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‘Pain’s wild rebellious burst proclaims her rights aloud…’


William Wordsworth: Descriptive Sketches


‘As I walked out one morning, to breathe the air around Tom Paine’s…’


Bob Dylan: ‘As I Walked Out One Morning’


‘To all these champions of the oppressed Paine set an example of courage, humanity and single-mindedness. When public issues were involved, he forgot personal prudence. The world decided, as it usually does in such cases, to punish him for his lack of self-seeking; to this day his fame is less than it would have been if his character had been less generous. Some worldly wisdom is required even to secure praise for the lack of it.’


Bertrand Russell: The Fate of Thomas Paine
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Children in the United States are taught early in life to sing ‘My Country, ’tis of thee’, in which the main verse goes:




My Country, ’tis of thee


Sweet land of liberty


Of thee I sing


Land where my fathers died


Land of the Pilgrims’ pride


From every mountainside –


Let freedom ring!





This is an averagely sentimental ditty, but it was promoted to immortality by the great Dr Martin Luther King, in the imperishable speech that he made on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, at the climax of the civil rights ‘March on Washington’ in the spring of 1963. Seizing the familiar words of the schoolroom for his peroration, he demanded that freedom should ring from every hilltop, north and south, from New Hampshire to California and down to Mississippi, until the original promise of the United States had been kept for all its citizens. ‘If America is to be a great nation,’ he proclaimed, ‘this must become true.’


‘My Country, ’tis of thee’ would be a fairly easy song for British schoolchildren to master as well. It is sung, for one thing, to the tune of the National Anthem. This rather unimaginative hymn – the first national anthem in the world, as it happens – seems to have originated as a Jacobite chanson, but was rewritten for the cause of (Protestant) Church and King in September 1745, as the Jacobite rebel invaders from Scotland were menacing the throne. A theatre audience in London rose to intone, as well as the first verse, the less commonly heard second one:




O Lord our God arise,


Scatter his enemies


And make them fall:


Confound their politics,


Frustrate their knavish tricks


On him our hopes are fix’d


O save us all.





The ‘him’ in this case was George II, representative of the Hanoverian usurpation that endures on the British throne to the present day. By the early 1800s his son, George III, was being greeted by this song on official occasions. And by that time, another version was in circulation, written by the great radical artisan poet Joseph Mather:




God save great Thomas Paine,


His ‘Rights of Man’ explain


To every soul.


He makes the blind to see


What dupes and slaves they be,


And points out liberty


From pole to pole.


Thousands cry ‘Church and King’


That well deserve to swing,


All must allow:


Birmingham blush for shame,


Manchester do the same


Infamous is your name,


Patriots vow.


Pull proud oppressors down,


Knock off each tyrant’s crown,


And break his sword;


Down aristocracy,


Set up democracy,


And from hypocrisy


Save us good Lord.


Why should despotic pride


Usurp on every side?


Let us be free:


Grant freedom’s arms success,


And all her efforts bless,


Plant through the universe


Liberty’s Tree.


Facts are seditious things


When they touch courts and kings,


Armies are raised,


Barracks and Bastilles built,


Innocence charged with guilt,


Blood most unjustly spilt,


God stands amazed.


Despots may howl and yell,


Though they’re in league with hell


They’ll not reign long;


Satan may lead the van,


And do the worst he can,


Paine and his ‘Rights of Man’


Shall be my song.





This fine parody, composed in 1791, is taught in no school and sung in no assembly. But it captures, with its defiant and satirical pugnacity, the spirit that was aroused that year by the publication of Thomas Paine’s classic. Joseph Mather was a radical file-maker in the city of Sheffield; one wonders whether he inspired, or whether he drew from, the song that was struck up at an evening of the more mainstream Society for Constitutional Information, which at its London meeting in March 1791 voted its thanks to Paine and then heard members of the successful majority intone:




God save The Rights of Man!


Let despots, if they can,


Them overthrow…





It seems likely that Mather was writing later in the year, since it is easy enough to interpret his apparently odd phrase ‘Birmingham blush for shame’. It was in Birmingham in the autumn of 1791 that a Tory-inspired mob, frenzied by the cry of ‘Church and King’, broke into Joseph Priestley’s house, destroying the library and laboratory of the self-taught scientist who had discovered oxygen. This incident – another of those historical episodes that is not taught in school – decided Priestley on a move to America, whose revolutionary and republican cause he had already espoused in a pamphlet. He was there to become a welcome guest, and a participant in the great Philadelphia renaissance that featured such men as Benjamin Franklin, Benjamin Rush and Thomas Jefferson. One should not allow oneself to forget that the English friends of the revolutions in America and France were not always greeted only with the high moral tones of Edmund Burke (who approved of the ‘Church and King’ mobocracy when the mob was on his side) but also with persecution and repression of quite a high and systematic degree.


Other contemporary clues can be found in Mather’s lines. He used the word ‘Patriot’ to describe the supporters of the democratic and radical cause. This had also been the term employed by John Wilkes’s faction in Parliament and its supporters outside it: the famous partisans of ‘Wilkes and Liberty’ against a German Crown and a Tory-dominated system of rotten boroughs. (It was only that version of ‘Patriotism’, incidentally, that the Tory Dr Samuel Johnson described, in a remark that has been misunderstood and misquoted ever since, as ‘the last refuge of the scoundrel’.)


The word ‘Bastille’ was also fresh in the mind in 1791, as the symbol of the French absolutist monarchy and as a synonym for the many dark prisons in which the liberals of Europe had so long been confined and tortured. The Marquis de Lafayette, chivalric hero of both the American and the French Revolutions, gave the key of the Bastille to Thomas Paine and requested him to forward it to President George Washington as a token of French regard to the American people. Paine had done so with delight in the year before he published Rights of Man, adding a covering letter which described the key as ‘this early trophy of the spoils of despotism, and the first ripe fruits of American principles transplanted into Europe’. The key hangs to this day on the wall of Washington’s home at Mount Vernon. The date of Paine’s letter was the first of May, which a century or so later was the date selected by American workers as the one on which to begin the struggle for the eight-hour day, and afterwards by the labour movements of all countries as May Day: the holiday and carnival and fiesta of the oppressed.


Spring, and the natural world, were ordinary metaphors for Paine, as they have always been for those who witness the melting of political glaciers and the unfreezing of the tundra of despotism. ‘I have not the least doubt of the final and complete success of the French Revolution,’ Paine went on in his letter to George Washington. ‘Little ebbings and flowings, for and against, the natural companions of revolutions, sometimes appear, but the full current of it is, in my opinion, as fixed as the Gulf Stream.’ The same metaphor, of a warming current coming from across the seas, is to be found in Paine’s dedication of Rights of Man:




To


GEORGE WASHINGTON,


President of the United States of America


SIR,


I present you a small Treatise in defence of those Principles of Freedom which your exemplary Virtue hath so eminently contributed to establish. – That the Rights of Man may become as universal as your Benevolence can wish, and that you may enjoy the Happiness of seeing the New World regenerate the Old, is the Prayer of


SIR,


Your much obliged and


Obedient humble Servant,


THOMAS PAINE.1





It was that Pitt-supporting Tory, George Canning, who in 1826 claimed that he had ‘called the New World into existence to redress the balance of the Old’. Winston Churchill, evoking the Atlantic alliance in a time of peril, told Parliament – this time quoting Arthur Hugh Clough – ‘but westward look, the land is bright’. The metaphysical poets had often compared romantic America to a lover – ‘my America, my new found land’. Pilgrims had sailed to ‘the Americas’ to establish doctrinal purity, and pirates had made the same voyage in search of treasure and slaves. In Paine’s time, however, the New World of ‘the United States of America’ (a name he may have coined) was an actual and concrete achievement; not an imaginary Utopia but a home for liberty and the conscious first stage of a world revolution.


‘Liberty’s tree’ would have been well understood by Mather’s fellow artisans and self-taught workers, as the symbol of the Enlightenment and of democratic revolution. It recurs as an image in numberless poems, oaths, toasts and songs of the period, and from the United Irishmen all the way to the letters of Thomas Jefferson (who was not the only one to say that the tree of liberty must be nurtured by the blood of tyrants, as well as of patriots). The greeting of the radical Protestant-dominated United Irishmen went like this:




‘Are you straight?’


‘I am.’


‘How straight?’


‘As straight as a rush.’


‘Go on, then.’


‘In truth, in trust, in unity and liberty.’


‘What have you got in your hand?’


‘A green bough.’


‘Where did it first grow?’


‘In America.’


‘Where did it bud?’


‘In France.’


‘Where are you going to plant it?’


‘In the crown of Great Britain.’





Robert Burns wrote a poem called ‘The Tree of Liberty’, which opens in this vein:




Heard ye o’ the tree o’ France,


I watna what’s the name o’t;


Around it a’ the patriots dance,


Weel Europe kens the fame o’t.


It stands where once the Bastille stood,


A prison built by kings, man,


When Superstition’s hellish brood


Kept France in leading-strings, man.





We can thus be sure that Burns – a great partisan of the 1789 Revolution in France – had read Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man, which at one point described monarchy as a form which infantilized and retarded society as well as increased its tendency towards senility: ‘It appears under all the characters of childhood, decrepitude, dotage, a thing at nurse, in leading strings, or on crutches.’2 And Burns’s most famous poem, ‘For a’ that’, breathes with a mighty scorn for the conceits of heredity and the hereditary principle, so comprehensively lampooned by Paine. For their part, the United Irishmen, founded in this epic year of 1791 to attach ‘Protestants of the middling ranks’ to the cause of national and parliamentary reform, made Paine an honorary member. He was one of those rare Englishmen of the period who could write that: ‘The suspicion that England governs Ireland for the purpose of keeping her low, to prevent her becoming her rival in trade and manufactures, will always operate to hold Ireland in a state of sentimental hostility with England.’


To have had a hand in two revolutions, as Paine was later to exult after his first adventures in France, was ‘living to some purpose’. That he was too optimistic is certain: both the Revolutions of 1776 and 1789 were to disillusion him in several ways. But his actual influence on revolutionary change can be felt in many more than two countries, including the nation of his birth and its Irish and Scottish and Welsh constituents.


The name of Paine will always be indissolubly linked to those resonant words, the ‘rights of man’. The book which bears that noble title was, however, not just a paean to human liberty. It was partly a short-term polemic, directed in particular at Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France, a very exceptional contribution to the energetic ‘pamphlet wars’ that made the late eighteenth century, with its clubs and pubs and coffee-houses and printshops, such an enlivening period in Britain and France and America. It was also partly a revisionist history of England, written from the viewpoint of those who had gained the least from the Norman Conquest and the successive monarchical coups and usurpations. Then again it was a manifesto, setting out the basic principles of reform and, if necessary, of revolution. It did not disdain to put forward certain practical and immediate programmatic suggestions, designed to alleviate suffering and injustice in the here and now. But it always kept its sights raised to a point somewhat beyond the immediate political and social horizon. It is, in that sense, one of the first ‘modern’ texts. John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress may have kept alive the spirit of the English Revolution in countless poor and down-trodden homes, and the careful research of John Stuart Mill and others may have laid the basis for later Victorian social reform, but Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man is both a trumpet of inspiration and a carefully wrought blueprint for a more rational and decent ordering of society, both domestically and on the international scene.


Indeed, it opens as a kind of one-man peace mission, devoted to the idea of warmer relations between Britain and France. Paine was a leading member of that British radical tradition that saw wars and armies as additional burdens on the people, and as reinforcements of existing autocracies. What better way for a ruling class to claim and hold power than to pose as the defenders of the nation? And what better way to keep unschooled and unemployed serfs in line than to give them the king’s shilling and put them into uniform under aristocratic commanders? (The old folk expression, ‘he’s gone to the wars’, or ‘he’s been in the wars’, expresses by its plurality the vague fatalism about this, and the sense that every now and then it is expected that Johnnie will be marched off and perhaps, if God is merciful, will march back again.) Southey’s After Blenheim catches this perfectly, as does Thackeray’s Barry Lyndon and the fuddled old man in the alehouse in Nineteen Eighty Four, who blearily says to Winston Smith that ‘It’s all wars’.


Most of Britain’s, or England’s, martial and kingly battles had been either with France or in France, and Paine opened his Preface to Rights of Man with an account of a meeting he had had in 1787, two years before the fall of the Bastille, with some liberal-minded Frenchmen. Of one of these, the private secretary to an important minister, he reported finding:




That his sentiments and my own perfectly agreed with respect to the madness of war, and the wretched impolicy of two nations, like England and France, continually worrying each other, to no other end than that of a mutual increase of burdens and taxes. That I might be assured I had not misunderstood him, nor he me, I put the substance of our opinions into writing, and sent it to him; subjoining a request, that if I should see among the people of England, any disposition to cultivate a better understanding between the two nations than had hitherto prevailed, how far I might be authorized to say that the same disposition prevailed on the part of France? He answered me by letter in the most reserved manner, and that not for himself only, but for the Minister, with whose knowledge the letter was declared to be written.3





It takes a moment to appreciate the extraordinary impudence that this would have represented in its time. One can hear William Pitt’s Tories growling and snarling – who is this upstart commoner who presumes to conduct his own diplomacy with Frenchmen? I myself cannot think of a precedent for it, but Paine was by then well used to executing unofficial missions of the diplomatic sort, on behalf of his newly adopted country, the United States of America. That same thought would have empurpled many Tories even more: whipper-snapper Paine acting on behalf of mutinous colonists to boot! However, it turns out that Paine was behaving more discreetly than many reactionaries might have supposed. He had sent his relevant Anglo-French correspondence to Edmund Burke, a trusty patriot and parliamentarian, whose defence of the American Revolution had won all-round respect. And yet, when the French rebellion had exploded on the world, Burke had hastened to the printer and had published one of the most sulphurous counter-revolutionary screeds of all time. It is important to understand, therefore, that Rights of Man has its private and emotional dimension: a note of plaintive disappointment from a former admirer that at times can sound almost like the tone of a despised lover.


The whole of Part One of the book, however, is an attempt as far as possible to avoid personalizing the question. In his stalwart advocacy of the revolution in France, Paine insists that it is Burke who has fallen into an emotional muddle. The persons and characters of King Louis and Marie Antoinette, upon whose behalf Burke expends such a great deal of outrage and misplaced gallantry, are irrelevant and Burke’s prose a silly waste of feeling. The French people rebelled, not against these individual monarchs (‘a mild and lawful monarch’, as Burke rather amazingly described the thentenant of Versailles) but against the whole principle of monarchy. They were punishing, not just the crimes of this incumbent, but the centuries of crime committed by the dynasty in whose name he ruled. Thus, in a sense, it could be argued that even poor Louis himself was a victim of the hereditary principle. This was not just a mere rhetorical stroke on Paine’s part. In Boston and New York and Philadelphia, he well knew, portraits of King Louis were displayed in revolutionary homes as an hommage to the assistance rendered by France to the American rebellion.


In that struggle, nobody had been more to the fore than the dashing Marquis de Lafayette, whose forces had eventually compelled the surrender of King George’s British and German invaders. Lafayette is nowadays somewhat in eclipse, despite the charming park opposite the White House that bears his name. But he actually played a part in three revolutions, those of 1776, 1789 and 1848, and was in his time the very talisman and emblem of daring and heroism. Later writers have clumsily compared Paine to Che Guevara as an internationalist, but for Paine himself the charisma belonged to nobody but Lafayette, whose title as ‘Marquis’ he was often reluctant, on republican grounds, to use in print. However, it obviously suited him to be able to deploy a member of the French nobility against the nostalgic Burke:




M. de Lafayette went to America at an early period of the war, and continued a volunteer in her service to the end. His conduct through the whole of that enterprise is one of the most extraordinary that is to be found in the history of a young man, scarcely then twenty years of age. Situated in a country that was like the lap of sensual pleasure, and with the means of enjoying it, how few are there to be found who would exchange such a scene for the woods and wildernesses of America, and pass the flowery years of youth in unprofitable danger and hardship! but such is the fact. When the war ended, and he was on the point of taking his final departure, he presented himself to Congress, and contemplating, in his affectionate farewell, the revolution he had seen, expressed himself in these words: ‘May this great monument, raised to Liberty, serve as a lesson to the oppressor and as an example to the oppressed!’ – When this address came to the hands of Dr Franklin, who was then in France, he applied to Count Vergennes to have it inserted in the French Gazette, but never could obtain his consent. The fact was, that Count Vergennes was an aristocratical despot at home, and dreaded the example of the American revolution in France, as certain other persons dread the example of the French revolution in England; and Mr Burke’s tribute of fear (for in this light his book must be considered) runs parallel with Count Vergennes’ refusal.4
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