
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Politics and Humanism in the Works of Lord Henry Bolingbroke

By Wade Lawrence


Copyright © 2025 Historia Magna.

All rights reserved.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Introduction

[image: ]




The life and works of Lord Henry Bolingbroke stand as a remarkable testament to the confluence of political practice and philosophical inquiry in the early eighteenth century. A statesman, writer, and philosopher, Bolingbroke emerged from the turbulence of post-Revolutionary England to offer a vision of governance deeply imbued with the principles of humanism. His intellectual contributions, marked by a distinctive synthesis of classical learning and practical statesmanship, reveal a mind attuned not only to the immediate exigencies of political life but also to the enduring questions of morality, reason, and the public good. This introduction explores the historical context, intellectual currents, and personal influences that shaped Bolingbroke’s thought, situating his legacy within the broader tradition of political humanism.

Born in 1678 into a world still grappling with the aftershocks of the English Civil War and the Glorious Revolution of 1688, Bolingbroke grew up in a society marked by profound political and religious transformations. These events had created a constitutional monarchy that sought to balance the authority of the crown with the rights of Parliament, a compromise that reflected both the possibilities and tensions of the age. Bolingbroke’s early education, steeped in the classics, introduced him to the works of Cicero, Seneca, and Tacitus—authors whose reflections on republican virtue and the responsibilities of leadership left an indelible mark on his political philosophy. His immersion in the Latin tradition would later inform his seminal concept of the “Patriot King,” a ruler who, like the idealized Roman statesman, governs with wisdom, virtue, and the welfare of the people in mind.

Bolingbroke’s rise in politics coincided with the reign of Queen Anne, a period marked by intense factionalism between the Tories and Whigs. As a leading Tory statesman, he championed policies that sought to preserve the prerogatives of the monarchy while opposing the Whiggish emphasis on parliamentary supremacy. His tenure as Secretary of State from 1710 to 1714 was marked by notable diplomatic achievements, including the negotiation of the Treaty of Utrecht, which ended the War of the Spanish Succession. Yet, his political career was also marred by controversy and intrigue; the death of Queen Anne in 1714 and the subsequent accession of George I led to Bolingbroke’s fall from power and eventual exile to France. This period of political disgrace, however, proved intellectually fruitful, as it afforded Bolingbroke the opportunity to reflect deeply on the principles of governance, liberty, and human nature.

While in exile, Bolingbroke engaged with the philosophical currents of the Enlightenment, drawing inspiration from figures such as John Locke, whose theories of natural rights and government by consent had already begun to reshape political discourse. Yet, Bolingbroke diverged from Locke in significant ways, particularly in his skepticism of abstract theorizing and his insistence on grounding political thought in historical experience. His writings during this period, including Letters on the Study and Use of History and The Idea of a Patriot King, reflect an acute awareness of the limitations of human reason and the complexities of political life. In these works, Bolingbroke sought to reconcile the idealism of humanistic philosophy with the pragmatism of statesmanship, advocating for a political ethic rooted in virtue, prudence, and the collective good.

Central to Bolingbroke’s thought is his critique of factionalism, which he viewed as a corrosive force undermining the unity and stability of the state. Drawing on historical examples from ancient Rome to contemporary Britain, he warned against the dangers of partisan politics, which he believed prioritized private interests over public welfare. This critique resonated with his broader humanistic vision, which emphasized the cultivation of reason and virtue as essential to the health of the body politic. For Bolingbroke, the study of history was not merely an academic exercise but a moral imperative, offering lessons in leadership and governance that could guide future generations.

Bolingbroke’s deism further underscores the humanistic dimensions of his philosophy. Rejecting the dogmas of organized religion, he embraced a belief in a rational and benevolent deity whose existence could be discerned through nature and reason. This theological perspective informed his views on morality and governance, which he saw as grounded in universal principles rather than sectarian creeds. His critiques of religious orthodoxy, particularly the intertwining of church and state, anticipate the secularism that would later characterize modern liberal democracies.

The intellectual legacy of Bolingbroke extends beyond his immediate historical context, influencing figures such as Thomas Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton in the American Revolutionary era. His writings on the balance of power, the role of the executive, and the importance of civic virtue found echoes in the debates that shaped the U.S. Constitution, underscoring the transatlantic reach of his ideas. Yet, Bolingbroke’s thought is not without its contradictions and limitations. His idealization of the Patriot King, for example, raises questions about the feasibility of reconciling monarchical authority with democratic principles. Similarly, his disdain for party politics, while prescient in its critique of factionalism, offers little in the way of practical solutions for managing political pluralism in a diverse society.

To understand Bolingbroke’s contribution to political philosophy, one must consider not only his ideas but also the broader intellectual and cultural milieu in which he operated. The early eighteenth century was a period of profound transition, marked by the rise of constitutionalism, the expansion of commerce, and the emergence of new forms of public discourse. Bolingbroke’s works, situated at the intersection of these developments, offer a window into the aspirations and anxieties of his age. His engagement with classical antiquity, Enlightenment rationalism, and contemporary political challenges reflects a mind deeply attuned to the enduring questions of governance, justice, and human flourishing.

In exploring the politics and humanism of Lord Henry Bolingbroke, this book aims to illuminate the rich interplay of ideas and historical forces that shaped his thought, while also considering the relevance of his insights for our own time. By examining his life, writings, and legacy, we are invited to reflect on the timeless challenge of balancing power with principle, liberty with order, and reason with passion in the pursuit of the common good. Bolingbroke’s vision of a politics grounded in virtue and guided by humanistic values remains a compelling reminder of the enduring importance of ethical leadership in an ever-changing world.
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Chapter 1: The Life and Times of Lord Henry Bolingbroke
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Lord Henry Bolingbroke was born on September 16, 1678, into a world teeming with political upheaval, intellectual ferment, and societal transformation. His birth as Henry St John, the scion of a wealthy and influential family, positioned him to navigate the corridors of power at a time when England was grappling with the legacies of civil war, regicide, and the Glorious Revolution of 1688. These events defined the political landscape of Bolingbroke’s early life, shaping both his ambitions and his intellectual trajectory. His later career as a statesman, writer, and philosopher reflected a deep engagement with the tensions of his age: the balance between monarchy and Parliament, the struggle for religious tolerance, and the role of reason and virtue in public life.

Bolingbroke’s formative years were marked by an education steeped in classical antiquity, an intellectual foundation that would profoundly influence his political thought. His studies at Eton College exposed him to the works of Cicero, Livy, and Seneca, whose reflections on governance, morality, and the human condition resonated deeply with him. Cicero’s notion of the res publica, or commonwealth, as a community bound by justice and shared purpose, would echo in Bolingbroke’s later writings on the duties of statesmen and the importance of patriotism. Similarly, Seneca’s Stoicism, with its emphasis on virtue and reason as the highest human goods, informed Bolingbroke’s ethical framework, particularly his vision of a ruler guided by moral integrity rather than personal ambition.

The political context of Bolingbroke’s youth was defined by the consolidation of constitutional monarchy in the wake of the Glorious Revolution. The replacement of James II with William III and Mary II in 1688 signaled a decisive shift in English governance, affirming the supremacy of Parliament and the rule of law over the divine right of kings. This transition, enshrined in the Bill of Rights of 1689, created a political order that sought to balance the prerogatives of the crown with the liberties of the people. Yet, it also engendered deep divisions, as rival factions vied for influence and power. The Whigs, champions of parliamentary sovereignty and religious dissent, clashed with the Tories, who sought to preserve the traditional authority of the monarchy and the Church of England. Bolingbroke’s later political career would be shaped by these factional struggles, as he emerged as a leading voice of Tory opposition to Whiggish dominance.

In 1700, Bolingbroke entered the House of Commons as the MP for Wootton Bassett, launching a political career that would span decades and encompass both triumph and tragedy. His early speeches revealed a precocious talent for rhetoric and persuasion, qualities that earned him recognition as one of the most eloquent orators of his time. By 1710, Bolingbroke had risen to the position of Secretary of State under the Tory ministry of Robert Harley, Earl of Oxford. This period marked the zenith of his political influence, as he played a central role in negotiating the Treaty of Utrecht (1713), which ended the War of the Spanish Succession. The treaty, which secured Britain’s territorial and commercial interests while restoring peace to Europe, was hailed as a diplomatic triumph, though it also provoked controversy and opposition from Whig critics who viewed it as a betrayal of Britain’s Protestant allies.

Bolingbroke’s tenure in government was characterized by both ambition and pragmatism. He was a master of political maneuvering, adept at navigating the intricacies of court politics and the shifting allegiances of his contemporaries. Yet, his career was also marked by ideological commitments that transcended the immediate concerns of power. Central to Bolingbroke’s political philosophy was his vision of a government grounded in virtue and guided by the common good. He believed that the welfare of the nation depended on the moral integrity of its leaders, a principle he articulated in his later work The Idea of a Patriot King. In this treatise, Bolingbroke extolled the ideal of a ruler who rises above factionalism and self-interest to embody the virtues of justice, prudence, and magnanimity. The Patriot King, he argued, should serve as a unifying figure, restoring harmony and stability to a divided polity.

Despite his achievements, Bolingbroke’s political career was marred by controversy and intrigue. The death of Queen Anne in 1714 and the accession of George I marked a turning point in his fortunes. As a supporter of the Stuart cause, Bolingbroke found himself out of favor with the new Hanoverian regime, which viewed him with suspicion and hostility. In 1715, he was impeached for high treason and forced into exile in France, where he remained for nearly a decade. This period of political disgrace, however, proved intellectually fruitful, as Bolingbroke turned to writing and reflection. It was during his exile that he composed some of his most significant works, including Letters on the Study and Use of History and Remarks on the History of England. These writings reveal a mind deeply engaged with the philosophical and historical questions of his time, offering insights into the nature of power, liberty, and human flourishing.

Bolingbroke’s historical and philosophical reflections were shaped by his engagement with contemporary intellectual currents, particularly the Enlightenment. His correspondence with figures such as Voltaire and his admiration for the works of John Locke and Francis Bacon reflect his alignment with the rationalist and empirical traditions of the age. Yet, Bolingbroke was also critical of the abstractions and speculative excesses of some Enlightenment thinkers. He emphasized the importance of grounding political theory in historical experience and practical wisdom, a perspective that distinguished him from more utopian strains of Enlightenment thought. His insistence on the moral and educational role of history as a guide for statesmen underscores his commitment to a form of political humanism that sought to reconcile reason and tradition, progress and prudence.

Bolingbroke’s life and career exemplify the tensions and complexities of his era, a time of profound transformation in the political and intellectual landscape of Britain and Europe. His vision of politics as a moral and humanistic enterprise, informed by classical learning and historical insight, remains a compelling legacy, inviting us to reflect on the enduring challenges of leadership, governance, and the pursuit of the common good. Through his writings and actions, Bolingbroke sought to articulate a vision of public life that transcends the contingencies of his time, offering lessons that continue to resonate in our own.
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Chapter 2: Humanism in the Early 18th Century
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The early eighteenth century was a period of intellectual awakening and profound transformation, marked by the emergence of humanism as a dominant cultural and philosophical force. Rooted in the Renaissance revival of classical antiquity, humanism in this period evolved to encompass a broader commitment to reason, education, and the dignity of the individual. It was a time when the interplay of history, philosophy, and politics gave rise to new ways of thinking about human potential and social organization, with figures such as Lord Henry Bolingbroke exemplifying the synthesis of these ideas. To understand Bolingbroke’s contributions to humanism, one must first examine the intellectual climate of his time, the key thinkers who shaped it, and the historical forces that brought these ideas to prominence.

Humanism in the early eighteenth century was deeply informed by the legacy of Renaissance scholarship, which had reintroduced Europe to the works of classical authors such as Cicero, Seneca, Aristotle, and Tacitus. These texts provided a foundation for exploring questions of ethics, politics, and the nature of human excellence. Cicero, for instance, offered a vision of the ideal statesman as one who harmonizes personal virtue with public service, a concept that resonated strongly with Bolingbroke’s own ideals. In his De Officiis (On Duties), Cicero argued that true leadership requires balancing moral integrity with practical wisdom—a principle that Bolingbroke would later champion in his vision of the Patriot King. Similarly, Seneca’s Stoic philosophy, with its emphasis on self-control, resilience, and the alignment of individual actions with universal reason, provided a moral framework that underpinned much of Bolingbroke’s thought.

The Enlightenment, often described as the Age of Reason, further shaped the humanistic ethos of the eighteenth century. Thinkers such as John Locke, David Hume, and Voltaire championed the use of reason as a tool for understanding and improving the human condition. Locke’s Two Treatises of Government (1689) argued for the natural rights of individuals and the social contract as the basis of legitimate political authority, ideas that profoundly influenced the political debates of Bolingbroke’s time. Although Bolingbroke admired Locke’s empirical approach and his defense of individual liberty, he diverged from Locke in significant ways, particularly in his critique of abstract theorizing and his preference for a more historically grounded approach to political thought.

Voltaire, who corresponded with Bolingbroke during the latter’s exile in France, represents another critical figure in the intellectual landscape of early eighteenth-century humanism. Known for his wit, skepticism, and advocacy of religious tolerance, Voltaire shared Bolingbroke’s disdain for dogmatism and his commitment to the principles of reason and moderation. In works such as Letters Concerning the English Nation (1733), Voltaire praised England’s constitutional government and its relatively open intellectual climate, contrasting it with the rigid authoritarianism of France. Bolingbroke’s influence on Voltaire is evident in the latter’s admiration for Britain’s balance of power and his belief in the compatibility of reason and governance, though Voltaire’s focus on satire and polemic diverged from Bolingbroke’s more restrained and pragmatic tone.
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