a competent piece of 
writing, but, like the poem Innovation, it relics too greatly on 
sensationalist stories of French barbarism, and would succeed 
only with those readers predisposed to agree. There arc two 
longer works, A Vindication of the Rt. Hon. Edmund Burke's Reflec­
tions ( 179 I) 1 and Edward Tatham's Letters to the Rt. Hon. Edmund 
Burke on Politics (I 79 I): the tone of the former is virulent and 
bitterly sarcastic and of the latter arrogant in the extreme; both 
a.re marked by contempt for Dissenters and a too obvious inten­
tion to vindicate the Church Establishment. Burke's supporters, 
indeed, do not merit, either for the style or content of their 
pamphlets, the attention given to his opponents. They wrote 
under the shadow of Burke's own success in the Reflections; their 
style must have been to their detriment, subject to comparison 
wit~ his; and there ~as little which they could hope to achieve 
wh1ch had not already been accomplished by him. Except as 
tokens of agreement with his principles and attempts to parry 
some of the attacks on particular details of the Reflections, their 
e~orts would be largely unavailing save among Burke's con­
vmced-and undiscriminating -sym pa thiscrs. 
. The controversy over the Reflections virtually came to an end 
m I793·.~he appearance ofnew publications by Burke drew off 
so.me cr1t1cs of the earlier work; the growing likelihood of war 
Wlth France, increasingly oppressive measures by the Govern­
men~ at home, and the impossibility of sustaining interest in a 
p~rhcular aspect of a larger issue over a period of years, all con­
tnbuted to hasten its end. War came with France in February 
I 793· Henceforth, evidence of sympathy for France in any shape 
was proof of sedition, even of treason . 

. 
1 See J. Kennedy et al., Dictionary of Anonymous and Pseudonymous E11glish 

~zterat.ure (Halk~tt and Laing), New cdn. (1932), VI, 174, where this work 
IS a~tnb~ted (without evidence) to Burke himself. On stylistic grounds the 
attnbut10n seems unlikely to be correct. 
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EDMUND BURKE: 

REFLECTIONS ON THE 

REVOLUTION IN FRANCE 

. --<3 4>--4 ~ - -

I 

N OT only were numerous opponents quick to proclaim 
the errors in Burke's facts and question his conclusions, 

as soon as the Rrjlections was published, but the process has 
continued ever since. As Raymond Williams observes, 'the con­
futation of Burke on the French Revolution is now a one-finger 
exercise in politics and history' .1 Yet, in this century at any rate, 
little has been done thoroughly to account for the continuing 
impact of the book from 1790 to our own day, except on the 
level of abstract theory. It is abundantly evident, however, that 
the response of Burke's contemporaries was not only to a body 
of ideas but rather to a complete literary achievement, a mode 
ofwriting effectively designed to convey a particular manner of 
thinking; when they attacked or praised the book it was that 
complete achievement they had in mind. Paine or Mackintosh, 
for example, were alive to the intimate relationship that exists 
between Burke's philosophical reflection and his literary tech­
niques, and it is surprising to find critics who examine his 
political thought without recognising that literary criticism is 
essential to their purpose. To use john Holloway's remark on the 
Victorian 'sage', what Burke 'has to say is not a matter just of 
"content" or narrow paraphrasable meaning, but is transfused 
by the whole texture of his writing as it constitutes an experience 

1 Culture and Sociery, I78o-1950 (Pelican edn., 1961), p. 24. 
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for the reader'.l Burke was not only a great thinker, he was also 
an imaginative writer who requires a response from the reader 
as a whole man and not simply as a creature of intellect. Con­
sequently his exposition-the play of imaginative insights as well 
as the statement of logical argument-itself becomes 'proof' in 
this special sense that it communicates, and affirms while com­
municating, the rich complexity of a philosophy of life; it does 
not merely demonstrate the truth of a set of propositions. 

This chapter attempts to identify the qualities of a prose 
which, by its very rhythmic subtleties, its suggestive power, its 
imagery, or its emotive strength, reinforces by its own texture 
the ideas it expresses on the surface. Further, the claim will be 
advanced that the 'apostrophe' to the French Queen has a 
~p~cial function in acting as the centrepiece of the Reflections: 
It IS central because it is the most memorable passage-a fact of 
~i~al importance in a piece of persuasive writing-and because 
It~ c~ntral to the argument, the passage which gathers up the 
Pr:mc1pal ideas Burke has previously expressed, invests them 
With a new quality, and then acts as a kind of supercharger for 
the argument that follows. At this rhetorical and philosophical 
centrepoint Burke's vision of moral disorder contrasted with the 
symbol of the moral order he venerates reaches climactic pro­
portions, and the principles underlying his vision receive their 
mos.t startling evocation. 

First, then, the nature of the ideas concentred in the apos­
t:op~e. It should be recognised at the outset that Burke's atten­
tion IS not restricted to a local, French situation; he sees the 
Revolution in terms of its significance for and effect on the 
whole of Christian culture and civilisation. (This has an import­
ant hearing on his literary methods and should not be lost sight 
of.) The French, he declares in the first of the Letters on a Regicide 
~eace, have 'made a schism with the whole universe', a 'violent 

reach of the community of Europe', and he elaborates a picture 
of~ .common culture with 'a similitude throughout Europe of 
religiOn, laws, and manners'. This was the culture 'which 
soft~n<:d, blended, and harmonized the colours of the whole' 
~hr~shan world, and which the French have rejected.2 It is as 
If, With Macbeth, they had said, 'let the frame of things disjoint' 

1 The Victorian Sage (1953), pp. Io-I 1. 
2 Letters on a Regicide Peace (1796), in Works, V, 214-15. 
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-and Burke intended the same universal implications as are 
found in Shakespeare's vision of the symbolic overthrow of order 
in the universe by the arrogance, atheism, and self-centred 
morality of an individual. (It is, perhaps, not accidental that 
Burke makes imaginative reference to ll1acbeth in the course of 
the Reflections. 1) 'Every thing seems out of nature',2 Burke de­
clares, and he means not merely in France but, potentially at 
least, in the cosmos. 

The existence of such a cosmic view is substantiated by 
Burke's frequent reference to the divinely ordained moral order 
with which a properly designed mode of government is har­
moniously integrated. 'Our political system,' he tells his young 
correspondent, De Pont, in the Reflections, 

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 stupendous wisdom, moulding together the great 
mysterious incorporation of the human race, the whole ... moves 
on through the varied tenor of perpetual decay, fall, renovation, 
and progression. 3 

What may be regarded as a first premise for this claim is his 
assertion 

that the awful Author of our being is the Author of our place in 
the order of existence; and that having disposed and marshalled 
us by a divine tactic, not according to our will, but according to 
his, he has, in and by that disposition, virtually subjected us to 
act the part which belongs to the place assigned us." 

Political systems, then, and the relation of the individual to them 
arc part of a divine order; the moral tics and obligations recog­
nised as existing between individuals exist with the same reality 
between man and the system of which he is a part. 'We have 
given to our frame of polity the image of a relation in blood ... 
keeping inseparable ... our state, our hearths, our sepulchres, 
and our altars. 5 Political institutions, the bond of human rela­
tions, a noble tradition, and 'the spirit of religion' are indis­
solubly bound in a mystedous and immutable order. Rebellion 
in one quarter means the disintegration of the whole. 

1 Works, II, 343· 2 Ibid., II, 284. 3 Ibid., II, 307. 
4 An Appeal from the New to the Old Whigs (I 79 I), in Works, III, 79· 
6 Reflections, in Works, II, 307. 
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Such a cosmic pattern ensures 'a noble freedom'; it also in­

volves 'the discipline of perfect freedom', obligations as well as 
privileges. 'We have obligations to mankind at large, which are 
not in consequence of any special voluntary pact. They arise 
from the relation of man to man, and the relation of man to 
God, which relations arc not matters of choicc.' 1 And, as a 
corollary, 'the presumed consent of every rational creature is in 
unison with the predisposed order of things'. It is this kind of 
thinking that lies behind Burke's claim that Englishmen have 
chosen their 'nature' rather than their 'speculations' to 'preserve 
a rational and manly freedom'.2 'Nature' here presupposes har­
mony between the individual, humbly acknowledging his per­
sonal insufficiency, and the 'predisposed order of things'; it 
~mplies the danger of proud and wilful passions but the signal 
1mpor~ance of natural feelings. 

AI?- lmportant consequence of these attitudes is that Burke 
c~ns1ders the immediate event against 'a standard of virtue and 
~lSdo.m, beyond the vulgar practice of the hour'.3 Frequent re­
lteratlon o~ words like 'harmony' and 'balance' involves not 
~~re questions of expediency or maintenance of the status quo; 
lt m':olves a noble vision of an order of things which, while it 
c.ert~mly requires 'natural authority and legitimate subordina­
tiOn • transc~nds individual selfishness; it recognises immediate 
needs and Circumstances but regards humanity from 

that el~vation of reason which places centuries under our eye, 
an~ bnngs things to th~ true point of comparison, ... and to 
wh hich not~ing can ascend but the spirit and moral quality of 

uman actions." 

F It ~ from this elevated position that Burke regards the 
r~nc Rev?lution. A key passage for the understanding of his 

~ttitu~e to ~t-and of the centrality of the apostrophe in the 
eflec~zons-ls found in the Letters on a Regicide Peace. He has 

exar~un~d t~e 'establishments of regicide, of jacobinism, and of 
athelSm whlch he claims to see in France; he then turns to 'tlze 
correspondent system of manners'. 

Manners are of more importance than laws. Upon them, in a 
great measure, the laws depend. The law touches us but here and 

1 An Appeal, in Works, 111, 79. 
2 Reflections, in Works, II, 308. s Ibid., 11, 3og. ' Ibid., II, 414. 
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there, and now and then. l\1anners are what vex or soothe, 
corrupt or purify, exalt or debase, barbarise or refine us, by a 
constant, steady, uniform, insensible operation, like that of the 
air we breathe in. They give their whole form and colour to our 
lives. According to their quality, they aid morals, they supply 
them, or they totally destroy them. Of this the new French 
legislators were aware; therefore, with the same method, and 
under the same authority, they settled a system of manners, the 
most licentious, prostitute, and abandoned, that ever has been 
known, and at the same time the most coarse, rude, savage, and 
ferocious. 1 

It is a passage of profound importance; it is certainly funda­
mental to a grasp of the significance of the apostrophe. This last 
(as we shall see subsequently) has its roots in the description of 
the events of 6 October 1 789, and within a page or two after it 
Burke faintly apologises for devoting so much attention to this 
day, but claims that it was the 'occasion of the most important 
of all revolutions ... a revolution in sentiments, manners, and 
moral opinions'. 2 Here indeed is the crucial test: evidence of 
moral degeneracy, of a corrupting of the values and behaviour 
of the people affected by the political change, is proof that the 
change itself is politically evil. 'What in the result is likely to 
produce evil, is politically false: that which is productive of 
good, politically true.' 3 Burke himself never forgets that politics 
do not concern abstractions but the welfare of sentient human 
beings, whereas in France the revolutionists 'arc so taken up 
with their theories about the rights of man, that they have 
totally forgotten his nature. Without opening one new avenue 
to the understanding, they have succeeded in stopping up those 
that lead to the heart.' 4 The moral consequences arc disastrous: 
the individual becomes the source of a private morality and no 
corporate values remain; 'humanity and compassion are 
ridiculed as the fruits of superstition and ignorance', and 'tender­
ness to individuals is considered as treason to the public'. s In 
fact, 'benevolence to the whole species' drives out feeling for the 
single human being. 6 This, in Burke's view, leads to the dis­
integration of a society. He is convinced that a love of country 

1 Works, V, 208. 

a An Appeal, in Works, III, 81. 
5 Ibid., II, 34'· 

2 RejlectioiiS, in Works, II, 352. 
4 Rejlectio11S, in Works, II, 337· 

8 A Letter to a Member of tlze National Assembg, in Works, II, 537· 
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proceeds from a love of individuals, of 'the little platoon we 
belong to in society',! whereas the revolutionists arc destroying 
the very source of such love, the family itself. 2 The French have 
acted in this instance according to the principles of Rousseau 
and have corrupted morality; they have also corrupted public 
taste. 'Taste and elegance, though they arc reckoned only among 
the smaller and secondary morals, yet arc of no mean import­
ance in the regulation oflifc'-but they arc rejected because to 
the French, 'all refinement has an aristocratic character'. 3 

This thoroughgoing condemnation of the revolution in 
France (not of all revolution) is above all pragmatic. Burke 
starts from the individual human being with his feelings, preju­
dices, and shortcomings; he knows that man is fallible and 
weak, and therefore needs dircction-'Govcrnmcnt is a contriv­
ance of human wisdom to provide for human wants' ;4 and he 
observes what happens to this fallible creature when the critical, 
analytical, unfeeling reason is elevated by abstract theories to 
the position of moral dictator. This abstract reason banishes the 
aff:cti~ns; it is the prime mover 'of this barbarous philosophy, 
~h1?h 1s the offspring of cold hearts and muddy understand­
mgs ; 5 and instead of an auxiliary it assumes a dominant role. 
Men who are guided by it develop a 'complexional disposition 
· · · to pull every thing in pieces', but what is worse, because 
they ~r~ continually employed in finding faults, they come to 
hate VIces too much ... [and] to love men too little'. 6 'The 
true.l~~giver', on the other hand, 'ought to have a heart full of 
sh~nslbllity. He ought to love and respect his kind, and to fear 

lmself.'7 

Fr~m this brief glance at Burke's philosophical principles8 

certam important features emerge: these arc the features which 
are conveyed in the very texture of Burke's prose and are con­
centred in the apostrophe. Burke insists on the universal signifi­
cance of the total event; there is a 'pattern of nature' with which 

I Reflections, in Works II 320 
2 Cf A L · ' ' . 
3 ALe et~er, m Works, II, 538-40; Regicide Peace, in Works, V, 208-12. 
4 ll~r, m. Works, II, 539· 
a ft~ctzons, m Works, II, 333· 6 Ibid., II, 350. 
a 1 ., II, 441. ' Ibid., II, 439· 

For a .full and incisive examination of them see Charles Parkin, The 
Moral Baszs of Burke's Political Thought (Cambridge, 1956). 
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a constitution and civil society should be in accord, 1 but in 
France 'everything seems out of nature'; change is necessary, 
but it should be governed by reverence for antiquity and aware­
ness of 'analogical precedent, authority, and example' ;2 indi­
viduals, like political societies, should be in harmony with 'the 
order of the world', otherwise selfishness and self-sufficiency 
take the place of humility and veneration of 'the disposition of a 
stupendous wisdom'; a consciousness of a noble tradition of 
privileges and obligations leads to reverence for that tradition 
and also for individuals on account of their age and descent. 
Finally, and perhaps most important, it is essential to recognise 
man's 'nature', to acknowledge him as a rational but fallible 
creature of emotions and prejudices, and to act accordingly. 
There are corollaries which have already been touched on-the 
value of traditional wisdom precisely because of man's fallibility, 
and the importance of taste and elegance in helping attain a 
mode of life appropriate to a divinely ordered universe-but 
these and others will emerge as and when necessary. 

II 

What we must now attend to is the living quality of Burke's 
insight, the ways in which the principles outlined above are con­
veyed and reinforced through imagery, the accumulated signifi­
cances of key-terms, the power of suggestion, the variations of 
mood and prose-rhythm, and so forth-in fact that part of his 
argument which cannot be paraphrased or summarised but 
yields its characteristics only to literary analysis. The problem 
is-to use John Holloway's terminology-to show how exposi­
tion becomes proof. Burke certainly does make use of logical 
argument, but there is much more to his Reflections than this; it 
is the 'much more' that one remembers, what Hazlitt described 
as Burke's 'impatience to transfer his conceptions entire, living, 
in all their rapidity, strength, and glancing variety, to the minds 
of others'. 3 If we are to account for the rich complexity of this 
impact made by the book in 1 790 or later we must examine the 
subtle control that Burke exercises over the reader's response. 
And to this end close analysis of his prose-texture is essential. 

1 Rejlectiolls, in Works, II, 307. 2 Ibid., II, 305. 
3 Ed. P. P. Howe, Works (1930-34), VII, 229. 
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Perhaps the dominant impression given by the Rejlectio1ls is of 

a relentless pace in the writing: the imperative tone, the cumula­
tive effect of image and illustration, the apparently inexhaustible 
fertility of Burke's mind, all combine to forbid effective reply 
except from the most incisive minds. Burke remarks at the be­
ginning of his book that he indulges in 'the freedom of epistolary 
intercourse', and it is notable that, apart from the explanatory 
preface, he never stands aside to look at France with his English 
audience; from the first word, 'You', to the end he docs not 
distinguish between his correspondent, De Pont, and the general 
reader. He addresses both with the same degree ofintimacy-'I 
do not often quote Bolingbroke' or 'Mr. Hume told me' ;1 he 
co~fides in them, telling them, for example, that he quoted 
Anstotle from memory when drafting the Rejlectio11s and that 'a 
learned friend' has since found the exact quotation for him ;2 or 
he_puts both in the shoes of the imaginary interlocutor who 
ObJects to his ridicule of the Crown in the new French con­
stitution: 

Oh! but I don't do justice to the talents of the legislators: I don't 
allow, as I ought to do, for necessity. Their scheme of executive 
force was not their choice. This pageant must be kept. The 
people would not consent to part with it. Right; I understand 
you.3 

And the objection is ruthlessly swept aside. Burke is placing 
e~ery reader in the position of De Pont, addressing each one 
w~t? ~rgent directness, and demanding concurrence rather than 
ehcitmg agr~ement. The literary impression given, then, is one 
o~relentle.ss m~vitability; this is also the dialectical object Burke 
aims at, smce Inevitability is a prominent feature of the formal 
argument. Certain forces he would have us believe have been 
let lo~se which will n:cessarily lead to chaos ~nd violent 
a~arc y; other forces there are which would with equal cer­
tamtl ward off such results and sustain universal contentment 
an~ arm?ny .. In both cases Burke intends to give precisely this 
feeh~g 0~ m~vltability: it is the characteristic of his writing and 
of h1s thmkmg. 

'It was inevitable· it was necessary· it was planted in the 
f h' ' ' nature o t mgs.' 4 Here in a nutshell is the reader's response and 

; Ref!ections, in Works, II, 397, 44'· 2 Ibid., II, 396 n. 
lb1d., II, 473-4. 4 Ibid., II, 316. 
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Burke's fundamental premise. As a premise it is appropriate to 
either the 'natural order'-that which depends on authority, 
precedent, and antiquity, and is creative and beautifying-or 
the 'unnatural' disorder-that which depends on metaphysical 
theory, which denies the value of the wisdom of the race, which 
grows by what it feeds on, destruction, violence, dismember­
ment. 'A good tree cannot bring forth evil fruit; neither can a 
corrupt tree bring forth good fruit.' The biblical words illustrate 
Burke's point: whether there is order or disorder there will be 
fruition; the product may be evil, but there will be organic 
growth. This attitude-expressed in various ways, as will be 
shown-engenders an onward, inevitable movement which both 
dominates the total literary experience and is a primary clement 
in Burke's argument. 

It cannot be doubted that Burke conceives of a disorder 
which, once set in motion, generates its own motive power: the 
sentence quoted at the beginning of the preceding paragraph is 
applied directly to it. A few pages earlier, after condemning the 
treachery of the French leaders to a mild king, he states: 'This 
was unnatural. The rest is in order.' 1 There follows a paragraph 
describing France in terms which signify the overthrow of tradi­
tional order. 'Overturned', 'without vigour', 'expiring', 'pil­
laged', 'anarchy', 'tottering power', 'impoverished fraud and 
beggared rapine' -the list does not exhaust the references to the 
features of the unnatural situation. Such terms have a para­
phrasable significance, but, by their number, their associations 
with a traditional mode of thinking, their reiterated stress on 
poverty, evil growth, chaos, and utter ruin, they have an im­
measurable and cumulative emotive force which is beyond para­
phrase. The association of chaos with the perversion of a religi­
ous sanction is also made plain: the French people 'have not the 
engagement ofnature' to choose deputies 'upon whom they lay 
their ordaining hands'. 2 In fact, the corruption involves the 
whole nation, not simply a handful of leaders. 'At present, you 
seem in everything to have strayed out of the high road of 
nature'; 3 'the levellers only change and pervert the natural order 
of things' ;4 to force 'tailors and carpenters' into the role of 
governors is 'an usurpation on the prerogatives of nature'; 5 

1 Reflections, in Works, II, 312. 
3 Ibid., II, 325. ' Ibid., II, 322. 
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indeed, 'everything seems out of nature in this strange chaos of 
levity and ferocity, and of all sorts of crimes jumbled together 
with all sorts of follies' .1 

Such is the state of society when nature is overthrown-and, 
in words like 'overturned', 'pillaged', 'pervert', and 'usurpa­
tion', Burke is asserting that the subversion was deliberate, and 
that the results were (philosophically) 'necessary'. It is a topic 
to which we shall return, but it is interesting now to consider 
the contrasting state. There is little doubt that Burke intended 
the reader to be assaulted by opposing sets of values from the 
outset until the climactic illustration, the barbarous treatment 
of the royal family, preceding the apostrophe. Immediately 
following the last quotation (which comes very early in the 
book) we find : 

In viewing this monstrous tragi-comic scene, the most opposite 
passions necessarily succeed and sometimes mix with each other 
in the mind; alternate c~ntempt and indignation; alternate 
laughter and tears; alternate scorn and horror. 

It is this condition of emotional flux-which 'necessarily' or 
inevitably arises-that is sustained, to be most fully exploited 
immediately before the apostrophe and 'cashed' in it. 

So far we have been concerned with the primitive, uncivilised 
situation, the Hobbesian nature, 'nasty' and 'brutish'. For his 
part, Burke has 'in [his] contemplation the civil social man, and 
no other' ,2 and (in what is for him a rather unusual image) he 
invokes the authority of Newton to show the difference: 

me~aphy_sic riJ?hts entering into common life, like rays of light 
wh1ch pierce lnto a dense medium, are, by the laws of nature, 
refracted from their straight Jine.3 

A kind of inevitability as certain as the immutable laws of 
N ew~onia~ phys~cs, req~ires that primitive '~ights' be abated or 
modified m the Interests of a civil commumty. 'Government is 
not made in virtue of natural rights' but to satisfy human needs.4 

Burke's conception of civilised 'nature' is both stern and 
generous. That it irnposes its own discipline and involves an 
inex~rable principle of growth has already been noted; it also 
reqmres men to perforrn 'the functions wh1ch belong to them', 6 

1 Reflections, in Works, II, 284. 
3 Ibid., II, 334· 4 Ibid., II, 332. 
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and to remain within 'their natural spheres of action' .1 'Per­
petual decay' and 'fall' arc features of 'the method of nature', 
but so also arc 'renovation and progression'. 2 And for this rea­
son renovation cannot be undertaken lightly: care must be 
taken 'not to inoculate any scion alien to the nature of the 
original plant'. 3 Here again the metaphor (anticipating Coler­
idge) emphasises the principle of inevitable growth, a process 
which must not be tampered with except by 'those whom nature 
has qualified' .'1 'The harmony of the world' depends on this 
same process seen in its cosmic significance; it clearly involves 
the reciprocal counteracting of opposing powers 'in the natural 
and in the political world', and such counteraction frequently 
requires compromise 'which naturally begets moderation'.5 It 
becomes clear that while the same word is being used Burke 
expands or contracts its meaning at will but carries over the 
implications from one usage to the others. 'Nature' may refer to 
the universal order; it may-as in 'nature teaches us to revere 
individual men; on account of their age, and on account of 
those from whom they are dcscended' 6-refer to the moral force 
which rcq uircs the acceptance of a divinely fashioned, hierarchi­
cal, and fundamentally unchanging society; or it may simply 
refer to the character of the living object. But whatever the 
specific usage, the connotations of the word in other contexts­
all suggestive of harmony and continuity, life and organic 
development-are invoked and enrich the immediate signifi­
cance. 

The impression of inevitability is heightened by the frequent 
usc of other key-terms such as 'order' and 'antiquity'. 'Order' is 
itself often linked with 'natural' (as in some of the examples 
above) and invariably suggests the idea of an unchanging 
permanence. 

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 cor­
respondence and symmetry with the order of the world. 7 

Here the implications of the word merge with those of 'nature' 
previously discussed. Again, Burke speaks of 'any fixed order of 

I Rejlectiotzs, in Works, II, 319. 9 Ibid., II, 307. 
3 Ibid., II, 305. 4 Ibid., II, 304. 6 Ibid., II, 3oB-g. 
6 Ibid., II, 308. 7 Ibid., II, 307. 
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thmgs' ·1 h . 
he ' e associates order with peace in an ideal state; 2 and 
hu a~~rts that 'the order of civil life' provides a defence for the 

I? e as Well as eminence for the superior members of society a Th· , . d 
· . ~s concept, then, like 'nature , IS at once stern an 

generous· lt Im . . . 1. b · · d B th ? poses Its own dtscip me ut gives Its own rcwar s. 
B 0 k a~e ll~volvcd with the third concept, 'antiquity'. The order 
thur e. as In mind is fixed from time jmmcmorial; antiquity and 

';.WISdom it represents (and therefore the ordered thinking it 
entorces) ar . 1' h" h . n· . 

il .• e a country's 'capita w 1c It tngs away at Its per .. a 'p . . , . . 
E 1' re-possession towards anttqmty , such as exists m 

ng and, ensures that a constitution and its laws arc regarded as an,. h . . . . 
10 entance' not willingly dispensed With; and men who 

ar~ aware of this heritage act under the impetus of noble example 
an not according to 'the vulgar practice of the hour'. The long 
paragraph · h" h h "b·l· · f t" In w 1c Burke surveys t c poss1 I 1t1cs o ac wn 
op~n ,to France in 1 78g is permeated with references to 'anti­
~~~~ and .'ancestors'; these in turn arc surrounded by noble, 
a Igd ~oundmg terms such as 'wise', 'pious', 'privileges', 'loyalty 

n onour'. 6 By such means an emotive picture suggesting 
~;;a~potentialities is given, only to be followed with the sharp-

a contrasts: 

Compute your gains: sec what is got by those extravagant and 
Presumpt · h · h h I I d t d . uous speculatiOns w IC ave taug lt your ea ers o 

espise all their predecessors, and all their contemporaries .. · · 

!es~ect for the wisdom of the race, Burke claims, is the test of 
r. tl~b~ .moral worth: it requires that he acknowledge his own 
a 1 Ihty. 

ti~h:se frequently used concepts ('nature' more than forty 
ful. sIn the first quarter of the book) cohere to provide a power­
of Impression of a natural order of great antiquity and therefore 
w ~eat authority, and of universal reference. It is reinforced by 
coor s-'world', 'universe', 'earth', 'mankind'-which expressly 
w::vey the same view. Thus, a constitution developed by men 
d 0 acknowledge Burke's natural order is 'in just correspon-

ence and symmetry with the order of the world'; the emerg­
ence of natural leaders is 'to illuminate and beautify the world' ; 6 

1 Reflections in TArorks II 320 3 Ib" , yy I , , • 

6 Id., II, 310. 
Ibid., II, 309-I I. 
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and an order that recognises the importance of natural affections 
unites mankind by a univcrsallove. 1 On the other hand, when 
such values arc rejected 'universal anarchy' cnsues;2 when men 
wilfully disregard traditional usages and arc governed by pride 
(the Satanic sin) 'nothing in heaven or upon earth can serve as 
a control on them'. 3 For these reasons the events of I 789 repre­
sent a crisis 'not of the affairs of France alone, but of all Europe, 
perhaps of more than Europe ... the French Revolution is the 
most astonishing that has hitherto happened in the world' .4 

Burke's numerous quotations from classical authors keep the 
reader constantly aware of a European and ancient tradition of 
culture which depended on the values he advances and which 
the Revolution threatens; the quotations from English laws, 
while they serve to reinforce the authority of antiquity and pre­
cedent, also represent a part of'thc old common law of Europe' 
which is endangered. In other words, the texture of the prose 
itself, giving evidence of the weight and beauty of ancient 
(literary and legal) traditions, proves the point Burke is arguing 
more formally. 

There are other kcy-words-'authority', 'religion', 'morality', 
'law', 'principles', among others-but enough has been done to 
prove that Burke understood the value of a vague, cumulative 
use of terms which convey more than their surface meaning and 
whose suggestiveness enlarges with each successive usage. As he 
had remarked over thirty years earlier in the EnquiT)' into ..• 
the Sublime and Beautiful, 'it is one thing to make an idea clear, 
and another to make it affecting to the imagination'. 5 Affecting 
to the imagination he meant the Reflections to be and the literary 
technique just discussed contributes to this end; it also adds to 
the prose a richness, a generosity of feeling, and a 'noble dignity', 
qualities with which, on the level of argument, he wishes to in­
vest a society organised after the principles he advocates. (He 
may also have been guided by his views on another source of 
the sublime, 'magnificence', defined in the Enquiry as 'a great 
profusion of things, which are splendid or valuable in them­
selves' and which suggest grandeur.s) 

An 'apparent disorder,' Burke claims, 'augments the 

1 Reflections, in Works, II, 320. 
3 Ibid., II, 3 I8. 
6 Works, I, go. 
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grandeur.' The feeling of a grand disorder is a common response 
to the Reflections, but it is not the result of careless extravagance 
on Burke's part. An examination of his imagery will demonstrate 
that the sources for his images are limited, and seem purpose­
fully selected, since the emotions they arouse harmonise with the 
effect of the key-terms analysed above, and the total result is 
inextricably involved with the ideas he wishes to establish. In 
connection with the approved kind of order Burke uses four 
principal sources of imagery: nature, the Bible, the noble house 
or castle, and, most important of all, the human family. Natural 
imagery has already been touched on: to point out that Burke 
frequently uses metaphorically such nouns as 'plant', 'body', 
'root', and 'stock', and verbs like 'inoculate' and 'grafts', is 
enough to show that the ideas previously discussed arc embedded 
in the texture of the prose. The Bible is used allusively rather 
than by direct reference. It is true that on one occasion, when 
he wishes to substantiate his claim that egalitarianism is 'at war 
with nature', Burke gives exact quotations from Ecclesiasticus,1 

but in the main he works through overtones in metaphorical 
language so as to invoke biblical authority for what is being 
sta~ed. For example, by introducing the phrase, 'the cup of 
therr abominations' he associates the French and their English 
admirers with the lascivious woman in Revelation; 2 behind the 
~tate~ent, 'to guard the treasure of our liberty, not only from 
mvas10n, but from decay and corruption', 3 lies the biblical com­
mand, 'lay up for yourselves treasure in heaven where neither 
moth nor rust doth corrupt, and where thieves do not break 
through nor steal'· and when Burke compares the actual state 
of affairs in Franc~ to 'the situation to which you were called', 4 

he is invoking the Prayer Book injunction that the individual be 
conte?t with 'that state of life unto which it shall please God to 
call him'. 'When words commonly sacred to great occasions are 
us;d, we are affected by them even without the occasions' 5-so 
said. Burke in the Enquiry, and his reasoning there is applicable 
to his practice in the Reflections. The emotive power of his biblical 
(an_d c~assical) allusions provides links with a sanctified tradition 
wh1c~ Is unassailable and not to be questioned; by so doing they 
contnbute to the impression which Burke seeks to convey on the 

1 Reflections, in Works II 322-3 n. 2 Ibid II 377 
3 Ib"d ' ' ., ' . 

1 ., II, 327. « Ibid., II, 326. 6 Works, I, 172. 
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surface of his argument, that to subvert an established tradition 
is both ignoble and sacrilegious. 

Imagery from architecture is used in a similar fashion. 'Where­
as the French in their lust for change demolish what is estab­
lished and 'like their ornamental gardeners, [form] everything 
into an exact level',! Burke's veneration for stability, dignity, 
and a cultural tradition is transmitted through the image of the 
noble country-house or castle. (In this respect he is in the 
tradition of Ben Jonson, l1vlarvell, Pope, and, later, Yeats, 
whose use of the same concept serves an analogous purpose.) 
For instance, he states that in I 66o and I 688 the English nation 

had lost the bond of union in their ancient edifice; they did not, 
however, dissolve the whole fabric. On the contrary, in both 
cases they regenerated the deficient part of the old constitution 
through the parts which were not impaired. They kept these 
old parts exactly as they were, that the part recovered might 
be suited to them.2 

Here antiquity and the suggestion of a noble tradition, organic 
conservation and development arc given almost concrete reality; 
the idea behind 'the part recovered' being 'suited to' the existing 
building is exactly parallel to that which informs the claim that 
'we have taken care not to inoculate any scion alien to the 
nature of the existing plant'; and there is, through the whole 
image, that sense of security, solidity, and confidence which 
Burke argues is true of the English constitution. Fully developed 
images of the same kind, as well as allusive statements, are fre­
quently found. De Pont is told that France in I 789 

possessed in some parts the walls, and, in all, the foundations, of a 
noble and venerable castle. You might have repaired those walls; 
you might have built on those old foundations.3 

He is warned that 

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.4 

1 Reflections, in Works, II, 443· 
3 Ibid., II, 308. 
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He is reminded that the 'temple of honour ought to be seated on 
an eminence? advice which might-however far-fetched the 
notion may seem-come from a landscape-gardener designing 
the grounds of a noble house; and when Burke says that the 
revolutionists, 'without opening one new avenue to the under­
standing, ... have succeeded in stopping up those that lead to 
t?e heart',2 again he appears to be thinking of such grounds and 
(mjohnson's definition) 'the walk of trees before a house'. And 
the image reappears in the savage comment that 'in the groves 
of [the revolutionists'] academy' (not here a country-house but 
a place of theory), 'at the end of every vista, you sec nothing but 
the gallows' .3 This type of imagery diffuses its influence through 
the Reflections; it is undoubtedly responsible for a great deal of 
th.e veneration, permanence, traditional grace, and solid beauty 
With which Burke invests the natural order of things. Literary 
technique has in fact become part of the substantiation of the 
outlook he is seeking to establish. 

Closely related to this last type of imagery is Burke's central 
symbol, the family. Burke regards the family as a natural and, 
at the same time, a sacred and indissoluble unity (a sharp con­
trast to the disintegration and atheism consequent upon the 
~evol~tionary philosophy); it is a principal source of 'the peace, 
b alptness, settlement, and civilisation of the world.'·1 As a sym-
~ the family fuses some of Burke's most passionately held ideas: · 
~that ~ love of country and of mankind proceeds fi·om a love of 
th e httle platoon we belong to in society'; that the wisdom of 
the race is transmitted generation by generation to the present; 
that \tradition binds together past and present, and involves 
th oug t for the future· that moral obligations are essential to 
afiie ~ell-being of soci~ty; and that human relationships and 

ecttons em . . d' . 'd . It is b '. Ohons and preJU 1ces ar~ pnmary cons1 erat10ns. 
that f: Y ~hts symbol (which has about 1t some of the 'obscurity' 
ment as~Inated him in the Enquiry), that Burke gives to his argu­
intell a arge part ofits emotional fervour and its power to allay 
to ,. ehct~al analysis. Around it cluster the numerous references 

In entan ' •c. • ' ' • d the I'k ce , 10re-fathers', 'postenty , records', 'titles', an 
h 1 e, and while it would be tedious to detail his every use of 

sue words, an examination of two paragraphs in which the 
1 Reflections · w; k 2 Ib.d II a Ib'd ' m or ·s, II, 323-4· I ., ' 337· 

1 ., II, 350. 'Regicide Peace, in Works, V, 209. 
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symbol is most fully developed before the apostrophe, is instruc­
tive.1 These paragraphs, it is important to note, represent the 
climax to the long discussion of Price's 'bill of rights' and precede 
a closer attention to the causes of events in France; this in its 
turn leads up to the events of 6 October 1 789 and then to the 
apostrophe. 'Vc are dealing, therefore, with the emotional 'peak' 
before that which concerns the most significant family, the 
French royal family, and particularly the Queen herself. 

By means of quotations from Acts of Parliament and liberal 
usc of emotive terms Burke brings to the centre the idea that 
English liberties arc 'an entailed inhen"tance derived to us from our 
fore-fathers, and to be transmitted to our posterity'. Increas­
ingly, then, the nation is being regarded as a family, with all the 
privileges and obligations that involves. The idea gradually be­
comes a concrete image: ''Vhatcver advantages are obtained by 
a state proceeding on these maxims, are locked fast as in a sort 
offamily settlement; grasped as in a kind of mortmain for ever.' 
Such a situation means that the nation functions 'after the pat­
tern of nature': 'we receive, we hold, we transmit our govern­
ment and our privileges, in the same manner in which we enjoy 
and transmit our property and our lives'. (It will be noticed that 
the dominant ideas linked with 'nature' and 'order', as dis­
cussed earlier, become involved with the family symbol, and as 
this is further developed more and more ideas arc made inter­
dependent.) The process described means also that 'the gifts of 
providence arc handed down to us, and from us, in the same 
course and order'. It is, then, a universe whose pattern is 
divinely ordained; to be 'natural' in the sense of a nation's acting 
as a family is to carry out the divine plan. Neither the universal 
order, the constitution, nor the family are ever 'old, or middle­
aged, or young', but 'in a condition of unchangeable constancy'. 
Burke then fully presents his 'philosophic analogy': 

In this choice of inheritance we have given to our frame of polity 
the image of a relation in blood; binding up the constitution of 
our country with our dearest domestic ties; adopting our funda­
mental laws into the bosom of our family affections; keeping 
inseparable, and cherishing with the warmth of all their com­
bined and mutually reflected charities, our state, our hearths, 
our sepulchres, and our altars. 

1 Reflections, in Works, II, 307-8. 
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Here the truths carried on the surface of fonnal arguxncntt-.ait~ 
expressed w'th · . . . . 1 r: 'I 'b 1 vitP d 1 Irnagmatlve msight; t 1e 1am1 y-sym o ' st 
ghra ually accumulated features-unity, inheritance, the ciosel-

uman affi · · d IoYa ti b ntt1es and obligations, powerful emotions, an of 
t;s oth ancestral and religious-itself takes over the burden 

e argument. 

n Bt urke has by now established the principle of 'conformitY Itno 
a ure' a d h L1 c this he' ~ e goes on to speak of the benefits that ens. ·the 

fa .1 rehes entirely on the ideas and emotions fused 1n . 
prrnt y-symbol. The whole weight of this symbol-which is ~Ill~ 
· esslye but not over-precise-is transferred to the freedom t 11a 
IS achieved b . . . d T le fa .1 y a nation m harmony with the natural or cr.. 1 
id m1 Yfi and Its privileges becomes, as it were, imaginauve Y 

enti ed L'b . ' . h . ' f ' anon-ized fl • 1 ertles are an m entance ; awareness o c d 
th .dorefathers' tempers freedom 'with an awful gravity'; an f 
upe t1 ea of 'a liberal descent' militates against the exccsse~ 0 

ha~·arts not ~ccustomed to these privileges and encourages an 
Itual native dignity'. 

By this . ries an. means our hberty becomes a noble freedom. It car. 
an unposing and majestic aspect. It has a pedigree and illustratl~g 
ga~estors. It has its bearings and its ensigns armorial. It haS ttS 

ev·dery of portraits; its monumental inscriptions; its records, 
1 ences, and titles. 

This pa · · ·ve reas ssage Is an excellent achievement by Burke's imag1nati 
Plic 0~; a philosophic concept is given concrete reality; the im­
an thons ?f the preceding argument arc drawn together into 
of t~P:ess1ve unity; and the family-symbol (with some features 
Wei ~ Image of the noble house) is exploited to carry the .full 
tiveg t of Burke's political philosophy and to give it an imaglna­
in a ~~a?deur. More than that, the apostrophe, which is pla~ed 
has t~st~nctly 'family' setting, is prepared for by language w h~ch 
was £ e avour of an 'age of chivalry' and of a civilisation whtch 
reli' . ou,nded on 'the spirit of a gentleman, and the spirit of 

g1on .1 

0 When We turn to Burke's handling of the 'unnatural' as 
. ppo~ed to the 'natural order' we find the same disciplined 
u~agmation at work. The imagery, again drawn from a few 
se ected sources, reinforces the impression, produced by formal 

1 Reflections, in JiVorks, II, 35 1. 
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argument, of the destructive violence and selfish arrogance of 
revolutionists. The sources which account for nine-tenths of this 
imagery arc prophecy, intoxicants, medicine, and trade. The 
first two, which can conveniently be taken together, are closely 
related. 

The connection between them is made clearer by reference 
to Swift's 'Digression concerning :tvladness' in A Tale of a Tub. 
Unless both Swift and Burke were drawing on an earlier source 
there may be some grounds for conjecturing that Burke was in­
debted to his fellow-countryman, with whose general political 
and philosophical outlook he would have considerable sym­
pathy. (He certainly had Swift in mind later in the Reflections, 
where he makes direct reference to Gulliver's Travels. 1) In the 
Digression Swift accounts for 

the greatest Actions that have been performed in the \.Yorld, 
under the Influence of Single :rvien; which arc, The Establishment 
of New Empires by Conquest: The Advance and Progress of New 
Schemes in PhihJsophy: and the contriving, as well as the propagating of 
New Religions. 

He argues that in all cases the 'natural Reason' of such men 
'hath admitted great Revolutions'; the 'Human Understand­
ing' has been 'troubled and overspread by Vapours, ascending 
from the lmver Faculties'. His first illustrative example is 'Harry 
the Great of France', who was operated on by 'a certain State­
Surgeon' (Ravaillac, his assassin). The arrogant presumption of 
'Introducers of new Schemes in Philosophy' is also attributed to 
vapours that 'overshadow the Brain' and lead to 'Madness or 
Plzrenz;y'. In this way Swift disposes of all who indulged in 
'Metaphysical Cobweb Problems'. And then follows his princi­
pal contention: 

For, the Brain, in its natural Position and State of Serenity, 
disposeth its Owner to pass his Life in the common Forms, with­
out any Thought of subduing Multitudes to his own Power, his 
Reasons or his Visions; and the more he shapes his Understanding 
by the Pattern of Human Learning, the less he is inclined to 
form Parties after his particular Notions; because that instructs 
him in his private Infirmities, as well as in the stubborn Ignorance 

1 Ibid., II, 404 n. (Two copies of Gulliver's Travels and t\vo sets of Swift's 
Works are listed in the Catalogue of the Sale of Burke's Library, items nos. 487, 
488, 554. 730.) 
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of the People. But when a Man's Fancy gets astride on his Reason, 
when Imagination is at Cuffs with the Senses, and common 
Understanding, as well as common Sense, is Kickt out of Doors; 
the first Proselyte he makes, is Himself, and when that is once 
compass'd, the Difficulty is not so great in bringing over others. 

Both the details and the terminology, and the philosophy under­
lying Swift's irony bear a striking resemblance to Burke's 
imagery and indeed to his thinking. Both writers imply that 
when men arrogantly imagine that their private ideas are 
superior to traditionally accepted notions an unnatural state of 
irresponsibility and a dangerous lack of rational control in­
evitably follow. 

Burke refers to the 'tavern' in which the Revolution Society 
held their meeting; 1 he speaks of the 'address' sent by the 
Society to the National Assembly as being 'passed by those who 
came reeking from the effect of the sermon' ;2 the petty lawyers 
in the Assembly arc 'intoxicated with their unprepared great­
ness' ;3 and almost all the 'high-bred republicans' of Burke's day 
had slighted their opponents 'in the pride and intoxication of 
their theories'. 4 All such references suggest an irresponsibility 
which is coupled with an aggressive arrogance and self­
sufficiency and results in the natural equilibrium being des­
troyed and reason being out of control. The link with imagery 
dr~wn ~rom prophecy is obvious. ('Prophecy' for Burke is chiefly 
peJorative and signifies 'a vain confidence of divine favour' or 
heat of imagination', Johnson's definitions of 'enthusiasm'.) 

Whenever Price appears Burke makes it clear that, in Swift's 
:ehrase, 'common Sense is Kickt out of Doors'. Price 'philippi;:.es, 
and .chants his prophetic song' ;5 he deals in 'delusive, gipsy 
p:ed1ctions'; 6 he uses 'the confused jargon of Babylonian pul­
pits' ;7 and he moved the address to the National Assembly 
when 'the fumes of his oracular tripod were not entirely evapo­
rated': a In each of these references (and there are others similar) 
th~re 1s a.strong feeling of irresponsibility, a confused brain, and 
pnde; 'g1psy' is defined by Johnson as 'a vagabond who pre­
tends to foretel futurity, commonly by palmestry or physiog­
nomy', and in his use of the word Burke obviously intends to 

1 Ref!ections, in Works, II, 280. 
3 lb1d., II, 316. 4 Ibid., II, gg6. 
6 Ibid., II, 291. 1 Ibid., II, gog. 
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2 Ibid., II, 285. 
6 Ibid., II, 285. 
8 Ibid., II, 339· 
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suggest both instability and charlatanism; and the element of 
capriciousness recalls Swift's picture of 'a l\1an's Fancy ... 
astride on his Reason'. 

The condemnation of pride-which accompanies 'enthusi­
asm' for both Swift and Burke-is reinforced by two compari­
sons between Price and the Pope1 (a sardonic type of humour 
in view of Price's vigorous anti-papalism and an example of the 
same linking of opposites that Swift uses when he identifies Peter 
with Jack in A Talc of a Tub). But more frequently there is a 
strong suggestion of heathenism; Burke grants Price's religiosity 
but implies that it is pre-Christian, even barbarous.2 The very 
term 'prophecy' is so controlled as to suggest pre- or non­
Christian cults; 'Babylonian' and 'oracular tripod' strengthen 
this impression with overtones of heathen worship. Burke's con­
trol over the reader's response is also notable when he claims 
that Price uses the Nunc Dimittis, a 'beautiful and prophetic 
ejaculation' (the controlling epithet is the first), 'with an in­
human and unnatural rapture' and 'unhallowed transports'. 3 

Here 'prophecy'-linked with the infant Christ-is approved, 
but the terms applied to Price indicate that the use to which it 
is put is barbarous; this impression is immediately confirmed by 
a comparison between the French treatment of Louis and a band 
of Indians returning from a scalping raid. By such means Burke 
associates Price and the revolutionists with savage heathenism, 
which points to either ignorance or rejection of Christian ethics. 
The metaphor applied to France-'everything human and 
divine sacrified to the idol of public credit' 4-unobtrusively 
strengthens this association. 

Frequent imaginative references to medicine substantiate the 
charge of pride which Burke directs against all subverters of 
natural order: Price and his kind are presumptuous in their claim 
to be 'qualified' by 'nature' to administer a 'bitter potion to a 
distempered state' .5 There is also a link-especially in a phrase 
like 'epidemical fanaticism' 6-with the imagery previously 

1 Reflections, in Works, II, 287, 289. 
2 Cf. Samuel Butler, 'A Modern Statesman', Clznractcrs ( 1759): 'The 

Heathen Priests of old never delivered Oracles but when they were drunk, 
and mad or distracted, and who knows why our modern Oracles may not 
as well use the same Method in all their Proceedings.' 

3 Works, II, 339-40. 'Ibid., II, 312. 
6 Ibid., II, 304. 6 Ibid., II, 424. 
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examined in that, to use Swift's words, a man cannot be 
'in the natural State, or Course of Thinking ... to reduce the 
Notions of all Mankind, exactly to the same Length, and 
Breadth, and Heighth of his own'. Moreover, if Burke had Swift 
in mind, the term, 'State-Surgeon', which so aptly epitomises his 
view of Price, may have been a further controlling factor.1 

Burke's type of humour would certainly associate Doctor Price, 
Doctor Hugh Peters, and perhaps Doctor Joseph Priestley, with 
state-surgery. Price is a 'spiritual doctor of politics'; 2 he and his 
kind, while setting up as 'doctors of the rights of men',3 arc not 
practical, experienced 'physicians' but 'professors of meta­
physics' ;4 they irritate a calm love of liberty by 'making the 
extreme medicine of the constitution its daily bread' and ren­
dering 'the habit of society dangerously valetudinary'. s The 
French, for their part, 'have seen the medicine of the state cor­
rupted into its poison'; o indeed, their 'present confusion, like a 
palsy, has attacked the fountain of life itself'. 7 Such a plethora 
of images-and there are others-builds up a powerful associa­
tion between revolutionism and disease; revolutionists are always 
on the watch for serious ailments in the body-politic, with the 
result that they come to love corruption too much and con­
tented human nature too little. Indeed, they have no conception 
of tender solicitude, but develop a pathological inclination for 
brutality. They do not hesitate 'to cut up the infant for the sake 
of an experiment' nor, like the daughters ofPeleas, 'to hack that 
aged parent [their country] in pieces, and put him into the 
kettle of magicians'. a (Hobbes' specific use of the same Greek 
Ie.gend 9 serves incidentally to point up the difference between 
~1s habit of direct reference and Burke's allusive method, which 
1llcreases the suggestive richness of his prose.) The contrast 
Burke makes us aware of is with 'the healing voice of Christian 
charity' .10 

The last of the main sources of anti-revolution imagery is 
1 See also Samuel Butler, 'The Seditious Man', Characters: 'He is a 

State-Mountebank, whose Business is to persuade the People that they are 
not well in Health, that he may get their Money to make them worse.' 

2 Ref!ections, in Works, II, 288. 3 Ibid., II, 297. 
' Ibld., II, 333· 6 Ibid., II, 335· 6 Ibid., II, 312. 
7 Ibid., II, 322. e Ibid., II, 436-7, 368. 
9 Ed. M. Oakeshott, Leviathan (Oxford, 1946), p. 222. 
10 Reflections, in Works, II, 286. 
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trade. The contemporary interest in this type ofreference need 
not be insisted on; there may be the further hint (such as is 
commonly found in Swift) of the link between trade and dissent; 
but, most significant, the practical and concrete features of trade 
contrast vividly with the alleged flimsiness and impracticability 
of abstract theories. Actually to speak of these theories in terms 
of trade is to get the advantage of irony. Books circulated by the 
Constitutional Society may, 'like goods not in request here', 
have found 'a market' in France; 1 Burke warns De Pont that 
both England and France must avoid allowing themselves 'to 
be imposed upon by the counterfeit wares' which arc exported 
to France 'as raw commodities of British growth, though wholly 
alien to our soil' ('unnatural' in the wide sense discussed 
earlier), and smuggled back as if 'after the newest Paris 
fashion'; 2 and he declares that France has set up 'trade without 
a capital' (having rejected the accumulated wisdom of cen­
turies).3 The same type of image provides the irony in Burke's 
comment on those who find 

nothing to satisfy their pious fancies in the old staple of the 
national church, or in all the rich variety to be found in the well­
assorted warehouses of the dissenting congregations.4 

Even from this brief quotation it is worth noting that, by precise 
choice of single words, Burke retains his grip on his central 
thesis. 'Staple' is defined by Johnson as 'a settled mart, an 
established emporium'; Burke's use of 'warehouses' coupled 
with derisive alliteration suggests transitoriness and lesser 
quality. On the other hand, Burke can derive an approving 
response from this type of imagery which he normally uses for 
the purpose of irony or censure. In a passage on 'the real rights 
of men' Burke gives this illustrative metaphor (added to the text 
in the third edition): 

In this partner-ship [of civil society] all men have equal rights; 
but not to equal things. He that has but five shillings in the 
partnership, has as good a right to it, as he that has five hundred 
pounds has to his larger proportion. But he has not a right to an 
equal dividend in the product of the joint stock .... 5 

1 Reflections, in Works, II, 279· 3 Ibid., II, 299· 
3 Ibid., II, 309. 4 Ibid., II, 286. 
6 Ibid., II, 332. In the 3rd edn. the last word of the quotation was 

'estate'; it was replaced by 'stock' in the sth. 
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Basically the image derives from the same source as 'goods', 
'wares' and 'trade' but by a subtle movement from vulgar 

' ' commercial traffic to the principles of a capitalist economy he 
achieves the opposite response. We move away from 'trade' to 
the 'capital' on which it depends; from, as it were, the counter 
to the board-room. And finally, in a famous passage, by similar 
means Burke imaginatively establishes his claims for traditional 
wisdom. 

We are afraid to put men to live and trade each on his own 
private stock of reason; because we suspect that this stock in 
each man is small, and that the individuals would do better to 
avail themselves of the general bank and capital of nations and of 
ages.1 

Not only is the limited and insecure 'stock' of the private trader 
directly contrasted with 'general bank' and 'capital', the inex­
haustible wealth of corporate human resources, but the move­
ment of the prose and character of the diction subtly enforce the 
contrast. As far as the word 'small', the diction is predominantly 
monosyllabic and its motion relatively staccato, whereas the 
final lo?g clause is appropriately richer in polysyllables and 
rhythm1c fluency. 

. One point at least emerges clearly from this discussion of 
lmagery and key-terms: though contemporary critics denounced 
Burke. for the seeming extravagance and grand disorder of the 
Rejlectzons, he was writing within an imaginative discipline. It 
ma~es fo: a wholeness and coherence which provide permanent 
delight; 1t also gave Burke an immediate polemical advantage. 
Though. t~ere is an abundance of imagery, by selecting it largely 
from a hffilted number of sources Burke ensured that his readers 
wou~~ associate certain attitudes, values, and emotions with 
t~adltlon and order, on the one hand, and with revolution and 
d1sor?er, on the other. For he was not working for what, in the 
E_nq~zry, he called 'a clear expression' but for 'a strong expres­
siOn : 

The. former regards the understanding; the latter belongs to the 
passiOns. The one describes a thing as it is; the other describes it 
as it is felt. 2 

1 Reflections, in Works, II, 359. 
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In other words, he writes not simply as a political philosopher 
but as an imaginative artist; the ideas of the philosopher are 
conveyed in the texture of the prose with a potency and whole­
ness possible only to a man employing imaginative language. 
Burke did not only cogitate about the issues confronting him but 
also felt passionately about them. Indeed, the very strength of 
his feelings is a salient feature of the case he is arguing: the tradi­
tional order takes full account of natural feelings; the revolu­
tionists deny them. Seen from this angle, his emotive prose is the 
embodiment of the fundamental nature of his thought. 

Why do I feel so differently from the Reverend Dr. Price, and 
those of his lay flock who will choose to adopt the sentiments of 
his discourse ?-For this plain reason-because it is 11atural I 
should; because we arc so made, as to be affected at such spectacles 
with melancholy sentiments ... because in those natural feelings 
we learn great lessons; because in events like these our passions 
instruct our reason.1 

The Reflections exists as proof of this philosophy, giving evidence 
of natural emotions and the lessons they teach. Emotive tech­
niques are then more than persuasive methods: they convey the 
essence of Burke's philosophic position. 

It may be objected, however, that this judgment cannot be 
indiscriminately applied to the whole of the Reflections, that 
Burke was not above exploiting emotionalism merely to secure 
immediate assent from a particular audience. It is, of course, 
true that the whole work is geared to making a profound appeal 
to the conservative mind: the character of the prose style, the 
emphasis on traditionalism, the stress on the importance of 
property, of the religious basis of society, or of the country 
gentlemen as opposed to the urban masses are all obvious 
enough. Burke is also capable of an inflated, windy eloquence in 
which his critical mind is inactive; part of the passage on the 
divine origin of civil society provides one example: 

[The English people] conceive that He who gave our nature to be 
perfected by our virtue, willed also the necessary means of its 
perfection.-He willed therefore the state-He willed its con­
nexion with the source and original archetype of all perfection. 
They who are convinced of this his will, which is the law of laws, 

1 Reflections, in Works, II, 352-3. 
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and the sovereign of sovereigns, cannot think it reprehensible 
that this our corporate fealty and homage, that this our recogni­
tion of a signiory paramount, I had almost said this oblation of 
the state itself, as a worthy offering on the high altar of universal 
praise, should be performed ... with mild majesty and sober 
pomp.1 

Here words arc heaped on words, a specious kind of Prayer 
Book idiom and rhythm ('this our sacrifice of praise and thanks­
giving', 'this our bounden duty and service') takes control, and 
as the rhythms move gradually farther from those of common 
speech the language is falsely overheightcncd. The same easy 
command of emotive verbiage is also at Burke's disposal to bol­
ster up a weak argument. In his defence of the monks whose 
property had been confiscated he elaborates in paragraph after 
paragraph a case which rests on the flimsy premise that the 
monks are desirable landowners because they arc no worse than 
other men.2 It is the verbal weight which is used to cow 
readers into submission. Burke is guilty too of hysterical out­
bursts-

Massacre, torture, hanging! These are your rights of men! 
These arc the fruit of metaphysic declarations wantonly made, 
and shamefully rctractcd.3 

of sophistry-

Habitual dissoluteness of manners [among the French nobility] 
continued beyond the pardonable period of life.4 

and of gross overwriting-

the painted booths and sordid sties of vice and luxury . . . the 
momentary receptacles of transient voluptuousness. 5 

!he fact is therefore inescapable that the central importance 
o~ natur~l feelings' in Burke's philosophy, which properly makes 
hiS emotive prose itself a weighty proof of the case he argues on 
a formal level, also allows him to exploit emotionalism of a 
s~ecious kind. Nevertheless, Bentham overstates the case against 
him:. 'the power [Burke] trusted to was oratory-rlzetoric-the art 
of misrepresentation-the art of misdirecting the judgment by 

1 Reflections, in Works, II, 370. 
2 Ibid., II, 428-34· 
4 Ibid., II, 409. 
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agitating and inflaming the passions' .1 This ignores the organic 
relationship between Burke's style and his thought; it also 
ignores the imaginative discipline of which evidence has been 
given and the literary sensitivity which enabled him to achieve 
immediate effectiveness combined with lasting and complex 
pleasure. 

Even at moments when Bentham would say Burke is most 
characteristically himself, as in his denunciation of the rejection 
of prescriptive rights in France, when he adopts the tone of a 
prophet. 

I sec, in a country very ncar us ... I sec the National Assembly ... 
I sec a practice perfectly correspondent ... I sec the confiscators 
... I sec the princes of the blood .... 

and when he goes to the very edge between decorum and 
excess-

Flushed with the insolence of their first inglorious victories, and 
pressed by the distresses caused by their lust of unhallowed 
lucre .... 

where he risks in prose a Miltonic grandiloquence, he is aware 
of the value of verbal contrast to jolt his reader into alertness: 

What vestiges of liberty or property have they left? The tenant­
right of a cabbage-garden, a year's interest in a hovel, the good­
will of an ale-house or a baker's shop ... are more ceremoniously 
treated in our parliament.2 

Here and frequently elsewhere Burke disregards a contempor­
ary theorist of rhetoric like George Campbell who insists on the 
desirability of 'reputable' language and the danger of 'vulgar­
isms', 3 and switches from heightened to common speech to in­
crease the impact of both. The immensity of the vision in the 
well-known passage beginning, 'Society is indeed a contract', 
with its view of 'a partnership not only between those who are 
living, but between those who are living, those who are dead, 
and those who are to be born', has its own dignity and gran­
deur; but it is set off by the clash between this kind of prose 

1 Works (Edinburgh, 1843), X, 510. 
2 Rejlectio11s, in Works, II, 422-3. 
3 The Philosophy of Rhetoric (1776), I, 345 ff. 
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fluency (contrasting sharply with Paine's defiant abruptness 
when he contests the argument) and the sentence: 

the state ought not to be considered as nothing better than a 
partnership agreement in a trade of pepper and coffee, calico or 
tobacco, or some other such low concern.l 

Both the idiom and the petulant rhythm throw into relief the 
grand conception to follow. And, of course, this command of 
vulgar speech is serviceable for denigrating the narrow vision of 
the revolutionists: 

It is nothing but plain impudence.2 

Such a machine ... is not worth the grease of its wheels. 3 

[Members of a Dundee club] would not give a dog' s-ear of their 
most rumpled and ragged Scotch paper for twenty of your 
fairest assignats. 4 

The range of Burke's verbal and imaginative ability is obvious. 
He is not confined, as for the most part arc, say, Paine, Mackin­
tosh, or Godwin, within a single style, but rather his literary 
scope corresponds to the comprehensiveness of his political wis­
dom. The wisdom without the literary skill would be hamstrung. 
His ability to distil into a terse maxim some idea of political 
morality is not only the mark of an incisive intelligence; it is 
also the proof of Burke's understanding of a polemical situation. 
Such pungent sentences as-

Ki_ng~ will be tyrants from policy, when subjects are rebels from 
prmctple.5 

Equal neglect is not impartial kindness. 6 

It is not from impotence we arc to expect the tasks of power 7 

are at once intellectually stimulating and memorable; they sum 
up fea~ure~ of the argument in a way that would stick in the 
readers mmd, provide him with easily quotable phrases, and 
thus ex~end Burke's authority. The only writer in the contro­
ve~sy :VIth a comparable skill is Paine, but his aphorisms are less 
satisfymg a~d less packed with general insight. He was incapable 
of the combmation of idea, verbal economy, and rhythmic sense 

I Reflections, in Works, II, 368. 2 Ibid., II, 395· 
3 Ibid., II, 473· 4 Ibid., II, 509. 6 Ibid., II, 350. 
6 Ibid., II, 421. 7 Ibid., II, 470. 
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that Burke achieves in: '\Visdom cannot create materials; they 
are the gifts of nature or of chance; her pride is in the use.' 1 

The tone of this sentence is imperiously assured, but, as other 
quotations have demonstrated, Burke's range in this respect, 
too, is vast. He was well aware of the importance of variety. 
Though he expected his audience to endure argument sustained 
at greater length than Paine imposed on his readers, Burke 
recognised that 'fatigue must give bounds to the discussion of 
subjects, which in themselves have hardly any limits'. 2 Wit, 
literary allusions, variation in idiom, tone of voice, and prose 
rhythm were all manipulated to keep the reader alert. The living 
audience of 'not the least learned and reflecting part' 3 of the 
community were to receive Burke's message through a literary 
experience they would not easily forget. 

The resourcefulness of which he is capable is partly illustrated 
by a portion from his onslaught on the speculation in land en­
couraged by the new French constitution. ·l One paragraph 
finishes thus: 

They have reversed the Latonian kindness to the landed property 
of Delos. They have sent theirs to be blown about, like the light 
fragments of a wreck, oras ct littora circum. 

Here the charge that the Assembly has destroyed the stability of 
landed property is made obliquely through a witty reference to 
Greek legend reinforced by the Virgilian quotation. A para­
graph of sustained attack follows. It begins with an ironic glance 
at the 'holy bishop' (Talleyrand) and his approval of 'en­
lightened' usury as a spur to agriculture, which Burke directly 
challenges with his denial that 'a man's not believing in God 
can teach him to cultivate the earth with the least of any 
additional skill or encouragement'; it then moves through a 
reminder of Cicero by way of the quotation, 'Diis immortalibus 
sero', and an ironic comment on the usurers-'These gentlemen 
are too wise in their generation'-which carries biblical implica­
tions, to the observation on 'their great precursor and proto­
type', Alphius. He, in Horace's second Epode, begins by 
celebrating the charms of a pastorallife-'Beatus ille'-and ends 
by succumbing to his lust for money. The reader, who has been 

1 Reflections, in Works, II, 428. 
3 Ibid., II, 369. 

2 Ibid., II, 475· 
4 Ibid., II, 461-3. 
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flattered by the assumption that he will respond to the quota­
tions and allusions and delighted by the writer's fertility, comes 
to the end· of the paragraph with its play on words, irony, and 
scathing use of biblical overtones: 

They will cultivate the Caisse d'Eglise, under the sacred auspices 
of this prelate, with much more profit than its vineyards and its 
corn-fields. They will employ their talents according to their 
habits and their interests. They will not follow the plough whilst 
they can direct treasuries, and govern provinces. 

Once Burke's feelings, whether of scorn, anger, or admiration, 
fire his imagination, such sustained verbal brilliance invariably 
results. His literary experience is always at hand to add an extra 
level of pleasure, enforcing the impact of what is said and 
deepening the hold it takes on the reader's mind. The famous 
question, 'Who now reads Bolingbroke?' is vivid in its con­
temptuous sharpness, but it gains an added piquancy if it recalls 
Pope's, 'Who now reads Cowley?'l Again, Pope's line, 'But soft 
-by regular approach-not yet', from the description of the 
obstacles confronting a visitor to Timon's villa, becomes 'But 
soft-by regular degrees, not yet' and carries the Popeian irony 
and comedy into Burke's attack on the involved French electoral 
sy~tem.2 'Some great offences in France must cry to heaven' in­
evltably reminds one of Claudius's confession in Hamlet 3 and 
'such unfeathered two-legged things' equally recalls Dryden in 
1-hsalom ?ndAchitophel, as well as Plato's description of man which 
hes behmd that. 4 On other occasions another kind of recall 
operates. 

They took_ an old huge full-bottomed periwig out of the wardrobe 
of the antiquated frippery of Louis the Fourteenth, to cover the 
premature baldness of the National Assembly.G 

Here it is a similarity of conception and comic vision rather than 
verbal echoes which calls up Swift's picture of Dryden (in Tlze 
Battle of the Books) swaggering under his large helmet 'like a 

1 &jlections, in Works, II, 361, cf. Pope, Tlze First Epistle of tlze Seco71d Book 
of Horace, I. 75· 

2 Ib~d., II, 445, cf. Pope, Epistle to Burlington, 1. 129. 
8 Ib1d., II, 465-6, cf. Shakespeare, Hamlet, III, iii, 36. 
4 Ibid., II, 494, cf. Dryden, Absalom and Aclzitoplzel, I. I 70. 
6 Ibid., II, soo. 
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shrivled Beau from within the Pent-house of a modern Perc­
wig' .1 In these and other instances Burke shows a thorough 
understanding (greater than, say, Hobbes or Godwin) of the 
power of allusive reference to strengthen the punch of his 
writing and enrich the audience's response. 

At every turn there is evidence of Burke's artistic awareness. 
An examination of his textual revisions (through to the eleventh 
edition) would merely serve to reinforce the same point. In­
deed, to read the Reflections as Burke intended-not only with 
the political consciousness but also with imagination and 
literary intelligence-is a complex experience. The whole tex­
ture of the writing constitutes the experience. This has been 
demonstrated in the detail; what remains is to show that, in the 
part of the Reflections which has caught the attention of his critics 
almost without exception, Burke's imaginative discipline and 
the full range of his techniques arc effectively deployed on the 
larger scale. That part is the apostrophe to the French Queen 
and the paragraphs which provide the setting for it. 

III 

The apostrophe is not a sudden eruption; it is prepared for 
with immense care. As Burke approaches it he stresses increas­
ingly the brutality and moral depravity which are eventually to 
be contrasted with the beauty, civilised grace, taste, and 
courtesy epitomised by the Queen. She is a product of a way of 
life which gives a central place to human affections and the 
family, and thus reflects a universal harmony. This is vitally im­
portant. Admiration and emotional attachment ('Who is it that 
admires, and from the heart is attached to .. .' 2) are Burke's 
standards of value here, admiration (as Johnson defines it) 
carrying the sense of regarding \vith love as well as with wonder. 
He proposes to show in the act of writing and in the presentation 
of events that ordered institutions are 'embodied ... in persons; 
so as to create in us love, veneration, admiration, or attach­
ment' .3 This attitude both controls, and is exemplified in his 
handling of, the revolutionary treatment of the French royal 
family. 

1 Ed. H. Davis, Prose Works of Swift (Oxford, 1939), I, 157. 
2 Rejlectio11s, in Works, II, 341. 3 Ibid., II, 350. 
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The events of 6 October (the attack on V crsaillcs) which pre­

pare for the apostrophe are preceded by a description ofpoli.tical 
and moral 'distortion'.1 The National Assembly has neither 
responsibility nor authority, and spectators take precedence over 
the elected deputies; Louis and his ministers arc powerless; 
criminals are exalted and the virtuous forced into crime; women 
are defcminised; destruction (not natural creation) triumphs; 
manners and good breeding arc replaced by murder and 
assassination. 'They have inverted order in all things'; 'th.e 
moral taste of every well-born mind' is outraged. And in th1s 
context Burke fastens on what he considers an insulting Address 
from the Assembly to Louis and on Price's 'triumph' over the 
fallen monarch.2 Consequently, before he comes to the detail of 
6 October Burke has established his values by these emotive 
means. It is notable too that the picture becomes more and more 
particularised; we move from a generalised description of chaos 
and its attendant evils to a specific illustration. Gradually, then, 
t~e reader is being put into the position Burke considered cssen­
tl~l: 'I must see with mine own eyes, I must, in a manner, touch 
Wlth my own hands, not only the fixed but the momentary cir­
cumstances.'3 Attention to the 'momentary circumstances' of 
any ~vent had a philosophical significance for Burke as well as 
makmg for greater rhetorical effectiveness. (It is no accident 
that t!1e apostrophe opens with a reference to actual personal 
expenence.) 

I~~e?iately following a renewed stress on Louis' bitter 
hum1hatwn (achieved through medical imagery), heightened 
by an allusion to Macbeth's mental agony, we come to the con­
crete event: 'on the morning of the 6th of October, q8g'.4 

~ Ref!ectio~s, in Works, II, 340-1. 
. It IS of mterest to remember Price's rejection of Burke's charge, since 
It rna~ prove Burke guilty of calculated misrepresentation. Price claimed 
that his use of the Nunc Dimittis referred to the events of 14 July and not 
6 October q8g: 'I am indeed surprised that Mr. Burke could want candour 
so much as t? suppose that I had other events in view.' The protest becomes 
more damnmg when Price continues: 'The letters quoted by [Burke] on 
P·.99 and 128 [Bohn, II, 338 n., 358-g n.], were dated in July 1789, and 
might have shewn him that he was injuring both me and the writer of those 
letters.' (A Discourse on the Love of our Country, p. vi.) 

3 A Letter to a Member of the National Assembly, in Works, II, 549· 
4 ReflectioTIS, in Works, II, 343· 
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(From here to the apostrophe with its mood of exalted reflec­
tion, action is the key-note, a fact which contributes to the 
splendid isolation of the Queen in that passage.) In his account 
of the attack on Versailles Burke selects for emphasis human 
emotions, loyalty, the family relationship, and the love it en­
tails: the guard's fidelity to the point of death,1 the Queen's love 
of and trust in Louis, who is both 'king and husband', and the 
family-'this king ... and this queen, and their infant chil­
dren'. The violent slaughter and bestiality which surround them 
seem intended by contrast to stress the family as a life-giving 
source. A further profound contrast follows-suggesting the 
values which arc involved in this event-between Christianity 
and heathenism. 'Consecrated', 'altars', 'thanksgiving', 'divine 
humanity', and 'fervent prayer' are opposed to 'Theban and 
Thracian orgies' and the kind of 'prophetic enthusiasm' ex­
amined previously. The point of the contrast is to underline the 
marked difference between the 'humanity' of Christ and the 
depraving philosophy of revolution in their several effects on 
men's actions. Burke is in fact compelling our attention not to 
abstractions but to human beings in the actual business ofliving, 
invariably a prominent feature in all his thinking. Religious 
fanaticism-which is the impression given of Price and the 
French by the account of the alleged plan for the murder of the 
bishops-breeds the sort of proud self-sufficiency and irrespon­
sibility Swift noted in his Digression; Christian culture (the 
foundation for 'the age of chivalry'), on the other hand, en­
courages humanity, sensibility, humility and moral purity. 'In­
born feelings of [human] nature' arc at once the test and the 
proof of this culture: it is they which direct Burke's reactions to 
the events described. 

Burke's natural feelings become dominant and they are dis­
played in response to the plight of a family of rank, beauty, 
ancient lineage, and 'tender age'. 2 Here the symbol of the 
family is actualised: an institution is embodied in persons 
worthy of 'admiration' (in the J ohnsonian sense). Furthermore, 

1 It is noteworthy that Burke never deleted the reference to the death of 
the guard, though, even if not at the time of writing, certainly before 
many editions were out, he must have known it was false. Several of his 
opponents in the subsequent controversy informed him of it. 

2 Reflections, in Works, II, 347· 
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in the act of writing itself Burke is giving evidence of 'gene:o.us 
loyalty to rank and sex' and 'sensibility of principle', quahttcs 
which, in the apostrophe, he attributes to the age of chi~alry­
and this at the same time as he presents a contrast With the 
heartlessness of the 'new-sprung modern light'. The feelings of 
Louis, as prince but also as husband, arc reported as facts, and 
his 'humanity' is honoured. . 

The nueen therefore comes to the centre of the stage amid 
"><) ' ' • 

references to the family and to natural emotions. The intcnstty 
of the writing is heightened by emphasis on her beauty and her 
suffering, and the weight of a whole paragraph is thrown for­
ward to the contemplation of her death. 1\IIorcover, Burke do~s 
not underestimate the value of sex-appeal, particularly when 1t 
is associated with a woman of rank, courage, beauty, and 
~ensibility. She is important, then, as a particular woman; she 
~ equally significant (whatever the truth about her personal 
hfe), as a symbol of nobility and grace, the source of life and 
growth and continuity. The Queen in fact embodies some of the 
fundamentals of Burke's political thought. These are the same 
feat~res which predominate in the apostrophe, where philo­
sophical implications are concentrcd in a memorable literary 
achievement. 

. T~ere can be little doubt that the apostrophe represents an 
Imag~native re-creation of Burke's feelings when he saw Marie 
~ntOI~ett: in I 773, under the stress of his acute reaction to h~r 
~tuat10n 1n I 78g. And there is equally little doubt that his 

hterary theory, outlined in the Enquiry, directed to some extent 
a~ least his writing in this passage. The apostrophe demonstrates 
h~ preference for a 'strong' over a 'clear expression'; it illustrates 
his contention that imaginative literature should convey the 
effect of the object described on the feelings of the writer. This 
last wa~ exactly his aim. For the revolutionary philosophers 'a 
qu;en lS but a woman; a woman is but an animal; and an 
ammal not of the highest order' ;l for Burke she is a symbolic 
~reat~re ~een through the medium of what he called 'a moral 
!magmat10n' .. 'A clear expression' would be appropriate to the 
ne~ ~onquenng empire oflight and reason', showing the object 

as It .Is and appealing to the intellect; a 'strong expression', 
showmg the Queen as transfigured by Burke's emotions, is a 

1 Reflections, in Works, II, 349· 
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persuasive factor in support of his own outlook. His technique is 
also foreshadowed in the Enquiry, where he says of Priam's 
account of Helen that it docs not contain 'one word ... of the 
particulars of her beauty; nothing which can in the least help 
us to any precise idea ofher person', yet it is more affecting than 
a long and detailed account.1 The same comment is applicable 
to Burke's description of the Queen. Indeed, it is rather an 
evocation than a description-an evocation of a woman symbol­
ising 'conscious dignity, noble pride, and a generous sense of 
glory', 2 qualities which he has previously attributed to the 
French nation. Burke avoids physical attributes and emphasises 
the Queen's ethereal beauty. As was noticed earlier in speaking 
of the universal imagery Burke employs, it is a world which is 
involved here: 'never alighted on this orb', 'just above the 
horizon', 'glittering like the morning-star'. This last phrase ex­
ploits biblical associations from a passage in Ecclesiasticus (quoted 
in the Enquiry3 ), which is shot through with brilliant images of 
splendour, holiness, and dignity. The reference is, then, in har­
mony with an elevated language which powerfully suggests 
visionary radiance and unearthly qualities. The dominant im­
pression is conveyed by a word-pattern which includes 'orb', 
'delightful', 'decorating', 'cheering', 'glittering', 'splendour', 
'joy', and 'love'; they arc terms that involve the reader in the 
imaginative experience Burke presents; and they invoke ideas 
of grace, dignity, elegance, and taste, ideas which he has related 
to the approved order of things since the beginning of the book. 
And yet the change in values initiated by the Revolution is, as 
it were, carried along in an undcrcurrent-'that elevation and 
that fall', 'Little did I dream', 'disgrace', 'disasters'-which 
comes gradually nearer the surface with 'sophisters, economists, 
and calculators', 'extinguished for ever', 'never, never more', 
'it is gone'. The Queen symbolises all that is finest in a whole 
civilisation, and with her perish the benefits which society 
derived from that civilisation: dignified obedience, exalted free­
dom, the unifying and ennobling power of human emotions. 
The vague, emotive phrases-so difficult briefly to paraphrase-

1 Works, I, 177. 
2 Rifleclions, in Works, II, 322. 
3 Works, I, 106. (The phrase also occurs in the Office of the Blessed Virgin 

Mary.) 
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in which Burke indulges are not mere extravagances of the 
moment; in them is concentrated much of the significance of the 
preceding argument. The hyperbole-'! thought ten thousand 
swords must have leaped from their scabbards to avenge even a 
look that threatened her with insult'-similarly focuses a great 
deal of earlier suggestion. The exaggeration one feels is con­
scious; it gives heightened expression-which can be ridiculed 
but not forgotten-to that notion of the instinctive defence of 
womanhood which is the traditional proof of humane feelings. 
In France these feelings are atrophied; the unnatural coldness 
of revolutionary philosophy inhibits the normal response; and 
the noble because natural, ancient system of manners is sub­
verted. The degradation of this woman, then, involves the sym­
bolic destruction of ancient governmental institutions which 
were embodied 'in persons so as to create in us love, veneration, 
admiration, or attachment'. And the whole process is presented 
to the reader by means of intense emotion, the human quality 
most despised by the revolutionists. 

What follows the apostrophe depends upon it. Henceforward 
Burke is concerned to show the results of a philosophy that leaves 
nothing 'which engages the affections on the part of the com­
monwealth' ;1 that rejects the civilisation and system of manners 
found~~ on the two principles, 'the spirit of a gentleman, and 
the sp1nt of religion' ;2 that despises the natural feelings which 
would have scorned to humiliate a beautiful, nobly descended 
queen; a~d that, elevating the individual at the expense ofthe 
commumty, provokes both moral and political disintegration. 
The values given particular embodiment in the apostrophe are 
those by which the English and French constitutions are 
measured in the remainder of the Reflections. 

The apostrophe is central to the work as a whole. At the risk 
of b~ing censured by some for excessive emotionalism, Burke 
prov1des a memorable centrepiece which, in symbolic terms, 
focuses the philosophical significance of all that goes before it 
~nd acts as a seminal passage for what follows. Even ifit is con­
s~dered a sample of the 'marvellous' according to his own defini­
tion-that which will 'strike and interest the public'3-it is 

1 Reflections, in Works, II, 350. 
2 Ibid., II, 351. 
3 Ibid., II, 441. 
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highly functional: after the apostrophe Burke is more and more 
concerned with the detail of governmental organisation which 
may well become confused in the reader's memory; this passage 
remains in the mind by its imaginative force and persuasive 
suggestiveness. 
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VIII 

THOMAS PAINE'S RIGHTS OF 

MAN: THE VULGAR STYLE 

J UST over three months after the appearance of Burke's 
Reflections Paine published his Rights of klan (Part 1), one 

of the most widely read pamphlets of all time. It is an example 
of political prose written for a relatively uneducated audience, 
a literary kind which presents the critic with difficult problems 
of analysis and evaluation. Writers-such as those examined by 
John Holloway in Tile Victorian Sage-who cater for an audience 
alert to subtleties of allusion, tone, rhythm, imagery, and so 
forth, and who in consequence are able to manipulate a large 
range ofliterary techniques, confident of their readers' response 
-such writers lend themselves readily to conventional literary 
analysis. But because our critical tools are not normally shar­
pe~ed on his kind of writing, an author like Tom Paine tends to 
be 1~~ored. He receives a nod from compilers of 'social settings' 
an~ ht.erary scenes', as if what he had to say and the manner of 
s~ymg It can safely be disregarded, but no serious critical atten­
tion . 

. I~ is noticeable that no attempt has been made by literary 
cntlcs to account for the remarkable impact of the Rights of 
Man. There is no need to insist on the reality of Paine's influ­
ence in his own day, it is too well known (though the reminder 
may be timely in view of the complete absence of his name from 
the Pelican Guide to English Literature covering the Revolutionary 
period). And it is not adequate to leave it to the political 
historian to explain this influence, or merely to claim, with some 
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eighteenth-century critics, that Paine's was an appeal to the 
political have-nots against the ruling class. When it is remem­
bered that upwards of seventy books and pamphlets were written 
in reply to Burke's Reflections, many of them addressed to the 
same audience as Paine's, this explanation obviously does not 
account for the distinctive success of the Riglzts of Matz or for the 
sale (according to Paine) of 'between four and five hundred 
thousand' copies within ten years of publication.1 

One principal reason for Paine's success was the apparent 
simplicity of his revolutionary doctrine and the lucid directness 
with which he expressed it. For example, he enters the great 
eighteenth-century debate on social contract; he rejects the 
notion that government is a compact between 'those who 
govern and those who are governed' as 'putting the effect before 
the cause', and asserts that initially 

the individuals themselves, each in his own personal and sovereign 
right, entered into a compact with each other to produce a government: 
and this is the only mode in which governments have a right to 
arise, and the only principle on which they have a right to 
exist.2 

Any government that, like the British, was the result of con­
quest and was founded on the power of a ruling caste and not 
on the free choice of the people was, ipso facto, no true govern­
ment. Paine will have no truck with Burkean arguments which 
start from the idea that man is the product of countless ages of 
human and political development; as in the above quotation he 
insists on beginning ab initio, 'when man came from the hand of 
his Maker. What was he then? Man. Man was his high and only 
title, and a higher cannot be given him.'3 The argument is 
naive, but its persuasive force lies in its simplicity; only by its 
consequences does the reader recognise how deceptive and how 
rigorous is the apparent simplicity-man's essential equality is 
established, privileges claimed as a result of so-called noble 
descent or hereditary succession vanish, and it is an easy step to 
the assertion that sovereignty resides in the collective will of a 
nation (expressed by its freely elected representatives) and not 
in a single man who has come by chance to the position of king. 

1 Ed. P. S. Foner, Complete Writings, II, 910. 
2 Ibid., I, 278. 3 Ibid., I, 273· 
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From the . . 
enem f same source springs the bchcf that 'Man ts not the 
gove y 0 man, but through the medium of a false system of 
Manr(X:~~t',l or, as he expresses it in Part II of the Rights of 
m P. lished 1 792) 'man were he not corrupted by govern-ents 1s • • . 
of it if ~~turally the friend of man, and human nature 1s n_ot 
arrn~e ~lCious'. 2 From this premise, expressed with such dis­
for Ing directness, there follows a conclusion of vast importance 
non~; age of dynastic conflicts: wars arc the means by which 
wealt~presentative governments maintain their power and 
turb d. (There is little wonder that Horace Walpole was per-

e wh ' · d' 'b uted b en vast numbers of Pame's pamphlet were tstn -
the f: l~th to regiments and ships' on the second anniversary of 

T'a of the Bastille. a) 
mon;;e an~ again Paine makes statements which appear com­
revol t~ce In ~ context of political theory; they prove to be 

u 1onary h . . 1. . Th m t e1r 1mp 1Cat1ons. 
Poi::uty.ofman ... is plain and simple, and consists but oft~o 
res · 1-IIs duty to God, which every man must feel; and w1th 

Th pect to his neighbour, to do as he would be done by." 

ing~ assertion seems innocuous enough, but, as in Swift's writ­
how' ~:ly whe1_1 the reader has swallowed the bait does he realise 
reco .mly he 1s hooked. The duty to one's neighbour should be 
readgnxsed by all men, by rulers as well as the ruled; Paine's 
mea~: ~hen ~iscovers that the moral injunction has become a 
Well Y W~1ch rulers are to be assessed and that those who act 
not ;.~~ordtng to this principle will be respected, those who do 
rega ~ be despised; and finally, the last jerk on the hook, 'with 
it, t{e :o ~hose to whom no power is delegated, but who assume 
Whi h at;~onal world can know nothing of them'. The logic by 
there . thiS la~t position is reached is not unimpeachable, but 
anc e 1~ suffictent appearance of logic to obtain general accept-
T~ 0 t~e conclusion from a quite impeccable premise. 

pol'f ere Is _no need to labour the point or to outline Paine's 
tio 1 l~al ph1l~sophy in full detail; based on the French 'Declara­
in ~ 0 the_R1ghts ofMan and ofCitizens' (which Paine includes 
th r~nslatton), his own doctrine has the same clarity that marks 7 eceptive simplicity of that document. Furthermore, it is 

Complete TAT 't. I 2 lb'd I a E ryn mgs, ' 343· I ., ' 397· 
4 d. W. S. Lewis, Horace Walpole's Correspondence, XI, 318. 

Complete Writings, I, 275. 
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reinforced by Paine's buoyant confidence: the 'system of prin­
ciples as universal as truth and the existence of man' which had 
been operative in the revolutions of America and France would 
inevitably operate throughout Europe. It would, therefore, 'be 
an act of wisdom to anticipate their approach, and produce 
revolutions by reason and accommodation, rather than commit 
them to the issue of convulsions'. This conclusion to Part I is 
matched by the equally confident finish to Part II with its 
allegory of the budding of trees in February: 

. . . though the vegetable sleep will continue longer on some 
trees and plants than on others, and though some of them may 
not blossom for two or three years, all will be in leaf in the summer, 
except those which arc rotten. \Vhat pace the political summer 
may keep with the natural, no human foresight can determine. It 
is, however, not difficult to perceive that the spring is begun. 

The allegory is as simple as biblical parable, its message is clear 
and the experience it draws on is universal; moreover, the writer 
has succeeded in detaching himself from his own powerful feel­
ings and has embodied them in a vivid and concrete image 
which precisely conveys the desired sense of inevitability. Paine 
is indeed a conscious artist. 

This conclusion so far lacks convincing evidence to support 
it, but it is necessary to introduce it at an early stage. Paine was 
aware that he was doing something new in the art of political 
pamphleteering; the first part of the Rights of .A1an was intended 
to test 'the manner in which a work, written in a style of think­
ing and expression different to what had been customary in 
England, would be received' .1 Immediate reactions to the 
literary quality of the pamphlet were, of course, coloured by 
political prejudice, but they remain important for our purpose. 
For Horace Walpole Paine's style 'is so coarse, that you would 
think he means to degrade the language as much as the 
government' ;2 Sir Brooke Boothby thought Paine had 'the 
natural eloquence of a night-cellar' and found his book 'written 
in a kind of specious jargon, well enough calculated to impose 
upon the vulgar' ;3 and The lv!onthly Review, to some extent 

1 Complete Writings, I, 348-g. 
2 Ed. W. S. Lewis, Correspondence, XI, 239. 
3 ObservatioriS 011 the Appeal from the New to the Old Whigs, and on Mr. Paim's 

Rights of Man, pp. 106 n., 273-4. 
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sympathetic to Pa· ' I" . (" r d 1 . . . l ,. t d nght on h Inc s po 1t1cs It 1oun liS pnnc1p cs JUS an 

. t e Whole'), felt obliged to remark that his style 
Is desult 
sornef ory, uncouth, and inelegant. His wit is coarse, and 

lines dis d d · h h energetic . grace by wretche puns; and Ius language, t oug 
vulgar h Is awkward, ungrammatical, and often debased by 

P rascology .1 

On the h 
Man th:tt .~r hand, Fox is reported as saying of the Rights of 
arith . lt seems as clear and simple as the first rule in 

Inetic' 2 B . 
but~:~ extrex:nes are to some extent right. The books is 'clear', 
can c 18 ~lso Inelegant and occasionally ungrammatical; Paine 
effect~rtal~ly be said to use 'vulgar phraseology'. Yet it was an 
Writi~ve_plece of pamphleteering, it 'worked': T. J. Mathias, 
Right g In I 797, observed that 'our peasantry now read the 
it ha~d{ Man ?n mountains, and mo~rs, and by t?e way~ide'; 3 

health ed senous and fundamental ISsues; and It provided a 
The Y counterblast to Burke. Moreover, it remains readable. 
to a lllodern critic, then, finds himself in the position of having 
of t~cept t?at, given the urgency of the situation and the needs 
on h ': a~d1ence, Paine's effectiveness depended in part at least 
nolo lS .vulg~rity'. Now 'vulgarity' in normal critical termi­
eighr' 18 PeJorative; it is the term used by a Boothby or an 
dard eenth-century reviewer accustomed to aristocratic stan­
With ~~f accepted literary excellence; it is the term associated 
in A. e Word 'mob' as Ian Watt has shown it to have been used 
the tugus~an prose; 4 and it is, of course, still current. But when 
plete~rtnls applied to Paine ~nd his style the pe~~rative is com­
it sh Y 1out of place; 'vulgar' IS necessary as a cntlcal word, but 
plai~u d be descriptive, meaning, not boorish or debased, but 
to an' of the people, vulgus. Reluctance to accept this view leads 
criti .unnecessarily restrictive limitation on the scope ofliterary 
ofthClsm_; criticism, then, is in danger offorgetting the principle 
its ste SUitability of means to ends and of becoming confined for 
aesthan_dards to those works only which are considered fit for 

ebc 'contemplation' 
1 • 

Op. cit. (M ) V 
2 Atla . ay 1791' '93· 
a The n;:c M_onthly (Boston, 1859), IV, 6g4. 
4 'Th ursuzts of Literature, IV, ii. 

Pa e Ironic Tradition in Augustan Prose from Swift to Johnson', A 
per at the Third Clark Library Seminar (University of California, 1956). 
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Admitting, therefore, that Paine's achievement in the Rights 
of A1an has little to offer to the 'contemplative', what can the 
critic say about the vulgar style? Take, for example, a passage 
ironically described by 'Valpole as one of Paine's 'delicate 
paragraphs': 

It is easy to conceive, that a band of interested men, such as 
placemen, pensioners, lords of the bed-chamber, lords of the 
kitchen, lords of the necessary-house, and the Lord knows what 
besides, can find as many reasons for monarchy as their salaries, 
paid at the expense of the country, amount to.l 

The humour is crude, decorum is absent, the alliteration is of 
the kind that occurs in agitated conversation, and the logic is 
questionable (for others besides sycophants can justify mon­
archy)-but what are the advantages of such a style? In the 
first place there is-here and throughout the book-a philoso­
phical claim inherent in the language used: Paine is suggesting, 
by his choice of idiom, tone, and rhythm, that the issues he is 
treating can and ought to be discussed in the language of com­
mon speech; that these issues have a direct bearing on man's 
ordinary existence-monarchy involves the citizen in heavy 
taxation for its support; and that they ought not to be reserved 
(as Burke's language implies they should) for language whose 
aura of biblical sanctity suggests that such issues are above the 
head of the common man. Paine's language, his 'vulgarity', is 
indeed part of his critical method; to use a colloquial idiom 
about issues which Burke treats with great solemnity and lin­
guistic complexity at once goes some way towards establishing 
the points just mentioned. Secondly, of course, Paine's style 
gains in intelligibility and immediacy, and, as one result, his 
readers were provided with quotable phrases which would be­
come part of their verbal armoury for use against the status quo. 
And, thirdly, there is a rumbustious energy (such as Burke 
lacked) about this writing; it marks out the writer as a man of 
vigorous and healthy common sense. Paine, in fact, is creating 
an image of himself as one of the vulgar, using the language of 
the masses with just sufficient subtlety to induce their acceptance 
of his views. (His understanding of the importance of a persona 
is further illustrated and confirmed in the second part of the 

1 Complete J11ritings, I, 326-7. 
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pamphlet, where, for example, his sympathy wit~ the econox:nic 
circumstances of his poorer readers prompts h1m to remmd 
them: 'my parents were not able to give me a shilling, beyond 
what they gave me in education; and to do this they distressed 
themselves' .1 ) If one may accept Paine's own phraseology as 
describing his intended audience-'the farmer, the manufac­
turer, the merchant, the tradesman, and down through all the 
occupations of life to the common labourer' 2-then his is the 
kind of idiom to make a direct impact. 

It is, moreover, all of a piece with Paine's criticism of Burke's 
language. More attention will be given to this matter later, but 
it might be observed here how frequently Paine selects a passage 
from the Reflections in order to point out the obscurity of Burke's 
meaning. 

As the wondering audience, whom Mr. Burke supposes himself 
talking to, may not understand all this learned jargon, I will 
undertake to be its interpreter.3 

Not only does this kind of remark cement the link between 
Paine and his unlearned reader, and give him an opportunity to 
score a witty point through the interpretation that follows, it 
also implies that the supporters of the status quo wrap up their 
sophistries in elevated obscurity. By translating Burke's lan­
guage into the idiom of every day Paine diminishes his oppon­
ent's stature and suggests that his seeming authority resides in 
the ?ombastic quality of his diction rather than in the validity 
of his argument. Paine, on the other hand, is seen to make his 
points in words that are readily understood; he does not have 
recourse (so he would have us believe) to any jargon, learned or 
unlearned, but uses vulgar speech, the language of common 
sense and common experience. 

As his diction is of every day, so Paine's imagery and allusions 
are drawn from the common stock. He claims, for instance, that 
by requiring wisdom as an attribute of kingship Burke has, 'to 
use a sailor's phrase ... swabbed the deck' ;4 Court popularity, he 
says, 'sprung up like a mushroom in a night' ;5 a State-Church 

1 Complete Writings, I, 414. 
2 Ibid., I, 327. 
4 Ibid., I, 318. 

3 Ibid., I, 319. 
5 Ibid., I, 328. 
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is 'a sort of mule-animal, capable only of destroying, and not of 
breeding up' ;1 or his famous comment that Burke 'pities the 
plumage, but forgets the dying bird'.2 Immediately intelligible 
as they arc, such phrases also suggest (as do similar ones in 
Bunyan) the writer's nearness to and feeling for the life lived 
by his readers; he is using their phrases, and thus infers his 
oneness with their political position. He is, furthermore, adding 
to the status of vulgar speech (as Wordsworth did in the first 
Lyrical Ballads) by showing its capacity for dealing with im­
portant issues at a fundamental level; Burke's language, on the 
other hand, suggests that these issues arc the exclusive concern 
of men using a refined and aristocratic medium. 

Similar remarks arc prompted by Paine's limited use of 
literary allusion. Burke's adulation of chivalry is ridiculed by a 
reference to Quixote and the windmills; 3 the interrelation (for 
the French) between the fall of the Bastille and the fall of 
despotism is described as 'a compounded image ... as figura­
tively united as Bunyan's Doubting Castle and Giant Despair' ;4 

Burke's researches into antiquity are not rigorously pursued, 
Paine asserts, in case 'some robber, or some Robin Hood, should 
rise' and claim to be the origin of monarchy; 6 or again he 
enquires whether the 'metaphor' of the Crown operates 'like 
Fortunatus' wishing-cap, or Harlequin's wooden sword'. 6 Where 
Paine refers beyond what might be called folk literature (and 
Don Quixote had assumed this character in England), he requires 
little in the way ofliterary training: a reference to the Comedy of 
Errors, for example, is valuable only for what is invoked by the 
title itself; it does not depend for its effectiveness, as do some of 
Burke's Shakespearean allusions, on a knowledge of the play. 
The only literary knowledge on which Paine counts to any ex­
tent is a knowledge of the Bible and the Book of Common 
Prayer. He is confident that an allusion to the Israelites' struggle 
for freedom, through the mention of 'bondmen and bond­
women',7 will suggest an analogy with contemporary affairs; he 
clearly expects the language and rhythm of, 'our inquiries find a 
resting place, and our reason finds a home', 8 to be evocative, and 
the Litany to be recalled by, 'From such principles, and such 

1 Complete Writi11gs, I, 292. 
~Ibid., I, 261. 
7 Ibid., I, 296. 

I Ibid., I, 260. 
1 Ibid., I, 319. 
8 Ibid., I, 273. 
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ignorance, Good Lord deliver the world.' 1 It is noticeable, too, 
that on the only occasion when irony depends on a literary 
allusion, a biblical reference is used. Having asserted that a love 
of aristocratic titles is childish, Paine goes on: 'A certain writer, 
of some antiquity, says: "Wizen I was a child, I thought as a child 
••• ".' 2 The irony is, of course, directed at Burke's love of 
antiquity and precedents, but the interesting point is that Paine 
is attributing to the ordinary man the literary alertness to 
appreciate the irony. But, for the most part, Paine relics on the 
force of his facts and the arguments based on them, and there­
after only on his audience's response to the metaphorical use of 
language which demanded a minimum of literary awareness. 
The metaphors involved in the description of the Bastille as 'the 
high altar and castle of dcspotism'3 rely for their effect on politi­
cal and religious prejudice; the claim that France had 'out­
grown the baby-clothes of count and duke, and breeched itself in 
manhood' 4 requires none but normal experience to achieve its 
persuasive effect. 

As in this last Paine frequently relies on metaphors which are 
:ooted in popular experience. The experiments in aeronautics 
tn the nine years preceding the publication of the Rights of Man 
-:-culminating in the Channel flight of Blanchard and J cffries 
!n 1 785-probably account for the charge that Burke has 
mounted in the air like a balloon, to draw the eyes of the 
m~ltitude from the ground they stand upon'. 5 This charge is 
relter~ted elsewhere, but here Paine gives it imaginative embodi­
;ent tn a way that would have popular appeal. Again, Paine 
,~aws heavily on what Mr. Christopher Hill has called the 
th orman Yoke' tradition in English political literature, the 
I"beory that before 1066 the Anglo-Saxons were blessed with 
t~ er{J and representative government, whereas the coming of 

e ormans meant the end of both and the establishment of 
oppr · esstve monarchy and oligarchy. 6 The theory had been 
~ur~nt since at least the sixteenth century, it gained new vitality 
m ~ e writings of the Civil War period, it reappeared in Defoe, 
an then, most vociferously, in Paine. When, therefore, Paine 

1 Complete Wrt" I 2 Ib"d I 86 s Ib"d I 6 
4 Ib"d z zngs, ' 325· 1 ., ' 2 . 1 ., , 2 4· 
6 S 1 ., I, _286. 6 Ibid., I, 282. 

II ee Chnstopher Hill, Puritanism and Revolution ( r 958), Chap. 3, especi­
a Y PP· 99-rog. 
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refers to 'the vassalage class of manners' 1 that leads subjects to 
humble themselves in the presence of kings, or describes 'Villiam 
the Conqueror as 'the son of a prostitute and the plunderer of 
the English nation', 2 he is writing within a popular tradition 
which would excite even the most unsophisticated among his 
readers. Their tendency to look back to a golden age before the 
advent of tyrannic government would be powerfully stimulated 
by allusions to this unhistorical but very emotive and widely 
held theory. But the kind of popular experience most often ex­
ploited by Paine is the dramatic and theatrical. The century 
abounded with farces, ballad-operas, 'entertainments', panto­
mime, and such-like theatrical performances; he clearly felt able 
to rely on experience of them. As Gay had satirised the ·walpole 
'gang' on the stage, so Paine uses stage-terms in his prose 
effectively to convey his contempt for the Court and aristocracy. 
The unnatural degradation of the masses results, he says, in 
bringing forward 'with greater glare, the puppet-show of state 
and aristocracy' ;3 courtiers may despise the monarchy, but 
'they are in the condition of men who get their living by a show, 
and to whom the folly of that show is so familiar that they 
ridicule it'; 4 and the enigma of the identity of a monarch in 'a 
mixed government', when king, cabinet, and dominant parlia­
mentary group are barely distinguishable, is described as 'this 
pantomimical contrivance' in which 'the parts help each other 
out in matters which neither of them singly would assume to 
act'. 5 Furthermore, we hear of 'the Pantomime of Hush', of 
Fortunatus and Harlequin (favourite characters of pantomime), 
and of the magic lanthorn. The achievement of this frame of 
reference is important. It obviously shows Paine drawing on 
experiences shared with his readers, and this is a significant 
factor in persuasion. It also allows him to ridicule the constitu­
tion Burke defends and generally to identify it as a mode of 
comic entertainment (since Paine's theatrical allusions are in­
variably used for the purpose of attack). Consequently, the com­
mon reader is induced to regard the constitution in the same 
light and with the same insouciance as he viewed his kind of 
dramatic entertainment. Some humorous as well as some serious 
purpose is involved. And it is noteworthy that while Burke 

1 Complete Writi11gs, I, 2g6. 
' Ibid., I, 2g6. 

2 Ibid., I, 320. 
6 Ibid., I, 340. 
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hm1self frequ 1 . . . . 
diffi ent Y refers to the drama m the Rejlectzons, h1s IS a 

erent purpo . . . 1 . 1 ferv se: 1t 1s more obv10us y to arouse the emotion a 
our normall · · · d d that th Y associated with senous rama an to suggest 

lutio .e P~oper state of mind for observers of the French Revo-
Ton lS t at.appropriate to watching a tragedy. 

liter rec~g.n~se that Paine also conducts a great deal of his 
is to ary cr~ttc1sm of the Rejlectiom in terms of dramatic criticism 
suasi see t at .the concept of drama is more than simply a per-

ve technlqu . b . h. 1 . p . , thesis I h. e: It em od1es somet mg centra m ame s own 
'Rea · n Is 'Conclusion' he lays it down as an axiom that 
the son a~d Ignorance, the opposites of each other, influence 
cou!rea~ ulk of. mankind' and that the Government in any 
nant 1_ IS determmed by whichever of these principles is domi­
tion ·. cason leads to government by election and representa­
asid~ ~~~o~an_ce to government by hereditary succession. Leaving 
is org ~ 0~1c of this assertion, it becomes plain that the axiom 
of his aruc Wlth Paine's choice ofliterary methods and the nature 
taus t:ttack on Burke. It may have been no more than fortui­
tainm at what he felt to be a popular interest-theatrical enter­
analy ~ntfprovided him with a key metaphor to focus his 
certats. 0 Burke's arguments and literary techniques; what is 
interpn 18 t~at the essential business of drama-the imaginative 
the d retatt?n of reality in terms of figures created to embody 

ramat18t• · d . charges a . s attttu es and values-perfectly focuses Pame's 
'creat d' gamst Burke. (In this sense, for example, Burke 
he dide the Marie Antoinette who appears in the Rejlectiom; 
metap~ot present the woman from the world of fact.) Used as a 
reason or, t~e drama draws attention to the dichotomy between 
fact a ~n~ 1~norance, or reality and appearance, life and art, 
Paine n IChon-between, indeed, the position claimed by 
with w~~d t~e one he attributed to Burke. This is the conflict 
readers .1~~' In s~me shape or another, Paine constantly faces his 
ment s~ 18 ch?1c.e of metaphor by which to conduct the argu-

0 ggests ms1ght of no ordinary kind. 
nee th" · 

Burk lS lS ~rasped, the references to drama fall into place. 
touc~! say~ Pame, is 'not affected by the reality of distress 
his . ln~ hls. heart, but by the showy resemblance of it striking 
he u;:agmatlOn'; he 'degenerates into a composition of art'; and 
ex ? . oos;s to present a hero or a heroine, 'a tragedy-victim 

pxnng m show', rather than 'the real prisoner of misery' dying 
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in jail,l Again, Burke makes 'a tragic scene' out of the execu­
tions following the fall of the Bastille; unlike Paine, he does not 
relate the factual circumstances which gave rise to the event. 

As to the tragic paintings by which Mr. Burke has outraged his 
own imagination, and seeks to work upon that of his readers, 
they arc very well calculated for theatrical representation, where 
facts arc manufactured for the sake of show, and accommodated 
to produce, through the weakness of sympathy, a weeping effect. 
But Mr. Burke should recollect that he is writing history, and not 
plays, and that his readers will expect truth, and not the spoutmg 
rant of high-toned cxclamation.2 

I cannot consider Mr. Burke's book in scarcely any other light 
than a dramatic performance; and he must, I think, have con­
sidered it in the same light himself, by the poetical liberties he 
has taken of omitting some facts, distorting others, and making 
the whole machinery bend to produce a stage effect. Of this 
kind is his account of the expedition to Versaillcs.3 

These arc statements at length of Paine's literary-political criti­
cism ofBurkc; in them the clash between truth and fiction, reality 
and art, reason and imagination, conccntred by the metaphor of 
the drama, is evident enough. Proof of what is essentially the 
same approach occurs frequently elsewhere. Seen in this light, 
Paine's frequent usc of factual information takes on an extra 
significance. He charges Burke with focusing attention solely on 
the deleterious effects of the Revolution and of ignoring the 
facts which made it necessary and inevitable. 

It suits his purpose to exhibit consequences without their causes. 
It is one of the arts of the drama to do so. If the crimes of men were 
exhibited with their sufferings, the stage effect would sometimes 
be lost, and the audience would be inclined to approve where it 
was intended they should commiserate.4 

Consequently, when Paine provides factual details he is not only 
giving information to justify and propagate his own political 
attitudes; his intention is to confront 'art' with 'life' and to 
shatter what he considers is an imaginative fa<;ade; he is also 
attempting to dispel the ignorance which Burke fosters by his 
'dramatic method' (as defined above) and which encourages the 

1 ComjJ/ete Writings, I, 260. 
3 Ibid., I, 267-8. 

2 Ibid., I, 258. 
4 Ibid., I, 268. 
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continued existence of despotic government. It is not necessary 
to labour any claim for Paine's accuracy as literary critic, al­
though, speaking generally, his line of approach is sound. Bu~ke 
merits comparison with a dramatist; he concentrates attent10n 
on single human figures who embody attitudes and values he 
regards as important (or despicable); his narrative of events is 
essentially conducted by 'scenes'; he stresses human actions to 
convey the character of a political movement; he does, in a 
sense, make a tragic heroine out of Marie Antoinette, and so 
forth. Paine, on his side, is justified in trying to break down the 
splendid, tragic isolation with which Burke invests the Queen; 
he is equally shrewd in trying to shift the emphasis that Burke 
places on Louis as the personal object of revolutionary assault, 
on to an issue of principle. There is, then, substance in Paine's 
literary-critical approach; he shows, perhaps, more insight in 
this respect than many later critics of Burke; but what is chiefly 
important here is the way in which his literary criticism co­
heres with his larger political theory. 

The corollary to his critical onslaught on Burke is that Paine 
s~oul? .show himself guided by reason, that his style-by its 
s1mphc1ty and lucidity-should mirror his emphasis on fact and 
com~on sense. He should, in other words, write the plain vulgar 
style m contrast to (what he would describe as) the refined and 
lo~ty obscurity of his opponent. If Burke 'confounds every­
thmg'l by failing to make distinctions and refusing to define his 
terms,. Paine should work by definition and clarity; if Burke's 
book IS 'a pathless wilderness of rhapsodies' ,2 then Paine's 
~hould be well ordered and comprehensible. If Paine's writing 
IS found to possess these desired characteristics one's conclusion 
will not necessarily be that he is superior to Burke as a writer, 
but rather that his style and literary methods embody his politi­
cal and moral values as effectively as Burke's quite different 
style and methods are an embodiment of his. 

In part, the shape of the Rights of Man is dictated by Paine's 
task: to _refute the Reflections. He was compelled to take up sepa­
rate cla1ms advanced by his antagonist; where he felt it neces­
ary he had to provide evidence omitted by Burke, as in his 
account ofthe Versailles incident or his review of the influences 
leading to the outbreak of the Revolution; and he had to argue 

1 Complete Writings, I, 278. 2 Ibid., I, 272. 
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his own political theory. The nature of his task led, then, to 
some disjointedness; he was determined to reason 'from minutiae 
to magnitude' .1 Again, the presence of a 'lVfiscellancous Chap­
ter' may be urged as proof of disorderliness. There is, in fact, 
some truth in The 111onthly Review's charge of desultoriness in 
presentation. Yet there is a sense in which this had to be. Some 
roughness of style, the absence of refinement and decorum, an 
energy that mirrored a scarcely controllable anger on behalf of 
the poor and unenfranchised-these things were signs of politi­
cal good faith and honesty of purpose. From the nature of the 
theory argued in Paine's book, he had to eschew the literary 
methods associated with an aristocratic culture linked, in its 
turn, with the politics of the establishment.2 There is, then, a 
significant truth in Sir Brooke Boothby's sneering comment that 
Paine 'writes in defiance of grammar, as if syntax were an aristo­
cratical invention'.3 

Whatever one's finaljudgment on the mode ofpresentation, 
there is no doubt that Paine's writing is simple and lucid. 

There never did, there never will, and there never can exist a 
parliament, or any description of men, or any generation of men, 
in any country, possessed of the right or the power of binding 
and controlling posterity to the 'end of time' .•• 4 

When we survey the wretched condition of man under the mon­
archical and hereditary systems of government, dragged from his 
home by one power, or driven by another, and impoverished by 
taxes more than by enemies, it becomes evident that those systems 
are bad, and that a general revolution in the principle and 
construction of governments is necessary.5 

Writing such as this-and the examples arc innumerable-has 
the merits of clarity, directness, energy, and the powerful con­
viction carried by the speaking voice. There is a balance about 

1 Complete Writi1zgs, I, 282. 
2 Cf. Professor Leslie A. Fiedler's remark on the typical young British 

writer of our own day that 'when he is boorish rather than well-behaved, 
rudely angry than ironically amused ... even when he merely writes badly, 
he can feel he is performing a service for literature, liberating it from the 
tyranny of a taste based on a world of wealth and leisure which has become 
quite unreal' (Enco!lnter (1958), X, i, g). 

3 Observations .•• oil Mr. Pai1ze's Rights of Mall, p. 106 n. 
' Complete Writillgs, I, 25 I. 
11 Ibid., I, 341. 
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the phrasing which is not 'literary' but vulgar in the non­
pejorative sense; it results from a determination to ensure the 
reader's agreement by insistent affirmation, the accumulation 
of facts, and the colloquial phrasing of an accomplished popular 
orator. Where Paine attempts the kind of 'literary' style that is 
Burke's province he fails utterly: 

In the declaratory exordium which prefaces the Declaration of 
Rights, we sec the solemn and majestic spectacle of a nation 
opening its commission, under the auspices of its Creator, to 
establish a Government; a scene so new, and so transcendently 
unequalled by anything in the European world, that the name of 
a Revolution is diminutive of its character, and it rises into a 
regeneration of man.t 

This is rhetoric of the worst kind; it is vague and rhapsodic, 
pretentious and inflated-it is, indeed, guilty of the faults with 
which Paine charges Burke. But it is not normal: the two ex­
amples previously quoted are more representative of Paine's 
general style. He is invariably concerned to place his views 'in 
a clearer light'; 2 to enable us 'to possess ourselves of a clear idea 
?f"':hat government is, or ought to be' ;3 and to avoid any word 
wh1~h describes nothing' and consequently 'means nothing'.4 

P~me obviously felt that an argument visibly divided into 
sectt?ns was necessary for his audience; his readers presumably 
re.qu1red the kind of sign posting denoted by phrases such as, 'I 
wdl he~e cease the comparison ... and conclude this part of 
t?e subJect', or, 'it is time to proceed to a new subject'. Occa­
Sionally he contrives to turn what is avowedly a transition into 
an opening for humour: 

~itherto we have considered aristocracy chiefly in one point of 
~ew. We have now to consider it in another. But whether we 
VIew it ~efore or behind, or sideways, or any way else, domestically 
or pubhcly, it is still a monster. 5 

The use. of clearly defined stages is a pointer to Paine's 
un?erstandmg of the capacity of his readers. They required 
?Uldance an~ reassurance; they were not to lose themselves in 
a pathless wdderness'. Nor could Paine count on a willingness 

1 Complete Writi11gs, I, 317. 
a Ibid., I, 278. 
I Ibid., I, 288. 

2 Ibid., I, 277. 
' Ibid., I, 287. 
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in his audience to follow a lengthy discussion of abstract theory 
-hence his use of anecdote, of plain narrative carefully punc­
tuated with information about the passing of time ('He arrived 
at Versailles between ten and eleven at night', 'It was now about 
one in the morning' 1), of snatches of conversation with an 
ordinary soldier or a plain-speaking American, of humorous 
interjections, and the like. Paine was, indeed, well aware ofthe 
necessity 'of relieving the fatigue of argument' .2 And the constant 
usc of facts, the frequent recourse to definition, the impress of 
personal authority and experience ('I wrote to [Burke] last 
winter from Paris, and gave him an account how prosperously 
matters were going on' 3), the enumeration ofpoints established 
-in fact, the general concreteness of reference recalling Defoe 
or the Swift of the Drapier's Letters is based on a thorough under­
standing of the needs of his audience. 

'When men are sore with the sense of oppressions, and men­
aced with the prospect of new ones, is the calmness of philo­
sophy, or the palsy of insensibility to be looked for ?' 4 Paine's 
rhetorical question brings sharply into focus the difficulty posed 
by his kind of writing for the literary critic. However astute 
Paine's motives in I 79 I, the Rights of Man does not give the 
reader the same degree of permanent pleasure that he experi­
ences from reading the Reflections; Paine cannot command that 
complex subtlety of style and sensitivity to the resources of 
language displayed by Burke. Yet, as the Paisley weaver poet, 
Alexander Wilson, put it: 

... Tammy Paine the buik has penned, 
And lent the courts a lounder.5 

The audience for which Paine designed his work were con­
vinced that he had dealt a 'wallop' to the political establish­
ment, and because he had successfully created that audience 
for himself by the first part of his pamphlet-hence the 
greater attention to it here-the influence of Part II was 
even more immense. Paine's distinction, then, is that he per­
fected an idiom appropriate to his deceptively simple philosophy 

1 Complete Writings, I, 270-1. 2 Ibid., I, 285. 
3 Ibid., I, 297. ' Ibid., I, 265. 
6 Cited by D. Craig, Scottish Literature and the Scottish People: r68o-r83o 

(1961), p. 77• 
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as well as t h" 
of defia t 0b IS culturally unsophisticated readers; his manner 
seriousnn a ruptness suited the urgency of the times and the 
member~ss ~f t~e issues from the standpoint of the oppressed 
single h. 0 soc1~ty; and he proved himself the master of a 
featu;es ~~~l~ flextble style. Its pugnacity, its lucidity, and those 
mastery f 1t w~ can properly call vulgar confirm Paine's 
demand 0d rhetoncal techniques which the particular situation 

e . 



IX 

VINDICIAE GALLICAE 

T HERE can be no doubt that Paine's was the most 
popular reply to Burke and among the most significant 

contributions to the language of political controversy in the late 
eighteenth century. Other participants in the controversy, how­
ever, were influential in their day, and their pamphlets offer an 
opportunity to analyse a fascinating variety of polemical 
methods. From james Mackintosh and Mary Wollstonecraft to 
the Scottish intellectual Thomas Christie and the obscure 
citizen, 'honest john Butler' (as The .A1ontlzly Review called him1), 

all Burke's opponents were convinced that theirs was the true 
morality, that Burke had deliberately obscured and mis­
represented the issues raised by the Revolution for England and 
mankind, and that the clear light of reason would reveal the 
truth about them while exposing Burke's multiple errors of fact 
and interpretation. (As Wollstonecraft remarked: 'True mor­
ality shuns not the day.' 2) Yet, however justified these beliefs 
may have been, problems remained. The liberal writers had 
to reach an audience, dislodge the vast influence already 
achieved by the Reflections, and secure acceptance of their own 
views. To do this required them to write in a manner which 
would initially capture the attention and then engage the 
imagination of their readers, and continue to be memorable. 
But how was this to be done if they were to display their 
confidence in the primacy of reason and avoid relying on those 
emotive techniques used in the Reflections? In other words, 

1 Op. cit. (May 1791), V, 108. 
2 Vindication of the Rights of Men, p. I 31. 
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could the . 
convicti. Y achieve what any controversialist aims at-the 

on of h" · · "II inevitabl £ lS readers to the extent that nght actiOn WI 

which th~ ollow-without using the same literary methods for 
To y denounced Burke? 

answer th · I d for detailed es~ questions three wnters have been se ecte 
ment F examination and others for more general treat-

. orem · ' 
wrote for the ?st 1~ the first group is James Mackintosh,, who 
audienc tntelhgent middle and upper classes-Burkes own 

e-to h Though h w om Paine's matter and manner were repellent. 
Revoluti e later renounced his youthful enthusiasm for the 
by Thor:n, the effect of the Vindiciae Gallicae, described here 

I h as Campbell, Mackintosh could not undo. 
n t e bett 

pronene er educated classes of society, there was a general 
h ss to go . h B d . . . . . l t at pro Wlt urke; an It IS my smcere opm10n, t 1at 

Mackinte;:,ess Would have become universal, if such a mind as 
general 5°sri s h~d not presented itself, like a breakwater, to the 

Also p ng-tide of Burkism.I 
addressed t . . 

Mary Woiist 0 a ,mt~dl~-cl.ass audie~ce there is, secondly, 
earliest r r onecraft s Vzndzcatzon of the Rzghts of Men, one of the 
Burke's bep ~es. to the Reflections; published within a month of 
accordin °0 ' It Went into a second edition in three weeks and, 
the last 0} t~~ G?d~in, 'obtained extraordinary notice'. 2 And 
substantial 5 tr10 1s the work described by John Morley as 'the 
Travels in F and decisive reply to Burke', Arthur Young's 
Burke 11...- krance, a book 'worth a hundred times more than , J.v~ac · 

Intosh, and Paine all put together'.a 

]AMEs MAcK 
It INTosa: Vindiciae Gall icae (I 79 I) 

was time h 
that reas ~ at men should learn to tolerate nothing ancient 
which re on oes not respect, and to shrink from no novelty to 

ason may d . . . I and eloqu 1 . con uct .... It was time, as It has been wise y 
dastardly ent ~ satd, that Legislators, instead of that narrow and 

coastzn h" h . precedent h g w Ic never ventures to lose sight of usage and 
bolder n ' ~ o~Id, guided by the polarity of reason, hazard a 
treasure ~VIgatt?n, and discover, in unexplored regions, the 

1 Ed 0 pubhc felicity.<~ 
.R.J l\1 k" 

2 Memoirs ;y thac Intosh, Memoirs of the Life of Sir James Mackirztosh, I, 59· 
3 Burke ( 1a7 ) e Author of a Vindicatiorz of the Rights of Womarz, p. 75· 
4 TT:nd," • 9 'p. I62. Y' zcwe Gallica e, pp. I 1&-17. 
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This credo-urgent in spite of its formal and complicated 
structure-focuses attention both on Mackintosh's ideas and on 
his mode of writing. It not only represents a complete rejection 
of Burke's contempt for unaided reason and signifies the 
writer's view of events in France, it is also central to his analysis 
of Burke's persuasive methods and indicates the principal 
character of his own. 'Analysis and method,' Mackintosh 
claims, level all the writers participating in the controversy:1 

what is merely 'ornamental' in the Reflections will disappear 
under analysis; methodical presentation will allow opposing 
arguments to make their own forceful impact on the reader's 
mind. Mackintosh's confidence in such a procedure is clear from 
the tone of the passage quoted; it is equally evident in what 
follows when he considers Burke's attitude towards 'theory': 

If by theory be understood vague conjecture, the objection is 
not worth discussion; but if by theory be meant inference from 
the moral nature and political state of man, then I assert, that 
whatever such theory pronounces to be true, must be practicable, 
and that whatever on the subject is impracticable, must be false.2 

Here the prose is nervous and reminds one of the fervour of 
Keats' famous claim about the truth of imaginative perception. 
Indeed, Mackintosh's belief in the power of reason was in­
tensely and emotionally felt; his problem was to maintain a 
rational poise while communicating the intensity of his own 
belief. 

That this was a real problem is suggested by the analogy 
with which Mackintosh illustrates the last statement: 

Geometry ... bears nearly the same relation to mechanics that 
abstract reasoning does to politics. The moral forces which are 
employed in politics are the passions and interests of men, of 
which it is the province of metaphysics to teach the nature and 
calculate the strength, as mathematics do those of the mechanical 
powers. 

He goes on to quote the example of a technological discovery 
which is immediately adopted because it makes an incontro­
vertible appeal to reason. Why, he infers, should not discoveries 
made in political science be adopted with equal readiness? The 
argumentative weakness is obvious: men and human institutions 

1 Vindiciae Gallicae, p. vii. 2 Ibid., p. uS. 
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are not lik 
As D. H Le mechanics, amenable to strict laws of causation. 
intellige~t ~Wrence pointed out, while we must be alert and 
can't dri a. ou~ social change, the change 'must happen. You 
philosoph~e lt hke a steam-engine.' 1 But in addition to the 
product 7a(~ Weakness, the analogy itself lacks fire; it is the 
imaginat~ ln Coleridge's terms) the fancy rather than the 

lOU· it · c • standing' 2 ' L'> a dry, cold, formal deductlon of the under-
His fai;h ?-nd the intensity of belief is missing. 

that 'soci t m. tl~e e~cacy of reason, coupled with the conviction 
character~>: Is ln~':'Itably progressive',3 leads him to take up a 
to pursue 1Shc P0.Sitlon: 'It is absurd to expect, but it is not absurd 
attribute pterfiBection.' 4 Mackintosh refuses to share the view he 

. s o urke. ' fid . . ' mixed w"th, · an arrogant con ence 1n our attainments 
he is see 1 t" an abject distrust of our powers'. On the contrary, 
puts hiS" pt Ica~ about the political progress so far achieved and 

rust 1n 'th h . ments which , e uman understandmg' to produce govern-
Hence of are the work of art' and not the result of'chance'. 5 

' cour h" ~rench had se, Is. app:oval of the French Revolut~on. The 
Imitate th made mt~lhgent usc of human expcnence to 
ment. i e good and reJect the evil in existing forms of govern­
choic~ a:~th~r ~o~ds,_ they had trusted in man's power of 
throw of h discr~mma~IOn. That this had involved the over­
tionists' t e. anczen regzme was merely evidence of the revolu­
(as Burk~o~lStency; they_ could not build on old foundations 
imperfect. d adv1sed), smce the foundations themselves were 

These view 
the cont s were all ?fa piece with Mackintosh's attitude to 
man's i et~f.orary Enghsh political situation. He believed that 
the corrn e lgence ~hould be given an opportunity to reform 
change upt and UnJust constitution. The key to reform lay in 

s m the fr h" d . . 'From this . a~c lSe an parliamentary representat10n: 
naturall r~dlcal Improvement all subaltern reform would 
dem Y an peaceably arise.' 6 The example of France had 

onstrated what h" . . 
Of r ac 1evements were possible by the excrc1se 

eason: 

195
1

5I)n 'The State of Funk', Sex, Literature and Censors/zip (ed. H. T. Moore, 
'p. 135· 

2 Hazlitt, Works, XI, 100. 
8 Vindiciae Gallicae, p. 197. 
6 Ibid., p. 115. ' Ibid., P· I 14· 

8 Ibid., p. 343· 
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The shock that destroyed the despotism of France has widely 
dispersed the clouds that intercepted reason. from the political 
and moral world; and we cannot suppose, that England is the 
only spot that has not been reached by this flood oflight that has 
burst in on the human race.1 

Mackintosh is confident that the same power of reason will 
counteract his opponent's emotive appeal and secure assent 
from his own audience, and from the outset his mode of argu­
ment accurately embodies this confidence. The first sentence 
challenges Burke's failure to define his terms; he has not, 
Mackintosh asserts, even defined the term 'French Revolution'. 
It is capable of at least three meanings: the occasion when the 
States-General was admitted to an active share in government, 
the union of the three orders in one Assembly, or the formation 
of a new constitution by that Assembly. Each of these was a 
revolutionary act, but Burke had used the descriptive term 
without signifying to which he referred. Thus, one of Mackin­
tosh's objects was to 'extricate [Burke's language] from this 
ambiguity' 2 and to allow the light of reason to expose his 
persuasive obscurities. Time and again he returns to this task. 
He carefully examines the meaning of 'experience', which, 
according to the Reflections, the French have ignored,3 or re­
proves Burke for deliberately attaching an imprecise meaning 
to the final word in Price's claim that the nation has a right 'to 
cashier our governors for misconduct'. 'A plain man'-one who 
interprets according to the context of a word and by the aid of 
his common sense-'could have foreseen scarcely any diversity 
of opinion'. 4 Mackintosh despises what he elsewhere describes 
as 'a mode of proceeding more remarkable for controversial 
dexterity than for candor' ;5 he insists that Burke is attributing 
'loose and indefinite' meanings to a word whose context per­
mits only one sense: 'that precise species of misconduct for 
which James II was dethroned-A CONSPIRACY AGAINST THE 
LIBERTY OF HIS COUNTRY'.& 

Such an analytic method achieves, of course, more than one 
result. It suggests that Burke's manner of presenting his case was 
deceitful; it implies that he was incapable ofthinking clearly (or 

1 Vindiciae Gallicae, p. 345· 
3 Ibid., pp. I I I-I 2. 

6 Ibid., p. I8I n. 
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that he inte . 
congen· 1 . nttonally dissembled when the plain truth was un-
accept~a)' and it warns the reader against an unquestioning 
documence of any ofBurke's statements. In addition, it provides 
honesty ntary evidence of Mackintosh's own clarity of mind, 
that in; ~nd scrupulous attention to fact. It is a method, too, 
applies f~~es trust between writer and reader: if Mackintosh 
he is pr Is scrutiny to Burke's language the inference is that 

Thes:pared for it to be applied to his own. 
and con ;arne qualities of clarity, honesty, analytic thinking, 
the con~ ant reference to factual evidence arc established by 
draws attuct. of the Vindiciae Gallicae as a whole. Mackintosh 
that for BentiOn to the lack of order in the Reflections, observing 
of the R urke .to begin with an attack on the English admirers 
tion . ev~lut10n was to determine 'the propriety of approba­
appro;ed.'/:ore ?iscussing t~e merit or demerit of what ~as 
his work For h1s part Mackmtosh sees 'a natural order' wh1ch 
tative a must follow. (The word 'natural' has not the conno­
'rationa~ra that it. has for Burke; it clearly denotes 'logical' or 
of the R ~ ~eamng which, in the light of the earlier analysis 
between ;h ectzons, at once suggests an important difference 
revoluti e two men.) Logically the first topic is whether a 
ignored 0.~ Was n~cessary and expedient, and, since Burke 
sequenc 1 'fa consideration of the Revolution as an historical 
Assernbt 0 events. Following this, logic again demands that the 
conside/d. .the body which legislated for the Revolution, be 
given pre '.then the 'popular excesses' to which Burke had 
conduct on;.lnence; then the new Constitution; and finally, the 
natural 0 .the English admirers. 2 There is an undeniable 
led to ~e~.s ln this ordering of topics, and again the reader is 
worthy e ~eve that he is in the hands of a competent, trust­
agreern wnter wh~ will rely on no sleight of hand to obtain his 
reason' ~3nt. ~~c~ntosh desires 'a fair audience at the bar of 
goes i the lnlt1al frankness with which he states his intention 

a ong way to secure it. 

I Vindiciae Gallicae p v•····· 
2 It · ' . · 

Dijfer ;s On~t~worthy that the compiler of A Comparative Display of th4 
F: :~ 'Pzn~ons of the most distinguished British Writers on the subject of th4 
h~:~. evolution (1793) adopted Mackintosh's divisions for his own chapter 

mgs. 
8 0 . p. c1t., p. a5. 
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Of course, Vindiciae Gallicae is not a mere documentary 
account; it is not an objective view of French affairs, and 
Mackintosh docs not try to delude his readers into believing 
that it is. He makes it plain when describing the meeting of the 
States-General at Versailles, 5 May 1789, that his object is 'not 
to narrate events, but to seize their spirit'; 1 it is abundantly 
clear too from his tone and enthusiasm that he is one of those 
who 'can never cease to rejoice' that 'the year 1 789 has fur­
nished one spot on which the eye of humanity may with 
complacence dwell'. 2 Yet, as subsequent analysis will show, his 
literary manner is for the most part proof that Mackintosh is a 
writer whose enthusiasm is under the control of his reason. 'A'e 
do not meet with intemperate outbursts of invective levelled at 
Burke, and although de Calonne-whose book, De l'Etat de Ia 
France present et a venir ( 1 790), Mackintosh answers along with 
the Reflections-is described as 'an exiled robber' he is rather 
despised than abused. Indeed, abuse seems too crude a method 
for Mackintosh to handle. His patience is frequently tried, but 
his audience was not Paine's, and the intelligent reader for 
whom he wrote would admire his restraint. For instance, when 
he examines Burke's passionate denunciation of the seizure of 
church property in France, Mackintosh writes: 

What immediately follows this contemptuous passage is so out­
rageously offensive to candor and urbanity, that an honourable 
adversary will disdain to avail himself of it.3 

Despite the seeming self-righteousness when the sentence is out 
of context, it is as an 'honourable adversary' that Mackintosh 
appears. He is not one of the 'frivolous and puerile adversaries' 
who rely on refuting Burke by convicting him of 'some minute 
errors'. 4 He certainly points to such factual mistakes, but does 
not rest his case on them. And he is always ready to concede 
points to his opponent or to record his agreement with Burke 
when this is appropriate. Even though Burke was wrong to 
announce the death of the sentinel when Versailles was 
attacked, or to claim with certainty that the Queen's chamber 
was invaded, 'these slight corrections palliate little the atrocity' ;5 

1 Vindiciae Gallicae, p. 39· 
3 Ibid., pp. 83-4. 
6 Ibid., PP· 185-6. 
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With Burke M . . . 
decided ackintosh reprobates the franchise-quahficat10n 
another 1~gon by the National Assembly, and disagrees with 
score ·1 I era} Pamphleteer Mrs. Macaulay Graham, on this 

, or a · . ' . . . 
seats in th gain, he disapproves of excludmg m1msters from 
Mackint ~~ssembly. 2 'Blind and servile applause'3 is no more 
in neitheos s natural mode than virulent abuse, and he indulges r. 

Sober, hon 
undoubt dl est, plain-speaking but temperate as Mackintosh 
ness as ae Y appears, he does not lack shrewdness or decisive­
and argun oppo~ent. He recognises, for example, the emotive 
strong fee~entatlVe uses Burke makes of individuals to arouse 
impressio I~s on behalf of those who suffered and to create the 
in Englan~ t at the Revolution in France and the reverberations 
makes str Were the work of self-interested men. Mackintosh 
the emot~nuous efforts to destroy this view and to undermine 
made' :4 t~e . appeal. 'A Revolution which the people have 
in Vindicia ~Is ~he keynote which is sounded again and again 
and gene/ r allzcae. It gives to Mackintosh's account a nobility 
who were a_ lsed emotiveness which would move those readers 
which wo ~~tere.sted in historical or philosophical issues, but 
events inv ul . fall to stir readers who looked for sensational 
the advoc 0 t vmg .the names of famous individuals. 'To become 
cussion that e of zndividuals, were to forget the dignity of a dis­
nation.'s ~h~g~rds the rights and interests of an emancipated 
conduct h. Is the level at which Mackintosh prefers to 
his views : ~rf?ument; he employs detail, of course, to support 
Burke g~v n IS orten forced to discuss the individuals to whom 
establish t~ prommence, but only this approach will, for him, 
in hi') eyes e true nature of the Revolution in France. It was, 
fluenced b' a spontaneous movement by a whole people in­
moral as ~cYlcncral c.auses (philos?phi;al as well as political, 
schemes and . as soc1al), and owmg almost nothing to the 
other reaso !he ascendant of individuals'. G For this among 

ns lt was . . suz genens: 
Among many circu h" h d" . . unexampl d . . mstances w 1c 1stmgmshed that event, as 
that it mt h 10 history, it was none of the least extraordinary, 

I v:· g. ~ truly be said to have been a REVOLUTION without 
zndzczae G ll" 

a Ib"d a zcae, pp. 224-6. 
& Ib~ ., p. 227. 

Id., p. Igo. 

2 Ibid., p. 270. 
4 Ibid., p. 182. 

6 Ibid., p. 59· 
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Leaders. It was the cfrect of general causes operating on the 
people. It was the revolt of a nation enlightened from a common 
source. 1 

The central figure in Vindiciae Gallicae is the French nation 
imbued with an infectious vitality (which made its impact on 
English liberals) and a love of liberty too great for the private 
interests of individuals to be matters of moment. 

Mackintosh is also alive to another of Burke's principal 
themes in the Reflections: the disintegration of France into a 
confederacy of separate units. Indeed, he reverses Burke's 
emphasis; he claims that France was dismembered before the 
Revolution and united as a result of it. In his opening chapter 
Mackintosh represents French society before 1789 as one made 
up of 'ranks' and privileged orders 'which divided France into 
distinct nations?· whereas the Revolution inspired 'democratic 
sentiments' and a sense of nationhood. In his discussion of the 
French Constitution he returns to Burke's charge, arguing from 
detail that 

the Legislators of France have solicitously provided more elabor­
ate precautions against this dismemberment than have been 
adopted by any recorded Government.3 

Under the ancien regime the country was 'an aggregate of inde­
pendent States', each with its distinct character, laws, and 
privileges; the removal of 'the compressing force of despotism' 
which held them together would have led them to resume their 
independent status; and consequently, the new division of the 
kingdom by the Assembly had the merit of recognising local 
distinctions while emphasising 'the common center of the 
national system'. 4 

Such refutation of his opponent's claims is carried out with 
explicit reference to Burke's statements; the reader is presented 
with both points of view and encouraged to prefer Mackintosh's. 
This method, however, is not invariable. On several occasions 
Mackintosh establishes principles without drawing attention to 
Burke's contrary views. For example, Burke had expressed 
contempt for the 'turbulent and discontented' noblemen who 
joined the Tiers Etat in the new Assembly, and sneered at the 

1 Vindiciae Gallicae, pp. 127-8. 
3 Ibid., p. 233· 
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'large proportion of mere country curates' in that body. 
Mackintosh quite unostentatiously corrects this picture. The 
leaders of the third estate 

were seconded in the Chamber of the Noblesse by a minority 
eminently distinguished for rank, character, and talent. The 
obscure and useful portion of the Clergy ... naturally coalesced 
with the Commons.l 

The account is presented as factual and not as a matter of 
dispute; Mackintosh claims distinction for the nobles, but 
honestly confines them to a 'minority'; and although he con­
cedes the obscurity of the clergy, the word 'useful' corrects the 
Burkcan unbalance. Again, Burke had invested Louis XVI 
with a blameless if vacillating disposition; without drawing 
attention to this portrait Mackintosh strips off its persuasive 
veneer and shows Louis as a feeble, yielding instrument of 
ambitious men, lacking any deep concern for the welfare of his 
people.2 This method of persuasion (frequently employed) has 
several advantages. It diminishes the need for direct reference 
to the Reflections, and thus lessens the number of occasions when 
th~ ~udience is reminded of Burke; it lends a positive air to the 
wntm~ and reduces the element ofbickering controversy; and, 
most Important, sceptical readers or the Burke-partisan are 
not constantly kept on the qui vive. They are not warned to 
prepare defensive positions and may discover too late that they 
have asse?ted to views which make Burkean opinions untenable. 

A vanant on this rhetorical method reminds us of the 
audience Mackintosh is addressing. Burke's sneers at the 
'usurers' who had bought confiscated Church property in 
F~ance b~t who would soon exchange land for money, had cul­
mmated m a quotation from Horace's second Epode about the 
money-lender, Alphius. When Mackintosh takes up this issue 
he remarks: 

The hei_r of the stock jobbing Alpheus may acquire as perfectly 
the habits of an active improver of his patrimonial estate, as the 
children of Cincinnatus, or Cato the Censor.3 

Unobtrusively he has paid Burke in his own coinage, demon­
strated his own easy acquaintance with classical literature, and 

1 Vindiciae Gallicae, p. 40. 2 Ibid., pp. 45-6. 
3 Ibid., p. r6o. (Cf. p. 125 above.) 
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strengthened the link with a cultured audience. That this was 
Mackintosh's audience is clear; his dignified restraint, urbanity, 
literary references, choice of idiom, and the build of his para­
graphs reinforce the general impression that he wrote for people 
accustomed to reading Johnson or Burke rather than Paine. 
The presence through quotation, in the final paragraph of 
Vindiciae Gallicae, of both Johnson and Lucan is significant 
enough. Nevertheless, though Mackintosh was convinced that 
it was among the 'middle rank [that] ... almost all the sense 
and virtue of society reside', 1 he is not guilty of class conceit; he 
will have no truck with 'the arrogance of rank and letters' 
which has 'ignominiously confounded under the denomination 
of the vulgar' the 'great body of mankind'. 2 His aim was to 
write a work 'addressed to popular conviction? and though we 
obviously cannot attach to the word 'popular' the meaning it 
carries when applied to Paine's Rights of Man, the intention was 
undoubtedly genuine. 

Any reader with some literary training, a mind alert to the 
vigorous presentation of an argument, and ready to respond to 
the sympathetic personality behind the writing would, for the 
most part, find Vindiciae Gallicae a stimulating experience. He 
would, of course, find some faults. Occasionally he would meet 
with bigotry, as in Mackintosh's assault on monasticism: 'The 
dens of fanaticism, where they did not become the recesses of 
sensuality, were converted into the styes of indolence and 
apathy.' 4 Mackintosh's normal composure has here given way 
and bombast is the result. It is a fault never far off in his prose; 
without the conscious discipline and the careful choice of word 
and image that he usually employs, the lofty commonplace or 
cliche appears. 

[The revolutionists of 1688] wrested the sceptre from superstition, 
and dragged prejudice in triumph. They destroyed the arsenal 
whence despotism had borrowed her thunders and her chains.5 

It is in this fatal temper [of apathy] that men become sufficiently 
debased and embruted to wallow in placid and polluted servitude. 6 

The strength of feeling in such examples is undeniable; what 
is absent is a determination to be precise and fresh, to avoid 

1 Vindiciae Gallicae, p. 129. 2 Ibid., p. 31 1. 
3 Ibid., p. 206. ' Ibid., p. 156. 
5 Ibid., p. 329. 0 Ibid., pp. 34o-1. 
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the 'stock response' of the liberal writer to the shibboleths of 
his tradition. Control and discipline can, however, produce 
frigidity, and this, to some extent, is what happens. The 
evidence of Mackintosh's prose is that his imagination did not 
respond spontaneously except by means of commonplace meta­
phors; those which are not commonplace, on the other hand, 
show signs of careful pondering; they arc apt but lack sparkle. 
When, for instance, Mackintosh denies the wisdom of gradual 
reformation of essentially despotic institutions, he comments: 
'Power vegetates with more vigor after these gentle prunings.' 1 

It is an apt, neat, and very controlled statement; how charac­
teristic was the control is plain when this sentence is set beside 
another in which Mackintosh describes the results of mon­
asticism: 

!hese short-lived phrenzies leave behind them an inert product, 
m the same manner as, when the fury and splendor of volcanic 
eruption is past for ages, there still remains a mass of lava to 
encumber the soil, and deform the aspect of the earth.2 

!fere the element of cerebration is obvious; the analogy provided 
~-appropriate, but the imaginative expression of it is so firmly 

rrected by the intellect that the result is wooden and the 
emo_tional intensity behind the writer's conviction has been 
~acnficed. Other examples could be quoted to confirm this 
Impression of Mackintosh as a man in striking contrast with, 
~;y, S,helley: the first being one who relied on Coleridge's 
1 ancy to produce emotive illustrations of an argument intel-
ectually conceived; the second a writer whose thoughts 
~aturally embodied themselves in fresh and memorable 
Imagery. 

b lhis limitation on Mackintosh's powers being granted, his 
a I :; t_o argue well and to convey moral passion must also be 
empkiasised. Here the intellectual discipline which restricted the 
wor ng of h. . . . b f h f. . . . IS 1magmat10n ecomes a source o great strengt -
0• lnClSIVe lrony, admirable terseness, and sustained argumenta-
tive · · d :wr~tmg of excellent quality. Commenting on Burke's 
_escnptiOn of the impoverished state of trade in post-revolu­

tiOnary France, Mackintosh remarks: 

1 Vindiciae Gallicae, p. 106. 
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2 Ibid., pp. 156-7. 
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The manufacturers of Lyons, the merchants of Bourdeaux and 
Marseilles, arc silent amidst the lamentations of the Abbe 
Maury, M. Calonne, and Mr. Burke. Happy is that people 
whose commerce flourishes in Ledgers, while it is bewailed in 
orations, and remains untouched in calculation, while it expires in 
the pictures of cloqucncc.1 

In a passage of this kind it is the precise working of the intellect 
which achieves the ironic pungency; there is an imaginative 
quality that produces the concrete images, but it is the intellect 
that balances 'flourishes' with 'bewailed', 'remains untouched' 
with 'expires', and controls the total effect of the passage. 
Similarly, the directing intelligence, supported by aJohnsonian 
sense of prose rhythm, realises the terse finality of the following 
three (from very many) examples: 

Mean time the people of Paris revolted, the French soldiery felt 
that they were citizens, and the fabric of Despotism fell to the 
ground.2 

Men will not long dwell in hovels, with the model of a palace 
before their eyes.3 

[Burke and Judge Jeffries] indict the same crimes; they impute 
the same motives; they dread the same consequences:' 

It is a stringent test of any of Burke's opponents to select for 
examination the manner in which they reply to his sensational 
description of the alleged atrocities in the early stages of the 
Revolution, and to his treatment of the English sympathisers. 
With both issues his opponents were deeply involved. The first 
called in question the humanity of men acting on principles 
they revered, the second their own integrity and patriotism. 
Both made severe demands on their self-control and literary 
abilities if they were satisfactorily to rebut Burke's charges and 
establish their own points of view. 

As part of his reply to the first of these questions Mackintosh 
offers the exaggerated figure of 2o,ooo lives lost during the 
Revolution as a basis for argument. He then enquires whether, 
compared with parallel events in history, even this loss would 
cause 'a manly and enlightened humanity' to recoil. 

Compare it with the blood spilt by England in the attempt to 
subjugate America, and if such be the guilt of the Revolutionists 

1 Vindiciae Gallicae, p. 172. 2 Ibid., p. 53· 
8 Ibid., p. 122. 4 Ibid., p. 328. 
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o France ft 
establish ' or having, at the hazard of this evil, sought the 
applied lllent of freedom, what new name of obloquy shall be 
destruc/0 the Minister of England, who with the certainty of a 
tyrann/~~ so much greater, attempted the establishment of 

There is no 
lllatory h loss of control here in the face of Burke's inflam-
to meas c arges; with dignity Mackintosh compels his readers 

ure an f r . . . d I condem . ac Ion 10r good which Burke has mvitc t 1em to 
directly n against one for evil for which they, as a nation, were 
Weight ;esponsible. The long sentence, throwing its cumulative 
moral por':ard to the final question, carries the writer's own 
Mackint as~Ion and offers the reader no chance of escape. 
observes~~ then anticipates an objection to his question. He 
illusion: at the effect of the comparison given is blurred by an 

The lllassa 
of justi cres o:war, and the murders committed by the sword 
But thece, ·tr~ d1~guiscd by the solemnities which invest them. 
horror. WId JUstice of the people has a naked and undisguised 

Be doe 
murdcrss ~ot try to minimise the horrors of revolutionary 
compel ' ut the words 'disguised', 'solemnities', and 'invest' 
responseu: to reject any false illusions which may hinder our 

0 ° the comparison as a whole. 
ur senf 

State] Illlents are reconciled to them in this form [as acts of 
while ~hand we forget that the evils of anarchy must be short lived, 

ose of de f r. II Th . spo IC government arc 1ata y permanent. 
ere Is a . 

provocat· POise about this writing in the face of Burke's intense 
the react Ion and his own passionate feeling; Mackintosh forces 
in orde er out beyond the single issue of revolutionary atrocities 

r to b . 
contriv 0 tam some sense of moral perspective; and he 
n es to fin· h h · f Yindiciae G . Is IS paragraph on one of the central themes o 
evils res 1 ~llzcae-the contrast between the temporary nature of 
minable~ hng fr~m the Revolution and the seemingly inter-

Th Y~anny It overthrew. 
e ments f h" pare . o t Is prose stand out in sharper focus if we corn-

En 1. ahportton of Mackintosh's reply to Burke's attack on the 
g Is sym th · · h ' f pa Isers, Wit Mary Wollstonecraft s handling o 

1 Vi11dicae Gallicae, p. 1 74· 
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the same issue. Part of his opening paragraph in the chapter 
devoted to this topic runs as follows: 

For them [the English sympathisers] no contumely is too debasing, 
no invective is too intemperate, no imputation too foul. Joy at the 
downfall of despotism is the indelible crime, for which no virtue 
can compensate, and no punishment can atone.1 

Mackintosh's moral indignation, carried in the Johnsonian 
triad of the first sentence, is stiffened by the bitter irony of the 
second, and together they indicate the approach he will make 
to the whole question. He then draws attention to the 'incon­
sistency' underlying Burke's denunciation and, incidentally, to 
the danger inherent in personal attacks whether in political 
controversy or in formal satire: 

[Burke] affects to despise those whom he appears to dread. His 
anger exalts those whom his ridicule would vilify; and on those 
whom at one moment he derides as too contemptible for resent­
ment, he at another confers a criminal eminence, as too audacious 
for contempt. Their voice is now the importunate chink of the 
meagre shrivelled insects of the hour, now the hollow murmur, 
ominous of convulsions and earthquakes, that are to lay the 
fabric of society in ruins. To provoke against the doctrines and 
persons of these unfortunate Societies this storm of execration 
and derision, it was not sufficient that the French Revolution 
should be traduced, every record of English polity and law is to be 
distorted. 

Mackintosh scores a palpable hit; one is reminded of Swift's 
warning to Pope at the time of the Dunciad: 

Take care the bad poets do not outwit you, as they have served 
the good ones in every Age, whom they have provoked to 
transmit their Names to posterity. Maevius is as well known as 
Virgil.2 

The 'dunces' are remembered now chiefly because of Pope's 
poem; Richard Price's memory is kept alive by the prominence 
given him in the Reflections, and Mackintosh was shrewd 
enough to recognise the value of 'criminal eminence'. More­
over, he rightly stresses the mixture of fear and contempt that 
motivated Burke's attack on Price. But, most important, 

1 Vindiciae Gallicae, p. 293· 
2 Ed. G. Sherburn, The Correspondence of Alexander Pope (Oxford, 1956), 

II, 343· 
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ackmtosh d". . . . . . 

hitting n ects his passiOnate feelmgs mto vigorous, hard-
'shriveU ~gument; he makes effective ironic usc of Burke's 
his opp: ' meagre ... insects of the hour'; and he castigates 

nent with . d" . Mary W 11 restramcd Igmty. 
manner toto llsto~ecraft, facing the same problem, responds in a 

a Y different. 
In reprobat" 
man; and itg Dr. Price's opinions you might have spared the 
grey hai f Y_ou had had but half as much reverence for the 
would n:~ ~ VIrtue as for the accidental distinctions of rank, you 
cilious co t ave treated with such indecent familiarity and super­
modest v·n ernpt, a member of the community whose talents and 

Sh Irtues place him high in the scale of moral excellence.1 

e goes on to 
for the ca portray Price as benevolent, disinterested, ardent 
continues :use of liberty, and now on the point of death; and 

I could alrn 
his pulpit o~t fancy that I now see this respectable old man, in 
with all th W~th hands clasped, and eyes devoutly fixed, praying 

It . . e Simple energy of unaffected piety. 
lS evident . 

solely in te ' Indeed, that Wollstonccraft's reply is presented 
front on w~~~ of the character of an individual; it is a narrow 
mentalising ~~ to focus a defence, and it runs the risk of senti­
Price, with h .e central figure. In the passage from Mackintosh, 
with discipl" Is comrades, is associated in the reader's mind 
one from thin~ t~ouf?ht and masculine feeling; whereas in the 
the first thee zndzcatzon he is linked with a flabby emotion; in 
the firmne str~n~ousness of the writer's mind is evidenced by 
writer's pr~: 0 hiS prose, in the second the validity of the 
which her pest rests on the strength and quality of her feelings 

The sam rose does not satisfactorily embody. 
h e strenu f . d . M k" .. t at is to b ousness o mm m ac mtosh's wntmg 

e seen fr h" · · h h assumes th om t IS companson IS apparent w en e 
appeal of ~hpart of l~terary critic. In order to undermine the 
claims and te Rejlectzons, to question the validity of Burke's 
Burke'~ op 0 demonstrate their own intellectual superiority, 
language [.onents were compelled to examine his use of 
stonecraf~ c ~7c~ ,they remarked so frequently on what Woll­
[his] tyran~i~ t?e f?Orgeous drapery in which [he] en~rapped 

1 . . . Pr1nc1ples',2 they were forced to act in the 
Vmdzcatzon of the R" l zg lls of Men, p. 34· 2 Ibid., p. 88. 
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capacity of analytic critic. In the case of Mackintosh there is 
little need to add to the evidence already adduced to prove his 
competence both as critic and dialectician. As additional proof 
there is the literary awareness shown in his analysis of the 
'privileges' Burke obtained by casting the Reflections in the form 
of a letter ;1 his alertness to Burke's persuasive use of the private 
moral character of the French nobility and clergy when only 
their political and collective character were at issue; 2 his com­
ments on Burke's veneer of eloquence-his 'declamatory 
appendage'-to conceal his real meaning; 3 or his detection of 
the way in which Burke avoids the popular associations with the 
word 'Bastille' and prefers to speak of 'the King's Castles in 
Paris and at Marseilles' .4 If, as is here assumed, the skill 
shown by a pamphleteer in his role as analytic critic has a 
direct correlation with his success as a controversialist, then 
Mackintosh's success cannot be doubted. Furthermore, his 
tone and style, his moral fervour and intellectual integrity, and 
his essential reasonableness convince Mackintosh's reader that 
he has been in touch with a reliable and authoritative writer 
of considerable distinction. 

MARY WoLLSTONECRAFT: A Vindication of the Rights of Men (I 790) 
To apply the same critical criteria to the Vindication as to 

Vindiciae Gallicae is to obtain sharply contrasting results. More 
impulsive and spontaneous than Mackintosh, Wollstonecraft's 
feelings were obviously less under intellectual control than his, 
and she appears to have had no comparable understanding of 
the pitfalls to be avoided by the political pamphleteer. On the 
other hand, the emotional warmth which is largely played 
down in his pamphlet is a dominant feature of hers. It is 
possible that this fact proves in Mary Wollstonecraft a subtle 
understanding of the public temper within three weeks of the 
publication of the Reflections, a work which was then in the sale 
of its twelfth thousand5 and which William Windham believed 
'capable of overturning the National Assembly' .6 It was 

1 Vindiciae Gallicae, pp. vi-vii. 2 Ibid., p. 102. 

3 Ibid., p. 307. ' Ibid., p. q6. 
5 Ed. Countess of Minto, Life and Letters of Sir Gilbert Elliot, rst Earl of 

Minto, I, 365-6. 
0 Ed. Mrs. H. Waring, The Diary of the Rt. Han. William Windham, p. 213. 
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lmportant . 1 ff' 
ret t qu1ckly to make a spontaneous, almost 'off-t 1c-cu 

or to th · b · r · e acclamation with which Burke's work was cmg 
CCelVed · th , . . , } · h rrt 

Month! ' . e eager warmth and pos1t1veness w uc J. 11e 

sar ry R_e~zewl detected in the Vindication were perhaps neccs-
troy quahttes in a counterblast at this early stage in the con-
~ny Wh · mo · . en Mackintosh wrote nearly six months later a 
re consld d . 

Th v· _ere_ and temperate manner was appropnate. 
off i e zndzcatzon gives the impression of having been dashed 
Vind~ ~ngry haste; it lacks the strict orderliness that marks the zczae G u· . , 
hand . a zcae and seems to have evolved under the wnter s 
plan.' ~u;:Jec~ to he: strong feelings rather than to an org_ani~cd 
sever 1 e VIgour IS refreshing, but the lack of organisatiOn 
for t~ y Weakens Wollstonecraft's denunciation of the Reflections 
desult e. same defect. Consequently, her sneers at Burke's 
throu 0~tn,;ss and her contemptuous refusal to 'follow [him] 
auth g_ ~orse-way and foot-path" ' 2 arc deprived of the 
the ~r~ty With which Mackintosh supports similar criticisms by 
frustr rf erect pattern of his own pamphlet. Similarly, the 
suasiva Ion _sh~ experiences in trying to counter Burke's per­
that s~ tactics 1s made too clear and the superiority in argument 

e Would claim is not established. 
I glow with · d" · · I Your I . In 1gnat10n when I attempt, methodically, to unrave 
to r fis avish paradoxes, in which I can find no fixed first principle 

e Ute· I h II You affir' .s a not, therefore, condescend to shew you where 
frequ rn 111 one page what you deny in another; and how 

en tly you d l . . h . . a T raw cone us10ns Wit out any prevwus premises. 

ex:~purge~cy of the writer's feelings is not in doubt, but her 
a trib eratton is too much in evidence; it is in danger of becoming 
· Ute to B k ' b"l" · 1 A Is Iittl ur e sa lity to prevent effcct1ve rep y. nd there 
Burk e. to s~pport the tacit claim that the reason and logic which 
enth e ~s sald to lack arc being deployed to destroy his 'romantic 

us1asm' 4 

For it .. h . 
Burk . 15 ere that Wollstonccraft makes her mam attack. 
are e lS to be pilloried as an imaginative writer whose feelings 
met" not controlled by his reason and who is out of his true 

zer When . . h" 
und . presummg to wntc on political theory; 1s gifts are 

emablc, but they arc out of place when directed to issues 
10 . 
a lb~d Cit. (January I7gl), IV, g7. 

I ., p. g. 

168 

2 Vindicatio11, p. 7. 
4 Ibid., p. 10g. 



VINDICIAE GALLICAE 

such as are raised by the Revolution. In '.Yollstonecraft's view 
reason must always be the helmsman: 'She must hold the 
rudder, or, let the wind blow which way it list, the vessel will 
never advance smoothly to its destined port.'1 The image 
makes one aware that vVollstonecraft's line of attack is Platonic; 
the imaginative writer is a dangerous deceiver and must be 
strictly confined to matters not affecting the commonwealth. 
On these grounds Burke's reliance on what he calls 'the moral 
constitution of the heart' is harshly dealt with: 

throughout your letter you frequently advert to a sentimental 
jargon, which has long been current in conversation, and even in 
books of morals, though it never received the regal stamp of 
reason. A kind of mysterious instinct is supposed to reside in the 
soul, that instantaneously discerns truth, without the tedious 
labours of ratiocination.2 

Thus Burke may properly be compared with poets who 'must 
often cloud the understanding, whilst they move the heart by a 
kind of mechanical spring'. 3 Time and again Wollstonecraft 
repeats her rationalist assault on imagination and intuition in 
order to assert 'the sovereignty of reason' in opposition to 
Burke's belief in 'the happy effect of following nature, which is 
wisdom without reflection, and above it'.4 This procedure com­
mended by Burke is, in vVollstonecraft's view, out of place 
when a new constitution must be planned; 'understanding' is 
the essential guide in such circumstances and it would not look 
for models to earlier ages. 

If you had given the same advice to a young history painter of 
abilities, I should have admired your judgment and re-echoed 
your sentiments. Study, you might have said, the noble models of 
antiquity, till your imagination is inflamed; and, rising above the 
vulgar practice of the hour, you may imitate without copying 
those great originals. 5 

For a painter the advice would have been sound, but it has no 
relevance for the National Assembly, who required 'a higher 
model in view than the imagined virtues of their forefathers'. 
Wollstonecraft makes no attempt here to analyse and then 

1 Vindication, p. 73· 
3 Ibid., p. 70. 
5 Vindication, pp. g8-g. 

2 Ibid., p. 68. 
~ Reflections, in J1'orks, II, 307. 
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demolish Burke's thesis; he is indicted as an aesthetician who 
has strayed into the field of political science, whose gifts and 
irrelevant principles may deceive the unsuspecting, and who 
must be shown as unequal to and unequipped for the task he 
has presumed to undertake. 

Furthermore, not only is Burke out of his depth, his reverence 
for imagination and intuition indicates dangerous shortcomings 
in his moral philosophy. 

From observing several cold romantic characters I have been led 
to confine the term romantic to one definition-false, or rather 
artificial, feelings .... In modern poetry the understanding and 
memory often fabricate the pretended effusions of the heart, and 
romance destroys all simplicity; which, in works of taste, is but a 
synonymous word for truth .... The turgid bombast of some of 
your periods fully proves these assertions; for when the heart 
speaks we arc seldom shocked by hyperbole, or dry rapturcs.1 

In other words, Burke fabricated his emotions to provide him­
sel~w~th.literary material, the expression ofwhich betrayed its 
artificiality by its overcharged and ill-disciplined emotionalism. 
At bottom, then, this is a moral indictment which Wollstone­
craft supports by evidence from Burke's career. She recalls his 
~pparently heartless taunts about George III's insanity at the 
hme of the Regency crisis: 'where was your sensibility when 
you could utter this cruel mockery, equally insulting to God 
and ~an ?' 2 His feelings, she claims, arc the servant of political 
cxrcr~Jency. The affected 'holy icrvour' in the Hejlections over 
Pn~ s use of the Nunc Dimittis is another example: 'A rant to 
cna. lc , you to point your venomous dart, and round your 
perb101.d. Moreover, Burke's sensibility is the dupe of his love of 
pu tc prominence: 

Thhe~ehappcars to be such a mixture of real sensibility and fondly 
c ens ed rom · · · h h · · . ancc m your composition, t at t e present cns1s 
carn~s you out of yourself; and since you could not be one of the 
gran movers, the next best thing that dazzled your imagination 
was to be a c · onsp1cuous opposer. 3 

The sensi?ility, then, which is claimed in the Reflections as a 
~ource of mtuitive truth is not only irrelevant to political issues, 
It appears to Wollstonecraft as a mere source of emotive 

1 Vindication, pp. 6s-6. 2 Ibid., p. s6. 
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trickery in the cause of self-interest. And only because there is a 
contemporary vogue for compassion and sentiment are Burke's 
persuasive methods successful in the fashionable, upper-class 
world. 

For \'\l'ollstonecraft herself, a desirable relation can exist 
between morality and a properly directed sensibility, but it 
will not do so in a man whose response to experience-as in 
Burke's case-is controlled by 'wit' rather than by 'judgment': 

great quickness of comprehension, and facile association of ideas, 
naturally preclude profundity of research. Wit is often a lucky 
hit; the result of a momentary inspiration .... The operations of 
judgment, on the contrary, are cool and circumspect; and 
coolness and deliberation are great enemies to enthusiasm.1 

Nor will the relation exist in a man whose theory (as set out in 
Burke's Enquiry into ... the Sublime and Beautiful) shows him to 
prefer weakness to the austere qualities of 'fortitude, justice, 
wisdom, and truth'. 2 Such a person is constitutionally incapable 
of appreciating the beauty ofvirtue; on the contrary he admires 
a 'spurious, sensual beauty, that has long debauched [his] 
imagination, under the specious form of natural feelings'. 3 

At the centre of this sustained attack-given a coherence in 
this summary which does not satisfactorily emerge from the 
pamphlet-is Wollstonecraft's assertion: 

We ought to beware of confounding mechanical instinctive sensa­
tions with emotions that reason deepens, and justly terms the 
feelings of htmwni~v. This word discriminates the active exertions 
of virtue from the vague declamation of sensibility :1 

The 'feelings of humanity', she implies by her general criticism 
of Burke as well as by her own positive humanitarianism, can 
be estimated by the stimuli to which they respond. Burke excites 
'compassionate tears', but for the wrong objects. His 'respect 
for rank has swallowed up the common feelings of humanity' ;6 

he seems to consider the poor 'as only the live stock of an estate, 
the feather of hereditary nobility'; he responds acutely to the 
misery of kings and queens, but is blind to those who suffer 
from the press-gang; 6 and what he calls 'the final proportions 

1 Vit~dicatio11, p. 139. 
3 Ibid., p. I 2 I. 
6 Ibid., p. 32. 
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of eternal justice' are sophistical and inadequate consolations 
for the poor whose sufferings are severe and immediate. 1 

These comprehensive criticisms of the Reflections give an 
invigorating and aggressive tone to the Vindication, and there 
is some validity in her strictures without doubt. The attentive 
reader of the pamphlet, however, also looks for evidence that 
the criticism is not merely captious, that the writer does not 
herself suffer from the same faults as she sees in Burke, and that 
her prose accurately embodies her positive beliefs. 

Her own response to experience is undoubtedly consistent 
with the position she assumed for attacking Burke's alleged 
deficiencies. 'To labour to increase human happiness by 
extirpating error'; this, one feels, was the intention behind 
Wollstonecraft's moral, social, and political philosophy. Both 
moral and political indignation combine, for example, when she 
questions Burke's appeal to ancient precedents: 'Are we to 
seek for the rights of men in the ages when a few marks were the 
only penalty imposed for the life of a man, and death for death 
wh~n the property of the rich was touched ?' 2 A revolution 
~hich gave a new value and dignity to human life by its in­
Sistence on equality was passionately welcomed by a writer 
whose re~ponse to the past was in these terms. The same basic 
response lS evident in all her critical remarks on the social state 
of England: there 'the man who lives by the sweat of his brow 
has no asylum from oppression'; 3 men seized by the press-gang 
have no~ the necessary flexibility of mind to take up their old 
?~~upahons on their return and 'consequently they fall into 
1 . eness, drunkenness, and the whole train of vices which you 
stigmatize as gross' ;4 and the wealthy lavish attention on their 
estates x:nerely 'as objects for the eye' instead of encouraging 
pr~d~;tlve farms and caring for the poor 'with fatherly solici­
t~ e · Ix;deed, the Vindication abounds with evidence to prove 
~he ~enumeness of Wollstonecraft's own 'feelings of humanity'. 
f~ 15 to be reckoned in the tradition of humanitarian reformers 

0 er own and the following century. Her hope that the upper­
class mo~her would come to 'think it necessary to superintend 
her family and suckle her children' instead of playing the 

: Vi?dication, pp. 142_4. 
lb1d., p. 24. 

6 Ibid., p. 145· 

2 Ibid., p. Ig. 
' Ibid., p. 30. 
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'fine lady' ;1 her concern about the slave-trade; 2 her proposals 
for economic changes to alleviate the lot of the poor-all such 
features place her unmistakably in that tradition. 

In other words, there is convincing proof that "Vollstone­
craft's criticism of Burke was not indulged merely for the pur­
pose of scoring points in a political controversy; it stemmed 
from strongly felt convictions. Her style, however, does not 
invariably constitute proof of her fervent belief in the 'sover­
eignty of reason', that reason which she insists must discipline 
otherwise merely instinctive emotions. 'Coolness and delibera­
tion' are not the hallmarks of her writing. There are, for sure, 
passages firmly controlled by the intellect, in which energetic 
argument and what, in an excellent phrase, she calls 'the more 
playful bushfiring of ridicule' 3 move precisely towards the 
object in view. The passage in which Burke's pomposity is 
reduced to absurdity-'the mock dignity and haughty stalk, 
only reminds me of the ass in the lion's skin' 4-is one such 
example. Another occurs when she challenges Burke's view on 
the position of clergy in noble households: 

It would be almost invidious to remark, that they sometimes are 
only modern substitutes for the jesters of Gothic memory, and 
serve as whetstones for the blunt wit of the noble peer who 
patronizes them; and what respect a boy can imbibe for a butt, 
at which the shaft of ridicule is daily glanced, I leave those to 
determine who can distinguish depravity of morals under the 
specious mask of refined manners. 5 

Without the qualifying word, 'sometimes', her account would 
be a loose generalisation, pleasing to the radical-agnostic but 
untrue in point of fact; the presence of the qualification indi­
cates the thoughtful control she exercised without detriment 
to the vigour of the prose. And a third is provided by the skilful 
use of a Shakespearean allusion in the ironic quip: 

But you return to your old firm ground.-Art thou there, True­
pmny? Must we swear to secure property, and make assurance 
doubly sure, to give your perturbed spirit rest ?6 

Such writing evidences powerful emotion directed by a strong 
intelligence; her style is itself proof of her philosophical position 

1 Vindicatiorz, p. 52. 2 Ibid., p. 129. 
3 Ibid., p. g8. " Ibid., p. 67. 
5 Ibid., pp. go-1. e Ibid., p. 87. 
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regarding th 
feelings. Bu e de.sirable control by reason of ?therwise wayward 
quently ind·t th1~ proof is not always available. All too fre­
dismiss d tgnatlOn or what, in saner moments, she would have 

e as' h. d. . turgid and e~t ustasm', becomes ommant, the prose 1s 
she conde em~ttonal, and the 'pomp of words' appears which 
relies mns 1n the Reflections. At such times VI/ ollstonecraft 
the senon commonplace metaphors-the 'hot-bed of wealth', 
becom::s ~re 'dazzled', and the mind is 'clouded' ;1 the imagery 
clogged ~reed and portcntous-'you must have seen the 
the lab \~ eels of corruption continually oiled by the sweat of 
which ~;~ous poor'; 2 or she uses diction and personifications 
pageant /ramed of all freshness-'you mourn for the empty 
heart refo a name, when slavery flaps her wing, and the sick 
Occasio tr~: to die in lonely wilds, far from the abodes of men'. 3 

and the~~ Y s~e abandons all pretence to disciplined writing 
suit lS a bogus kind of eloquence: 

That civT . 
refinem 1 xzatxon, that the cultivation of the understanding, and 
am pr e~ts of the affections, naturally make a man religious, I 
in the ~u to acknowledge.-What else can fill the aching void 
fill? Wheart, that human pleasures, human friendships can never 
to ign at else can render us resigned to live, though condemned 
all pe;a~ce?-What but a profound reverence for the model of 
goodn ec~Ion, and the mysterious tie which arises from a love of 

essr Wh for tha B . at can make us reverence ourselves, but a reverence 
Spirit t emg, of whom we are a faint image? That mighty 
~rouble~o~cs on the waters-c~mfusion. hears his v~ice, ~nd the 
It be still:~ cart ceases to beat wxth angmsh, for trust m H1m bade 

Bere not o . , . 
her elll . nly the wnter s mtellect but also the genuineness of 
questio Otlons are in question. The inflated idiom and rhetorical 
ence' ~s, the stock phrases ('aching void', 'profound rever­
merei troubled heart'), the commonplace metaphors and 
disast y ornamental allusions to the Bible-all such features 
for 'r~ously weaken Wollstonecraft's authority to deride Burke 

It . etoncal flourishes and infantine sensibility'. 6 

con . ls . admittedly difficult for the ablest writer to give a 
Vlncmg v· . fh" . . . . lSlon o IS utopta; 1t IS dangerous for a wn ter who 

l V:. d' zn zcation, p. 52. 
3 Ibid., p. 152. 
6 Ibid., p. 153. 

2 Ibid., P· 43· 
4 Ibid., pp. 94-5. 
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possesses and wishes to communicate a boundless optimism in 
the future, particularly for one whose imaginative discipline is 
limited. Such a writer was Mary \.Yollstonecraft: she had a 
courageous and independent mind where social and political 
theories were concerned, but for her utopian vision she had to 
rely on the paradise-image which had become a commonplace 
in eighteenth-century literature. Rooted centuries deep in the 
pastoral tradition, it appears, for example, in Parnell's poem 
The Hermit and in Dyer's The Fleece, it lies behind Johnson's 
London and Goldsmith's Deserted Village, it suffices for Fielding 
when, through the Wilsons in Joseph Andrews, he wants to sug­
gest how men lived in 'the golden age'-and it does duty again 
for Wollstonecraft. 'If men were more enlightened', 

A garden more inviting than Eden would then meet the eye, and 
springs of joy murmur on every side. The clergyman would 
superintend his own flock, the shepherd would then love the 
sheep he daily tended; the school might rear its decent head, and 
the buzzing tribe, let loose to play, impart a portion of their 
vivacious spirits to the heart that longed to open their minds, and 
lead them to taste the pleasures of men. Domestic comfort, the 
civilizing relations of husband, brother, and father, would soften 
labour, and render life contented.1 

It would be difficult to find a better example in eighteenth­
century political literature of what George Orwell calls the 
process of 'gumming together long strips of words which have 
already been set in order by someone else' .2 It is doubtful 
whether there is a single original phrase in the whole passage; 
every one has its literary antecedents; and the writer has been 
content to let her vision be created for her by a string of asso­
ciated cliches. The creative imagination, the critical intelligence 
-they are absent. 

In the face of such writing it is clearly impossible to argue 
that the Vindication is a wholly satisfactory pamphlet. The total 
impression conveyed is of a writer whose views were strongly 
felt and vigorously communicated; many of the strictures she 
directs at the Reflections are valid and telling; but the chief 
weakness is Wollstonecraft's inability to embody at all times 

1 Vindication, p. I47· 
2 In 'Politics and the English Language', Collected Essays {Ig6I), p. 345· 
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in her prose those qualities of intellectual honesty and emo­
tional discipline which she claimed were of prime importance 
to a political philosopher. She condemns Burke and, by the 
same token, is herself condemned. 

ARTHUR YouNG: 'Travels in France' (I 792-94) 

When the first volume of Travels in France was announced in 
The London Chronicle on 24 May I 792 pamphlets by Mackintosh, 
Paine, Wollstonecraft, Priestley, Christie, and others had 
already appeared; the Reflections was in its eleventh edition, and 
Burke's Letter to a Member of the National Assembly, Apj1eal from 
the New to the Old Whigs, and Thoughts on French Affairs were all 
in print. Young was chronologically, indeed, one of the last 
two major writers who can properly be related to the contro­
versy, Godwin being the other. 

This fact is important. The market had, by May I 792, been 
sated with pamphlets of every variety both in political colour 
and literary quality; even the politically conscious English 
public (to which Young is never tired of referring) must have 
suffered from some literary indigestion from over fifty works on 
the same subject; and those 'grocers, chandlers, drapers, and 
shoemakers of all the towns in England' 1 who were so alive to 
French affairs doubtless looked with some dismay on any new 
publi~ation. Here Young was at a great advantage. His Travels 
wa~ d1fferent in kind from the works of Burke, Mackintosh, or 
Pame; his reputation, unlike theirs, was founded on eleven 
vol.u.mes of Tours of England and Ireland, not on political 
wntmgs; and while, almost accidentally, his book became 
regarded as a contribution to the debate on France, his appeal 
was not confined to the avid reader of political controversy. 

By way of introduction a single extract will serve to sub-
stantiate some of these points: 

V2 july I78g] Walking up a long hill, to ease my mare, I was 
~omed by a poor woman, who complained of the times, and that 
~ ~ab a sad country; demanding her reasons, she said her husband 

a ut a morsel of land, one cow, and a poor little horse, yet 
they .had afranchar (42 lb) of wheat, and three chickens, to pay as 
a qmt-rent to one Seigneur; and four franchar of oats, one chicken 

1 Ed. M. Betham-Edwards, Travels in France, p. 237· 
q6 
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and 1 f to pay to another, besides very heavy tailles and other 
taxes. She had seven children, and the cow's milk helped to make 
the soup .... It was said, at present, that something was to be done 
by some great folks for such poor ones, but she did not know who nor how, 
but God send us better, car les taillcs & lcs droits TlOtlS ecrasent.­
This woman, at no great distance, might have been taken for 
sixty or seventy, her figure was so bent, and her face so furrowed 
and hardened by Iabour,-but she said she was only twenty­
eight. An Englishman who has not travelled, cannot imagine the 
figure made by infinitely the greater part of the countrywomen 
in France; it speaks, at the first sight, hard and severe labour: I 
am inclined to think, that they work harder than the men, and 
this, united with the more miserable labour of bringing a new 
race of slaves into the world, destroys absolutely all symmetry of 
person and every feminine appearance. To what are we to 
attribute this difference in the manners of the lower people in 
the two kingdoms ?-TO GOVERNMENT.1 

Here was a new voice in political controversy; not since Defoe 
had there been anything comparable before, and not for thirty 
years, till Cobbett's Rural Rides, was it to be matched. For 
readers who were possibly becoming 'punch-drunk' from the 
efforts of Burke and his opponents, such writing would be 
refreshing: it made new demands on them; it related observed 
and deeply felt experience; and it focused attention on real 
human beings engaged in the business of living. Young is 
concerned with the facts of life under the old regime, the 
principles of which Burke had defended and the liberals had 
attacked; his humane response to the facts is plain but not 
laboured; and his final deductions compel our attention to the 
wider political issues underlying the single incident. This is not 
the work of one of those writers (described in the Preface) 'whose 
political reveries are spun by their firesides, or caught flying as 
they are whirled through Europe in post-chaises' ;2 only Paine 
and Butler indeed, among Burke's opponents-and they by 
different means-can at all approach Young in conveying the 
sense of speaking directly from experience of the situation about 
which they write. 

This quality stems initially from the 'journal' method of 
presenting his material. Young says he rejected the idea of 
eliminating the 'variety of little circumstances relating to 

1 Travels, pp. 197--8. 
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[himself] only' in favour of publishing his account 'just as it was 
written on the spot' .1 The result is that, instead of reading a 
formal treatise on the state of French agriculture and society, 
we see Young as it were growing into a knowledge of French 
life, people, and institutions which is not rivalled for its inti­
macy by any participant in the controversy. There is a constant 
freshness about the discoveries he makes, whether they concern 
French inns or the peasantry, the follies of the Court or the 
pleasures of French cooking. And the immediacy with which 
these discoveries arc recorded sets him aside from the other 
pamphleteers who, whatever the extent of their knowledge of 
France or their excited commitment to revolutionary prin­
ciples, were compelled to reflect and ponder before communi­
cating their knowledge and excitement; they were obliged to 
order their thoughts and fashion a coherent argument; and 
consequently, the freshness of their first engagement with the 
revo!utionary philosophy inevitably lost some of its sparkle. 
Therr. enthusiasm is conveyed, but not the tangle of personal 
expenenccs which gave rise to it. 

The journal form, however, has its own pitfalls. The danger 
of repetition and diffusiveness Young docs not wholly escape. 
Features of French life which struck him as novel in I 787 often 
reappe~r. in I 790, the place in which he finds them being their 
only ~lStmguishing mark. Grammatical and syntactical errors 
c~ecp 1?-thcy occur in the passage already quoted-when the 
~lSClpline of writing continuous prose is withdrawn, and a 
~ackness in the use of language is sometimes present. Indeed, 
. 'he. Mon~hry Review, in its enthusiastic notice of the Travels, is 
J~Shfied m asserting that some purification and compression 
0h _language were necessary if the work was to outrank 'any 
t mg heretofore published of the kind'. 2 

. The example of Boswell points to a further difficulty asso­
Ciated ":ith publishing a journal: the impact made by the 
personality of the writer. No literary form brings us so directly 
mto contact with the writer's personality, and while Young's 
l~cks the fascinating complexity of Boswell's, it is also free from 
hzs less-attractive characteristics. Young is, for example, inno­
c.ent of the desire to exploit a variety of personae; the range of 
hterary experience that allows Boswell to develop the roles he 

1 Travels, pp. 3-4. a Op. cit. (March 1793), X, 290. 
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assumes with such finesse is beyond him. Young has only one 
persona: 'a. man who travels for the plough.'1 It is this character 
which gains him entry to French intellectual circles, brings him 
under the suspicion of alarmed peasants who interpret his 
enquiries about land and crops as those of a Court-agent, and 
makes him somewhat abashed in the presence of fashionable 
ladies. But this role is organic; it is not one, as are Boswell's 
various personae (the man-about-town or the penitent, the 
Restoration lover or the champion of Corsican liberty), 
assumed for particular occasions. 'With Young it is utterly con­
sistent with his forthrightness on the wilful neglect of their land 
by many French noblemen or the stupidity of many agricultural 
theories held in France; it is all of a piece with his tenderness 
for the blind mare which had carried him 1,500 miles through 
France; and it conforms with his practical cast of mind, deter­
mination, and courage. There is something of John Bull about 
him; Young is sceptical about the Assembly's rejection of the 
idea of an upper chamber in France, and his veneration for the 
English constitution is immense. In fact, the test by which he 
intends to judge the sanity of the revolutionaries is whether 
they copy 'the constitution of England, freed from all its faults' 
or 'attempt, from theory, to frame something absolutely 
speculative'. 2 But he escapes chauvinism-the English consti­
tution has its faults, especially inadequate representation-and 
his distrust of theory is not confined to politics, but embraces 
agriculture too. Furthermore, though Young is not accurate in 
every detail (as William Marshall had shown concerning his 
Tours in England); though he is not everywhere consistent in 
his ideas-on one occasion he decries reliance on theory where 
the liberty of a people is concerned, and on another he accepts 
unhesitatingly the necessity for experiment in government as 
in science ;3 nevertheless, it is a good-humoured, tolerant, 
sensitive personality that emerges. To use Fielding's word about 
himself, Young is 'companionable'. 

These facts are central to any consideration of the nature of 
Young's contribution to the debate on the Revolution. The 
confidence between reader and writer that is necessary to the 
success of any piece of writing is, in the case of a journal, 

N 

1 Travels, p. 212. 
2 Ibid., p. 206. 3 Ibid., pp. 187, 344 n.2. 
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essentially a confidence in a personality, in the moral quality 
the writer displays by his response to and evaluation of experi­
ence without opportunity for extensive reflection. The habitual 
reader of political pamphlets in the 1 790s was used to facing a 
discussion on the right way in which '25 millions of people in 
France should assert their right to liberty'; in Young's Travels 
he is brought face to face with the people themselves, their 
ragged clothes, stinking breath, or diseased bodies, or their 
elegance, sophistication, and alleged taciturnity. His confidence 
in Young's authority as an observer would turn largely on his 
estimate of the way Young assimilated a variety of recorded 
impressions and the value he put on them. For Young expressly 
says that his intention is not to provide 'memoirs of what 
passes' but to note feelings and opinions of real significance, a 
!ask. ~hich at once involves value-judgments. Elsewhere, 
JUstlfymg his inclusion of apparently trivial details, he remarks: 

~o note such trifles may seem superfluous to many: but what is 
hfe _when trifles are withdrawn? and they mark the temper of a 
nation better than objects of importance. In the moments of 
council, victory, flight, or death, mankind ... arc nearly the 
sa~e. Trifles discriminate better .... It is everyday feelings that 
dectde the colour of our lives.1 

It · 
fi 1~ also by Young's own response to and proof of 'everyday 
~ehngs' in the face of ordinary and extraordinary events that 

e ;ould ~stablish an intimate relationship with his audience. 
he vanety of experience by which his moral fibre could be 

!e~ed is endless. Young avoids, for example, any temptation to 
1~ ate the importance of his journey; although he is aware of 
~0 e ~ovelty of it and the seriousness of his enquiry, he is 
, nscious that to many Frenchmen the idea of a Suffolk farmer 
tra:reiiing for agriculture' is as strange 'as if it had been like the 
~n~lent philosopher's tour of the world on a cow's back, and 
slV:g on the_ milk' .2 But he is always ?n the alert to enl~rge 'the 
1Pd er; of [hiS] conceptions', to add to the stores of h1s know-
~ ge' and to combine observation with judgment. He notices 

the French custom of dining at noon and is alive to its part in 
t e neglect of agriculture by the upper classes: 

1 Travels, p. 8g. 3 Ibid., p. 247· 
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What is a man good for after his silk breeches and stockings are 
on, his hat under his arm, and his head him pouare?-Can he 
botanize in a watered meadow ?-Can he clamber the rocks to 
mineralize ?-Can he farm with the peasant and the plough­
man?1 

The custom is 'hostile to every view of science, to every spirited 
exertion, and to every useful pursuit in life'. The 'pompous 
folly' of courtly ceremonial earns his contempt, as do the 
'nonsensical customs' governing the simplest royal activities.2 

On the other hand (in a way that reminds one of Cobbett), 'a 
beautiful [young] girl ... smiling under such a bundle of rags 
... made [his] heart ache to sec her', 3 and while he is full of 
praise for the best of French roads he cannot free his mind 'of the 
recollection of the unjust taxation which pays for them' .4 

Compassion, then, co-exists with a realistic appraisal of the 
facts, 'everyday feelings' with keen analysis, so that his response 
to the Revolution itself is not unexpected. Partly because his 
sympathies are aroused by the spectacle of human beings 'as the 
prey of tyrants', 5 and partly because of his belief that economic 
prosperity depends largely on free government, Young's 
reaction is ardent: 

The spectacle of the representatives of twenty-five millions of 
people, just emerging from the evils of 200 years of arbitrary 
power, and rising to the blessings of a freer constitution ... was 
framed to call into animated feelings every latent spark, every 
emotion of a liberal bosom. 6 

This is not, however, the individual voice of the Suffolk farmer; 
personal emotion is hidden behind a stilted diction presumably 
chosen to accord with the great occasion. The genuineness of 
the feelings themselves is attested when one sees the passage in 
its context: on the previous day, in the midst of momentous 
events in Paris in June I 789, Young records his discovery of 

plants that promise greatly for the farmer, particularly the 
lathyrus biemzis, and the melilotus syberica, which now make an 
immense figure for forage; both are biennial; but will last three 
or four years if not seeded; 

1 Travels, p. g8. 
3 Ibid., p. I 25. 
5 Ibid., p. 6o. 
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on the day r II . 1 p · 1o owmg his visit to the Assembly, Young eaves 

ans to meet ' h . . f . 
culture'. A ~ e only practical farmer m the. soCiety o agn-
French eond, Intens~ as is his plc_asurc at ~he ~Ibera~wn of. the 
than th p pie, there IS no dcscnptwn more mstmct With dehght 

T at of the harvest-scene in Languedoc. 
he vintag · · · d anim . e Itself can hardly be such a scene of actiVIty an 

ahon a h" f d" "th whi h I s t 1s universal one o trea mg out the corn, Wl 
c a I th t r· Eve . e owns and villages in Languedoc arc now a IVC .... 

the ry soul Is employed, and with such an air of cheerfulness, that 
hin:c~~~~ sec~ as well pleased with their labour, as the farmer 
animated 1th hi; great heaps of wheat. The scene is uncommonly 

and Joyous.l 
Energy e . 
chara ; .IlJ?Yment, productive activity-these arc the human 
his vic ens tics which most vividly excite Young's response; in 
hencee~ _they flourish best under conditions of political liberty; 
Franc 15 eagerness to see a free government established in e. 

Contem 
qualit fporary readers, then, could be in no doubt as to the 
ticula y 0 young's response to human experience and, in par­
evide r, to the political events in France. There was abundant 
publi~ce that his judgments and feelings were reliable. The 
to on :ould not find, however, that he was wholly committed 
both~-~ e or the other in the English debate on the Revolution; 
increa I ~s Wou!d be encouraged and challenged, a fact which 
possib:e the Sig_nificance of the Travels. Young is not blind to 
doubt e ~efec~s m the new French constitution; he seriously 
measus t e Wisdom of the revolutionaries in taking extreme 
positi res t?at might provoke civil war and endanger their 
chaos v~h gams; 2 he largely confirms Burke's description of the 
and wh/t. marked the meetings of the National Assembly; 3 

stitut" I e_m England he is eager for improvements in the con­
altho IO~ 1~ France he advises cautious action.4 Nevertheless, 
equal~g his own views for and against the Revolution are 
most Y balanced, it was Burke's opponents who would obtain 
ing s6Jort for their views in the Travels; frequently the read­
Painpu c Would find that claims advanced by Mackintosh, 
Hi e, and the others were confirmed by Young's evidence. 

s cumulative picture of tyrannous oppression under the 
~ [r.avels, pp. 45-6. a Ibid., p. I 78. 

hid., p. 297· ' Ibid., p. I88. 
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ancien regime substantiates one of the most important assertions 
by such writers: that the Revolution was both expedient and 
inevitable. Mackintosh's claim that the word 'revolution' is 
capable of more than one interpretation is borne out by 
Young's personal experience in Paris; his argument that the 
revolutionary movement was largely leaderless and the work of 
a whole population in revolt finds support in the Travels; and 
his account of the sequence of events in I 789, along with the 
accounts of Paine, Christie, and others, is validated by Young's 
book. Burke's sneers at Rousseau are challenged by Young's 
praise for him, and on the other hand, Turgot, whom Mackin­
tosh cites as a reliable authority, is for Young too a 'friend of 
mankind' .1 But, as well as this and other detailed support, the 
factor which would most strengthen the liberal cause was 
Young's unfailing sympathy for the oppressed and those denied 
the constitutional liberty which promoted economic and social 
well-being. 

It remains only to observe that, wide as would be the 
politically minded readership of the Travels, the book would be 
read, initially at any rate, for other than political reasons. His 
audience would include many who found their most absorbing 
reading among the voluminous travel literature of the period. 2 

Their interest would first be caught not only by the detailed 
information about towns and villages, agriculture and archi­
tecture, but also by descriptions of natural scenes (for which 
Young adopts Burke's criteria of beauty and sublimity3), com­
ments on gardening (for which Sir \.Yilliam Chambers and 
'Capability' Brown arc his standards ofrefcrencc4), accounts of 
his visits to French theatres, and so forth. Young's appeal was 
not limited to the highly educated by esoteric allusions; rather 
he aimed at the moderately cultivated middle classes (among 
whom he believed, with Mackintosh, that 'knowledge, intelli­
gence, information, learning, and wisdom ... reside most' 5) and 
these were precisely the people most in need of a balanced 

1 Travels, pp. 84-5, 87, 23. 
2 Paul Kaufman in Borrowi1zgs from the Bristol Library, I77:J-I784 (Char­

lottesville, 1960) provides statistical proof that, with the exception of belles 
lettres, travel literature was the most popular choice among library bor­
rowers. 

8 cr. Travels, pp. 4G-I, 281. 

' Ibid., pp. 101-2. 11 Ibid., p. 336 n.l. 
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appraisal of the situation in France. From whatever motive this 
heterogeneous audience took up the Travels, they would not put 
it down without a clearer understanding of facts which, in 
Young's view, are the basis of 'real political knowledge' 1 and 
without in some measure coming under the influence of his 
liberal opinions. 

1 Travels, p. 149· 



X 

'TRUE MORALITY SHUNS NOT 
THE DAY': 

OTHER PAMPHLETEERS IN 
I 

PROSE AND VERSE 

T HE analysis of the more memorable c01~tributions to the 
debate on the Revolution has revealed some modes of 

conducting political controversy, the readers to whom appeal 
was made, and the degrees of success achieved. The remaining 
pamphleteers are valuable in extending the scope of this en­
quiry. Their skill in using the language of politics varies enor­
mously, their failures are often as instructive as their successes, 
but it would be tedious thoroughly to catalogue either. Con­
sequently, at the risk of levelling the well-known writer like 
Joseph Priestley with the completely ephemeral like Benjamin 
Bousfield, or a man such as Capel Lofft who had some reputa­
tion in his own day with another such as John Butler who had 
none, this chapter will deal more generally with, as it were, the 
support-troops involved in the hostilities provoked by Burke's 
Reflections. 'The more correct statement of one fact, or the more 
successful illustration of one argument, will at least rescue a book 
from the imputation of having been written in vain.' 1 Though 
we can no longer view every pamphlet in the controversy with 
Mackintosh's degree of seriousness, his statement briefly sums 
up what each writer felt was the justification of his own efforts; 

1 Vituliciae Gallicae, advertisement. 
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it also goes some way to explain both the number and the ardour 
of the writers involved. 

Nineteen-twentieths of these productions arc in favour of 
liberty, ... but enquiring for such as had appeared on the other 
side of the question, to my astonishment I find there arc but two 
or three that have merit enough to be known. 1 

The words arc Arthur Young's and his location Paris; had he 
been commenting on London I 790-93, the same remark would 
have been appropriate, except that his 'two or three' would have 
been an exaggeration. There is no pamphlet supporting Burke 
that will now bear close scrutiny; the few which appeared arc 
strident, vituperative, and small-minded. The anonymous Vin­
dication of Burke's Reflections (I 79 I) and the Letters to Burke on 
Politics (I79I) by Dr. Edward Tatham (soon to be Rector of 
Lincoln College, Oxford) illustrate the language of politics 
addressed to the converted or to those who arc to be cowed into 
agreement. Tatham appeals solely to Anglican supporters of the 
status quo. He describes the dissenters as a subversive 'phalanx of 
political literati'; he accuses them of using Sunday Schools to 
spread 'seditious doctrines'-a charge on a level with the 
Attorney-General's claim at Paine's trial that 'children's sweet­
meats' were wrapped in sheets of the Rights of Man; 2 and he 
pleads hysterically for the extermination of these 'weeds' of dis­
sent.3 The vindicator of the Reflections insinuates that Wollstone­
cr~t's ~nger against the press-gang is on account of her friend­
sh.lp Wlth the 'honest mechanics' who have been pressed and 
w1th w~om she was probably on intimate terms.4 Or again, he 
clearly mtends to frighten the English upper classes with the 
example of the French tiers etat whose 'infectious yells of un­
glu~ted cr~elty, horribly announced the envenomed gangrene of 
the1r souls ~t ~he execution of the Marquis de Favras.5 Any 
controversy 1~ likely to throw up such writers who have no con­
trol over the1r own emotions and no respect for their readers' 
intelligence; it was Burke's misfortune that he was supported 
only by men of this kind. 

'Railing stands where reason ought, and opprobrious epithets 

1 Travels in Fra1lce, p. 153. 
2 State Trials ( r 817), XXII, 38 r. 
' Op. cit., PP· 5-6. 
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supply the place of argument.'1 This remark applies to Tatham's 
Letters and to the Vindication; it applies equally to the pamphlet 
in which it occurs, Robert \Voolsey's Reflections upon Reflections. 
Although, relative to their numbers, the amount of vituperation 
indulged in by the pro-revolutionary writers is slight, they, too, 
had their Thersites. Woolsey's diatribe, however, is worth a 
passing glance, because it, like Tatham's, demonstrates the 
9anger of an uncongenial personality making itself felt in a 
political pamphlet. One certainly looks for vitality and intel­
lectual energy in controversial \\Titing, but Woolsey's lacks 
decorum-of the kind that accompanies these qualities in Vin­
diciae Gallicae-as well as the sense of intense sympathy for the 
oppressed classes which might justify some crude vigour as it 
does with Paine. All we fmd in \Voolsey is crudity without 
justification. His reflections on Burke's work proceed in this 
manner: 

Page 7 to 13. A great bundle of metaphysics and general stuff, 
full of your own uneasiness, solicitude, astonishment etc.2 

Page 13 to 16. Irrelevant farrago.3 

Page 50 top. 99· A mighty jumble of general stuff, according to 
custom; full of groans, prophecies, etc.4 

This is indeed vulgar in the normal pejorative sense; it is not 
offset by the lively intellect and critical ability to be found in 
Paine, nor does the idiom stand in an organic relation to the 
views expressed as it does in his pamphlet. The sole end of such 
writing is to be abusive, perhaps to be humorous, but certainly 
not to persuade the reader into adopting new and positive 
beliefs. 

A conscientious attempt to persuade an audience to accept 
views perhaps uncongenial hitherto is, of course, open to its own 
problems. Capel Lofft is an example of a man whose genuine 
determination to undertake a 'substantial discussion of the most 
material points' exists alongside a suspicion of 'the charms of 
style' and 'the graces of composition'. 5 He-like others in the 
radical tradition-fails to understand that style provides the 
writer's warranty for clarity of mind and incisiveness of 

1 R. Woolsey, Reflections upon Reflections (1790), p. 4· 
3 Ibid., p. 7· 3 Ibid., p. g. 4 Ibid., p. 14. 
6 Remarks on the Letter of Burke, p. 78. 
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judgment; he docs not recognise that satisfacto~ily to opp?s~ 'the 
shield ofTruth' to Burke's 'brilliant and dazzlmg arms 1t 1s not 
enough merely to make a series of objections and counter­
statements to Burke's claims. For instance, Lofft challenges 
Burke's assertion that men of eminence are the only persons 
competent to judge important issues: 

to say, that it is 'a question of state, not made for common occasiorzs, 
nor to be agitated by common minds', is to assert in the former clause 
of the sentence what was too clear to require stating; and which 
seems only to have been introduced for the purpose of familiar­
ising the doctrine in the close; a doctrine so alarmingly para­
doxical, that it did indeed require preparation: it was necessary 
the mind should slide over it by aid of the smooth and insensible 
declivity offered it in the preceding proposition.1 

This is bad prose: it is obtuse and long-winded, it lacks argu­
mentative 'punch', and it docs not support the implicit claim 
that Lofft is superior to Burke in judgment and mental clarity. 
A participant in political controversy can count on only one 
reading ofhis pamphlet, and he must convince his reader, by a 
lucid, nervous style, that an alert and critical mind is at work 
throughout. This Lofft fails to do. 

He suffers from an inflated belief in the power of truth (as he 
conceives it) to triumph unaided over error. He imagines that to 
examine each ofBurke's statements in the manner of the passage 
q~oted will, in the end, destroy Burke's hold on his readers; he 
fa1ls to reckon with the power of boredom. The fact is that Lofft 
lacks self-confidence: he cannot be sure that he has said enough 
unt!l he has said all; he ends up by being merely instructive and 
ted1ous. The same lack of self-confidence is seen in his flaccid 
irony, his reluctance to commit himself decisively (the question 
of the French king's right to decide on war or peace 'ought not 
to be too ~astily decided in the negative'2), and his pride when 
he finds h1mself agreeing with Burke. a It is, of course, meritorious 
to ~~mit such agreement, but some decisive edge is necessary in 
poht1cal controversy; sharp distinctions are essential if vitality 
is not to be sacrificed. 

At the end of his pamphlet Lofft gives twenty pages of 

1 Remarks on the Letter of Burke, p. I 2. 

z Ibid., p. 67. a cr. ibid., P· 70. 
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extracts from the proceedings of the Revolution and Constitu­
tional Societies, the resolutions of other bodies, French reports, 
and the like. The absence of any comments by Lofft on this 
material demonstrates his almost Miltonic faith in his audience's 
capacity to recognise and accept the truth with a minimum of 
guidance on his part. He is not alone in this belief. Thomas 
Christie, in his Letters, provides over 200 pages of similar 
material. He, too, intends to oppose Burke's 'declamation and 
oratory' and his 'fine-turned periods' with 'a calm and dis­
passionate view of facts' ;1 he believes that, if he states 'the facts 
... as they really arc', the public will discover 

that on the one hand the evils were not so great as [Burke] 
paints them, and on the other, that there was a great deal of 
good of which he says nothing, [and] they will begin to believe 
that he has led them into a deception; and the discovery of this 
will prejudice his opinion, more than all his arguments have 
served it.2 

Without question this is an intelligent response to the Reflections, 
a work which all Burke's opponents considered as 'little more 
than the soaring flights of a boundless imagination, and the 
effusions of an irritable and irritated mind'. 3 Nevertheless, they 
still faced the problem of making the facts compulsive; they had 
to reach a satisfactory compromise between trusting the reader's 
intelligent search for truth and making sure that the truth could 
not possibly escape him. And in this Christie is more successful 
than Lofft. 

The primary difference between them lies in Christie's faith 
in his literary ability to sustain the cause in which they both 
believe. Here is a man who can argue crisply and soberly, whose 
style-by its lucidity, cogency, and logic-in general reflects his 
reliance on the truth of factual information, and whose manner 
is that of a man convinced of his own rightness. Like Lofft, 
Christie admits that the French have made mistakes, but this is 
not a matter for pride in agreeing with Burke: this is no more 
than accepting the facts as they really are. Moreover, Christie 
knows how to deploy his information to the best advantage. He 

1 Letters on the Revolution of France, pp. 7-8. 
2 Ibid., p. 49· 
3 B. Bousfield, Observations on Burke's Pamphlet (1791), p. 2. 
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destroys and creates simultaneously; he presents Burke's errors 
to full view and, at the same time, by evidence and quotation he 
builds up a true picture of the state of France and her constitu­
tion. Time and again he demonstrates Burke's unreliability: he 
uses M. Lally Tollendal, Burke's own authority, to show the 
extent of the confusion and corruption in pre-revolutionary 
France;1 he condemns Burke's 'unaccountable negligence' and 
catalogues the resultant errors in discussing a 'project' for the 
territorial division of France instead of 'the plan that was really 
adopted by the Assembly' ; 2 and (in a manner recalling George 
Orwell's account of the Spanish Civil War in Homage to Catalonia) 
he contrasts the sensational reports of events in Paris in English 
newspapers, on which Burke had relied, with his own personal 
experience of them. 3 Gradually Christie overwhelms the reader 
with proof either that Burke was dishonest or that his informa­
tion was unreliable. Alongside this attack Christie constructs his 
own picture ofFrance based on liberal quotation from primary 
sources. He even recommends particular French newspapers in 
which his readers can find accurate information.4 

. ?hristie is also aware, as Lofft is not, that his literary manner 
m Itself provides evidence of his trustworthiness. Were his style 
th:oug~10ut the pamphlet such as we meet in the early pages, 
thiS evidence would be missing. 

What ~vail [Burke's] brilliant colours, that only varnish the 
deform1ty of folly and oppression? With majestic grace, worthy of 
a nobler .office, he conducts us to the Temple of Superstition, and 
the mag1c of his language soothes our hearts into holy reverence 
and sacred awe. But ... we turn with disgust from the false 
splendor of the mansion of Idolatry, and hasten with chearful 
steps to the humble abode of unadorned Truth, to bow before 
?er aug~st presence, and receive from her the simple and salutary 
mstructlOns of eternal wisdom. 5 

This i~ not the language which properly embodies 'unadorned 
Truth and mercifully Christie's normal manner is one of un­
affected directness: 

All I. contend for is, not that there was not a great deal of happi­
ness m France; but that that happiness was accidental, precarious, 

1 Letters, pp. 77-8o. 2 Ibid., pp. 153-60. 
3 Ibid., p. 12 1. 4 Ibid., pp. 145-8. 
6 Ibid., pp. 6-7. 
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uncertain; and that the Government, at any rate, was not the 
cause of it.1 

Both the idea and the expression of it (with the double negative) 
remind one strongly of the immediacy with which Arthur Young 
writes in his Travels .. Christie can also convey the urgency and 
bewildering perplextty of a revolutionary situation: 

What was to be done in such a crisis? The executive power had 
yielded-the King removed the troops. Things had returned to 
the state of nature-all the springs of government were broken. 
There was but one way to prevent universal anarchy: that was for 
the States General to declare themselves a .National Assembly-to 
assume the supreme power .... 2 

This is the writing of a man convinced, of a man, too, who had 
witnessed the events he describes and felt the urgency which 
compelled speedy, decisive action. Further, Christie's ability to 
control strong feeling and give it something of a cutting edge is 
apparent in his ironic passages. For example, he assures Burke 
that the Assembly will not issue a writ oflibel against him-'His 
book was never noticed in the National Assembly, except once' 
-and continues: 

Indeed it could not be expected that his eloquence would do 
much in France, where it must be read in a translation. Logic is 
translatable. Reason is the same in all languages; but who can 
transfer mere declamation into a foreign tongue, without losing the 
spirit and consequently the ejfect of the original ?3 

This cannot match the irony of] unius; it lacks his sportive play 
ofwit and lightness of touch, but it is the writing of a man who, 
almost because of the matter-of-fact cast of his mind, inspires 
our trust more than ] unius. The analogies he uses elsewhere 
show him as a man whose imagination rarely, as it were, gets 
off the ground, and this quality (reminding one rather ofDefoe) 
is again all of a piece with his reliance on 'unadorned Truth'. 
Christie scarcely ever provides memorable imagery; he lacks the 
fire and truculence of his friend Paine; but the discriminating 
public whom he addressed would find that his Letters expressed 
an honest and compelling belief founded on what seemed to 
him incontrovertible evidence. 

In a footnote Christie refers to the pamphlet, Thoughts on 
1 Letters, p. 87. 8 Ibid., pp. I Io-II. 
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Government (1790), by George Rous (who, along with Christie, 
received honorary French citizenship in I 792 1): 'In point of 
can dour and accuracy ... In chaste elegance of language, and 
manly force of argument, it deserves to be held up as a model to 
political writers.' 2 It is not difficult to recognise, of course, from 
the account given of Christie's Letters that he is praising a work 
similar in character to his own. Like him, Rous declares that 
he will rely on 'deductions from reason, illustrating theory by a 
reference to historical facts', and that he addresses 'those sober 
understandings who ... arc willing to seck for truth, at the 
hazard of being reproached with cold hearts'. 3 Christie might 
well have made the same declaration; so might J oscph Towers 
in his Thoughts on the Commencement of a New Parliament (I 790) or 
Joseph Priestley in his Letters to Burke ( 179 I), or indeed any one 
of Burke's opponents whose appeal was largely intellectual. 
Rous's Thoughts is orderly in its arrangement, as befits a rational­
ist pamphleteer; the progress of the argument is lucid and 
shrewdly managed; the personality with which the reader makes 
contact is thoughtful, modest, and quietly assured; but like the 
other writers just mentioned, whose appeal is mainly carried by 
their patent honesty and scrious-mindedness, Rous lacks sparkle 
and the kind of involvement one associates with Paine. Paine 
gives the impression of writing about a social system which 
matters to him as a normal person ofloves and hates, anger and 
common sense, who has to live under it; his emotions as well as 
his intellect are engaged because it is out of deeply felt experi­
ence oflifc that he writes. Rous and Towers, on the other hand, 
are, relatively, men who stand on the touch-line of life; they 
?av~ honest and just thoughts about it, but do not seem to live 
It with any robustness. Their detachment from the business of 
living ~s indicated by their infrequent imaginative use of details 
from hfe; they have nothing to match, for example, Paine's usc 
o_f prover~s, colloquialisms, or snatches from ordinary conversa­
tiOn .. He Is asserting by the very style he employs the direct 
bea.rmg of the controversy on the way men live, how it affects 
their co~wersation or the money in their pockets; Rous and 
Towers Imply that its chief effect is on men's minds, that it pro-

1 See M. Ray Adams, Studies in the Literary Backgrounds of E11glish Radicalism 
(Lancaster, Pennsylvania, 1947), p. 49. 

2 Letters, p. 21 n. a Op. cit. (4th edn., 1791), p. 6. 
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vides endless food for thought but has little to do with food for 
the belly. Yet the audience addressed by Rous and the others 
must not be underestimated; his Thoughts went into a fourth 
edition in just over six months. 

'I have ... stated but little which I have not seen or experi­
enced' :1 this is the sort of claim Paine might, but Rous would 
not have advanced; it is made and justified in John Butler's 
Brief Rejlecti01u. In this controversy Butler is sui generis. A shop­
keeper, 'a freeman of a great city' 2 (presumably Canterbury), 
he is the local politician with all the strengths and weaknesses of 
that type-figure, whose knowledge of local affairs provides him 
with 'a picture in miniature of the whole external government of 
the nation' .3 We know nothing of him biographically, but to say 
that a portrait of the man and his world could be drawn from 
his pamphlet is to give some indication of the nature of his 
writing. 

Butler addresses himself to Burke, he constantly refers to the 
Rejlecti01u by quotation and allusion, but his eyes are not on 
France; they arc on himself and his own kind in Canterbury or 
similar provincial centres. It is one of the attractive features of 
his pamphlet that this is so; he does not pretend to knowledge 
or wisdom except as they stem from harsh personal experience; 
he is, in fact, 'the emblematical figure of an obscure citizen, 
labouring under every species of grievance here hinted at' .4 He 
applies to England Burke's objections to the administrative sub­
divisions in France; he denounces the petty, local tyrants who 
flourished in this country, and remarks: 'What is Great Britain 
... but a charter'd isle, and every city, town, borough, and 
cinque port, have their charters also.' 5 (At almost exactly the 
same time Blake, in his poem London, was denouncing 'the 
charter'd Thames' and 'charter'd' streets of the capital.) At 
every point Butler's illustrations spring from English common 
life, from his experience of local justices, petty-session juries or 
excise-men, or from the contrast between rich and poor. The 
needy peasant does not dare to shoot game for food because of 
the Game Laws-but: 

1 John Butler, Brief Reflections upon the Liberty of the British Subject, pp. 
10-1 I. 

2 Ibid., p. I 39· 
4 Ibid., p. 143. 

3 Ibid., p. 135. 
5 Ibid., p. 30. 
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There comes the esquire, mounted on his steed, overleaps the 
hedges, breaks down fences in pursuit of game; his spaniel and 
his pointer puts to flight the herdsmen's flock, regardless what 
depredations he commits while in pursuit of charming sport.1 

Or again Butler translates into terms of real life the 'corporation' 
which, for Burke, is part of the structure of English government: 

These self-conceited fribblcs, placed at the head of destructive 
corporations, which arc usually composed of the whole gang of 
raggamuffin gentry .... These petty rulers parade the streets, 
after the devotion of the church, with all the pomp of ancient 
pageantry, ornamented with their corporal robes, and preceded 
by a gilded bauble and sword of mockcry. 2 

This is the writing of an unsubtle, unsophisticated citizen whose 
feelings of justice and propriety arc outraged; his implicit as­
sertion is that his sufferings at a local level and his response to 
the small-scale situation provide a valid commentary on the 
larger principles of the political system defended in the Reflec­
tions. Accordingly, in opposition to Burke, he declares: 

I must dare be plain upon this part of the subject, and give it in 
as my opinion (which is not so much as the dust of the balance) 
that the corruption of the state ought not to be winked at, every 
defect in the manoeuvres of government should be as public as 
the noon-day sun.3 

Such is Butler's personal style, with the tone of the speaking, 
colloquial voice; it recalls Paine's but notably lacks his defiance 
-.t~e modesty parenthetically indicated here and more ex­
plicitly elsewhere one does not associate with the author of the 
Rights of Man. Butler is capable of a striking turn of phrase in 
homely terms, such as his comment that for years Parliament 
h~s 'clipped the wings of liberty, and left it as featherless as a 
tnmmed game cock equipped for battle' .4 He suffers, however, 
from the untrained writer's tendency to discursiveness; he lacks 
confi_dence in his ability to say something at once pungently and 
co~cisely. The worst sections of the Brief Reflections are those in 
which he does not trust his idiomatic English but tries to ape a 
supposed 'l_iterary' style: 'Look yonder is the wandering bird 
that takes Its flight, and wings its aerial way, promiscuously 
perches on the bare leafed tree .. .'5 Fortunately such passages 

: Br~ef Reflections, p. 71. 2 Ibid., p. 91. a Ibid., p. 33· 
Ibid., P· 36; see alsop. 103. 6 Ibid., p. 71. 
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are not normal. Butler is also at a disadvantage when he tries to 
counter Burke's analogical reasoning. For instance, he examines 
the analogy between the rebuilding of a state and of a ruined 
building, and concludes; 

At the same time I cannot be persuaded, that there is any 
similitude between the reparation of a state, and that of a mansion. 
It is true, both requires time and deliberation; and though there 
may be some kind of analogy between the t\vo, I am confident no 
model can be drawn from the one as may be applicable to the 
reparation of the other. 1 

It is at points such as this that Butler requires Paine's vigorous 
recklessness. He is obviously suspicious of Burke's analogy; he 
feels he is being deceived, but cannot quite see how or where; 
and, hesitantly and without reason, he rejects it. There is an 
instinctive suspicion of rather than a rational objection to 
imaginative writing, and in this Butler provides an extreme 
example of a common failing among writers who 'seek no assist­
ance but the light of Reason' .2 

Nevertheless, the Brief Reflections remains a significant pam­
phlet in the controversy. Butler's political language at its best 
is an accurate embodiment of personal, deeply felt experience; 
even where the reader is not convinced intellectually, he does 
not despise the writer, but feels respect for a man who will not 
attempt more than his knowledge will allow. 'Common experi­
ence convinces us', 'experience convinces us', or, 'these are no 
chimerical notions, but founded upon the senses of sight and 
hearing' ;3 these are the stylistic symptoms of a thoroughly prag­
matic approach which abler writers than Butler would have 
done well to cultivate. 

Butler illustrates, again as an extreme case, another tendency 
among Burke's opponents: to attack on a narrow front. To some 
extent this was forced upon them by the fact that they did not 
initiate the controversy. Burke had challenged, in their view 
the justification for any kind of revolution; while condemnin~ 
revolution in France, he had put up a case which would validate 
all arbitrary rule. 'You have attacked the fundamental prin­
ciples of all reform,' says Sir Brooke Boothby to Burke.4 And 
this was the Burke who, after his courageous efforts on behalf of 

1 Brief Reflections, p. I 7· 
a Ibid., pp. 49, 6I, 48. 

0 

3 Ibid., p. Io. 

4 A Letter to Burke (I 79 I)' P· 76. 
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the American rebels, the Irish Catholics, and economical reform, 
had a reputation as a defender of liberty. He seemed to have 
turned Judas in I 7go. It was, then, a matter of urgency that 
Burke ~s an individual should be challenged lest his former 
r~putation should strengthen the appeal of what seemed to be 
his ne~v principles. The consequence was that, whereas ~n the 
Rejl~ctz_ons ~~r~e's language had invoked the a~thonty of 
Chnstian CIVIlisation and he had addressed the entire Western 
world, his opponents had a single focal point: Burke himself. 
Th~ contrast comes out most strikingly in those pamphlets 
wh~ch, like Burke's took the form of a letter: in the Reflections the 
recipi t · ' h I · en · Is not named and every reader feels as if t e etter IS 
addressed to him personally; in the replies by Priestley, Boothby, 
Scott, or Christie (to name a few) the writers address Burke and 
the reader is cast in the role of an onlooker, sympathetic per­
ha~s~ but not directly involved. These writers draw on their own 
pohhcal and moral wisdom of course but one is always aware 
ofth ' ' · · d e narrow front on which their campagn IS bemg conducte · 
Some, like Priestley Francis Stone and David Williams, narrow th . ' ' . . 

eir scope even more by selecting for particular attentiOn t?e 
relevance of Burke's theory to the position of English dis­
~enters. This, too, was inevitable. Not only were many remarks 
~the Reflections offensive to religious nonconformists, but also 
b chard Price, an eminent dissenter was Burke's whipping-

oy· ' d" ' moreover, some of his ablest opponents were either IS-
senters or unsympathetic to the established Church. But what­
ev_er the reason and however cogent their arguments (as is cer­
tamly t~1e case with Priestley), their pamphlets lack the com­
prehe~slVe vision that is a mark of the Reflections. 
1 Agam, a sustained attempt is made to discredit Burke person-aly a· . 
h · Is opponents question his factual honesty and emphasise 

t ~ apparent inconsistency between his present and former 
attztudes to reform. 

There is not, in short, Sir, an opinion you have held, a doctrine 
that you have supported through a long political life, which 
your present pamphlet does not contradict; and there never was a 
politician to whom the Argumentum ad Hominem can be applied, 
so strongly as to yourself.l 

1 (John Scott], A Letter to Burke ... By a Member of the Revolution Socie!J, 
p. 39· 
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As a variant, Burke is charged with applying to politics the 
highly personal theory of aesthetics he had presented in his 
Enquiry into .•. the Sublime and Beautiful; his supposed intention 
is inferred in David Williams's remark: 'An opinion is never so 
effectually impressed on the public, as when accompanied by 
terror and astonishment'.1 Yet however subtly managed and 
temporarily effective, the argumentum ad hominem has the draw­
back of putting the reader on his guard, endangering the writer's 
freedom of movement and often seeming to reduce him to the 
level of a quibbler or backbiter. The frequent use of this mode 
of argument is one of the most powerful reasons for rendering 
ephemeral so many pamphlets by Burke's opponents. 

Intelligent understanding of Burke's character was, of course, 
important to his opponents. It may well have prompted the 
frequent use of ridicule as a method of attack. Burke was well 
known for his over-sensitiveness to criticism and for the emo­
tional intensity which marked his behaviour in the Commons 
and led one speaker to urge restraint on Burke if he wanted to 
avoid imprisonment as a madman.2 The dramatic use of a 
dagger in a parliamentary debate or the renunciation of his 
friendship with Fox in the famous debate of 6 May 1791 also 
testify to the obsessive seriousness which could be played upon 
by the anti-Burke writers. 

Virtually every reply to the Reflections makes use of ridicule as 
a persuasive method, though with varying degrees of success. 
The indignant writing at the opening of Wollstonecraft's Vin­
dication lacks the necessary pointed indirectness; the incessant 
irony and banter in Williams's Lessons to a 'Young Prince eventu­
ally become wearisome; but, on the other hand, there are 
examples of considerable ironic skill. The anonymous Short Obser­
vations on Burke's Reflections ( 1 790) contains many. The author 
sets his discussion in a humorous context by reference to a com­
mercial treaty between England and France from which one 
'species of manufacture' had been forgotten: political systems. 
Now, however, 'political adventurers have opened warehouses 
with systems at all prices, and adapted to all constitutions' .3 

Among the 'venders of political specifics' are, of course, Burke 

1 Lessons to a To Wig Prince (2nd cdn., 1 791), p. 136. 
11 See T. W. Copeland, Edmu11d Burke--six Essays (1950), p. 76. 
3 Op. cit., p. 2. 
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and Price; the latter wishes to import the French Revolution, 
and the former, 'instead of the hard-ware of Birmingham and 
the stuffs of Manchester, zealously proposes to export across the 
channel the English Constitution'. The author proceeds to 
ridicule various aspects of the Reflections and, for example, traces 
Burke's alarm at the possibility of revolution in all countries to 
'a pair of colours presented by a patriotic society at Nantz' to 
the English Revolution Society. 

I confess the fears of Mr. Burke reminded me of the hopes of Sir 
Epicure Mammon in the Alchymist; he was promised the 
philosopher's stone, that was to procure him immortal youth and 
inexhaustible riches; but all ended in some little thing for curing 
the itch.l 

This level of irony, enforced by literary allusions, indignation, 
and common sense is maintained to the final destructive remark: 

I will not dispute the resemblance of the portrait [the self-portrait 
at the end of the Reflections], but when I behold the Champion of 
American Freedom, the avenger of Asiatic oppression, dwindled 
into the captious antagonist of Dr. Richard Price, it reminds me 
of the Giant Loupgarou, whose body was used by Pantagruel to 
discomfit whole squadrons and battalions; and at last, thrown 
over the walls of the city, killed a She-Cat and a lame Duck! 2 

!t is noticeable that the Vindication of Burke's Reflections finds it 
1n:possible, except by cavilling at two minor points, to answer 
this type of writing.3 

The anonymous author of Short Observations intends to under­
mine Burke's appeal largely by demonstrating that, if properly 
r~gard~d, the Reflections is really a source of humour. But his 
dialecti~al skill is slight; he lacks a convincing argument which 
can be mvigorated by means of irony. Francis Stone, on the 
other hand, can argue more capably and has more of a case to 
put; consequently, his occasional satiric passage strikes the 
rea?er with the force of novelty and the pamphlet avoids that 
tedi~us seriousness which, for example, befalls Lofft's. To take 
one mstance, Stone gives a fanciful account of a vision induced 
by Burke's apostrophe to Marie Antoinette in 'a young maiden 

1 Ibid., P· 24. (In August 1790 the Jacobin Society of Nantes presented 
to the Revolution Society a drawing of a tricoloured banner which had 
been ~sed at the Anglo-Gallic festival in the same month. Sec G. S. Veitch, 
Ge~eszs_ of Parliamentary Reform ( 1913), p. I s6.) 

Ib1d., pp. 41-2. 3 Op. cit., pp. 23-4. 

198 



OTHER PAMPHLETEERS IN PROSE AND VERSE 

lady who shall be nameless' 1 (though she appears to be related 
to Samuel Richardson's Pamela). She is alleged to say: 

You may be sure a girl of my insatiable curiosity could not rest, 
till she became one of the 2o,ooo purchasers of lVIr. Burke's 
Reflections .... I at once dropped all my light airs, and prepared 
myself with much mental gravity for the slow, quiet perusal of a 
work, which I apprehended would abound with much close 
reasoning, and deep philosophic theory. But, to my astonishment, 
I no sooner entered on the perusal, than I found it to be a mere 
romance, a poem in prose, or an undefinable whip-syllabub 
declamation, which amused my imagination instead of informing 
and improving my judgment. 

The girl falls asleep while reading the apostrophe and imagines 
herself carried to the heaven of Greek mythology, where she is 
feted by Venus and offered Pegasus for her return to earth, only 
to find that he has been borrowed by 'a privy counsellor of the 
king of [her] isle'. She is allowed to see this man, Burke, soaring 
on Pegasus to 'Phosphorus, or the morning star'; she is then 
adorned by Venus to resemble 'the fair Dauphiness' and, in this 
guise, she deceives even 'her Platonic paramour'. The account 
of the vision suffers from Stone's faulty sense of selection; he is 
too eager to fill it with detail; but at least it is given point by the 
charge Stone argues more formally elsewhere-that Burke 
should have written as a rational philosopher and moralist, 
whereas he preferred to rely on deluding his readers with highly 
charged emotionalism. 

Forcefully to state this charge-the most common in pam­
phlets attacking the Reflections-and openly to ridicule 'a poem 
in prose', verse was inevitably chosen by some of Burke's antag­
onists. The mere choice of verse is ironic: it proclaims that only a 
highly wrought medium is appropriate for recording the re­
sponse Burke set out to achieve. Moreover, in varying degrees, 
the verse writers-Courtenay, Sharpe, and one who is anony­
mous-recognise that the formal structure of their medium gives 
to ridicule a thrust that is missing in prose. The difference be­
tween these writers is that Courtenay and the anonymous poet 
are capable of some ironic detachment, whereas Sharpe is 
merely angry. 

In his Rhapsody toE-- B-- (1792) Sharpe shows some 
1 An Examination of Burke's Reflections (1792), pp. 139-52. 
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facility in managing his octosyllabic couplets but the subtlety 
Swift had shown to be possible in this form is beyond him. 

when penetrating sages 
Expect to read polemic pages, 
And find no argument appears, 
But every janty passage wears 
The tinsel'd garb that fancy wrought, 
And from her fairy regions brought, 
To deck romance her darling guest, 
And rival fact when simply drest; 
The insult sense disdains to brook, 
And to the shelf consigns the book. 1 

The contempt is too much on the surface and Sharpe's whole 
attention is given to sustaining (as best he can) the octosyllabic 
formula. One suspects that, like Butler in prose, Sharpe had 
little literary education; he held his Painite ideas fervently, but 
lacked sufficient ease of manner to write successfully in verse. 

The bantering tone employed by the anonymous author of 
Reflections on Reflections (I 79 I ?) is more effective; one feels here 
an urbane man impudently mocking what he considers is Burke's 
uncontrolled response to the Revolution: 

But why this mighty thundering, whence 
This wasteful blaze of eloquence? 
Could he not say, what mischief's brewing, 
Without this hideous cry of ruin ? 2 

The deliberate flouting of the octosyllabic form with the final 
unaccented syllable in the second couplet indicates the easy 
assurance this writer feels in writing verse. Later he shows the 
e~cacy with which a parodist can extract a significant feature of 
hls opponent's philosophy-Burke's insistence on the impor­
ta?~e. of natural feelings-and give it special prominence so as to 
cntlclse through ridicule. Burke is presented as saying: 

'That dreadful morning in October': 
(Who can speak of it and be sober?) 
'0 that some artist would engage 
To bring that story on the stage, 
That I might give my tears to flow 
O'er the dire scene of royal woe! 

1 Op. cit., p. 4. 
2 Op. cit., in Arz Asylum for Fugitive Pieces, in Prose and Verse (New edn., 

1798), IV, 40. 
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There would I sit and shew the world 
How I can weep when kings are hurl'd, 
Hurl'd by misfortune from their throne­
(I'm not TZow speaking of our own.) 
But let not Dr. Price appear 
Nor any of his flock come near; 
I know they do not feel as I; 
No: 'these sour-natur'd dogs' can't cry. 
I'd be asham'd to show my face, 
If 't did not cry at such distress. 
Why, I have cried, when Siddons late 
Presented the sad turns of fate, 
In the frail, beauteous, humbled Shore; 
I cried, when Garrick long before 
Acted a 'fond and foolish' King; 
And shan't I, when the very thing-
! would say, when the story's real? 
'Tis TZaiural that one should feel.' 1 

The references and criticisms here are many and complex. One 
of the central features of Burke's philosophy is effectively satir­
ised by dint of ridiculing his own lachrymose nature; he is not 
content with a natural response, but will weep indiscriminately 
at any time whether in the theatre or on a political occasion 
which his imagination has made theatrical; he glories in his 
ability to weep and welcomes an opportunity for public display. 
It is the exaggeration introduced by the poet that carries his 
criticism: he does not condemn natural feelings, but the con­
scious parade of them, the pride Burke reveals in a sensibility 
which responds equally to human distresses and the imaginative 
portrayal of them by a Rowe or a Shakespeare. Furthermore, 
the second parenthesis contains a stricture which would not be 
lost on the public of the r 790s. Many writers contrast Burke's 
inhumanity in his remarks on George Ill's insanity at the time 
of the Regency crisis with his exploitation of the sufferings of the 
French royal family. The anonymous poet implies in one line 
what Mary Wollstonecraft, for example, takes several para­
graphs to convey. And, finally, the whole passage is packed with 
allusions for the attentive reader of the Reflections. 

The writer continues to exhibit Burke's fondness for parading 
1 Op. cit., IV, 44-6. (One of Mrs. Siddons' most successful parts was as 

Jane Shore in Nicholas Rowe's play by that name (1714).) 
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his emotional facility by recalling, as a footnote has it, 'Mr. 
Burke's great history-piece of the massacre of the innocents' 1 at the 
Hastings trial in his description of the barbarities committed by 
Devi Sing. The 'tragedy' of 6 October in France 'surpasses all 
/That [he] imported from Bengal'. This, too, is interesting. Like 
Benjamin Bousfield, 2 the anonymous poet is linking Burke with 
the sublime-school of painters; he is suggesting that Burke works 
on a vast canvas with the kind of theatrical grandeur one asso­
ciates with a painter such as James Barry or, later, James 
Martin. He proposes, in other words, that Burke's aim is not to 
achieve truth but grandiloquent art. 

The heroic couplet is the form chosen by the same \vriter for 
his Heroic Epistle to Burke (1791) in which, he claims, 'there is 
scarcely a single image ... which is not extracted from Mr. 
Burke's celebrated Reflections'. His claim is borne out in a passage 
such as this: 

So awful grandeur guards the Gothic hall, 
And crests and mantles dignify the wall; 
Ensigns armorial, pedigrees sublime, 
And wax and parchment half as old as time: 
The sombrous list succeeding years extend, 
And sacred lumber bids the rafters bend. 
'Mid frowning forms in coronets and cowls, 
The bat engenders, and the tempest howls: 
When lo! awakes from monumental rest, 
With fees and fines, and mortgages opprest, 
The beggar'd heir. Prince, bishop, marquis, knight, 
To foreign garrets wing their solemn flight. 
The cumbrous ruin falls, no more to rise, 
And simplest masonry the place supplies. 3 

Co~bining s~tire on emotive prose-so like poetry that it can 
easily be versified-with criticism of obscurantism and the use­
le.ss _lumber of antiquity, the author subtly uses Burke's own 
dictiOn to mock his views. Quite clearly 'the beggar'd heir' 
rep:esent~ contemporary man newly alive to the fact that his 
hentage IS wo~thless; it is superficially imposing but inwardly 
corrupt; and It must be rejected in favour of the 'simplest 

1 Op. cit., IV, 47 n. 
2 Cf. Observations on Burke's Pamphlet, p. 28. 
3 In Asylum for Fugitive Pieces, IV, 33-4. 
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masonry' which implies a constitution formed in accordance 
with the unrestricted light of reason. The whole poem (of I IO 

lines) is managed in this way, subtly and ironically; the writer 
neatly turns some of Burke's phrases inside out and takes others 
to absurd conclusions; and the bantering tone is itself a persua­
sive method, dispelling the aura of dedicated seriousness with 
which, it is implied, Burke masks invidious principles. 

Assured as the anonymous writer is, John Courtenay, M.P. 
for Tamworth and well known in the Commons for his irony, 
shows a greater satiric skill in his Poetical and Plzilosoplzical Essay on 
tlze French Revolution (I 793). He is both destructive and construc­
tive: he ridicules Burke and denounces the proposed military 
intervention in France, but also pleads with the French for 
mercy towards Louis. This positive element is absent from the 
other verse pamphlets. Moreover, Courtenay is aware of readers 
who require some literary pleasure as well as controversial 
vitality; he assumes an audience which will recognise his 
allusions to established poets. 

The poem opens with a mock-invocation to 'Ye Nuns and 
Capuchins' whose 'ravish'd joys' the apostate Whig, Burke, 
'now labours to restore'. Having linked his opponent with the 
symbol of obscuranticism and political oppression, Courtenay 
attacks him on by now familiar lines: 

To sooth vain sorrows, your Knight-Errant flies, 
With real grief he scorns to sympathise; 
Dramatic woe in splendid fiction's dress, 
He bodies forth-to weep at the distress! 
Of pomps and vanities bewails the loss, 
Cries o'er the Ribband, and adores the Cross. 
Ye poor and wretched, suffer and be dumb, 
And wait for happiness in worlds to come; 
With meekness, patience, your sad duties fill, 
What's cold and hunger to ideal ill? 
When vice is gross, he owns 'tis mean and base, 
But polish'd vice assumes bright Virtue's grace; 
By Dovey's art, as spurious diamonds shine, 
And boast the splendour of Golconda's mine. 
Vice decks a Lord, but ill becomes a Swain; 
Charming at Court, but odious on the Plain.1 

1 Op. cit., pp. 3-4. 
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This denunciation ofBurke's luxuriating in imagined and ignor­
ing actual distress is not new, but there is a greater indignation 
on behalf of despised poverty than appears in the other poems. 
The sympathy for the poor which "Vollstonecraft rather extrava­
gantly expresses is here restrained, but it comes through with 
ironic bitterness. Courtenay also, by his allusion to Pope's 
Epistle to a Lady1 in the last lines, subtly identifies Burke with the 
aristocratic world of that poem. The choice ofwords-'Swain', 
'Charming', 'odious'-admirably catches the attitudes of that 
world, with its distance from the life ofthe poor and its pastoral 
pretensions. A further Popeian allusion confirms the subtlety 
with which Courtenay writes. He comments after the passage 
above: 

Such Edmund's logic, such his moral page, 
Fit for the bar, the pulpit, and the stage. 

Pope's famous line from the Epilogue to the Satires is slightly 
modified, but the changes are in harmony with the overriding 
intention to degrade Burke's logic and morality and to show 
that both are the servants of his desire to make an affecting 
public spectacle. But the reader who recognised the allusion 
would also know the whole of Pope's couplet: 

Safe from the Bar, the Pulpit, and the Throne, 
Yet touch'd and sham'd by Ridicule alone. 

~here can be little doubt that Courtenay allowed the second 
hne to make its own impact: it conveys precisely his own attitude 
to Burke. It expresses, too, the hope of all the ironists mentioned 
here. 

After further writing of this kind, with more allusions to 
Po~e, Milton, and perhaps Johnson, and more ironic sallies 
agamst 'the dazzling Sophist' : 

Soaring in mystic prose, 'bovc flights in rhyme, 
Th' obscure he proves one source of the sublime2 

Courtenay turns to the achievement of France where liberty 
shines 'in splendid triumph' : 

No slaves in arms now shield a despot's throne, 
Man's sacred claims her generous soldiers own. 

1 cr. n. 37- 4o. 2 Op. cit., p. 7· 



OTHER PAI\IPHLETEERS IN PROSE AND VERSE 

He looks forward to the spread of liberty throughout Europe, 
including England, and trusts that, recognising the sanctity of 
human life, the French will extend mercy to Louis. 

There is a finish and completeness about this poem which set 
it above the others: a finish in that the verse is competently 
handled with a recognition of the complex pleasure as well as 
the lively irony which it can convey; and a completeness in that 
Courtenay not only satirises Burke but also contrives to set the 
Revolution in the context of a European desire for liberty. 

Finally, the verse-writers serve especially to focus our attention 
on perhaps the main problem facing all Burke's opponents. 
Their genuine object was to proclaim what they considered the 
truth about the French Revolution and its fundamental prin­
ciples, to rely on 'fact when simply drest', and to use 'the plain 
English garb of language'. 

I believe your paradoxes may be safely entrusted to the ordinary 
sense of mankind notwithstanding the authority of your name 
and the splendid oratory with which they are introduced.1 

But no single pamphleteer acted wholly on this belief, not even 
Boothby whose words these are: indeed he follows this very state­
ment with a ten-page attempt to counter one of Burke's 'para­
doxes'. The verse-writers make great play with the overpitched 
writing in the Reflections: 

Choice stories these, when finely penn'd! 
For what?-To set the hair on end; 
To blanch with horror ladies' cheeks; 
To call forth groans and piteous shrieks: 
To make men stare, and children cry;­
What pity 'tis they're all-2 

It is admirable ridicule, but no writing could be further from the 
'sober reasoning' that Priestley thought essential; the very choice 
ofverse is an implicit avowal that emotive means are central to 
the problem of persuasion, and that when 'choice stories' are 
'finely penn'd' no dispassionate display of facts will undo their 
effect. The liberal pamphleteers did not, of course, try to rival 
Burke in his field of eloquence (or when they did, failure in­
variably resulted). The best of them rely on firm, lucid, vigorous 

1 Boothby, Letter to Burke, p. 43· 
2 Reflections 011 Reflections, in Asylum for Fugitive Pieces, IV, 48. 
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writing which conveys not only their conviction that the 
Revolution was necessary and highly significant but also the 
fervour with which they held that conviction. It is when they 
encounter what they allege to be Burke's attempts 'to persuade 
men to believe something more than we are willing to assert in 
plain terms or can prove by plain argument', 1 that mere expres­
sions of a contrary belief, however fervent, arc inadequate. 
Then 'arduous efforts of critical skill' (as Mackintosh called 
them) are required; Burke's emotive and imaginative appeal has 
to be analysed-as Mackintosh docs it on occasions or like Paine 
when he exposes Burke's dramatic techniques-and a viewpoint 
which is intellectually more acceptable and emotionally of at least 
equal compulsion substituted. Though many writers attempt 
this difficult task, only a few-Paine, Mackintosh, Christie, 
and perhaps Wollstonecraft-succeed. Nevertheless, Burke's 
opponents collectively subjected the Reflections to more scrutiny 
and attack than has perhaps ever converged on any other single 
work; they exposed his weaknesses and subterfuges with extra­
ordinary care; and though the existence of their writings and the 
urgency of their tone are an implicit tribute to the persuasive 
force of the Reflections, they were all imbued with the confidence 
suggested in the title of this chapter and reiterated in Priestley's 
words: 

Prejudice and error is only a mist, which the sun, which has now 
risen, will effectually disperse. Keep them about you as tight as 
the countryman in the fable did his cloak; the same sun, without 
any more violence than the warmth of his beams, will compel you 
to throw it aside, unless you chuse to sweat under it, and bear all 
the ridicule ofyour cooler and less encumbered companions.2 

1 Boothby, op. cit., p. 56. 2 Letters to Burke, p. I I I. 
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XI 

WILLIAM GODWIN, 

PHILOSOPHER AND NOVELIST 

I 

P RIESTLEY's confidence, expressed in the quotation at the 
end of the last chapter, was fully shared by Godwin; 

indeed, the faith that prompted the writing of Political Justice 
( 1 793) may well be summed up by another of Priestley's 
statements: 

to follow truth wherever it leads ;·ou, confident that the interests of 
truth will ever be inseparable from those ofvirtue and happiness, 
and equally so to states, as to individuals.l 

Though, then, their political beliefs diverged-democracy, so 
highly esteemed by Priestley, did not have Godwin's unqualified 
approval-their fundamental conviction of the inevitable 
triumph of truth to be secured by the exercise of unfettered 
reason was identical. It was, of course, a conviction Godwin 
shared with all the radical pamphleteers-and yet his Political 
Justice from the standpoint of literary criticism as well as politi­
cal theory was sui generis. !fin nothing else, in its comprehensive­
ness and thoroughgoing determination 'to follow truth' 
wherever it led him, Godwin's work stood alone. 

It may seem at first sight, however, that Godwin does not 
strictly belong in a study of political controversy, that in 
Political Justice he almost defiantly remains aloof from the 
furore over Burke's Reflections, examining all sides but taking 

1 Letters to Burke, p. I I 2. 
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none. He was certainly not involved as were Paine, !vlackintosh, 
Wollstonecraft, or the others previously discussed; his scope and 
freedom of action were not restricted by an intention to attack 
the case advanced by an eminent individual in one book. It 
would be ludicrous, of course, to doubt his keen awareness of 
the controversy-his allusion to it in the preface to Caleb 
Williamsl as well as his references to Burke and Paine in Political 
Justice make this explicit-but it is true that he was more alert 
to the ultimate issues it raised than to the particular merits of 
the Reflections. Godwin was concerned with nothing less than the 
whole question of man's moral nature and hence the nature of 
the political society appropriate to tl~e human condition. Yet 
the fact that Political Justice coincided with the effective end of 
th~ controversy, that it made a major contribution to political 
philosophy, and that in it Godwin made a bold attempt to 
employ the language of speculative reason that the radic.al 
pamphleteers claimed to use but failed to sustain, makes 1ts 
relevance to this study unquestionable . 

. Moreover, Godwin's novels were written with an avowed 
didactic intention; just as much as any political pamphlet, they 
were conceived as part of a campaign to secure popular assent 
to a certain view of political morality. Indeed, it will be 
argued subsequently that the novels were more intimately con­
nected with the controversy over Burke's Reflections than has 
been recognised hitherto; they undoubtedly belong in a study 
of the language of politics connected with that controversy. 
They also make possible a comparative study of writing 
a.ddressed to an audience capable of following 'abtruse specula­
tlo?s' '2 and works designed to carry the same message to lc~s 
~~1l?s?phically capable readers. Godwi~'s. dual purpose lS 

phculy stated in the preface to Caleb Wzlltams (I 794), where 
he asserts that the truth conveyed by the novel is 'highly 
Worthy to be communicated to persons whom books of philos­
ophy and science are never likely to reach' ;3 the people who 
would read such books had been reached by Political Justice in 
the previous year. And if we may take Hazlitt's estimate as at all 

1 Op. cit. ( 1831 edn.), p. xix. 
2 Ed. F. E. L. Priestley, Enquiry concerning Political Justice (Toronto, 

1946), I, 363 n. 
3 Op. cit., p. xix. 
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accuratc-'Truth, moral truth, it was supposed had here [in 
Political Justice] taken up its abode'; 'Caleb Williams and St. 
Leon arc two of the most splendid and impressive works of the 
imagination that have appeared in our times'1-then in Godwin 
we arc dealing with a man who, on contemporary evidence, 
successfully reached both kinds of audience. 

II. POLITICAL JUSTICE 

Sound reasoning and truth, when adequately communicated, 
must always be victorious over error: sound reasoning and truth 
are capable of being so communicatcd.2 

The twin beliefs expressed here-faith in the victory of truth 
and in the possibility of communicating truth so that the victory 
is realised-arc central both to the philosophical system ex­
pounded in Political Justice and to the literary methods used to 
communicate it. Indeed, as has been demonstrated in earlier 
chapters, style is not only a means of conveying ideas, it is at the 
same time an incarnation of their validity and reasonableness; 
the qualities of Godwin's style-lucidity, logic, directness, plain­
ness and so on-are themselves witnesses to the philosophical 
position he maintains on the level of formal argument. For 
example, he argues that openness and complete honesty are 
essential in human relationships, that 'reason and conviction' 
are proper and sufficient 'for regulating the actions of man­
kind',3 that justice-'the true standard of the conduct of one 
man towards another'-requires the individual to be 'an impar­
tial spectator of human concerns, and divest [himself] of retro­
spect to [his] own predilections' ,4 or that man's most desirable 
state is one of 'high civilisation'. 6 Such and other philosophical 
claims are sustained by complex and lengthy argument, but 
what is being asserted at this point is that their validity is 
mirrored in qualities of style. To take one characteristic para­
graph (from the chapter on 'Promises'); 

The foundation of-morality is justice. The principle of virtue is 
an irresistible deduction from the wants of one man, and the 
ability of another to relieve them. It is not because I have 
promised, that I am bound to do that for my neighbour, which 

1 Works, XI, I 7, 24. 
3 Ibid., I, 70. 

2 Political Justice (hereafter P.J.), I, 86. 
4 Ibid., I. XXV. 6 Ibid., I. xxiii. 
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will be beneficial to him, and not injurious to me. This is an 
obligation which arises out of no compact, direct or understood; 
and would still remain, though it were impossible that I should 
experience a return, either from him or any other human being. 
It is not on account of any promise or previous engagement, that 
I am bound to tell my neighbour the truth. Undoubtedly one of 
the reasons why I should do so, is, because the obvious usc of the 
faculty of speech is to inform, and not to mislead. But it is an 
absurd account of this motive, to say, that my having recourse 
to the faculty of speech, amounts to a tacit engagement that I will 
use it for its genuine purposes. The true ground of confidence 
between man and man, is the knowledge we have of the motives 
by which the human mind is influenced; our perception, that the 
motives to deceive can but rarely occur, while the motives to 
veracity will govern the stream of human actions. 1 

Such is Godwin's normal level of writing-and this should be 
remembered when critical reservations arc stated later-and 
the qualities it exhibits are precisely those of honesty and open­
ness, confidence and disinterestedness that were mentioned 
above. The movement of the writing is leisurely but controlled; 
the writer is determined not to sidestep difficulties, but rigor­
?usly to follow where his argument leads him; he writes as 'an 
Impartial spectator ofhuman concerns', and since he communi­
cat~s his ideas lucidly and logically, his style is doing its job of 
actmg as a warranty for the proposition being presented. Burke's 
style, for example, would defeat Godwin's purpose: Burke is not 
open and direct, he is not disinterested, and his writing evid­
ences the importance of feeling not of reason. 

St.ated in this way the point is obvious, but what is perhaps 
less Immediately evident is the extent to which the principle is 
at once a source of liberation and of restriction to the writer in 
question. Godwin had to establish an image of himself as an 
honest, scrupulous enquirer for whom truth, plain and un­
ador~ed, was the absolute objective. His method of presentation 
-Which directly influences the structure of his sentences and 
paragraphs as well as choice of language-had to demonstrate 
th~t n? by-ways of argument were too troublesome, no possible 
objection too minute to be ignored. It was almost inevitable, 
then, that his writing would be loose-limbed; it could not have 

1 P.J., I, 195. 
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the kind of precision, economy, and pungency that contribute 
to the Swiftian type of clarity, but was more likely to resemble 
Johnson's. Godwin's writing in fact comes much closer to 
achieving the sort oflucidity and fullness one associates with the 
Rambler style, whose movement and scope are comprehensive 
enough to embrace nuances of argument and shades of philo­
sophical discrimination. Stylistic amplitude of this kind was 
permissible, but, on the other hand, many rhetorical devices 
would have been inappropriate. Godwin could not indulge, for 
instance, an apostrophe even to Truth on the lines of Burke's to 
the French Queen; exaggeration and over-statement were not 
for him; and frequent emotive heightening of language would 
be out of place. Such devices might make his integrity suspect, 
they would certainly mar the image it was essential to create. 
Irony too would be a dangerous weapon: irony puts a reader 
on his guard against deception and inhibits his response to the 
surface meaning of words. Godwin had to avoid possible mis­
interpretation, and since his task was (to use Mary Wollstone­
craft's words) 'to labour to increase human happiness by 
extirpating error', his own style could run no risks such as 
Defoe ran with The Shortest Way with the Dissenters. 

One section of Political Justice-'Of Political Associations'­
makes clear Godwin's strong suspicion of rhetorical devices in 
political speeches; these suspicions were carried over into his 
own philosophical writing. 'Harangue and declamation' are 
decried because they 'lead to passion, and not to knowledge'; 
they fill the mind with 'pompous nothings' or with mere 
'images', whereas it is with 'argument' that the memory should 
be stored.1 Godwin acts on the principles stated here in two 
ways: he eschews the methods denounced, but also, more 
subtly, he frequently uses an imaginary objector to test the 
theory advanced in Political Justice and allows him to indulge in 
'pompous nothings' and trite metaphors. 

Democracy is a monstrous and unwieldy vessel, launched upon 
the sea of human passions, without ballast. Liberty, in this 
unlimited form, is in danger to be lost, almost as soon as it is 
obtained.2 

Here the objector is given the high-flown language of a political 
orator; there is a false buoyancy about the rhythm and a 

1 P.J., I, 2go. 2 Ibid., II, I I6. 
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flabby cocksureness about the thought. Such pitfalls Godwin 
himself normally avoids; he usually achieves that 'accuracy of 
language' that he considers 'the indispensible prerequisite of 
sound knowledge',! but again restrictions follow. Burke and 
Paine provide obvious examples for reference. They do not deny 
themselves the freedom to exploit language to achieve an im­
passioned response; they both present argument, but the reader 
remembers it not as an abstraction but as vividly attached to 
images, descriptions, people, or events. Burke and Paine do not 
assume that 'a plain and direct appeal to [the] understanding' 2 

of their readers will achieve the complete persuasion they in­
tend; Godwin must assume it, or his philosophical position is 
falsified. The consequence, however, seems to be that Godwin is 
so concerned with accuracy of language, with primary, dic­
tionary meaning, that his usc of words is wooden; he is fre­
quently unadventurous in expression, so occupied with careful 
analysis of ideas that he fails to carry the truth and relevance of 
them alive to his readers. A brief example will serve temporarily 
to make the point. Mary Wollstonccraft had berated Burke for 
considering the poor 'as only the live stock of an estate, the 
feather of hereditary nobility' 3 ; Godwin is content to observe 
that a vassal 'was regarded as a sort of live stock upon the 
estate'. 4 The difference is small but typical. Wollstonecraft's 
object is to enforce her meaning by vivid, emotive means, 
C?odwin's to communicate an idea; the metaphorical elabora­
~10~ she indulges is irrelevant to him, and any such superfluity 
Is ngorously excluded. From Godwin's standpoint he is com­
fletely ju~tified; the philosophical need for accurate, plain 
a~guage Imposes restraint on him; but we should note the 
pr~ce he pays in expressional timidity. 

Truth dwells with contemplation' is an admirable belief for 
a ~!?set-philosopher but it can enfeeble the effectiveness of 
:--vntmg which aims-as Godwin's so obviously does-at 
mfl · b uencmg human conduct. 'Whatever can be adequately 

rought home to the conviction of the understanding, may be 
depen~ed upon as affording a secure hold upon the conduct.' 6 

There Is truth here-if complete conviction is achieved we may 
well expect appropriate action to follow-but conviction de-

1 P.J., I, 385. 2 Ibid., I, 297. 3 Sec above, P· 171. 
~ P.J., I, 2 3· 5 Ibid., I, 79· 
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pends partly at least on our recognising the relevance of 
abstract principles to a real-life situation. Godwin's language, 
however, frequently suggests that he is remote from the 
specific details of life. A man who adduces an illustration from 
billiards, for example, and writes about 'the impinging of one 
ball of matter upon another and its consequences', 1 may fairly 
be charged with being remote from the world in which the 
conduct he hopes to influence is to operate. 

Nevertheless, it would be wrong to infer that Godwin does 
not feel strongly about the principles he advances or that the 
feeling is kept out of his writing. As one sample paragraph, the 
following comes from the section on the 'General Features of 
Democracy' : 

Supposing that we should even be obliged to take democracy 
with all the disadvantages that were ever annexed to it, and that 
no remedy could be discovered for any of its defects, it would still 
be preferable to the exclusive system of other forms. Let us take 
Athens, with all its turbulence and instability; with the popular 
and temperate usurpations of Pisistratus and Pericles; with its 
monstrous ostracism, by which, with undisguised injustice, they 
were accustomed periodically to banish some eminent citizen, 
without the imputation of a crime; with the imprisonment of 
Miltiades, the exile of Aristides, and the murder of Phocion :­
with all these errors on its head, it is incontrovertible that 
Athens exhibited a more illustrious and enviable spectacle, than 
all the monarchies and aristocracies that ever existed. \Vho 
would reject their gallant love of virtue and independence, be­
cause it was accompanied with irregularities? vVho would pass an 
unreserved condemnation upon their penetrating mind, their 
quick discernment, and their ardent feeling, because they were 
subject occasionally to be intemperate and impetuous? Shall we 
compare a people of such incredible achievements, such exquisite 
refinement, gay without insensibility, and splendid without 
intemperance, ... shall we compare this chosen seat of patriotism, 
independence and generous virtue, with the torpid and selfish 
realms of monarchy and aristocracy? All is not happiness that 
looks tranquillity. Better were a portion of turbulence and 
fluctuation, than that unwholsome calm in which all the best 
faculties of the human mind are turned to putrescence and 
poison.2 

1 P.J., I, 373· 2 Ibid., II, I I 7-Ig. 
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Here. relevant emotion comes vigorously through; _Godwin is 
showm~, as a philosopher may legitimately be reqmrcd to do, 
the exc1te~ent and urgency he experienced during the act of 
contemplatmg his subject; and his emotions arc related to the 
facts as w~ll as to the abstract qualities of Athenian democracy. 
The cmot10n produces the brief allusion to the older Hamlet­
the symbol of perfection to his son-'scnt to [his] account/With 
a~l [his] imperfections on [his] head'; the allusion is timely in 
v~e~ of Godwin's argument and, further, it intensifies as well as 
g1Vmg the measure of his own feelings. The questions arc more 
~han mere rhetorical tricks; they convey not only summary 
Judgments but also Godwin's genuine astonishment at the 
extent of Athenian achievements within the severe limitations 
of their democratic system. Nor is the feeling out of hand: it is 
c~annelled, with just a hint of Johnsonian phrasing in 'gay 
Wlthou~ insensibility, and splendid without intemperance', an? 
moves Inevitably forward to the aphorism-'all is not happi­
ness that looks tranquillity'-which might itself have come from 
~asset~, and finally to a biting, alliterative close. This is w?at 
r e Qumcey might have called literature ofknowledge becoming 
lterature of power; the significance of the facts Godwin is 

contemplating is carried along by his emotional response to 
them, and the felt experience of the contemplation becomes the 
persuasive factor. 
h To return to Godwin's philosophical principles, it might be 

t. ought that they were of a kind to demand concrete illustra­
~lon to show their relevance to actual human existence. The 
~divi?ual living his moral life in society is the focal point of 
bodw~n's deliberations: 'individuals are everything, and society, 

a stracted from the individuals of which it is composed, 
n~thing' .1 Yet he is often more concerned to demonstrate how 
a stract principles operate on Man than on men. For example, 
whe~ he is discussing the necessity for equality he contrasts a 
possible state of material well-being with the poverty afflicting 
many of his contemporaries: 

Every man would have a frugal, yet wholsome diet; every man 
would go forth to that moderate exercise of his corporal functions, 
that. Would give hilarity to the spirits; none would be made 
torptd with fatigue, but all would have leisure to cultivate the 

1 P.J., II, 176. 
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kindly and philanthropical affections, and to let loose his faculties 
in the search of intellectual improvement. \Vhat a contrast does 
this scene present, to the present state of society, where the 
peasant and the labourer work, till their understandings are 
benumbed with toil, their sinews contracted and made callous by 
being for ever on the stretch, and their bodies invaded with 
infirmities, and surrendered to an untimely grave? What is the 
fruit they obtain from this disproportioned and unceasing toil? 
In the evening they return to a family, famished with hunger, 
exposed halfnaked to the inclemencies of the sky, hardly sheltered, 
and denied the slenderest instruction .... 1 

There are parts of this extract that arc almost parodies of 
Augustan periphrasis and generalities; from the evidence of 
this language there is no sign that Godwin knew more of poverty 
than he could learn, say, from Lear's speech on the heath or 
some of Cowper's poems; it smacks of the second-hand and 
diminishes Godwin's authority to discuss the subject. As a 
contrast, to read Swift's Short View of tlze State of Ireland is to be 
in touch with a writer whose authority to speak about poverty is 
established by the language he uses: 

... The Families of Farmers, who pay great Rents, living in 
Filth and Nastiness upon Butter-milk and Potatoes, without a 
Shoe or Stocking to their Feet; or a House so convenient as an 
English Hog-sty to receive them. . . . The Rise of our Rents is 
squeezed out of the very Blood, and Vitals and Cloaths, and 
Dwellings of the Tenants; who live worse then English Beggars.2 

Here, where Swift has explicitly abandoned his favourite irony, 
he is speaking from the kind of felt experience of poverty that 
we look for in vain in Political Justice. 

If it be argued that Godwin is at an unfair disadvantage in a 
comparison with the pamphleteer Swift, the point can be made 
through a comparison with Johnson whose penchant for general 
wisdom needs no emphasis. Towards the end of Political Justice 
Godwin considers 'the received system of marriage' and de­
scribes the way that people in 'European countries' come to 
marry: 

The method is, for a thoughtless and romantic youth of each sex, 
to come together, to see each other, for a few times, and under 

1 P.:J., II, 46o-1. 
zEd. H. Davis, Irish Tracts 1728-1733 (Oxford, 1955), pp. Io-I I. 
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circumstances full of delusion, and then to vow eternal attaeh­
ment.1 

Such a description is so generalised as to be worthless; there 
were, it is true, the Lydia Bennetts, but there were also the 
Emma Woodhouses of Godwin's day; but more crippling is the 
fact that the language is out of touch with the situation it is 
supposed to describe. ]9hnson, putting precisely the same 
view, gives Rassclas this to say: 

A youth and maiden, meeting by chance, or brought together by 
artifice, exchange glances, reciprocate civilities, go home, and 
dream of one another. Having little to divert attention, or 
diversify thought, they find themselves uneasy, when they are 
apart, and therefore conclude that they shall be happy together. 
They marry. . . . 2 

This, too, is a generalised account; it, too, can be indicted for the 
same bias as shown by Godwin; but the language establishes 
Johnson's implicit claim that he is providing a general view of 
actual experience. 'Meeting by chance', 'exchange glances', 
'go h ' 'd h ' ' ' h · orne , ream of one anot er , uneasy : sue terms spnng 
from the facts of human existence. Moreover, Johnson rein­
forces his case by stylistic means, by witty antithesis, where 
Godwin's is presented plain. 

A f~rther comparison between the same two writers is at 
hand In their respective attacks on the optimistic philosophers 
and the view of evil as universal good. Godwin announces that 
he wishes to avoid 'a pompous and delusive survey of the 
whole'.; he wants to break down the total picture of 'pain and 
cal~mlty' and 'examine parts severally and individually'.3 

ThiS s~ems to promise the kind of specificity we have charged 
Godw1n with omitting, but the promise is not fulfilled. He 
~oes not, it is true, write about human ills in the mass; instead 

e su?divides the total pain and discusses kinds-the sufferings 
~~sul~mg from poverty, illness, mental anguish, punishment, and 

e hke-but speaks of each in the abstract. We read of the 
poor 'to_rmented with injustice, or chilled into lethargy'; we 
.P1u?ge Into the depths of dungeons [to] observe youth languish­
mg m ho~eless despair'; or we 'view man writhing under the 
pangs of d1sease'. Language is here keeping life at arm's length; 

1 P.J., II, 507. 2 Works, I, 260. 3 P.J., I, 455· 
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we cannot doubt Godwin's genuineness of emotion, but the 
facts that cause him distress scarcely even peep through the 
blanket of abstraction. In contrast, Johnson not only writes 
with greater vivacity-having the specific case of Soame 
Jenyns in view-but also with greater particularity.Jenyns had 
suggested that 'the beings above us' perhaps torment us for 
'their own pleasure or utility'; Johnson translates these acti­
vities into terms of human existence, and the facts of suffering 
are presented at every turn: 

As we shoot a bird flying, they take a man in the midst of his 
business or pleasure, and knock him down with an apoplexy .... 
To swell a man with a tympany is as good sport as to blow a frog 
... good sport it is to see a man tumble with an epilepsy, and 
revive and tumble again, and all this he knows not why ... the 
paroxysms of the gout and stone, which, undoubtedly, must make 
high mirth.l 

It must be allowed, of course, that Johnson is scoring debating 
points-though they add up to a considered view of human 
life-and he is not out to contemplate truth in Godwin's 
manner, but there can be little doubt which writer more effec­
tively establishes his claim in the reader's mind. To observe that 
Godwin throughout speaks of 'man' whereas Johnson on every 
occasion is concerned with 'a man' is merely to underline the 
cardinal difference between them. 

That there is some similarity of phrasing and rhythm be­
tween the two writers is evident; it comes out in a sentence 
such as the following (when Godwin is announcing at the 
beginning of Book V how he intends to proceed) : 

Under each of these heads it will be our business, in proportion 
as we adhere to the great and comprehensive principles already 
established rather to clear away abuses, than to recommend 
further and more precise regulations, rather to simplify, than to 
complicate.2 

There is a Johnsonian amplitude of phrasing and feeling for 
prose rhythm here. The two writers also show a similar interest 
in universal principles, in fine shades of moral distinctions, and 

1 'Review of a Free Enquiry into the Nature and Origin of Evil', in 
Works, VI, 65. 

2 P.]., II, 2. 
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a comparable ability to conduct an argument by analysis and 
accumulation. What Godwin lacks, as has been shown, is 
Johnson's range of real and imaginative experience to illumi­
nate discussion of universals. When Godwin says that noblemen 
are 'gratified with baubles and splendour' 1 he docs not clinch 
his point either with Johnsonian vigour or with the bite of a 
writer like Paine. In Tlze Vaniry of Human Wishes the famous 
couplets on Wolsey speak of 

the pride of aweful State, 
The golden Canopy, the glitt'ring Plate, 
The regal Palace, the luxurious Board, 
The liv'ried Army, and the menial Lord. 

The nouns are generic as they arc in Godwin's phrase, but they 
gain vitality from the generalised adjectives; there is colour, 
sparkle, life, and human attitudes in Johnson's lines, where 
Godwin's words draw what emotive force they possess from 
pejorative associations. Paine's method of expressing his 
contempt for aristocratic love of ostentatious show is first to 
dehumanise the people concerned-aristocrats and their 'fop­
pery' become 'it'-and then to translate the folly into terms of 
childish behaviour: 'it talks about its fine blue ribbon like a girl, 
and shows its new garter like a child'. 2 Paine's scorn is thus 
dramatised and comes alive with great pungency. 

There is, however, a quality in Paine's scorn that is absent 
from Godwin's writing: an element of self-gratification, a 
sense of enjoyment in his own ability to express his contempt. 
The sense of power over words, and thence over the object of 
attack, is, of course commonly found among ironists. Now 
?odw~n is free of an; such emotion; he appears to feel that his 
mtent10n to communicate truth through 'sound reasoning' 
would be incompatible with a delight in style for its own sake 
or a self-gratifying enjoyment of the power to manipulate lan­
guage. Language for Godwin is a tool to achieve full and clear 
communication; any aesthetic pleasure it affords is a by­
p~oduct of secondary importance. Indeed, he gives a clue to his 
VIew of the relationship between truth and the emotion which 
accompanies its discovery or communication: 

1 P.J., II, 8. 
2 Ed. P. S. Foner, Complete Writings, I, 286. 
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No one is ignorant of the pleasures of knowledge .... Sublime and 
expansive ideas produce delicious emotions. The acquisition of 
truth, the perception of the regularity with which proposition 
flows out of proposition, and one step of science leads to another, 
has never failed to reward the man who engaged in this species 
of employment .... When we are engaged in promoting [man's] 
benefit, we are indeed engaged in a sublime and ravishing 
employment.l 

This, Godwin would persuade us, is the reward of thinking 
profoundly, creatively, and altruistically, but it is important to 
recognise with what care and precision his words are used in 
describing the reward. He does not rely on emotive associations: 
'sublime' does not carry the overtones which were commonly 
associated with it in the late eighteenth century; it means, as 
Johnson's dictionary defines it, 'grand' or 'elevated', and 
similarly 'delicious' means 'agreeable', and 'ravishing', 'rap­
turous'. Godwin is not trying to excite in his readers an intense 
feeling of rapture; his sole object is to communicate an ex­
perience whose causes he has carefully analysed. The kind of 
emotional pleasure he describes is analogous to that experienced 
by a scientist as he contemplates the evolution of a carefully 
ordered experiment; it is an aesthetic regard for the beauty of 
relevant and logical form or pattern. Godwin refers above to 
the regularity with which 'one step of science leads to another' 
and it is in this sense that he claims 'politics is a science'. 2 

Indeed, it is significant that, having associated the 'progress 
of science' with 'intellectual cultivation', he compares both 
with 'the taking to pieces a disordered machine, with a 
purpose, by reconstructing it, of enhancing its value'. 3 

Godwin is here describing his own practice: when writing 
Political Justice he was dismantling and analysing traditional 
systems of political morality and simultaneously building up his 
own; the aesthetic pleasure resulting from a contemplation of a 
logically evolving whole was one of his rewards. But this was 
essentially a disinterested pleasure, since he acted in literary 
matters according to his own moral principle that 'the interest 
of him who is corrected' is of far greater importance than 'the 
triumph of the corrector' .4 A brief comparison with Burke will 

1 P.J., I, 308, 309. 
3 Ibid., II, 243· 
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reinforce this claim. In the Reflections Burke scornfully dismisses 
the radical societies: 

Because half a dozen grasshoppers under a fern make the field 
ring with their importunate chink, whilst thousands of great 
cattle, reposed beneath the shadow of the British oak, chew the 
cud and arc silent, pray do not imagine that those who make the 
noise arc the only inhabitants of the field; that, of course, they are 
many in number; or that, after all, they arc other than the little, 
shrivelled, meagre, hopping, though loud and troublesome, 
insects of the hour.l 

Godwin, looking to a future when human relationships could be 
conducted on the basis of 'plain dealing' and honest spJ!ech, 
remarks that his contemporaries were enfeebled by not being 
used to hearing the truth about themselves. He continues: 

How then can we be justified in thus subverting the nature of 
things, and the system of the universe, in breeding a set of summer 
insects, upon which the breeze of sincerity may never blow, and 
the tempest of misfortune never beat? 2 

The two passages are highly characteristic of their authors. 
Burke likes to explore the detail of a metaphor, whereas 
Godwin leaves his metaphors brief, undeveloped, almost 
casual. Both authors use their images as a means of developing 
an argument, but Burke is obviously much more intent on 
mounting an emotional attack and derives a keen delight in his 
verbal advantage over his opponents. Godwin was entitled to 
feel a~ much contempt for men who could not endure plain 
~peakm~ as was Burke for the radicals, but his expression of it 
IS rest~amed. He is content to allow the force of the argument, 
to which this sentence is the conclusion, to make his attitude 
clear; to exploit an opportunity for irony and bitterness would 
des~r?y the effect of calm ratiocination and falsify his moral 
position. ~u~ke, on the other hand, employs a fund of detail to 
create a distmct imaginative landscape; the rhythm is manipu­
lated to enforce the contempt contained in the final phrase; and 
the contrast between the din caused by the insects and their 
essential. insignificance conveys his personal scorn for his 
adversanes. Burke is indeed more concerned with scoring a 
literary triumph than with correcting the alleged evil he attacks; 
the reverse is true of Godwin. 

1 Op. cit., Works, II, 357. 2 P.J., I, 332. 
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His philosophical tenets required this of him. Godwin main­
tains that although the present state of society does not promote 
the capacity of every man to listen 'with sobriety to the dictates 
of reason',l this is no excuse for acting on the assumption that 
the capacity is non-existent. Men must be treated as intelligent 
reasonable beings, they will then act as such. From a literary 
viewpoint this seems to have suggested to him that a clear, 
level-headed, emotionally subdued and logically conducted 
prose is generally necessary; it seems also to have inspired the 
belief that his readers would regard his words in much the same 
way as biblical language-as all equally inspired and worthy of 
close attention. At any rate, while he takes great pains to argue 
with enormous care and propriety-the massive proportions 
of the book, the cumulative weight of argument, the innumer­
able subdivisions, definitions of terms, and the like all evidence 
this-he is not equally sensitive to the constant necessity for 
vivid, fresh, and compelling prose. 

Occasionally Godwin is guilty of undistinguished, even 
commonplace writing in which words are mere counters. In 
the section on 'Limited Monarchy', for example, he is discussing 
the degrading habit of venerating a king, an imperfect being 
like any other: 

Such is the idol that monarchy worships, in lieu of the divinity of 
truth, and the sacred obligation of public good. It is of little 
consequence whether we vow fidelity to the king and the nation, 
or to the nation and the king, so long as the king intrudes himself 
to tarnish and undermine the true simplicity, the altar ofvirtue.2 

'Idol', 'shrine', 'sacred', 'altar' (and 'shrine' occurs in the next 
paragraph) show a flabby imagination which is not actively 
searching out its own fresh terminology but is content to draw 
on the capital of cliches amassed by radical thinkers. A quo­
tation from the Bible in the succeeding paragraph-'we cannot 
"bow the head in the temple of Rimmon" '-highlights his 
own imaginative paucity; there is a sharp contrast between 
Godwin and the biblical writer whose idiom derived from an 
actual situation and was appropriate to it as well as to his own 
cast of mind. Godwin's phrase in the same paragraph, 'bend the 
knee before the shrine of vanity and folly', may have some 

1 P.J., I, I8I. 2 Ibid., II, 77· 
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reference to courtly manners (though this is not clear), but it 
has no actuality, none of the vivid concreteness that comes from 
genuinely felt experience. The phrase is an easy way out and 
relieves Godwin of the responsibility of thinking freshly and 
creatively about his language. 

It is noticeable too that when Godwin quotes from another 
author he rarely shows himself aware ofthe value of a quotation 
to intensify the impact of his own ideas; the few occasions when 
this awareness is revealed emphasise his failure on others. 
When he is describing the ubiquitous parade of kingly pomp in 
a limited monarchy, he comments: 'We find him like Pharaoh's 
frogs, "in our houses, and upon our beds, in our ovens, and our 
kneading troughs" .'1 The quotation is excellently used he:rc; 
his own contempt and irritation arc admirably focused by the 
biblical words. On the other hand, writing about the relative 
inadequacy of sensual pleasures, Godwin instances a man 
sitting alone at a splendid feast, ' "taste after taste upheld with 
kindliest change" '.2 The Miltonic quotation adds no com­
pelling vividness to the pleasures of the table and might just as 
well have been omitted. Or again, he remarks that 'it has been 
the perpetual complaint of despotism, that "the restive knaves 
are overrun with case, and plenty ever is the nurse of faction" '. 3 

Here Rowe's play Jane Shore is the source, but to what purpose? 
Neither ~ividness nor pungency arc added. Clearly the choice 
of quotations is dictated solely by their surface usefulness to an 
argument but without the recognition-such as we find in 
Matthew Arnold, for example-of the extra contribution they 
~an m~ke to the energy with which an argument is stated. One 
JS remmded of Godwin's observation that if a man aspires to be 
a J?Oct. or historian, so far as he is influenced by reason his 
ObJect Is to be 'useful to mankind' :1 A similar limited sense of 
utility directs his own usc of quotation. 

Indeed, the more one looks critically at Godwin's language 
the more one becomes aware of his utilitarian view of it. This 
is, of ?ourse, not to denigrate such a view-every writer must 
be gmd:d by.~ sense of utility-but to suggest its limitations. 
On a stnct utilitarian basis a cliche can be useful; it is meaning­
ful and may be relevant; only a developed critical sense of 

1 P.J., II, 7o-1. 2 Ibid., I, 72. 
3 Ibid., II, 28-g. 4 Ibid., II, 1 79· 
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language will reject the cliche on the grounds that, like an old 
joke, it will fail to evoke a spirited response. Probably no 
vvriter has ever been more aware of the utility of language than 
Swift, but a quotation from Gulliver's Travels which Godwin 
introduces early in Political Justice serves to underline the 
marked differences between the two writers. The passage lists 
the causes of war as Gulliver relates them to the Master 
Houhyhnhnm; and a single glance reveals its satiric purpose: 

Sometimes the quarrel between two princes is to decide which of 
them shall dispossess a third of his dominions, where neither of 
them pretends to any right. ... It is a very justifiable cause of 
war to invade a country after the people have been wasted by 
famine, destroyed by pestilence, or embroiled by factions among 
themselves. It is justifiable to enter into a war against our nearest 
ally, when one of his towns lies convenient for us, or a territory of 
land that would render our dominions round and compact. If a 
prince sends forces into a nation where the people are poor and 
ignorant, he may lawfully put the half of them to death, and 
make slaves of the rest, in order to civilise and reduce them from 
their barbarous way of living .... 1 

Here words are used with great precision so that the tone of 
honest confession on Gulliver's part is sustained, but without 
any cost to the irony which pervades the passage; characteri­
sation and exposure are simultaneously achieved. The prose is 
not, like Godwin's, loose-limbed; it is economical, moves 
rapidly, and has a cumulative purpose-after reading the 
passage one might be (wrongly) tempted into thinking that 
this is an exhaustive list of the causes of war. From Godwin's 
viewpoint its surface statement is useful; he remarks that in it 
'the usual causes of war are excellently described' but does not 
comment on the irony of the passage, nor, at the end, does he 
make any further reference to it; he switches immediately to 
an analysis of domestic policy in established societies. Its use­
fulness is at an end. Later, in Book V of Political Justice, Godwin 
returns to the subject of war, examining and rejecting the 
reasons normally given for making war. One paragraph from 
this analysis will illustrate what is implied by calling his 
language utilitarian. 

1 P.J., I, I 1-12. 
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'The vindication of national honour' is a very insufficient reason 
for hostilities. True honour is to be 'round only in integrity and 
justice. It has been doubted how far a view to reputation, ought, 
in matters of inferior mom~nt, to be permitted to influence. the 
conduct of individuals· but let the case of individuals be decided 
as it may, reputation: co~sidered as a separate motive in the 
~nstance of nations, can perhaps never be justifiable. In in~ividu~ls, 
It seems as if I might, consistently with the utmost real mtegnty, 
be so misconstrued and misrepresented by others, as to render rny 
efforts at usefulness almost necessarily abortive. But this reason 
does not apply to the case of nations. Their real story cannot 
easily be suppressed. Usefulness and public spirit, in relation to 
them, chiefly belong to the transactions of their members am~ng 
themselves; and their influence in the transactions of neighbounng 
nations, is a consideration evidently subordinate.-The question 
which respects the justifiable causes of war, would be liable to 
few difficulties, if we were accustomed, along with the word, 
strongly to call up to our minds the thing which that word is 
intended to reprcsent. 1 

Compared with the Swiftian extract, the movement of this 
~rose is lumbering; in an effort to comprehend the ramifica­
tions of the argument Godwin intentionally moves slowly, 
almost meanders to the end of his paragraph. Economy of 
language is not important to him; as in the novels, so here 
rapid transitions are not aimed at. Hazlitt's assertion that 'no 
style is worth a farthing that is not calculated to be read out, or 
that is not allied to spirited conversation' 2 is ludicrously in­
appropriate to a style where punctuation and subordinate 
c.lauses proliferate and clog its motion. Nor is Godwin con­
Sistently alive to the way in which syntax controls rhythm and 
emphasis; his brief sentences arc cogent but in the third sen­
tence, for example, the main proposition is obscured by 
qualifications, modifications, and exceptions. And to observe 
t~a.t at no point in the paragraph is the abstract thoug?t 
VIVlfied by metaphor or imaginative reference to the world 1n 
which wars are fought or 'the conduct of individuals' takes 
place, is to stress the obvious. Yet concentrated attention un­
doubtedly reveals God~in's meaning; the words are useful i~ 
conveying ideas from him to us, and to object that the reader s 
labour could have been less arduous, that language can be at 

1 Ibid., II, 151. 2 Works, XII, 7· 
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once meaningful and aesthetically rewarding, would be to 
introduce premises of no concern to Godwin. 

For, ultimately, meaning, 'truth and sober reasoning' are 
his prime objects. Even when Godwin contemplates the highest 
reaches of human happiness-those enjoyed by the man who 
disinterestedly tries to promote the well-being of others-his 
idiom prevents any full communication of the joy he speaks 
about. 'No man so truly promotes his own interest, as he that 
forgets it. No man reaps so copious a harvest of pleasure, as he 
who thinks only of the pleasures of other men.' 1 The concept 
obviously means a great deal to Godwin; it is expressed with 
clarity, even with urgency, despite the commonplace metaphor; 
but the richness of the pleasure itself docs not come across to us. 
Godwin does not exclude the relevant emotion that the idea 
stirs in him, but it is allowed to come through only by means of 
argument and affirmation. The force of the argument provides 
the objective correlative of the emotion. Godwin's is a rhetoric 
of statement which, at its best, makes a distinctive impact 
through tight logic and urgent affirmation and through its 
tone of personal conviction; at times it carries an almost messi­
anic fervour. Such are the qualities displayed in this paragraph 
where, midway through his chapter on 'Good and Evil', he 
contemplates the improvement of mankind: 

The inference from this survey of human life, is, that he who is 
fully persuaded that pleasure is the only good, ought by no means 
to leave every man to enjoy his peculiar pleasure according to his 
own peculiar humour. Seeing the great disparity there is between 
different conditions of human life, he ought constantly to en­
deavour to raise each class, and every individual of each class, to a 
class above it. This is the true equalisation of mankind. Not to 
pull down those who are exalted, and reduce all to a naked and 
savage equality. But to raise those who are abased; to communi­
cate to every man all genuine pleasures, to elevate every man to 
all true wisdom, and to make all men participators of a liberal and 
comprehensive benevolence. This is the path in which the re­
formers of mankind ought to travel. This is the prize they should 
pursue. Do you tell me, 'that human society can never arrive at 
this improvement?' I do not stay to dispute that point with you. 
We can come nearer it than we are. We can come nearer and 
nearer yet. This will not be the first time that persons, engaged in 

1 P.]., I, 447-8. 
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the indefatigable pursuit of some accomplishment, have arrived 

· xpecta-a.t an excellence that surpassed their most sangume e 
twns.1 

The biblical rhythms and phrasing in mid-paragraph, the 
repetitions later the onward flow of the prose, the overt 
evidence in 'I d~ not stay to dispute .. .', all emph~sise the 
powerful feeling lying behind this writing. The emotiOn does 
not excite Godwin to fresh metaphors; he continues to rely on the 
traditional-'not to pull down those who are exalted', 'the 
path' .men should 'travel', 'the prize they should pursue~; yet 
the ':Igorous affirmations evidencing unshakeable convictiOn 
remam both impressive and persuasive. 

III. GODWIN AND BURKE 

It is a commonplace in Godwin-criticism to cite the novels as 
~emo~strating the working of his ideas on society in hu~an 
Situations. D. H. Monro remarks, for example, in his enlightenmg 
book, Godwin's Moral Philosophy: 'Indeed [the novels] show, more 
clearly than his avowedly political writing, exactly how he 
thought of his principles as working out in practice.' 2 Monro 
goes on to argue that in Caleb Williams not only is the country s . . 
qurre, Falkland able to persecute Caleb because of h1s 
~P~:ior social ~osition-and thus illustrate the claim of 
~lztzcal Justice that a tyrannous social organisation gives its 
~ aracter to the individuals who comprise it-but also that in 
. a~land Godwin symbolises 'the whole idea of Honour'. 'He 
Isdt e spirit of Monarchy made visible.' 3 A similar argument is 
a vanced by P. N. Furbank, though he detects a more complex 
~~boli~m working in Caleb's curiosity to discover the secre~s 

en In Falkland's trunk a discovery that leads to Caleb s 
persecution: ' 

I~ this .Plot Caleb Williams is clearly Godwin himself, Falkland 
~ ~· ~nczen regime, and the opening of the trunk is the writing ?f 
b 0• ztzcal Justice. The secret of the trunk is the secret which Godwm 

nngs to the light of day in Political Justice, the guilty secret of 
gove.rnment: and in describing Caleb's fierce glee and terror at 
m~~ng the discovery he is describing his own emotion at con­
CeiVIng the theories of that work.4 

: fciJ., I? '!48. 2 Op. cit. (1953), p. 87. 3 Ibid., p. 88. 
odwm s Novels', Essays in Criticism (1955), V, 215-16. 
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Both Monro and Furbank are justified in their claims, but 
neither pushes his argument far enough; they see the relation­
ship between the novels and Political Justice, but fail to recognise 
that the former have a further point of reference in the con­
troversy over Burke's Reflections. Burke is a key figure in a very 
real sense. 

The clue appears in a passage within a few pages of the end 
of Political Justice-and it is well to remember Godwin's state­
ment that Caleb TVilliams was 'the offspring of that temper of 
mind in which the composition of Political Justice left [him]'.l 
In this passage Godwin addresses himself to 'the enlightened and 
accomplished advocates of aristocracy': 

'We know', I would say, 'that truth will be triumphant, even 
though you refuse to be her ally. \.Ye do not fear your enmity. 
But our hearts bleed to see such gallantry, talents and virtue 
employed in perpetuating the calamities of mankind. We recol­
lect with grief, that when the lustre of your merits shall fill 
distant generations with astonishment, they will not be less 
astonished, that you could be made the dupes of prejudice, and 
deliberately surrender the larger portion of the good you might 
have achieved, and the unqualified affection that might have 
pursued your memory.' 2 

The tone ofrespectful regret, admiration for talents mixed with 
sorrow at their application, is enough in itself to remind one of 
Caleb's attitude to Falkland. Despite the relentless persecution 
he had suffered from the intrinsically noble Falkland, and 
despite the murder Falkland had committed to preserve his 
chivalric sense of honour, Caleb considers him 'worthy of 
reverence ... he was endowed with qualities that partook of 
divine'.3 

Mr. Falkland is of a noble nature. Yes; in spite of the catastrophe 
of Tyrrel [whom he murdered], of the miserable end of the 
Hawkinses [wrongly executed for the murder], and of all that I 
have myself suffered, I affirm that he has qualities of the most 
admirable kind. 4 

In both novel and philosophical treatise, then, the tone is the 
same: profound admiration for certain qualities and regret 

1 C. Kegan Paul, William Godwi11 (1876), I, 78. 
2 P.J., II, 545 (my italics). 
3 Caleb Williams (hereafter C. W.), p. 445· 4 Ibid., p. 448. 
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for their misuse. This, as has been remarked, is cnou~h to 
sti~u~ate in~erest in the passage from Political ]tLS~i~e; th; mte~­
est IS mtens1fied by a note added in the 1 796 cchtwn: In thl~ 
passage Mr. Burke was particularly in the mind of the a~thor. 
Then one recalls not only Godwin's continued vcneratwn for 
Burke-which outlasted political differences-but also Falk­
land's dominant characteristics: his intense 'love of chivalry and 
romance'. 'He believed that nothing was so well calculated to 
make men delicate, gallant, and humane, as a temper per­
petually alive to the sentiments of birth and honour.' 1 If there 
were no further evidence one would be justified in suspecting 
that Caleb Williams provides a sympathetic but none the less 
searching analysis of an attachment to notions of 'the age of 
chivalry', translated into human actions in contemporary 
society. But further evidence does exist. 

.In I 797 when Godwin was revising Political Justice for its 
thrrd edition he heard of Burke's death, whereupon he enlarged 
the footnote mentioned above to include an assessment of the 
statesman's career and character. Several statements in it are 
significant for the present purpose: 

In all that is most exalted in talents, I regard him as the inferior 
of no man that ever adorned the face of the earth; and, in the 
long record of human genius, I can find for him very few equals. 
In subtlety of discrimination, in magnitude of conception, in 
sagacity and profoundness of judgment, he was never surpassed. 
· · · No impartial man can recal Burke to his mind, without 
confessing the grandeur and integrity of his feelings of morality, 
and being convinced that he was eminently both the patriot and 
the philanthropist .... But his principal defect consisted in this; 
that the false estimate as to the things entitled to our deference 
and admiration, which could alone render the aristocracy with 
whom he lived, unjust to his worth, in some degree infected his 
own mind .... He has unfortunately left us a memorable example, 
0~ the power of a corrupt system of government, to undermine and 
divert from their genuine purposes, the noblest faculties that have 
yet been exhibited to the observation of the world. 

The central features of this assessment arc these: Godwin's 
fervent admiration for Burke's essential greatness; his regret for 
Burke's false scale of values involving an unjustified reverence 

1 C. W., p. I I. 
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for things aristocratic; and his linking this defect, in terms of 
cause and effect, with the existing system of government. 
Exactly the same features occur in Caleb's estimate of Falkland. 
Falkland's obsessive veneration of chivalry, birth, and honour 
has already been demonstrated; part of Caleb's final tribute to 
him will complete the parallel: 

A nobler spirit lived not among the sons of men. Thy intellectual 
powers were truly sublime, and thy bosom burned with a godlike 
ambition. But of what usc arc talents and sentiments in the corrupt 
wilderness of human society? It is a rank and rotten soil, from 
which every finer shrub draws poison as it grows.1 

The same features arc present, then, in the assessments of both 
Burke and Falkland; there can be little doubt that Godwin's 
conception of the one directly influenced his creation of the 
other. The footnote also contains a comment on Burke's 
'boundless wealth of imagination' which manifested itself in a 
too lavish 'exuberance' of imagery, and on his 'vein of dark and 
saturnine temper' that strangely contrasted with his 'urbanity 
and susceptibility of the kinder affections'. Falkland also 
possessed 'the creative fancy of the poet' which, when one of his 
poems is read, succeeds 'at one time [in] overwhelming the 
soul with superstitious awe, and at another transporting it with 
luxuriant beauty'. 2 His 'disposition', too, is 'extremely unequal'; 
he, too, is 'hasty' and 'peevish'; 'sometimes he entirely [loses] 
his self-possession, and his behaviour [is] changed into frenzy'; 
while at other times he acts with kindliness and 'inflexible 
integrity'. 3 

The upshot of this argument is not to dispute the interpre­
tations put forward by Monro and Furbank, but to allow the 
evidence to give further precision to them. In Falkland Godwin 
was not only presenting the ideal of honour, of the ancien regime, 
or of the aristocratic type at its best; he was providing an 
imaginative presentation and assessment of the supreme 
advocate of these ideals, Edmund Burke, and demonstrating­
according to principles in Political Justice-how this man (to use 
Godwin's words about Falkland) 'originally endowed with a 
mighty store of amiable dispositions and virtues'4 could be 

1 c. w., p. 451. 2 Ibid., p. 33· 
3 Ibid., pp. 6, 7· 4 Fleetwood (1832 edn.), p. viii. 
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3 Ibid., pp. 25-6· 2 Ibid., p. 140. 
& ., p. 241 4 R·n · · r C. W. p · I!.J•ectwns, m ,,Vorks, II, 348. 

'·449 OQ · ( . p. Cit. 1799), I, 16. 
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foundation to that of craft, dissimulation, corruption and com­
merce.1 

(The words are too clearly reminiscent of Burke to be acci­
dental: 'The age of chivalry is gone. That of sophisters, 
economists, and calculators has succeeded; and the glory of 
Europe is extinguished for ever.'2) St. Leon suffers hardships 
and poverty, but prides himself on remembering the lesson 
learned 'in the halls of chivalry' to despise 'every thing dis­
graceful' .3 When he secures the philosopher's stone, and 
consequently unlimited wealth, he finds himself isolated from 
his family and society; he becomes an exile and a wanderer, 
driven on by the search for status and acclaim; he is driven 
out of society because he has no equals, and, as 1\fonro observes, 
St. Leon's wife Marguerite points the moral: 

Equality is the soul of all real and cordial society. A man of rank 
indeed does not live upon equal terms with the whole of his 
species; but his heart also can exult; for he has his equals. How 
unhappy the wretch, the monster rather let me say, that is with­
out an equal; ... and that is therefore cut off for ever from all 
cordiality and confidence, can never unbend himself, but lives 
the solitary, joyless tenant of a prison whose materials are rubies 
and emeralds ! 4 

Here is 'the ideal of Honour defeating itself', the obsession 
with rank and splendour taken to its ultimate extremity. 

Finally, it is instructive to discover that, in some respects, 
Godwin's imaginative indictment of Burke is similar to the 
charges made by Mary Wollstonecraft in her Vindication of the 
Rights of Men. Monro argues that Falkland is presented as 'the 
man of taste' described by Godwin in Political Justice, one who 
has a keen enjoyment of aesthetic pleasures-'He enters, with a 
true relish, into the sublime and pathetic' 5-and the pleasures 
of learning, but who lacks the self-denying, altruistic purpose of 
'the man of benevolence'. Now, in view of the previous argu­
ment, we can go further than Monro and claim that Godwin 
has Burke in mind when presenting Falkland in this light, a 
claim that receives support from Wollstonecraft's denunciation 

1 St. LeoTI, I, 67. 2 Reflections, in Works, II, 348. 
3 St. LeoTI, II, 163. 4 Ibid., II, 234-5. (Cf. Monro, op. cit., p. gg.) 
6 P.J., I, 446. (Cf. Monro, op. cit., p. g2.) 
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of Burke on precisely similar lines. A sentence from Political 
Justice-'The sublime and pathetic arc barren, unless it be the 
sublime of true virtue, and the pathos of true sympathy'1-

takes on new force when we recall Wollstonccraft's charge that 
Burke lacks the 'feelings of humanity', that he excites 'com­
passionate tears' for undeserving objects, and that his 'respect 
for rank has swallowed up the common feelings of humanity' .2 

This last remark in particular could be applied without 
alteration to Falkland, whose care for his prestige leads him to 
murder his local adversary, Tyrrcl, allow a tenant-farmer, 
Hawkins, to be charged and executed for the murder, and 
persecute Caleb Williams unmercifully for discovering the truth. 
Despite his unquestioned virtues and abilities Falkland is 
motivated by no genuine feelings for humanity at large. Like 
St. Leon, his egotistical pride distorts his view of mankind; 
neither man sees people as they really are, because they appear 
to him as a means to obtain respect and status for himself. 
Indeed, although Godwin wants to show how a society that 
encourages deception, that takes refuge behind plausible 
notions of property rights, marriage, artificial modes of be­
h~viour, and the like will produce individuals who are morally 
dlStorted; although he rigorously develops his thesis by demon­
strating that individuals with position and power in such a 
society will become inflexible tyrants; although, then, Godwin 
goes beyond the radical pamphleteers in his moral scrutiny, 
fundamentally he adopts a similar viewpoint. He accuses 
Burke of trying to perpetuate a social organisation which is 
ba~ed on insincerity and on false values of rank and honour. As 
Pame had said of Burke, so Godwin is saying of Falkland and 
S~. Leon-and he goes on saying it of Fleetwood and Mande­
ville-that they care for the plumage but forget the dying bird. 

IV. GODWIN'S EARLY NOVELS 

A useful point of departure for a discussion of the early novels 
is supplied by a significant analogy used by Caleb Williams 
during his relation of his own history: 

I do not pretend to warrant the authenticity of any part of these 
memoirs, except so far as fell under my own knowledge, and that 

1 P.J., I, 447· 2 Sec above, p. 171. 
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part shall be given with the same simplicity and accuracy, that I 
would observe towards a court which was to decide in the last 
resort upon everything dear to me.1 

Procedure in a law-court with its insistence on hypothesis, 
evidence, argument, and thorough proof (as well as the tedium 
occasionally involved) has a peculiar relevance to Godwin's 
manner as a novelist and clearly it provides common ground 
with the method of argument in Political Justice. In essence it is 
related ultimately to the doctrine of necessity, the belief that 

the man who is acquainted ·with all the circumstances under 
which a living or intelligent being is placed upon any given 
occasion, is qualified to predict the conduct he will hold, with as 
much certainty, as he can predict any of the phenomena of 
inanimate nature. 2 

In his novels Godwin wished to possess his readers of 'all the 
circumstances' bearing on an individual in any given situation, 
the circumstances being both material and psychological. 
Psychological analysis was his forte as he realised: 

the thing in which my imagination revelled the most freely, was 
the analysis of the private and internal operations of the mind, 
employing my metaphysical dissecting knife in tracing and laying 
bare the involutions of motive, and recording the gradually 
accumulating impulses, which led the personages I had to 
describe primarily to adopt the particular way of proceeding in 
which they afterwards embarked.3 

The novelist's 'dissecting knife' is both a valuable and a 
dangerous tool: it can lay bare motive with great vividness and 
clarity, it can be used to demonstrate the connection between 
impulse and action, and so on, but if its use becomes an end in 
itself the patient is reduced to the level of an 'object' and ceases 
to be a living creature. When Godwin uses the dissecting 
knife at his most skilful he is brilliant because he is fascinated 
by his own findings-he is making the 'moral discovery' that 
Conrad says 'should be the object of every tale'4_but when the 
sense of discovery flags he ceases to create and merely reports on 
the 'personages [he] had to describe'. For it is well to remember 
that Godwin was, as his prefaces make clear, a didactic 
novelist; at his best he surmounts the obstacles this title suggests, 

1 C. W., p. 145. 2 P.J., I, 363. 
3 Fleetwood, p. xi. 4 Urzder Westem Eyes (1911), Pt. I, Sec. III. 
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but at other times he was obstructed by them. 'We will en­
lighten you', he remarks in Political Juslice 1 and it is when this 
determination takes hold of the novelist-whether the en­
lightenment be moral or intellectual, through an exhaustive 
examination of motive and intention or through the giving of 
information-that he becomes tedious. And even if our final 
judgment emphasises his creative success in, say, Caleb TVilliams 
or the final volume of Fleetwood, the first two volumes of that 
novel and many wearying passages in St. Leon among others 
must not be left out of account. 

The experience of writing Political Justice must not of course 
be held responsible only for Godwin's failures; it also contrib­
uted significantly to his success. As in that work, so in the 
novels, the essence of his manner is an inexorable deliberate­
ness; 'the chain and combination of events, that proceeds 
systematically from link to link' 2 is what fascinates him and gives a 
distinctive comprehensiveness to his novels. It is this which 
lends to the pursuit of Caleb by the seemingly omnipresent 
Falkland, or to the endless frustrations of St. Leon, or the 
gradual and inevitable oncoming of jealousy in Fleetwood, an 
almost nightmarish dimension of relentless inevitability. All 
Godwin's chief characters suffer the agony described by St. 
Leon-'the snare, woven and drawing close round me on all 
sides for my destruction' 3-and if this experience is to be 
agonising it must be slow but not ponderous; there must be a 
high degree of inwardness in the presentation of characters and 
not mere psychological 'information' given about them; and 
general truths deriving from specific situations should seem to 
arise inevitably rather than being a principal objective. 

To take an example: the following passage records Caleb's 
de~ision to watch Falkland in order to discover his apparently 
gmlty secret: 

The instant I had chosen this employment for myself, I found a 
~trange sort of pleasure in it. To do what is forbidden always has 
Its charms, because we have an indistinct apprehension of some­
thing arbitrary and tyrannical in the prohibition. To be a spy 
upon Mr. Falkland! That there was danger in the employment, 
served to give an alluring pungency to the choice. I remembered 
the stern reprimand I had received, and his terrible looks; and 
1 Op. cit., I, 241. 2 St. Leon, II, 280 (my italics). 
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the recollection gave a kind of tingling sensation, not altogether 
unallied to enjoyment. The further I advanced, the more the 
sensation was irresistible. I seemed to myself perpetually upon 
the brink of being countermined, and perpetually roused to guard 
my designs. The more impenetrable l'v!r. Falkland was determined 
to be, the more uncontrollable was my curiosity. Through the 
whole, my alarm and apprehension of personal danger had a 
large mixture of frankness and simplicity, conscious of meaning 
no ill, that made me continually ready to say every thing that was 
upon my mind, and would not suffer me to believe that, when 
things were brought to the test, any one could be seriously angry 
with me.1 

Here Godwin's slow, deliberate analysis is at its best. His con­
centration is on the movement of"Caleb's mind, but his own 
fascination in the amalgam of a curious terror and pleasure, 
and in the attraction of 'brinkmanship' to a mentality which is 
at once alert and naive, comes strongly through. In other words, 
though the record of this mental state is Caleb's, the zest with 
which it is communicated arises from the creative pleasure 
Godwin experienced while writing it. His tendency to generalise 
is kept subservient to the interest in Caleb's state of mind; the 
second sentence is a general statement, but it is valid, pertinent, 
and so placed that we cannot forget the specific situation that 
gives rise to it. And, finally, there is nothing static about the 
prose; the analysis is not an academic exercise, but is justified 
because it advances the plot and records, at a significant 
moment, the psychological condition of a central figure. 

In such a passage-and the mental torment Fleetwood 
suffers after his marriage provides further examples2-the 
psychological insights are first-rate and the deliberate slowness 
with which they are revealed largely accounts for Godwin's 
success: one feels that this is the way in which a man's mind 
motivated by both honesty and self-justification would work. 
But when urgency and creative excitement are absent the 
slowness develops into tedium, pleasurable discovery into 
laborious informativeness; habits of thinking and writing formed 
while composing Political Justice then become deleterious. Un­
fortunately such occasions are numerous, particularly in the 
first two volumes of Fleetwood and especially there in the story 

1 c. w., pp. 147-8. 2 See Fleetwood, pp. 24o-1. 
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of Ruffigny, the hero's elderly adviser. This story occupies over 
sixty pages and gives Godwin the opportunity to discourse on 
topics such as factory conditions and child labour; the writing 
for the most part is in a low key and the psychological analysis 
becomes a tedious habit. When, for example, Ruffigny is 
describing for Fleetwood the numbing effect of repetitive work 
in a factory, he remarks: 

Another law which governs the sensorium in a man is the law 
of association. In contemplation and reverie, one thought intro­
duces another perpetually; and it is by similarity, or the hooking 
of one upon another, that the process of thinking is carried on. 
In books and in living discourse the case is the same; there is a 
constant connection and transition, leading on the chain of the 
argument. Try the experiment of reading for half an hour a 
parcel of words thrown together at random, which reflect no 
light on each other, and produce no combined meaning; and 
you will have some, though an inadequate, image of the sort of 
industry to which I was condemned. Numbness and vacancy of 
mind are the fruits of such an employment. It ultimately trans­
forms the being who is subjected to it, into quite a different class 
or species of animaJ.l 

In the main this is a potted lecture on Hartley's theory; it is 
conceived in no mood of excitement, and thus becomes merely 
an informative explanation rather than a dramatic discovery. 
The idiom is academic, fitted for a textbook, but not for a 
novel; the writer is the Godwin of Political Justice and not of 
Caleb Williams. 

~:tween these two qualitative extremes is a mid-way level of 
writing which might be described as analytic 'statement'; it 
lacks the dramatic immediacy and inwardness of the first 
pas~age and relies on first-person statements about a psycho­
logic~l c.ondition. It is the equivalent in Godwin's novels of the 
des?n:pt~ve method used in Political Justice to disprove the 
optimistic philosophers; 2 in both analysis is present but the 
language keeps the felt experience at arm's length. St. Leon, for 
example, relates his 'dark night of the soul' after he has gambled 
away the money needed to support his family: 

How every malignant and insufferable passion seemed to rush 
upon my soul! What nights of dreadful solitude and despair did I 

1 Fleetwood, p. 105. 2 Sec above, p. 216. 
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repeatedly pass during the progress of my ruin! ... My eyelids 
seemed to press downward with an invincible burthen! My eye­
balls were ready to start and crack their sockets! I lay motionless 
the victim of ineffable horror! The whole endless night seemed to 
be filled with one vast, appalling, immoveable idea! It was a 
stup.our, more insupportable and tremendous, than the utmost 
whirl of pain, or the fiercest agony of exquisite perception !1 

Godwin is on the edge of penetrating a state of mind here, but 
he fails; St. Leon relates his feelings, but does not manage to 
make them live. The prose itself reveals the flaw: it lacks the 
sort of fluency that marks Caleb's self-analysis quoted earlier; 
we arc faced with a series of consecutive descriptive features 
which remain separate and are not synthesised. We recognise 
the idee fixe, we are in no doubt about the strong sense of guilt, 
but the ecstatic idiom compels us to contemplate rather than 
experience it. 

We are reminded of the statement in Political Justice that 
'truth dwells with contemplation' and also of St. Leon's 
determination 'to relate the simple, unaltered truth' .2 But 
Godwin frequently fails to distinguish between conceptual truth 
arrived at through argument and logical exposition such as is 
appropriate in Political Justice, and the imaginative truth of a 
novel which is embodied in the facts of a created situation and 
validated by the intensity and completeness of our response to 
it. In this connection, Godwin's generalising mode, necessary 
in Political Justice, often proves deleterious in the novels. 
Appropriately used, as noted already in the passage from Caleb 
T'Villiams, the general statement helps to involve the reader 
intellectually as well as emotionally in the dramatic moment 
described; used to excess it can effectively put up a barrier 
between the reader and the imaginative experience. St. Leon 
frequently suffers from this defect. Having modified his views 
about 'the culture of the heart' by 1 799, Godwin takes every 
opportunity in this novel to speak of sexual attachment with 
'the warmest eulogium', 3 but he does so in general terms more 
appropriate to Political Justice. 

To feel that we are loved by one whose love we have deserved, to 
be employed in mutual interchange of the marks of this love, 
habitually to study the happiness of one by whom our happiness 
1 St. Leorz, I, 150. 2 Ibid., I, 8o. 
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is studied in return, this is the most desirable, as it is the genuine 
and unadulterated condition of human nature. . . . In every 
state we long for some fond bosom on which to rest our weary 
head, some speaking eye with which to exchange the glances of 
intelligence and affection. Then the soul warms and expands 
itself; then it shuns the observation of every other beholder; then 
it melts with feelings that arc inexpressible ... 1 

and so on. To read such a passage in its entirety effectively 
nullifies our involvement in the love between St. Leon and 
Marguerite; we arc being invited to contemplate the truth, not 
experience a truth. The two-page generalised comment on the 
joys of parenthood, and on friendship, in the same novel are 
two of several other examples. 2 

A similarly uneven awareness of the difference between 
philosophical treatise and imaginative literature accounts for 
Godwin's variable success in handling dialogue. There are 
many occasions when-as Furbank claims3-his 'aptitude for 
short, intense exchanges' is powerfully used; many of the con­
versations between Falkland and Caleb arc of that order, but 
not all. Occasionally they address each other as if they were 
both philosophers-for instance, when they have a Godwinian 
debate on the kind of greatness that is built on tyranny4-
though for the most part Godwin's imagination is actively 
engaged in creating characters whose speech idiom is alive and 
appropriate. Particularly in this novel docs he score with the 
many low-life characters; the very fact that they lack the 
philosophical sophistication that Godwin was accustomed to 
meet with in his personal life, the fact that they live intellectu­
ally in a recognisably different world compelled him to think 
creatively about their idiom. This was not invariably the case. 
In .st. Leon, where a negro character appears, the narrator dis­
dams 'the mimic toil of inventing a jargon ... suitable to the 
lowness of his condition'. 5 In Caleb Williams, however, Godwin 
does not sidestep the problem in this way, nor do we feel that 
he has invented a 'jargon'; consequently, characters like Tyrrel 
and Grimes live through their spoken language. Without a 

1 St. Leon, I, IOg-4. 2 Ibid., II, 27-9, 81-3. 
3 Essays in Criticism, V, 222. 
4 C. W., pp. 150-4. (See also Marguerite's moral lecture in St. Leon, II, 

134-41.) 
6 Op. cit., II, 299. 
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living idiom they would be nothing better than properties in a 
horror novel. Tyrrel, the local bully and despot who is Falk­
land's rival, is a boorish, selfish Squire Western with something 
of the calculating brutality of Heathcliff; Grimes, to whom he 
tries to marry his dependent cousin Emily Melville, is a grotesque 
lout: both are given a coarse but valid animal vigour. For 
example, Grimes, uncouth and clumsily humorous, having 
pretended to rescue Emily from Tyrrel (at his instigation), 
threatens to rape her: 

Did you think I were such a goose, to take all this trouble merely 
to gratify your whim? I' faith, nobody shall find me a pack-horse, 
to go of other folks' errands, without knowing a reason why. I 
cannot say that I much minded to have you at first; but your 
ways are enough to stir the blood of my grand-dad. Far-fetched 
and dear-bought is always relishing .... Nay, none ofyour airs; 
no tricks upon travellers! I have you here as safe as a horse in a 
pound; there is not a house nor a shed within a mile of us; and, 
if I miss the opportunity, call me spade.' 1 

Or again, when Caleb is in jail and spurns the offer of certain 
privileges by the jailer he is rebuffed by this man: 

Well done, my cock! You have not had your learning for nothing, 
I see. You are set upon not dying dunghill. But that is to come, 
lad.2 

And, finally, a brief speech in which Caleb overhears himself 
discussed by a farm labourer shows Godwin's imagination 
faltering. The labourer is answering one of his fellows who 
scorns to earn a reward for Caleb's capture and subsequent 
execution: 

Poh, that is all my granny! Some folks must be hanged, to keep 
the wheels of our state-folks a-going. Besides, I could forgive the 
fellow all his other robberies, but that he should have been so 
hardened as to break the house of his own master at last, that is 
too bad.3 

Clearly the idiom and rhythm of the last sentence are in­
appropriate to the speaker of the first two; sophistication creeps 
in and the illusion is destroyed. But for the most part jailers and 
thieves, boors and labourers in Caleb TYilliams are made con­
vincing by means of their idiom; they, too, form part of a 

1 C. W., p. 86. 2 Ibid., pp. 263-4. 3 Ibid., p. 325. 
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society organised on one central principle of tyranny w.h~ch 
affects the behaviour of all classes-and it was the recogmt10n 
of this fact that stimulated Godwin's creative imagination. 

When this compulsion is inoperative he lapses too easily into 
an undistinguished style which responds neither to the spea~er 
no: to the occasion; it is solely a vehicle for the commumcat10~ 
of Ideas. To give proof of this claim would be tedious; suffi~e It 
to say that Godwin is capable merely of turning into direct 
speech the kind of meditation already quoted (on marriage) 
from St Leon.! At such times he notably lacks what can be called 
a co~mon, workaday level of style which will crisply ~nd 
~ffectlvely carry him over stretches of ordinary narrative; 
mstead he often has recourse to a clumsy version of the language 
he had been accustomed to using in Political Justice. The 
passage of generalised comment quoted above is proof both in 
manner and content.2 It is more instructive at this point, 
however, to examine an extract representing Godwin's narrative 
at an average level of competence. 

I was so alarmed at this instance of diligence on the part of the 
~nemy, that, for some time, I scarcely ventured to proceed an 
Inch from my place of concealment, or almost to change my 
posture. The morning, which had been bleak and drizzly, was 
succeeded by a day of heavy and incessant rain; and the gloomy 
state of the air and surrounding objects, together with the 
extreme nearness of my prison, and a total want of food, caused 
me to pass the hours in no very agreeable sensations. This in­
cl~mency of the weather however, which generated a feeling of 
stillness and solitude, encouraged me by degrees to change my 
retreat, for another of the same nature, but of somewhat greater 
~ecurity. I hovered with little variation about a single spot, as 
ong as the sun continued above the horizon.:! 

Now this is not a crucial moment in the story; Caleb is on the 
~n, a. state in. which he spends a great deal of his tim~, but 

odwm occupies a paragraph in telling us that Caleb did not 
move. Indeed, a further paragraph is required to inform us that 
he ?ad to wait until the moon went down-'! was therefore 
obhged t.o wait for the setting of this luminary'-before progress 
was possible. Granted that an undue pace in the writing would 
slacken the tension Godwin has successfully built up, the slow-

1 Cf. St. Leon, I, 248. 2 Sec above, PP· 237-8. 3 C. W., P· 287. 
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ness which has been noted as a feature of his novel-writing is 
excessive here. The idiom, too, is worth noting-'! scarcely 
ventured to proceed', 'caused me to pass the hours in no very 
agreeable sensations', 'another of the same nature, but of 
somewhat greater security': there is a flabby verbosity about such 
phrases; though we appear to be learning something, we are 
being kept at a distance from real experience. The slow pace 
of the writing in fact turns into mere verbal desultoriness; it is 
obvious too that the circumlocutions, brief and incidental here, 
arc capable of developing into those of major proportions to be 
found, say, in St. Leon. 

Another test of Godwin's sensitivity to appropriate style is to 
examine the echoes of other \\'Titers-principally Shakespeare 
and Johnson-that one frequently comes across in the novels. 
Johnson's manner, it was remarked earlier, provided some 
advantages (amplitude, comprehensiveness, attention to nu­
ances and distinctions, and the like) as a model for the writing 
of Political Justice; it is a handicap as a general guide for writing a 
novel. Its deliberate, considered pace is, of course, valuable for 
subtle and detailed psychological analysis, but the paragraph 
just quoted reveals its drawbacks when it becomes an habitual 
mode. And the more obvious echoes indicate to what extent it 
had become habitual. 'Learned without ostentation, refined 
without foppery, elegant without effeminacy.' 1 This description 
of Falkland exactly reproduces the rhythm and balance of 
Johnson's remarks on Addison's prose style,2 and it is not out 
of place-but St. Leon's memory ofhis mother's affection is less 
appropriately cast in a Johnsonian mould: 

I was her darling and her pride, her waking study, and her 
nightly dream. Yet I was not pampered into corporeal imbecility, 
or suffered to rust in inactivity of mind.3 

Once Godwin drops into the J ohnsonian triad of the first 
sentence he is, as it were, led into the pseudo-Johnsonian 
pomposity of the second. 'The face of nature around it was 
agreeably diversified, being partly wild and romantic, and 
partly rich and abundant in production'4-the Johnson of the 
Scottish Journey was capable of giving rise to this kind of vague 

1 c. w., p. 26. 
3 St. Leon, I, 8-g. 
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wordiness. And it is this accumulation of verbal weight that is 
one of Godwin's chief failings. 1 

But it is Shakespeare on whom Godwin most often leans. In 
Caleb Williams, where Godwin's imagination works most 
effectively, the source-play for the majority of his allusions is 
Macbeth, the Shakespearean tragedy that is undoubtedly closest 
in mood and story to his own novel. Macbeth and Falkland 
arc both pursued and pursuing, both arc inexorably caught in 
the net of their own making-, and both arc the victims of 
ambition. To be reminded, therefore, of the play by 'curses, 
deep, not loud', 'misfortune comes so thick upon me', ' "sleep 
no more" ', or 'the milk of human kindness?· might be re­
garded as valid and purposeful. But one's conviction is weakened 
by looking at the contexts of these allusions. The first relates to 
the social reaction to Tyrrcl's brutal treatment of Emily, the 
second is spoken by the dispossessed tenant-farmer Hawkins, 
the third has reference to the suffering Caleb endured from the 
discovery of Falkland's secret, and the last is applied to the 
grotesque female who cooks for the band of thieves which 
befriends Caleb. There is indeed no thematic consistency about 
the use of these allusions; Godwin docs not introduce them with 
a full understanding of their value, but indiscriminately as 
they occur to him by simple association. The extreme example 
of an allusion used as a cliche occurs in St. Leon, where the hero 
considers the advantages of wealth: 'I contemplated the honour, 
love, obedience, troops of friends, which arc so apt to attend 
upon wealth.'3 The words arc mere counters which happen to 
h~ve been strung together and remain as a unit in Godwin's 
m~nd; the fact that Macbeth was lamenting the absence of these 
thm?s and that the allusion inevitably evokes a sense of tragic 
dec~me and loss does not perturb Godwin in the least. As was 
noticed about his use of quotations in Political Justice, Godwin 
appears to be insensitive to the emotive connotations of other 
men's words; their surface meaning is his sole concern. 

1 Rasselas may have acted to some extent as a model for St. Leoti. St. Leon 
learns too late the 'lesson' of 'the emptiness and futility of human wishes' 
(II,, 2 9°), he despairs of ever finding unalloyed content, and even the 
achievement of happiness through altruism is denied him. He discovers in 
fact that human life contains much to be endured and little to be enjoyed. 

2 c. w., pp. 126, 156 190 295· 
3 0 . II ' ' p. Cit., , 36. 
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In the final volume of Fleetwood Godwin blatantly exploits 
the Othcllo-Iago-Desdemona situation: Fleetwood is driven 
insane with jealousy because of his wife's supposed infidelity 
with his nephew, the soldier Kenrick, through the machina­
tions of Gifford, also his nephew. The reliance on Shakespeare 
is in itself no disgrace, and it must be said that the device 
produces some of Godwin's most powerful 'vriting. He relies 
on a detailed memory of Othello: Gifford's techniques were all 
learnt from I ago; Flcctv .. ·ood is given a letter by Gifford which 
seems fully to incriminate Mary; he visits her bedroom, finds 
her asleep, disbelieves the affectionate words she speaks to him 
in a dream, and steals a kiss from her; and finally he denounces 
her. ·And yet, not only docs Godwin allude, not to !ago but to 
Hamlet when describing Gifford-'thus did this damnable 
calumniator lead me on, with broken sentences, and "am­
biguous givings-out" '-but when Fleetwood imagines Mary to 
be set on calming his misgivings he remarks: 

It was thus that Cleopatra inveigled Mark Antony to his ruin, 
when she had determined to play him false with his confident 
Dolabella. As my wife left the room, I saw her apply her handker­
chief to her eyes .... 1 

Such evidence of insensibility is scarcely credible. 
Yet this kind of literary and verbal insensitivity is frequently 

found. In Caleb T1'illiams even Falkland at times almost de­
generates into the conventional figure of a horror novel, the 
man who gnashes his teeth and stamps in rage, who bids 
Caleb, 'Begone, devil! ... Quit the room, or I will trample you 
into atoms' 2 (he later threatens to 'grind [him] into atoms'3), 
and who is capable of chivalric courtesies such as his apology 
to an Italian count: 'Will you allow me to retract the precipi­
tate haughtiness into which I was betrayed ?'·1 The young 
Emily Melville feels a 'teen-age' infatuation for Falkland, but 
Godwin's version is that she experiences 'the wildest chimeras 
in her deluded imagination', 5 and although he speaks of her 
'vivacity', he can also describe her as 'a delicate valetudin­
arian'. 0 A similar imprecision occurs in Fleetwood. In the account 
of the hero's early amours we learn that a countess 'reminded 

1 Op. cit., p. 320. 
4 Ibid., p. I7. 

R 

2 Op. cit., p. 8. 
6 Ibid., p. 55· 
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her admirer of the most delicate flower of the parterre' ;1 the 
analogy is valid, since she is a blend of beauty with thorough­
going artificiality. Later, however, Fleetwood's wife-to-be, 
Mary, is also found to remind him of'onc of the beauties ofher 
own parterre' .2 The contrast between 1\-lary and the countess 
is sharp-Mary is above all 'ingenuous' and 'artless'-but 
Godwin can apply precisely the same descriptive terms to both 
women. Again, Godwin periodically seems un;Hvarc of the 
intrusion of irrelevant ideas or emotions as a result of linguistic 
carelessness. Caleb on one occasion is lost, but he docs not say 
so ; his words are : 

I surveyed the horizon round me; but I could observe nothing 
with which my organ was previously acquainted. 3 

Generic terms are important-as the eighteenth century well 
knew-for drawing attention to general ideas, but here 'organ' 
is distracting; we arc interested only in the individual Caleb 
and what his eye saw or failed to sec. Similarly, St. Leon 
contrasts his own eternal youth with the lament of an old man: 

My weather-beaten trunk shall at no time clothe itself with a 
smoother rind. A recruited marrow shall never fill these bones, 
nor a more vigorous sap circulate through my unstrung limbs.' 

!~relevant emotions are certainly aroused; our attention is 
diVer.ted by the insensibility of the language which meta­
phoncally and clumsily identifies the speaker with a tree. 

On the other hand, it is vital to note occasions when God­
win's choice of language and metaphor is precise and effective. 
T~r~e examples must suffice. The first is a brief one from Caleb 
Wzllz.ams; .it occurs when Caleb establishes his initially idyllic 
relatiOnship with Laura Denison: 

While our familiarity gained in duration, it equally gained in 
~hat subtlety of communication by which it seemed to shoot forth 
Its roots in every direction. 6 

Th~ metaphor is unobtrusive, almost casual, but it acts exactly 
as It s~ould, stressing the living yet invisible growth of a 
de~elopmg acquaintance. The second comes from the point at 
which St. Leon experiences immortality as distinct from merely 

10 0 p. c1t., pp. sB-g. 
4 St. Leon, III, 2s2 • 

2 Ibid., p. 207. 
6 Op. cit., pp. 405-6. 

3 c. w., p. 201. 
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contemplating the idea ofit. Godwin tries to capture the sensa­
tion vividly, and does so through an exploration of the difference 
between the Christian, who believes in 'eternal bliss' but has 
only a 'faint and indistinct picture' of it in his mind, and 

the feelings of the celebrated apostles, who had been taken up 
into the third heaven, and had beheld the new Jerusalem with 
all its jaspers, its chrysolites, its emeralds, and its sapphires.1 

The parallel is just, it is worked out with care, and one can feel 
the writer's determination to think concretely about the 
abstract issue: 'It is so different a thing to conceive a prop­
osition theoretically, and to experience it in practice.' And the 
final example, from Fleetwood, involves a discrimination between 
the man of 'simple perception' (Sir Charles Gleed) and the 
man of 'imagination' (Fleetwood himself) .2 The distinction is 
made by contrasting the responses to a landscape of a farmer 
and a poet, the former seeing the detail of soil, weather, and 
crops, the latter seeing 'a living scene, animated by a mysterious 
power, whose operations he contemplated with admiration and 
reverence'. 'The farmer's were perceptions; his were feelings.' 
That the distinction was a commonplace in the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries is immaterial; it is important 
that it should be made, and Godwin makes it with great care 
and vividness. 

This is to take only one illustration from each of three novels, 
but the common factor in all is significant. Each example­
and they were not initially chosen with this in mind-involves 
an attempt by Godwin to think precisely about a feature of 
human character, to assess and capture imaginatively some 
moral perception. Behind each lies an abstract issue which had 
stimulated the philosopher in him-the nature of human 
relationships, the difference between theory and practice, or 
the nature of perception; the intellectual stimulus excited clear, 
creative thought about the characters and situations which 
embodied these abstractions; and the result is fresh, lucid, and 
fluent prose. The same characteristics are invariably found in 
the various trial scenes which occur in the novels: a trial is a 
formal embodiment of argument, discussion, elucidation of 
principles, and the like, and in these scenes Godwin is not only 

1 St. Leorz, IV~ 7· 2 Op. cit., pp. 55-6. 
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contemplating the moral issues that arise but is also creating 
active figures who justify or question them. On the other hand, 
where Godwin is not intellectually as well as emotionally in­
volved the outcome is unconvincing. He is not so involved for 
most of the first two volumes of Fleetwood, for example, hence 
their tediousness for long stretches. The rakes and mistresses 
with whom Fleetwood associates do not come alive, they are 
merely verbal forms without body; consequently when we 
learn that Fleetwood had 'passed the Rubicon of vice' and had 
become 'hardened and brutalised' 1 we note them as statements 
that mean nothing on our pulses. Indeed, at one point Godwin 
implicitly confesses his lack of involvement. Fleetwood visits 
the court of Louis XV and Godwin remarks that it would be 
'superfluous' for him to describe the depravity of a court which 
'the reader may find in so many volumes amply and ambitiously 
?etai~ed'. 2 In thus avoiding his responsibility he may have had 
m mmd those 'innocent and inexperienced readers' for whose 
safety he is scrupulous in St. Leon,3 but the truth is that he is 
~riting as an observer and not as a man imaginatively involved 
m hu.man actions. (Where 'research' material is essential and is 
cr~a~lVely integrated into the narrative-as it is in Caleb 
Wt.lhams' prison experiences-Godwin eagerly calls attention 
to Its accuracy in footnotes.4) 

The conclusions to be drawn from this accumulated evidence 
take u~ back to the beginning of this section and to the two 
precedmg, because, as has been demonstrated, there is much 
common ground between the novels and Political Justice-and 
not only on the level of ideas. All writers on Godwin draw 
attention to the principles elaborated in that work, the kinds of 
tyranny, the deficiencies of society, the need for sincerity, and 
so forth, which are exemplified in the novels, so repetition is 
superflu~us-but something more is required to account for 
the relative failure of St. Leon and the early volumes of Fleetwood, 
and the success of Caleb Williams. It is certain that Godwin 
needed t~e intellectual stimulus of abstract ideas; it is equally 
~rue that In Caleb Williams this stimulus is more pervasive than 
m any other novel. Fresh from writing Political Justice, in that 
novel Godwin's intellectual excitement was at its height and 

10 . p. Cit., pp. 48, 54. 
3 Op. cit., I, 85. 

2 Ibid., p. 47· 
4 C. W., pp. 247 n., 248 n., 277 n. 

246 



WILLIAM GODWIN, PHILOSOPHER AND NOVELIST 

the determination to convey his ideas to a different audience 
focused his attention on living figures in the kind of society he 
had so recently analysed. Hence his strenuous thinking, his 
emotional intensity, and his punctiliousness as a psychologist. 
But the form of the novel and the symbolic person of Burke 
must also be taken into account. 

A major reason for the failure of St. Leon lies in Godwin's 
design: to ' "mix human feelings and passions with incredible 
situations, and thus render them impressive and interesting" '.1 

St. Leon, in other words, is Godwin's Ancient Mariner. The story 
was to be of 'the miraculous class', necessitating the constant 
invention of novel and surprising situations; Godwin's ingenuity 
is kept at full stretch, but the reader becomes wearied by an 
incredible sequence of events, each of which increases the hero's 
misfortunes. There are incidental successes within the novel; 
even in the improbable happenings centring on the giant, 
Bethlem Gabor, Godwin's amazement at the resilience of the 
human mind brings St. Leon alive and momentarily saves him 
from being a puppet of circumstance; 2 but as a whole the novel 
is insufficiently pervaded by intellectual vigour and, because of 
its design, Godwin is too intent on manipulating events. If, 
however, St. Leon is Coleridgean, Caleb Williams and Fleetwood 
are Wordsworthian. In them he is concerned with 'things as they 
are' ; 3 his purpose is to give the charm of novelty to things of 
every day. The first is a story of 'uncommon events' but 
'entirely within the laws and established course of nature'; the 
second, even more Wordsworthian, is to give 'a certain kind of 
novelty' to 'common and ordinary adventures' .4 Thus, although 
inventive ingenuity was still called for, it was working on the 
material of ordinary life and-equally important-within a 
society in which operated the moral forces Godwin had 
examined in Political Justice. That Fleetwood does not make a 
forceful impact on the reader until the final volume is signi­
ficant. At the end of the second volume Fleetwood learns that 
the woman he is to marry has lost the fortune she was entitled 

1 Fleetwood, p. xiv. 2 cr. op. cit., IV, I8g ff. 
s C. W., p. xix (my italics). 
~ Fleetwood, pp. xiv, xv. (For the views of other eighteenth-century 

writers on the relation of the everyday and the uncommon in the novel, 
see Miriam Allott, Novelists 011 the Novel (1959), pp. 45-8.) 
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to expect; he docs not love her the less for that, but-and it is a 
crucial moment: 

I am formed like all other corporeal essences, and am affected 
by the adventitious and unmeriting circumstances of rank or 
riches with which my fellow-being is surrounded. Had Mary 
entered into my alliance a distinguished heiress, this, in spite 
of my philosophy, would have commanded from me a certain 
deference and homagc. 1 

From this moment Fleetwood catches himself addressing Mary 
'with the condescension of a superior'; he no longer regarded 
her as 'an independent being' but rather as someone to be 
pitied and patronised. When, in volume three, Mary asserts her 
independence as a being with individual rights and emotions, 
Fleetwood's prestige is challenged, and the stage is set for the 
disintegrating effect of jealousy. In other words, the novel 
comes to life with dramatic suddenness when a false estimate of 
rank and wealth distorts the moral perception of the central 
character, a man-as Godwin said of Burke-who was a 
strange mixture of 'dark and saturnine temper' with 'urbanity 
and a susceptibility of the kinder affections'. 

This final volume of Fleetwood is the nearest approach both 
in mood and successful achievement to Godwin's best novel, 
C~leb Williams. And what most distinguishes these two among 
h~s other novels-besides a more intelligent choice of form, the 
stimulus of intellectual excitement, and the concentration on 
'things as they arc'-is the presence in both of a powerful 
ce~tral figure driven to ncar insanity by a regard for rank and 
~OCial eminence, a veneration for the values of aristocracy. He 
Is a man in both cases whose moral vision is distorted by this 
obsessive veneration; he earns of the other characters and of 
th~ reader sympathy and admiration mixed with regret for 
misused talents; he excites a response, indeed, such as Burke 
aroused in Godwin. Godwin might truly have remarked about 
Burke as Boswell about Paoli: 'The contemplation of such a 
character realry existing was of more service to me than all I had 
been able to draw from books ... or from the exertions of my 
own mind.' 2 For here was the most fearful evidence of the 

10 . p. Cit., p. 223. 
2 Ed. F. Brady and F. A. Pottle, Boswell on the Grand Tortr: Italy, Corsica 

an.d France 1765-1766, (1955), p. 188 (my italics). 
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power of a traditional social morality to corrupt even the best 
human qualities, and the creative results, above all in Caleb 
J11illiams, arc manifest. Instead of characters dissected as mere 
objects (as in St. Leon or the early volumes of Fleetwood), we are 
presented with an excited series of discoveries about the springs 
of human action; instead of the language of abstract specula­
tion habitually used in Political Justice, we have an idiom that is 
generally alive and flexible; and instead of a writer who is a 
kind of bemused schoolmaster, we have Godwin imaginatively 
resolving the problem raised by a contemporary situation. 
Edmund Burke was for him 'the inferior of no man that ever 
adorned the face of the earth'; simultaneously he was 

a memorable example, of the power of a corrupt system of govern­
ment, to undermine and divert from their genuine purposes, the 
noblest faculties that have yet been exhibited to the observation 
of the world.1 

Under the impetus of the intense admiration and remorse 
released by the contemplation of a situation well-nigh tragic 
in the Aristotelian mode, Godwin created his most disturbing 
character, Falkland, and, in Caleb Williams, the finest piece of 
imaginative literature to emerge fi·om the controversy over the 
Reflections. 

1 P.J., II, 545-6 n. 
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ENTLEMEN, • . you will be pleased to take into your 'G consideration the phrase and the manner as well as 
the matter.' 1 This valuable advice was given to the jury by the 
Attorney-General at Paine's trial for seditious libel-and it 
remains valid. The 'matter' of the works examined in the fore­
going chapters has been analysed with varying degrees of 
thoroughness by historians of politics and ideas, but it is the 
contention ofthis book that such analysis is incomplete without 
an accompanying examination of 'the phrase and the manner'. 
To see a political controversy as a whole-particularly when it 
is of the magnitude of that over the Reflections-is to recognise 
the truth of this contention contained in the experience of, say, 
Johnson confronted with a pamphlet by Junius, or Paine with 
one by Burke. Their response is obviously too complex to be 
accounted for merely by considering the 'matter', and ifwe are 
accurately to gauge that response (and thus accumulate evi­
dence of public reactions) we must estimate the challenge of 
~he 'manner', the felt experience brought home to the reader 
lll the texture of the style, or the emotional impact. All such 
features form part of the total literary experience (more 
especially when this takes place in the highly charged atmosphere 
of a controversy), and because the response is a total thing, not 
merely an abstract, intellectual one, the critical evaluation of 
P~mphlet literature is necessarily incomplete if attention is 
giVen only to the content ofideas. In that case the 'imaginative 
understanding' that E. H. Carr claims the historian must pos­
sess 'for the minds of the people with whom he is dealing'2 

1 Ed. T. B. Howell, State Trials (1817), XXII, col. 383. 
2 What is History? (1961), p. 18. 
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cannot properly exist. Such understanding must show itself not 
only in a sympathetic appraisal of a man's system of ideas but 
also of the imaginative material used in communicating those 
ideas, the rhythm of his prose and the build of his sentences 
which image his attitude to his task and to his readers, the 
choice of idiom and the like. Furthermore, when the document 
under consideration is part of a political controversy, the 
response to it of an articulate audience requires a further 
extension of the imaginative understanding we are discussing. 
For, if we may adapt some words of Richard Pares, each 
writer 'creates or changes the conditions in which all the other 
[writers] have to act and, by so doing, modifies their action or, 
at least, the results of their action' .1 For a reader who had no 
knowledge of other pamphlets the Rejlectio1ls was clearly quite a 
different document from that remembered by another reader 
whose mind had been acted upon, say, by Paine, Mackintosh, 
or Arthur Young .. And this fact imposes yet another require­
ment on our view of a controversy: we should try to see it as a 
whole, to measure the interaction of one mind or pamphlet 
on another, the interplay of influences exerted on the reading 
public, and the kind of residual pressures which remain after 
the furore of the controversy has played itself out. 

The complexity of the problem is enormous, but at least its 
existence should be recognised. Some aspects of it have been 
explored on the basis of particular texts in the previous chapters 
-though it is not assumed that it has been fully resolved; it is 
the business of the present chapter to deal with certain general 
issues and to underline the contribution which the literary­
critical approach can make towards reaching the goal just 
described. 

To begin with there are some quite specific ways in which 
literary analysis reinforces and extends the conclusions reached 
by modern historians. Two examples from the Wilkes contro­
versy will serve to make the point. In her Creighton Lecture 
for I 959, The Ciry of London and the Opposition to Government, 
r768-I774, Dr. L. S. Sutherland is concerned with the move­
ment of public opinion in the late I 76os, and though she does 
not mention Junius, she points to the influence of the Press on 
the fortunes of metropolitan radicalism. Critically to examine 

1 The Historiat~'s Busi1zess a11d other Essays (Oxford, 1961), p. 37· 
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Junius's writings is to go some way towards explaining wiry the 
Press had an important influence and in what directions it was 
exerted. It was not merely that Junius handled ideas of a 
particular kind that enabled him to stir the minds of his 
readers; the literary-historical 'fact' that he wrote in a satiric 
tradition to which his century had grown accustomed and 
which readers of Defoe and the Craftsman, of Pope, Swift, and 
Churchill took delight in is probably of equal weight in any 
assessment of the reasons for his influence. \Ve learn, too, 
many things about the people for whom the Press catered­
what an astute writer like .Junius could assume was common 
knowledge, or would be readily believed, what kind ofliterary 
sensitivity he could rely on in his readers, or what their 
prejudices were. By these means we come closer to the temper 
of the times, to the clamour of a vociferous opposition group, 
and to the kind of emotions which were currently accessible 
to a shrewd propagandist. 

Miss Sutherland also demonstrates the reluctance on the 
part of the upper classes to involve themselves with a movement 
associated with Wilkes and metropolitan radicalism; she 
quotes William Dowdeswcll (the leader of the Rockingham 
Whigs in the Commons) as saying that in most places 'people of 
rank and fortune' shrink from signing petitions organised by 
the Opposition.1 These were precisely the people-'of higher 
rank and more enlightened mind'-for whom .Johnson wrote, 
and to analyse his False Alarm is to arrive, by another route, at 
Miss Sutherland's conclusion. This other, literary-critical route, 
moreover, tells us more about the classes to which she refers, 
about their culture, education, prejudices, and literary training, 
and consequently provides some further reasons for their 
reluctance to commit themselves in the way Miss Sutherland 
describes. Her contention that the Wilkes affair most strongly 
aroused the sympathies of the lower middle class is also sup­
ported by an analysis of The False Alarm . .Johnson's scorn for 
sympath1sers of inferior social rank-particularly those asso­
ciated with the world of trade-bears out Miss Sutherland's 
contention; it shows, too, how alive Johnson was to the value 
of such scorn to reinforce the natural hesitancy of the enjoying 
classes. 

1 Op. cit., P· 30. (Also printed in Burke, Corre.rjJondence, II, 70.) 
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As a second example, Richard Pares, in his excellent work 
George III and the Politicians, pointed out that the most per­
manent opposition to the king was aristocratic, a body of men 
convinced of their monopoly of political responsibility and 
appropriating the title ofvVhig. 1 A literary-critical examination 
of Burke's Present Discontents would not challenge this claim, but 
would add to it an important rider. It would add that when 
Burke, the spokesman for the 'pure' \Vhigs, urged his case 
against George III and appealed both to his own associates and 
to the wider audience of the aristocracy as a whole, he was 
addressing not simply a political but also a cultural aristoc­
racy. He could assume that this body was bound together not 
solely by social tics or political expediency but also by the 
shared experience of literature which linked a 'novus homo' (as 
Burke described himself!) with men of the so-called great 
Revolution families. He appealed to the aristocracy's sense of 
common purpose, therefore, not only on the basis of common 
political interests but just as much on the basis of a shared 
cultural tradition, on an alertness in his audience to subtleties 
of style, on their ready response to an imaginative evocation of 
certain areas of human experience-and so on. These are 
'facts' about the political aristocracy which had an importance 
for Burke and his age, and which the historian frequently 
neglects. Thus, when Professor Pares maintains that Burke's 
Presmt Discontents did more than anything else to clean the word 
'party' from the stigma of'faction' and to consecrate the opinion 
that party alignment was the only guarantee of an elevated 
political morality,3 we should want to ask why and how Burke 
was the one to achieve this. The answer will only partly be in 
terms of political ideas; it will also be in terms of literary 
astuteness and persuasive methods. And it will not be enough 
to argue, as Mr. Romney Sedgwick does, that Burke merely 
repeats the 'stock catchwords' associated with Opposition 
charges since the days when Frederick, Prince of Wales, led the 
Opposition to George Il.4 This does not account for either the 
continuing readability or the relevance of Burke's pamphlet. 

1 Op. cit. (Oxford, 1953), pp. sg-6o. 
2 Burke, Corresporulcnce, II, 128. 

a Op. cit., p. 84. 
4 Letters from George III to Lord Bute, p. xviii. 

253 



CONCLUSION 

At least part of the explanation lies in the presence of those 
literary qualities that were revealed by analysis. Moreover, 
even if Burke's notions about the value of 'party' in political 
life have contributed to the continuing interest taken in the 
Present Discontents, and even though these notions were not 
realised in practice until the nineteenth century, it should be 
recognised that the climate of opinion which eventually brought 
them to fruition was at any rate partly the result of his verbal 
skills. 

In ways such as these examples reveal, the findings oflitcrary 
criticism provide an essential factor which has to be reckoned 
with before a final judgment is made on political writings. 
They may also prevent our looking for the wrong things in the 
first place or claiming that one facet of a writer's achievement 
is the whole. The earlier analysis of the Reflections, for instance, 
brings out clearly that Burke's form of expression is pre­
eminently a fusion of thought and emotion, and that both 
require simultaneous critical study. Thus, the search by political 
~hilosophers for Burke's abstract 'political thought' empha­
Sises one element at the expense of, or to the detriment of, the 
other and gives a picture that is essentially one-sided. To 
compare Godwin's usc of language in Political Justice with 
Burke's in the Reflections is to recognise the sharp difference 
between a man who was an abstract philosopher and one who 
was not;. consequently, to treat Burke as if he offers the kind of 
speculative thought to be found in Godwin is seriously to mis­
apprehend the nature of his thinking. 

To take a.specifie example, it is argued b">: pol~tical theorists 
that the philosophical centre of the Reflectzons Is the famous 
pa~sagc b~ginning, 'Society is indeed a contract' .1 From any 
~ou~t of VIew this is a fine passage, the ideas it contains are 
sigmfi~ant, and if we were looking for a schematic expression of 
Burke s abstract view of society and polity as a whole, this might 
well b~ the paragraph we should choose. But the Reflections was 
~0~ wntten ~o act as a source-book for Burke's political theory; 
It IS not a kmd of Burkean Political Justice, and while theorists 
have. every right to treat it as such and create Burke in their 
own Image, :ve must recognise that they are making out of the 
book somethmg different from what its author intended it to be. 

1 Reflections, in Works, II, 368-g. 
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He wished to expound a theory of society and government, 
but he was also determined to persuade a body of readers to 
adopt it. For this reason he chose a particular literary form in 
which to communicate his views, a form which was designed to 
ensure their acceptance. If, then, we arc adequately to assess 
both his purpose and his achievement we must regard Burke as 
at once a thinker and a rhetorician. vVe are compelled to 
enquire, therefore, not only which passage is philosophically 
central but also which passage combines that kind of signi­
ficance with the highest persuasive efficiency. And ifwe use the 
evidence provided by the controversy-which is the immediate 
context for the Reflections-there is little doubt that this com­
bination is found pre-eminently in the apostrophe. Both the 
admiration it evoked from his supporters and the sustained 
effort of virtually the whole Opposition to decry it amply 
confirm this judgment. 

Leaving Burke's book in order to take a view of the contro­
versy it provoked, it is interesting to bear in mind the approach 
of what may be called without any disrespect the conventional 
political historian-in this case G. S. Veitch, whose Genesis of 
Parliamentary Reform (1913) still gives one ofthe fullest accounts 
of the controversy. One ofhis principal objectives is to chart the 
ebb and flow of opinion, and to achieve this he insists that 'the 
more important pamphlets' require close examination.! In this 
category of 'the more important' Veitch puts such works as 
Wollstonecraft's Vindication, Mackintosh's Vindiciae Gallicae, and 
Paine's Rights of Man. From the standpoint of political phil­
osophy, of course, such categorising is valid, but to restrict our 
view by these standards is to miss an important feature of a 
controversy-the cumulative excitement built up as it runs its 
course, the compulsion which interested readers feel to follow 
it through and explore even those writings that time proves 
ephemeral. William Windham, for example, records in his 
diary for 2 April I 791: 

Instead of joining the party to the Opera I came home and 
employed myself reading the absurd work of Dr. Cooper in 
answer to Priestley. Such a compound of dulness and self­
sufficiency I could not have expected even from him.2 

1 Op. cit., p. 159. 
2 Ed. Mrs. H. Baring, The Diary of the Rt. Hotz. William Windham, p. 22 I. 
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This judgment on Cooper's First Principles of Civil and Ecclesi­
astical Government Delineated is perfectly just, but the fact remains 
that Windham deprived himself of an entertaining evening to 
read it. Or again, the attitude of many readers may well have 
been that suggested in the remark by the anonymous author of 
A Short Letter to Burke (by a Member of Parliament, I 79 I): 
'Answer upon Answer has been published to [the Reflections], 
and the last is generally thought the best' 1 ; undiscriminating 
enthusiasm is implied, but we must not overlook the enthusiasm 
in a search only for ideas which seem permanently significant in 
a context of political history. 

Moreover, in addition to the Windhams and people of his 
class whose diaries record their response to particular pam­
phlets, there were innumerable other readers who did not keep 
diaries, who responded differently but no less vigorously to the 
controversy. These were the members of the popular con­
stitutional societies, or those nameless spinners and weavers for 
whom, as John Galt observes, a bookseller in I 790 used to buy a 
newspaper to keep them informed of events in France.2 Their 
reading habits disturbed the governing classes. They were 
reported, for example, by an anonymous informer to the Rev. 
He?~Y. Zouch, a Wakefield J.P., who interested himself in the 
activities of the Sheffield Association for Constitutional Infor­
mation and passed on his findings to Lord Fitzwilliam. The 
informer described the Association's members as 

of the lower order of manufacturers and amount to several 
hundr.eds, and ... they profess to be admirers of the dangerous 
Doctnne of Mr. Payne whose pamphlet they distribute with 
Industry and support his Dogmas with zeal.3 

This is the 'industry' and the 'zeal' which may be overlooked in 
a concentration on the matter of the philosophically significant 
pamphlets. But this kind of response was \videly prevalent among 
these readers; it caused Archdeacon William Paley to make one 
of his rare incursions into national politics and to issue his 
Reas_or;s (o~ Contentment. A general search made by 'masters of 
fam1hes m Cumberland led to the discovery that cheap 

1 Op. cit., p. 13. 
2 Annals of the Parish, in Works (Edinburgh, 1936), I, 190. 
3 Papers, Correspondence etc. of 2nd Earl Fitzwilliam (F 44 a). 
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publications, such as Paine's Rights of A1an, 'were much in circu­
lation' and prompted Paley to publish his sermon (preached in 
1 790) as a pam phlet.1 

To account for this popular enthusiasm solely in terms ofthe 
ideas purveyed by Paine, or to give economic and social reasons 
for it, is to ignore facts of another order but of comparable 
significance provided by literary analysis. After all, the atten­
tion of Paine's audience was held by literary means and to 
examine his literary techniques leads to a deeper imaginative 
understanding of his readers. Analysis ofthese techniques points 
to the nature of the sensibility that Paine assumed to exist 
among 'the lower orders' -and the sales and influence of the 
Rights of .A1an proved him right; it reveals a great deal about 
their ways of thinking and feeling, their attachment to folk 
literature, the prominence of a certain kind of dramatic element 
in their imaginative life, or the importance of a feeling of shared 
humanity with other oppressed peoples rather than a sophisti­
cated attention to political principles. Awareness of principles 
was present; it was perhaps naive, though clear and funda­
mental; and, as Butler's Brief Reflections shows, for many it was 
articulated in terms of personal and local rather than of 
national issues. And the language in \vhich Paine or Butler 
appropriately expressed their views illuminates by contrast the 
sagacity of William Pitt when he refused to take legal action 
against Godwin's Political Justice. Language such as Godwin 
used, remote from the life lived by the mass of people who 
might have been potentially dangerous radicals, was unlikely to 
be a subversive factor. Paine's was another matter. The 
Sheffield Association obtained his permission to print about 
2,ooo copies of the Rights of Man, approximately a copy for 
each member, and one member is recorded as saying that 'they 
had received more knowledge and information fi·om the works 
of Mr. Payne (part 1st and 2nd) than from any other author on 
the subject of government'. 2 This man was expressing approval 
of Paine's ideas; he was also paying tribute to his literary 
manner. That word 'received' is important: from George Rous 
or Thomas Christie, for example, they would 'receive' little, 

1 Works (1838), I, cxxiii-cxxiv. 
2 Papers, Correspondence etc. of 2nd Earl Fitzwilliam (F 44 a). Abstract 

of the proceedings of the Association, 26 March 1792. 
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because such writers would affect their pulses scarcely at all; 
Paine's writing, on the other hand, could be felt, it stemmed 
from lived experience which they recognised as their own, and 
it was conveyed in a tone which they found congenial. As 
Charles Knight said later of vVilliam Cobbett, Paine's manner 
was effective because it contained 'no fine words or inverted 
sentences' 1; his language and style were all of a piece with his 
political philosophy. 'Fine words' and 'inverted sentences' 
bespoke a culture that was aristocratic, of the past, and identi­
fied with the status quo; Paine's manner was radical in both 
literary and political terms. 

What the approach of an historian like Veitch demonstrates 
-and his book is instanced because in so many ways it is 
admirable-is the lack of attention to the persuasive force of 
words in a given situation. For example, he considers Woll­
stonecraft's Vindication 'in some ways the best of the replies' to 
the Reflections; it is 'the only one which is adequate on the emo­
tional side' .2 There is some truth in this second claim, but, as 
the earlier analysis has perhaps established, Wollstonecraft was 
unable to exercise the necessary control over her emotional 
intensity so as to provide a disciplined prose which would, in 
turn, give evidence for the reliability of her ideas. On the other 
hand, Veitch finds Mackintosh's Vindiciae Gallicae 'almost un­
readable'; he believes that Mackintosh 'never' abandons 'the 
c~ol _a~d persuasive language of reason'; and claims that what 
Vzndzczae Gallicae gains in argument it loses in 'literary merit'.3 
Again, if the earlier analysis is valid, Veitch's claims are false. 
In any case it should have been clear that in the midst of a 
fierce controversy a work that relied solely on the 'language of 
re~son' would not arouse the response which contemporary 
evidence (quoted by Veitch) shows it to have stirred. Funda­
mentally, what Veitch fails to do is to see Mackintosh (or any 
other pa;ticipant) as responding and contributing to a complex 
verb~l Situation. It is obviously important to decide whether 
the. Ideas expounded by a controversialist are permanently 
vahd _or not, but in the first place he must be seen as a man 
speakmg to men of his time, using their words in a fresh or 

1 Passages of a Working Life (1864), I, 188. 
2 The Genesis of Parliame1ztary Riform, p. 167. 
3 Ibid., p. 170. 
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commonplace way, exploiting their emotions which those 
words connote, and strenuously or feebly urging his ideas 
upon them. Furthermore, once his pamphlet is published it 
becomes part of a highly fluid situation; its words may be pil­
laged and distorted or, owing to some new factor, it may be 
necessary to redirect the pamphlet to an audience for which it 
was not originally intended (as happened to the Reflections as a 
result of Paine's influence). Both such developments offer 
further scope for attentive analysis. 

The first can be illustrated by looking at the treatment 
accorded to one of the best-known phrases from the Reflections: 
'a swinish multitude' .1 It was used by Burke to denote the 
unthinking, uncultivated masses, the irresponsible clements in 
society whose lack of involvement in sustaining the cultural 
heritage would lead them to destroy it. Despite the distinctly 
political and social overtones in Burke's prediction that this 
catastrophe would be linked with the overthrow of the nobility 
and clergy, the 'natural guardians' of culture, it must be 
stressed that at this point he is concerned with the danger from 
the multitude to 'learning'. But, as on other occasions, the 
author's intentions counted for little; the phrase was taken by 
the left wing as summing up the attitude of the 'establishment' 
towards the electorally insignificant majority; and frequent 
usage allowed it to accrue significances and nuances until it 
became one of the most emotive catch-phrases through the last 
century. The process started early; the satiric illustrations to 
Sharpe's Rhapsody to E-- B-- Esq. show how far it had 
gone by 1792. A parson, shown sitting astride a pig, holds in 
his hand a paper inscribed 'Church and State' and facing 
him is Burke also mounted on a pig and offering to the parson 
a paper inscribed 'Tithes'; under the first figure is a pig saying, 
'I eat the Straw, who gets the Peas?', and beneath the second, 
another pig, named 'Sinking Fund', is forced to its knees by a 
burden marked 'Budget'. A whole complex of attitudes-politi­
cal, religious, social, and fiscal-which the enjoying classes are 
alleged to hold towards the poor, has already been attached to 
Burke's phrase. The longer the controversy continued, the 
more currency was given to it. It is obviously present in the 
title and certainly in the content of Daniel Isaac Eaton's 

1 Op. cit., in Works, II, 351. 
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compilation (selling for 2d.), Hog's Wash, or, A Salmagwzd.;• J.or 
Swine ( rst number, 29 September I 793); Pear/J cast ,before Swzne 
(r7?3?! ~y 'Old Hubert' (James Parkinson);.J!urkes Address to 
the Swzmsh Multitude' (I 793 ?), a verse compos1Uon probably .bY 
Thomas Spence; and One Pemzywortlz of Pig's JHeal (later, Pz~l s 
Meat]; or, Lessons for tlze Swinish Multitude (I 793-95) • a week Y 
publication at one penny by Spence. The exploitation suffered 
by Burke's words is made clear by the first of the twelve 
stanzas from Burke's Address (reprinted in Pig's 1Heat), to be sung 
to the tunc, 'Derry, down, down': 

Ye vile Swinish Herd in the Sty of Taxation, 
What would ye be af:er?-disturbing the Nation? 
Give over your grunting-Be oiT-To your Sty! 
Nor dare to look out-if a King passes by: 
Get ye down! down! down !-Keep ye down! 1 

The phrase has now become a set formula for arousing any 
nu.~ber of age-old complaints by the poor against the ric~ ~nd 
pnvllcged classes. It recurs time and again in popular wntmgs 
of the 17gos, but it is interesting to find it reappearing in .the 
next outburst of cheap political literature, at about the umc 
of the first Reform Bill. In the Poor Man's Guardian, one of the 
?Umerous cheap journals to appear in the early I 83os, there 
I~ a letter to the editor in the issue for 8 September rSgr 
Signed by 'One of the Swinish Multitude'. The response by 
readers of this penny journal to that pseudonym was doubtless 
expected to be immediate. And still later, in Samuel Bamford's 
Pas/ages in tlze Life of a Radical (I s44) where Burke is described 
as the great orator and political apostate', the famous phrase 
recurs,2 

This mass of evidence-and there is undoubtedly more of it­
provides a striking illustration of literary behaviour that we 
~ecogni~e as habitual in a controversy; the purpose of inclu?in? 
It here Is to underline the assertion that to concentrate pnnct­
~ally on the abstract principles contained in controversial 
hterature is to miss half the significance of such writing. Much 
mo~e attention should be given to the behaviour of words .to 
Whtch human emotions and attitudes have become indis­
solubly attached. Burke did not intend by 'a swinish multitude' 

1 Op. cit., I, 250. 2 Op. cit., (new cdn. 185g), p. 408. 
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a fraction of the meanings appropriated to his words, but 
generations of men believed that he did; men who had not 
read the RejlectimH and (like Samuel Bamford's wife) did not 
know who Burke was would regard the phrase as summing up 
the attitude of the rich to the poor. Only by careful attention 
to development of meaning and accumulation of overtones can 
we explore such evidence and assess its bearing, for example, 
on the growth of the problem stated by Disracli in Sybil-that 
of the 'Two nations; between whom there is no intercourse and 
no sympathy; who are as ignorant of each other's habits, 
thoughts, and feelings, as if they were dwellers in different 
zones, or inhabitants of different planets.' 1 

The redirection of a pamphlet to an audience for which it 
was not originally intended further illustrates the unexpected 
repercussions of a developing controversy; once the pamphlet 
is published, the writer as it were loses the initiative and it 
passes into the hands of other -wTiters who follow. Particularly 
is this the case with the man, like Burke, whose work triggers 
off the controversy. The appearance of an influential reply in 
the shape of the Rights of Man, aimed at an audience not 
catered for by the Reflections, meant that Burke's pamphlet had 
to be rearranged for this new audience if it was to meet the 
challenge. The abridgement by 'S.J.' (published in I 793 at one 
shilling) enabled it to do so. 2 S.J. explains in his Advertisement 
that his object is to counter the effect of Paine's writing-which 
was 'published in a manner peculiarly suited to the pockets of 
the lower class of people'-by encouraging the study of the 
Reflections 'among the lower (though certainly not therefore less 
valuable) orders of his fellow-counh·ymen'. He has, he claims, 
'pruned some little exuberances of genius and effusions of 
fancy into which [Burke's] lively imagination ... had some­
times betrayed him' and 'only retrenched such passages as he 
conceived Mr. Burke himself' would have omitted if he had 
produced a cheaper version of his own work. The result from 
our point of view is valuable. The very existence of S.J.'s 

1 Op. cit. (I845), I, v. 
2 There had been an earlier abridgement (I 79 I), probably by Thomas 

Percy, nephew of Dr. Percy, Bishop of Dromore. It was intended, as Percy 
says in a letter to Burke, 28 February 1791 (Fitzwilliam MSS. (Sheffield)), 
to put the book within the reach of the poorer classes. Its price was 6d. 
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version is a strong reminder that in the Reflections Burke had 
been addressing a particular section of the reading public; the 
pruning of the work (not only in the interest of cheapness) lays 
bare the clements in it that were recognised as being persuasive 
for his primary audience but would antagonise some other. 

A brief glance at the editor's selection of material empha­
sises more than anything else the extent to which the Reflections 
is a piece of 'class' literature written for people of gentlemanly 
education and tastes. One of the longest sections omitted by 
S.J., for example, is that following immediately after the 
apostrophe (which, significantly enough, is itself retained).1 

In it Burke expounds the consequences of abandoning the 
'mixed system of opinion and sentiment' which originated in 
'the ancient chivalry'. He foresees that the 'noble equality' 
extending through 'all gradations of life' will be lost along with 
the dignity and grace he associates with the ritual of chivalric 
n;t~nners and values; rank will forfeit its traditional respect; 
Citizens will no longer love their country but concern themselves 
?nly with their private interests; and 'a swinish multitude' in 
Its. ~rute ign9rance will extinguish the learning fostered by 'the 
spm.t of a gentleman, and the spirit of religion'. The per­
suaslV~ness of such writing for Burke's primary audience is 
undemable; it would prove either repugnant or unintelligible 
t? poo~er readers, and S.J. sensibly left it out. Similar con­
Siderations dictated the omission of passages with particular 
cultur~l implications: Burke's reference to the acting of Garrick 
a;:d Siddons, coupled with argument based on knowledge of 
t ~ Greek theatre and theory of tragedy; 2 his discussion of 
anst?cr~tic education, the 'grand tour', and the tribute to the 
contm':ung tradition of monastic education ;3 many classical 
~uotattons and the extract from Denham's Cooper's Hill. 4 There 
ls ~ther similar evidence, but this is enough to demonstrate in 
w :t cultural terms Burke conceived his original audience, 
and thus ':"'hat problems faced an editor preparing the text for 
rea ers With a totally different educational background. S.J. 
was also k.eenly aware of religious feeling other than that Burke 
assumed l11 his readers when he was writing the Reflections. 

~ Ref!ections, in Works, II, 348 1. 41-352 I. 36. 
4 llbb~dd., II, 353 I. 12-3541. 19. 3 Ibid., II, 371 I. 23-3721. 17. 
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Wherever possible he omits material offensive to dissenters; 1 

he leaves out the paragraph assuring De Pont that the French 
confiscation of Church lands 'has roused the people' in England 
to defend the property of their own Church ;2 and he excises 
Burke's long apology for monastic institutions.3 The pattern 
here is obvious enough: S.J. had in mind a mass readership 
whose loyalty to the established Church and affection for 
religious tradition could not be counted on; writing which 
assumed such loyalties would defeat his purpose. Similarly, on 
the specifically political front, he is careful to withdraw Burke's 
heightened description of the humiliation of the French king; 4 

he omits the claim that the French should have made votes 
'proportioned to property' in their new electoral system; 6 

Burke's protest that this system has removed power from the 
country gentlemen and placed it in the hands of the urban 
masses and monied men, and his adverse comment on voting 
by ballot also disappear. 6 In other words, though S.J. was 
powerless to change the essential features of Burke's thesis, the 
features of it which were unnecessarily offensive to even 
moderate opinion were removed. 

This selection from the valuable evidence provided by S.J.'s 
edition confirms beyond doubt the extent to which the objec­
tives Burke set out in his letter to Fitzwilliam, 5 June 1791, 
gave the character to his political theory and to his literary 
method: 

I do not conceive that any one can be much blamed for an 
endeavour to keep things in their old & safe course. On that 
ground, & on full deliberation, I wrote & published my late 
Reflexions .... I wished that Book to be, in the first instance, of 
service to the publick, in the second, to the party, as a valuable 
part of that publick. I believe the service of the party was only 
second in my thoughts: but perhaps it was the first. I am sure its 
Interests were important considerations with me in every step I 
have taken on this & on all occasions .... I was convinced to a 
certainty that whatever tended to unsettle the succession, & to 
disturb the recognised ranks & orders, & the fixed properties in 
the nation would be of all men the most fatal to your friends, I 
1 Cf. Reflection, in J-Vorks, II, 287 11. 5-27. 
2 Ibid., II, 376 I. 39-377 I. 10. 3 Ibid., II, 428 I. 1o-434 1. 20. 
" Ibid., II, 342 I. 37-343 I. 28. 6 Ibid., II, 447 I. 41-448 1. 12. 
6 Ibid., II, 464 I. 2o-466 I. 14; 476 I. 4o-477 I. 4· 
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mean the Prince's friends, & the chief.c; of your party, w.heth~r 
you are considered as politicians, or as private men of weight m 
your country.l 

~he aii?s set out here arc obviously in harmony with the poli­
tic~! fat~h proclaimed by the Reflections, but the kind of edu­
cation, hterary taste aesthetic pre-suppositions, and the general 
temper of mind Bu;kc assumed in Fitzwilliam and his associ­
~tes as 'private men'-thesc features which arc revealed by 
hterary-critical analysis arc also vitally important to a total 
~ssessment of the Reflections. Both political, cultural, and 
hte~ary qualities become clearer when one examines S.j.'s 
vahan~ attempt to recast the book for an audience politically, 
educationally, and socially distinct from the recipient of the 
above letter. 

h. J\nd it is an assessment of the relationship between a writer, 
Is I~eas, and the public he addresses that should constantly 

~xerctse the minds of both the historian and the literary critic . 
. · H .. Carr maintains that 'what the historian is called upon to 
Investigate is what lies behind the act',Z and it seems clear that 
part of that investigation must be in literary-critical terms. As 
soon as a I" · 1 · · h" If · ffi po ttlca thmkcr commits tmsc to paper m an 
e ort to communicate his ideas to people, the persuasive 
~ethods he adopts to convey and give vitality to those ideas 
d~co~e matters of critical importance. The one cannot be 
Is~octated from the other-in a very real sense 'the phrase 

:~ th~ manner' give the character to 'the matter'. Paine's 
P ~ory Is organically related to his style, as is Burke's to his; 

atne' th 
Th s eory in Burke's style would be a burlesque of both. 

eb ":'alue and nature of each writer's philosophy must be 
:~ta hshed by theoretical analysis, but this task must not be 

ought adequately fulfilled unless analysis of his rhetoric is 
r~cognised as being part of it It is a total assessment we should 
aim :t in which the finding~ of the historian, political phil­
~~op er, ~nd literary critic complete one another; to imagine 

at ~ne IS self-sufficient without the other two is a serious 
oversimplification. 

1 Fitzwilliam MSS. (Sheffield). 2 What is History?, p. 46. 
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CHRONOLOGICAL SURVEY 

CONTROVERSY OF THE 

CONCERNING 

REFLECTIONS, 

BURKE'S 

I 79°- 1793 

This survey is designed to show the development of the controversy 
and is based principally on evidence from contemporary newspapers 
and reviews. The newspapers used arc St. James's Chronicle (S.J.C.) 
and the London Chronicle ( L.C.), the reviews being the Month!:)~ 
Review (M.R.) and the Critical Review (C.R.). Where a pamphlet was 
advertised in the Press-'This day was published'-over a period 
of several days, the date of the first announcement is assumed to have 
been the day of publication. Titles are shortened wherever possible; 
the titles of pamphlets (marked by an asterisk) which have been 
traced only in Press or review notices are given in full. In the case of 
anonymous pamphlets, where the author is known his name is given 
in square brackets. 

Date of 
publication 

1790 
I Nov. 

9 Nov. 

I I Nov. 

Author 

Edmund Burke 

Anon. [John Scott] 

Anon. 

Title and Authority 

Reflectioru, I 790. (S.].C.; 111.R. 
Nov.-Dec. I790.) 
Letter By a Member of the Revolution 
Society, I790. (L.C.; M.R. Jan. 
I 790.) 
Short Observatioru on Burke's Re­
flections, I 790. (L.C.; 111.R. Jan. 
I79I. 
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Edmund Burke 17 Nov. 

23 Nov. 

27 Nov. 

29 Nov. 

29 Nov. 

7 Dec. 

Ir Dec. 

r8 Dec. 

Dec.(?) 

Dec. ( ?) 

179I 
12 Jan. 

2r Jan. 

Jan.(?) 

Jan.(?) 

3 Feb. 

22 Feb. 

Anon. [David 
Williams] 

Richard Price 

Anon. 

Anon. (Mary 
Wollstonecraft] 

Anon. [Catherine 
M. Graham] 

Capel Lofft 

Joseph Towers 

Mary 
Walls tonecraft 

Anon. [George 
Rous] 

Robert Woolsey 

Anon. 

Anon. 

Joseph Priestley 

Anon. 

Sir Brooke Boothby 

Thomas Paine 
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Title and Authority 

Reflections, 3rd edn., 1790. (S.J.C.) 
Lessons to a Young Prince, 2nd 
edn., I 790. (S.].C.; M.R. March 
I 79 I.) 
A Discourse on the Love of our 
Country, 4th edn., I 790. (L.C.) 
An Address to the National Assembly 
of France ... By a Frenclzman, 1790. 
(S.].C.; M.R. Jan. I 791.) 
A Vindication of the Rights of Men, 
I 790. (S.].C.; 1\f.R. Jan. I 791.) 
Observations on the Reflections, 1790. 
(S.J.C.; M.R.Jan. I79I.) 
Remarks on the Letter of Burke, I 790. 
(L.C.; M.R. March I79I.) 
Thoughts on tlze Commerzcement of a 
New Parliament, I 790. (L.C.; M.R. 
Feb. I791.) 
Vindication, 2nd cdn., I 790. (S.J.C.) 

Thoughts otz Govemmmt, I 790. 
(M.R. Feb. 1791.) 
Reflections upon Reflections, I 790. 
(C.R. Jan. I79I.) 

Temperate Comments 011 bzlemperatiJ 
Reflections, I79I. (S.J.C.; M.R. 
April I791.) 
Strictures on the Letter of Burke . . • 
By a Justice of the Peace, I 79 I. 
(S.J.C.; M.R. April I7gi.) 
Letters to Burke, I 79 I. (S.J.C.­
mentioncd in a letter, 25 Jan.; 
M.R. April I791.) 
A Comparison of tlze Opitziotzs of 
Burke and Rousseau, I 79 I. ( C.R. 
Jan. I791.) 
A Letter to Burke, I 79 I. ( S.J.C.; 
M.R. May I79I.) 
Rights of Man, Pt. I, Printed for J. 
Johnson, I79I· (S.J.C.) 
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Dale of 
publication Author 

Feb. ( ?) John Butler 

Feb. ( ?) Anon. 

Feb. ( ?) M. Rosibonne 

I 2 March Thomas Paine 

I 5 March Benjamin Bousfield 

29 March [ ed. Thomas Percy?] 

I April Thomas Paine 

2 April Samuel Cooper 

I8 April Anon. 

I9 April Anon. 

26 April M. Capitaine 

27 April Edward Tatham 

7 May James Mackintosh 

7 May Thomas Christie 

I o May Edmund Burke 

s 

Title and Authoriry 

Brief Reflections, I 791. ( C.R. Feb. 
1791.) 
A Vindication of Burke's Reflections, 
I79I. (C.R. Feb. I79L) 
Letter to Burke, I 791. ( C.R. Feb. 
I 791.) 
Rights of Man, Pt. I, Printed for 
J. S. Jordan, I 791. (L.C.; A1.R. 
:May I791.) 
Observations on Burke's Pamphlet, 
1791. (L.C.; M.R. May I79I.) 
Arz Abridgement of the Letter of 
Burke, 179I; Price 6d. (S.J.C.) 
Rights of Man, Pt. I, 3rd edn., 
179I· (S.J.C.) 
The First Pn"nciples of Civil and 
Ecclesiastical Government, Pt. I, 
I 79I. (Diary of JVilliam Windham, 
p. 22 I ; S.J.C. 4 April; M.R. July 
I 79 I.) 
Strictures on the Letter of Burke, I 79 I. 
(S.J.C.; M.R. July I791.) 
*The JtVorzderful Flights of Edmund 
the Rhapsodist into the Sublime and 
Beautiful regions of Fancy, Fiction, 
Extravagance, and Absurdiry, ex­
posed and Laughed at, I 79 I. ( S.J.C.; 
M.R. June I79I.) 
*Mr. Burke's Magical Squares re­
duced to their proper form; or, a New 
Map of France, I79I. (S.J.C.) 
Letters to Burke on Politics, I 79 I. 
(S.J.C.; M.R. Dec. I791.) 
Vindiciae Gallicae, I 791. (L.C.; 
M.R. June 1791.) 
Letters orz the Revolution of France, 
Pt. I, I79I. (L.C.; M.R. Aug. 
1791.) 
Lettre de Mr. Burke a Wl membre de 
l' Assemblle nationale de France, Paris, 
1791. (L.C.) 
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Date of 
publication 

10 May 

12 May 

19 May 
19 May 

28 May 

31 May 

May(?) 

May(?) 

7 June 

June ( ?) 

2 july 

july ( ?) 

2 Aug. 

27 Aug. 

APPENDIX 

Author 

James E. Hamilton 

Anon. 

Edmund Burke 
Edmund Burke 

Anon. [William 
Bclsham] 

Edmund Burke 

George Rous 

Anon. 

Anon. [Henry 
Mackenzie] 

M. Depont 

James Mackintosh 

Anon. 

Anon. [Edmund 
Burke] 

John Scott 

Title and Authoriry 

Reflections on the Revolution in France 
... considered, 1 791. (L.C.; C.R. 
May 1791.) 
A Letter to Burke from a Dissenting 
Country Attomey, 1791. (S.J.C.; 
M.R.June 1791.) 
Reflections, 10th cdn., I 791. (L.C.) 
A Letter to a lvfcmber of the National 
Assembly, 1791. (L.C.; lvf.R. July 
179 !.) 
Historic Memoir on the French Revolu­
tion,! I 79 1. ( L.C.; M.R. Sept. I 79 I.) 

Two Letters from Burke, on the 
French Revolution: one to the trans-
lator of his Reflections ... the other to 
Capt. J V. on the same subject, I 791. 
(L.C.; M.R. July 1791.) 
Thoughts on Government, 4th edn., 
1791. (M.R. May I 791.) 
A Short Letter to Burke ... By a 
Member of Parliament, I 79 I. (Letter, 
p. 25, dated II May I79I.) 
The Letters of Brutus to Celebrated 
Political Characters, I 791. (L.C.; 
M.R. Aug. 1791.) 
Answer to the Reflections of Burke, 
I79I. (M.R. June 1791.) 
Vindiciae Gallicae, 2nd edn., I 79 I. 
(S.J.C.) 
* Lettre d'zm Citoyen Franfois d 
Edmond Burke, I 79 I. ( C.R. July 
I 79 I.) 
An Appeal from the New to the Old 
Whigs, I791. (L.C.; M.R. Nov. 
I 79 I.) 
A Letter from Major Scott to Burke, 
179I (S.].C.) 

.1 Extracts from the work with this title are included in the Comparative 
DzsjJlay of the Di.!Jerent Opinions ... Oil the subject of the Frmch Revolution, 1793· 
In Belsham's Essays Philosophical and Moral, Historical mzd Literary, 1799 (II, 
194-277), it is entitled 'Reflections on the French Revolution'. 
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Date of 
publication 

20 Sept. 

27 Sept. 

Sept. ( ?) 

I4 Oct. 

Oct. ( ?) 

Nov ( ?) 

I79I 

I79I 
I79I 
I79I 
I79I( ?) 

I792 
I7 Jan. 

7 Feb. 

I6 Feb. 

APPENDIX 

Author 

Anon. [Hon. F. 
Hervey] 

Thomas Christie 

Anon. 

A. de Calonne 

Anon. 

Charles Pigott 

Anon. 

Anon. 
Edmund Burke 
William L. Bowles 
Anon. 

Francis Stone 

Robert Applegarth 

Thomas Paine 

Title ami Authoriry 

A New Friend on an Old Subject, 
1791. (L.C.; M.R. Jan. I792.) 
*The Frmclz Constitution (Pt. I, Vol. 
II of Letters on the Revolution of 
France), I79L (L.C.) 
An Heroic Epistle to Burke, I 791. 
(C.R. Sept. I79I.) 
Considerations on the Present and 
Future State of France, I 791. (S.J.C.) 
A Rejoinder to Mr. Paine's Pamphlet 
... By an Englishman, I 791. (C.R. 
Oct. 1791.) 
Stn"ctures on the new Political Tenets 
of Burke, 1791. (C.R. Nov. I791.) 
Parallel between the Conduct of Mr. 
Burke and that of Mr. Fo."<, 1791. 
Essays Otl Political Subjects, I 79 I. 
Thoughts on French Affairs, I 79 I. 
A Poetical Address to Burke, I 79 1. 
Reflections on Reflections; or an ob­
scure Author's Answer in prosaical 
Poetry, to a celebrated Author's Letter 
in poetical Prose, n.d. (Ref. in 1. I 2 

to Price who 'is just expiring'; he 
died 19 April 179I). 

An Examination of Burke's Reflec­
tions, I792. (L.C.; M.R. Feb. 
I 792.) 
*Rights for Man; or, Analytical 
Strictures on the Constitution of Great 
Britain and Ireland, I 792. (L.C.; 
C.R. March I792.) 
Rights of Man, Pt. II, 1792. (L.C.; 
M.R. March I792.) 

I 3 March Anon. *The Owl, the Peacock, and the Doue. 
A Fable addressed to tlze Reu. Dr. 
Tatham and the Rt. Hon. Edmund 
Burke, I792. (L.C.; C.R. April 
I 792.) 
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Date of 
publication Author 

March ( ?) Anon. 

I9 April Christopher Wyvill 

24May Arthur Young 

June ( ?) Anon. [John 

8 Sept. 
Walcot] 

Thomas Paine 

I3 Sept. Anon. [Charles 

4 Oct. 
Pigott] 

Joel Barlow 

4 Oct. Joel Barlow 

Nov. (?) Samuel Parr 

Nov.(?) J. Sharpe 

8 Dec. ed. "S.J." 

I I Dec. George L. Schoen 

I5 Dec. Anon. 

I 792 Edmund Burke 

1 792 ( ?) Anon. 

1793 
26 Feb. Arthur Young 

Title and Authoriry 

*A Vindication of the Revolution 
Sociery against the Calumnies of Mr. 
Burke. By a Member of the Revolution 
Society, I 792. ( C.R. March 1 792.) 
A Defence of Dr. Price and the Re­
formers of England, I 792. (L.C.) 
Travels, during the Years 1787, 1788, 
and 1789, I 792. (L.C.; M.R. Jan.­
March I 793·) 
Odes of Importance. By Peter Pindar, 
I792. (M.R. & C.R.June 1792.) 
Rights of Man, Pts. I & II, Printed 
for H. D. Symonds, I792; Price 
6d. (L.C.) 
The Jockey Club, Pt. III, 1792. 
(L.C.; M.R. Oct. I 792.) 
Advice to the Privileged Orders, Pt. I, 
2nd edn., I792. (L.C.) 
The Conspiracy of Kings; A Potm, 
I 792· (L.C.) 
A Sequel, 2nd edn., I792. (M.R. 
Nov. 1792.) 
A Rhapsody to E-- B-- Esq., 
I792. (See above, p. 86.) 
Burke's Reflections, Printed for J. 
Parsons, I 793; Price Is. (L.C.) 
Innovation. A Poem, I 793· (L.C.; 
M.R. Jan. I793·) 
A Comparative Display of the Dif­
ferent Opinions ... on the subject of 
the French Revolution, I 793· (L.C.; 
M.R. Feb. I 793.) 
Heads for Consideration on the Present 
Stale of Affairs, I 792. 
Paine and Burke contrasted, n.d. 

The Example of France, a Warning to 
Britain, 1793. (S.J.C.; M.R. May 
1793·) 
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Date of 
publication Author 

March ( ?) Anon. [John 
Courtenay] 

Aug. ( ?) Robert Hall 

29 Sept. ( ?) Anon. [Daniel I. 
Eaton] 

Oct. ( ?) Anon. [James 
Parkinson] 

I 793 Edmund Burke 
I 793 Friedrich von Gentz 

I 793 ( ?) Anon. [Thomas 
Spence?] 

1 793 ( ?) Anon. [James 
Parkinson] 

1 793-95 Anon. [Thomas 
Spence] 

Title and Authoriry 

A Poetical and Philosophical Essay, 
1793. (M.R. March 1793.) 
An Apology for the Freedom of the 
Press, 1793· (M.R. Aug. 1793.) 
Hog's Wash, No. 1, 1793· (No. I 

dated 29 Sept. 1793.) 
An Address to Burke from the Swinish 
Multitude. By Old Hubert, I 793· 
(M.R. Oct. 1793.) 
Reflections, 12th edn., 1793· 
Betrachtungen iiber die fran;:;osische 
Revolution, Berlin, 1 793· 
Burke's Address to the Swinish Multi­
tude, n.d. 
Pearls cast before Swine, By Edmund 
Burke, Scraped together by Old 
Hubert, n.d. 
Pig's Meat; or Lessons for the Swinish 
Multitude, 1793-95. (Vol. I of xst 
edn. entitled, One PennJ•worth of 
Pig's Meat.) 
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only is included. Contents of footnotes are not distinguished from entries 
concerning the text.) 

Abridgement of the Letter of Burke, An 
(Percy?), 267 

Adams, M. R., 192 
Addison, J., 23, 25, 71, 241 
Address to Burke from the Swinish 

Multitude, An (Parkinson), 86, 
271 

Address to the National Assembly, A11 
(Anon), 266 

Advice to the Privileged Orders (Barlow), 
270 

Annals of the Parish (Galt), 256 
Answer to the Reflections of Burke, An 

(De Pont), 95, 268 
Apology for the Freedom of the Press, An 

(Hall), 271 
Appeal from the New to the Old Whigs, 

Arz, see Burke, E. 
Applegarth, R., 269 
Aristotle, 104 
Arnold, M., 222 

Bacon, F., 21 
Bamford, S., 260, 261 
Barlow, J., 270 
Barry, J., 202 
Battle of the Books, The, see Swift, J. 
Bedford, J. R., 4th Duke, 23, 29; 

Junius attacks, 24-5, 26, 27 
Belsham, W., 268 
Bentham, J., 122-3 

Berry, M., 8o 
Betraclztwzgen iiber die franziisisclze 

Revolution (Gentz), 95, 271 
Blake, W., London, 193 
Blanchard, J. P. F., 142 
Bolingbroke, H. St. John, 17, 104, 

126 
Book of Common Pra;·er, The, I 10, 122, 

141 
Boothby, Sir B., 94, 138, 196, 206, 

266; on Burke, 92-3, 195, 205; 
on Paine, 92, 137, 147 

Boswell, J., 36, 178-9, 248; Life of 
Joluzson, 38 

Bousfield, B., 185, x8g, 202, 267 
Bowles, W., 95-6, 269 
Brief Rcjlectiorzs (Butler), 84, 267; 

analysis of, 193-5, 257 
Brown, L. ('Capability'), 183 
Brown, P. A., 85 
Bunyan, J., 141 
Burgoyne, General J., 79 
Burke, E., 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, x8, 35, 51, 

149, 176, 250; and De Pont, 75• 
76, 77; and Price, 76, 78, I 16, 
117, 1 x8, 128, 129; attemp~ to 
discredit, xg6-205; Colend.ge 
on, 16; compared with Godwm, 
124, 127,210,211,212, 21g-20• 
254; compared with Johnson, 
41-2, 52, 54-5, s6, 57, 6o, 65· 
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66, 70-I, 72; compared with 
Junius, 20 52, 54· 56, 57· 66; 
compared with Paine, 7 I, 86, 
88, I24- 5, I43- 4, I46, I48, I49, 
264; compared with Swift, 68, 
70, I IS-I8, I I9i compared 
with Young, I77i need for 
comparative estimate of, I6-I 7; 
on American revolt, 95, I 95-6; 
on dissenters, 9I; on 'King's 
friends', 52, 55, 59-60, 6:2, 7I j 
political principles of, 53, 75-7, 
98-Io3, 254-5; ridicule of, I4I, 
I42, I73, I97-205; significance 
in Caleb Williams, 227-32, 247-
9; view ofWilkcs affair, I2-I5, 
32, 56, 66, 70-I 

Aj,peal from the New to the Old 
Whigs, 99, IOI, q6, 268 

CorresjJondence: (Fitzwilliam and 
Bourke), 75, 77, 78, 9I; (Suther­
land), 13, 14, 15, 57, 252, 253 

Enquiry into ..• the Sublime aiUi 
Beautiful, I 09-1 o, 1 I 2, I 20, 
130-1, 171, 197 

Fitzwilliam MSS: (Northampton), 
76, 79, 8r, 82, 85, 94, 95i 
(Sheffield) 79, 82, 263-4 

Heads for Consideration 011 tlze Pre­
sent State of Affairs, 270 

Letter to a Member of the National 
Assembly, ror, I02, 128, 176, 
267, 268 

Letters on a Regicide Peace, g8, roo, 
102 

Observations 011 'The Present State of 
t/ze Nation', 57, 64-5 

Reflections 011 the Revolutio11 in 
France, 2, 4, 35, I 35, 207; 
analysis of abridgement of, 
261-4; and Young, 94, 182-3; 
'apostrophe' in, 98, roo-1, 127-
33, I 98-9, 2 I I, 255, 262 j 
audience addressed, I 2 I, I 25, 
I52, 262-4; Butler on, I93-5i 
C?hristie on, 189-91; composi­
~Ion of, 75-9; concept of'nature' 
m, 99, roo, 105-8, I I3, I 56; 
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cosmic view in, gg, 100, Io8-g, 
I 3 I ; Courtenay on, 203-4; 
critical problem posed by, 97-8, 
I 03; currency of 'a swinish 
multitude' from, 85, 259-6I; 
De Pont on, 94-5; direct 
address to rt'ader in, JO,b rg6; 
dominant ideas communicated 
by, g8-103j cffi·ct of, 57-8, I04, 
rog, 120; imagery in, 41-2, 
ro6, 107, rro-2o, 128; impor­
tance of 'manners' in, 100-1; 
key-words in, 106-g; language 
of, I07, IJQ-I I, I I2-I3, I I6-I7, 
123-5, I 29-32; literary allu­
sions in, 126-7, 14I, I43-4, 
160; Lofft on, 188-9; Mackin­
tosh on, I 53· I 5s-67; Paine's 
criticism of style of, I40, I44-6; 
problems for opponents posed 
by, I51-2, I63, Igs-6; public 
demonstration against, 85-6; 
publication of, 79, 265, 266, 
268, 270, 27 I; purpose of, 77, 
78, 263-4; reception and sales 
of, 79-82, 83-g6, I 67; rcligio­
political opposition to, go-2; 
Sharpe on, 86; significance of 
emotive prose in, I 2 I, I 30-1, 
I 32; Stone on, I 98-9; stylistic 
defects in, I 2 I -2; stylistic re­
sourcefulness, I 25-7; theme of 
inevitability in, 104-6; weak­
ness of published support for, 
95-6, I 86; Wollstonecraft on, 
93-4, I66, I68-76; Woolsey on, 
I87. 

T/wuglzts oil Frmch Affairs, I 76, 269 
Thoughts 011 the Cause of the Present 

Discotltents, 2, 5, 6, I7, 19, 32; 
analysis of, 52-72; audience 
for, 71-2, 253; general wisdom 
in,67-8;imageryin,4I,56,57-
64, 66; intention of, I3, 52,57-
8, 65; language in, 56-7' 67; 
Rockingham's view of, I4i 
value of literary analysis to 
historian, 253-4. 
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Two Letters from Burke on the 
French Ret•olution, 268 

Burke, R., 79 
Burke's Address to the Swinish "A1ulti-

tude (Spence?), 86, 260, 27I 
Burney, F., 8o 
Bute, Earl of, I4, 23, s6, 7I 
Butler,]., ISI, I85, 200, 267; com-

pared with Paine, I 77, I93, 
I 94, I 95; polemical methods, 
87; political views of, 84, I93-5, 
257 

Butler, S. ('Erewhon'), 6-7 
Butler, S. ('Hudibras'), I I7, I 18 
Butterfield, H., 1 
Byron, Lord G., Vision of Judgmmt, 

23 

Comparison of the Opinions of Burke and 
Rousseau, A (Anon), 266 

Conduct of the Allies, The, see Swift, J. 
Conrad, J., 233 
Corzspiracy of Kings, The (Barlow), 270 
Cooper, S., 255-6, 267 
Copeland, T. W., 8I, I97 
Correspondence of Edmund Burke, The, 

see Burke, E. 
Courtenay, J., 8g, 96, I99, 27I 
Cowper, W., 215 
Craftsman, The, 252 
Craig, D., 149 
Critical Review, The, 265-70 
Cumberland, R., 79 
Curii, E., 29 

Darwin, C., 7 
Caleb Williams, sec Godwin, W. De l'Etat de la France prismt eta venir 
Calonne, C. A. de, 8I, I57, I63, 269 (Calonne), I57; translation of, 
Campbeii, G., I23 269 
Campbell, T., I 52 Debrett, J., 78 
Capitaine, M., 267 Defence of Dr. Price, A (Wyvill), 270 
Carr, E. H., 250, 264 Defoe, D., 44, I42, I49• I77, I9I, 
'Cato', I 8 252; Shortest Way with the Dis-
Chambers, Sir \V., I83 scnters, 2I I 
Charles I, 22, 29 Denham, Sir J., Cooper's Hill, 262 
Charles II, 27 Dennis, J., 29 
Christie, T., ISI, I76, I83, I96, 206, De Pont, C.-J.-F., 99· 263, 268; cor-

25 7-8, 267, 269; political affilia- respondence with Burke, 75-7; 
tions, 84, 89 directly addressed in Reflections, 

Churchill, C., 3I, 252 104, III-I2, ng; replies toRe-
Cicero, I 25 jlections, 94-5 
Ciry of London and the Opposition to Dingley, C., 28 

Govemment, 1768-74 (Suther- Discourse on the Love of our Cow1try, A 
land), I I, 25 I-2 (Price), 76, go, 9I, I 28, 266 

Cobbett, W., I8I, 258; Rural Rides, Disraeli, B., Sybil, 26I 
I77 Dodsley,J., 77, So, 8I 

Coleridge, S. T., I54• I62; Ancient Don Q.uixote, I4I 
Mariner, 247; on Burke, I6; on Dowdesweii, W., 252 
Junius, I7, 20-2, 27, 52; The Draper, Sir W., 29 
Friend, I6 Drapier's Letters, The, see Swift,]. 

Collingwood, R. G., 3, 4, 6 Dryden, J., Absalom and Achitophel, 
Comedy of Errors, The, see Shake- 25, 4 I, I26; MacFlec/.;noe, 26; 

speare, W. possible allusion to, I26 
Comparative Display of the Different Dupont, P.-B., translator of Rejlec-

Opinions ... on ... the French tions, 8I-2, 94-5 
Revolution (Anon), I 56, 268, 270 Dyer, J., The Fleece, I75 
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Eaton, D. I., 86, 87, 259-60, 271 
Ecclesiasticus, Book qf, I I o, I 3 I 
'Elizabeth', I8 
Elliot, Sir G., 78, 79 
Enquir_y conceming Political Justice, An, 

see Godwin, W. 
Enquiry into ... the Sublime and Beau­

tiful, see Burke, E. 
Essays on Political Subjects (Anon), 

269 
Examination of Burke's Rdlections, An 

(Stone), 91, 269; satire in, 
198--g 

Example of France, a Warning to 
Britain, see Young, A. 

Falkland Islands, The, details of 
dispute over, 45 

False Alarm, The, see Johnson, S. 
Favras, Marquis de, r86 
Fiedler, L. A., I47 
Fielding, H., r 79; JosejJh Atzdrew.r, 

175 
First Principles of Civil and Ecclesi-

astical Government Delineated 
(Cooper), 256, 267 

Fitzwilliam, 2nd Earl, 79, 256, 263-
4; Papers, Correspondence, etc. 
of, 256, 257 

Fitzwilliam MSS, see Burke, E. 
Fleetwood, see Godwin, W. 
Fox, C. J., 138, I97 
;r~ncis, Sir P., 77-8, 79, 89 
Fncnds of the People, The', 84, 88-

90 
Furbank, F. N., 226-7, 229, 238 

Galt, J., 256 
Garrick, D., 252 
Gay,J., 143 
Genesis of Parliamentary Reform, The 

(Veitch), 198, 255, 258 
Gentz, F. von, 95, 27I 
?eorge II, 23, 253 
George II', I8 

George III, I, 5, I I, I 3, 24, 27, 45, 

56; Burke on Court party of, 
52, 55· sg-6o, 62, 71; on the 
Rejlection.r, 8o 

George III and the Politicians (Pares), 
253 

Gibbon, E., 65 
Glynn, J., 28 
Godwin, \\'., 4, 83, 152, 176; com­

pared with \Vollstonecraft, 212, 
23 I -2; confidence in reason, 
207, 218, 225; didactic usc of 
novels, 208, 233-4, 236; style 
compared with Burke's, 124, 
I27 1 2I0,21I, 212,219-20,254 

Caleb Williams: aim of, 208; 
analysis of, 233-49; Burke's 
significance in, 227-32, 247-9; 
dialogue in, 238-40; didacti­
cism in, 233-4; Fur bank on, 
226-7; Hazlitt on, 2og; lan­
guage in, 243-4; literary allu­
sions in, 241-3; l'vlonro on, 226; 
psychological analysis in, 233, 
234-5; reasons for excellence of, 
246-g; relation with Political 
Justice, 226-30, 233 ff. 

Enquiry conceming Political Justice: 
aim of, 207-8; analysis of style 
of, 209-26; and Paine, 208, 
212, 218, 232; Hazlitt on, 2og; 
literary allusions in, 222; rela­
tion with novels, 226-32, 233 
fT.; relationship between style 
and thought in, 209, 21 r, 212, 
214, 220-1; rhetoric of state­
ment in, 225-6; style compared 
withjohnson, 2 I I, 214, 2 I 5-I8; 
style compared with Swift, 2I r, 
2 r 5, 223-4; stylistic remoteness 
from life, 212-13, 2I4-I7, 224, 
257; view of language in, 218-
22 

r 70, 20 I, 253; attacked by 
Junius, 19, 22-3, 51; Burke on, 
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Fleetwood: degree of success in, 
234, 235-6, 247-8; Godwin's 
lack of involvement in parts of, 
246; language in, 243-5; 
psychological analysis in, 234, 
235; relation with Othello, 243 
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Memoirs of the Author of a Vindication 
of the Rights of Woman: 83, 152 

St. Leon: defects in, 234, 236-7, 
237-8; Hazlitt on, 209; im­
portance of chivalric notions 
in, 230-1: language in, 244-5; 
possible Johnsonian influence 
on, 241-2; reasons for relative 
failure of, 246-7; Shake­
spearean allusion in, 242 

Godwin's Moral Philosophy (Monro), 
226, 231 

Goebel, J., 45 
Goldsmith, 0., Deserted Village, 175 
Grafton, Duke of, 1, 23; Junius 

attacks, 26-29, 30 
Graham, C. M., 158, 266 
Granby, Marquess of, 26 
Greene, D., 2 
Gulliver's Travels, sec Swift, J. 

Hall, R., 271 
Hamilton, J. E., 268 
Hamlet, see Shakespeare, W. 
Hardy, T., The Woodlanders, 61 
Hastings, W., 79, 83, 202 
Hazlitt, W., 103, 154, 208-g, 224 
Hawke, Sir H., 26 
Heads for Comideratio11 011 the Presmt 

State of 4ffairs, sec Burke, E. 
Heroic Epistle to Burke, An (Anon), 

g6, 202-3, 26g 
Hervey, Hon. F., g6, 269 
Hervey, Lord J., 25 
Hill, C., 142 
Historians: Collingwood on func­

tion of, 3, 4-5, 6; importance of 
literary criticism to, 2-7, 25o-64; 
neglect of literary criticism by, 
I-2, 97 

Historian's Business, The (Pares), 251 
Historic Memoir on the French Revolu­

tion (Belsham), 268 
Historical MSS Commission, Re-
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