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Foreword

Cruiser

Christopher Hitchens

HOPING AS I AM to introduce both a book and a man, I here present to you Dr. Conor Cruise O’Brien, a man born in the year (indeed in the month) of the Russian Revolution and a man whose political and literary career has been devoted to the elucidation of French and American ones. Internationalist as Cruise O’Brien’s career as a scholar and diplomat and politician has been, his Irish-ness has been no obstacle to him in the teasing out of the larger questions of our time. In this short volume, he crowns a long series of books and essays that have argued that the French Revolution, so far from being the continuation or extension of the American, was in fact a negation and not a consummation of the principles of 1776.

Cruise O’Brien is well aware that this conclusion conflicts with the most cherished hopes and dreams of a  certain liberal or “Left” tradition, which some have even called “Jeffersonian.” And it ought to be understood that his own re-evaluation of leftist and radical principles was neither an easy one in itself, nor conducted on a primrose path. There was a time when supporters of Irish independence, American independence, and French Jacobin ideals could all join to sing the same tune. Thomas Paine was one such and deserves honor for his efforts. But for Cruise O’Brien, such simplistic enthusiasm ignores the ever-present risk of tragedy and irony, not to mention the ever-threatening element of the will to power. Ever since his celebrated introduction to Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France, published in 1968, he has been repeating (perhaps I should say updating) the admonitions of Burke against revolutionary zealotry.

Burke, in Cruise O’Brien’s view, was indirectly pleading the Irish cause when he defended the American colonists and vilified the French regicides. Only by this close reading of the Reflections could we come to understand that Burke’s stand on matters was not in fact as flatly conservative, let alone reactionary, as it seemed. Burke, so often thought of as an English royalist and Tory, was in fact an Irish Whig and quite possibly, in the time of penal laws imposed by Protestants, a “closet” Catholic. This furnishes us with a nice counterpoint in  Conor Cruise O’Brien, an Irish secularist with a socialist formation, who became among other things the editor-in-chief of a liberal London newspaper. But it was his service to Ireland that convinced him above all of the folly and wickedness of absolutist and righteous and messianic movements.

After the somewhat rare experience of a nonsectarian upbringing and education in strongly Catholic Ireland, Cruise O’Brien became a member of his country’s diplomatic service. He served as minister in Paris from 1955 to 1956 and, after Ireland joined the United Nations in 1955 (which its wartime neutrality had prevented it from doing hitherto), as a member of the Irish delegation. In 1961 he was asked by Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld to act as his special envoy in the matter of Katanga’s secession from the newly independent Congo. This led him into direct collision with the British and American governments, whose policy toward the issue he found to be cynical and duplicitous. For the remainder of the decade, Cruise O’Brien’s name was closely associated with the anticolonial and “Third World” independence movements. He served as chancellor of the University of Ghana in the days of Kwame Nkrumah, and then as Albert Schweitzer Professor of Humanities at New York University. He also took a leading part in the cultural and  intellectual battles of the Cold War, and he was one of those who first exposed the secret CIA funding of the prestige magazine Encounter. A volume of essays, Writers and Politics, published during this time, shows him firmly on the Left and wielding a pen that could strike real fear into an antagonist. (If I may be allowed a personal note, I remember picking up this book in a public library in Tavistock, Devon, in the summer of 1967 and forming the ambition to be able to write in that vein.)

Cruise O’Brien’s return to his native Ireland, and his election as a Labour member of the Irish parliament in 1969, coincided with the reopening of the long-dormant crisis in the northern part of the country. A civil rights movement against the Protestant-dominated mini-state led to repression and state violence, which resulted in such a breakdown of order that British troops were deployed on the streets. And the Republican movement, which had long eschewed the use of physical force, underwent a split that led to the emergence of the so-called Provisional IRA and the use, once again, of the gun in Irish politics. This development was a hinge event in Cruise O’Brien evolution. Unlike many on the Left, he declined to identify the lethal romanticism of the IRA as a “liberation struggle,” preferring to classify it as a green form of fascism. His commitment on this point led him  to join a coalition government, which took stern measures against the IRA and its sympathizers, and to write a book (States of Ireland), which is generally agreed to be the finest work, either literary or political, to have been produced by the whole imbroglio.

His trajectory since then has taken him (in the view of many, including myself) too far over to the Right and for a time even as far as an actual embrace of Ulster Unionism. This is not the place to rehearse these disagreements: rather it is the place to emphasize that Cruise O’Brien’s arguments have always been intelligible and internally consistent. This is particularly true of his fidelity to Burkean principles as these are applied to the contemplation of (and opposition to) radical violence.

Most Americans are raised to think of their third president, Thomas Jefferson, as a man of immense learning and dignity: a man of many parts who gave us the noble words of the Declaration of Independence, the tranquil lawns of the University of Virginia, and the huge benefits of the Louisiana Purchase. Recent years have brought some distressing disclosures about his long affair with one of his slaves, Sally Hemings, and the children that she bore him. Earlier hagiographic historians, such as Dumas Malone, had downplayed or discounted this possibility. But it was another “Long Affair” (as  Cruise O’Brien entitled his 1996 study of Jefferson and the French Revolution) that was to deal an even harder blow to his reputation.

On page 96 of this book there is an unexplained reference, the elucidation of which is necessary for a full understanding of Cruise O’Brien’s critique of Jefferson. He writes that:
Jefferson did not advocate entry into war, against monarchist England, on the side of the French Republic, although the mystical “Adam and Eve” side of him must surely have been attracted to the concept of a Franco-American alliance in the cause of Liberty.





This alludes to a celebrated letter of Thomas Jefferson’s, written from Philadelphia to Paris on January 3, 1793. It was addressed to the American chargé d’affaires in Paris, William Short. Mr. Short, who had earlier been Jefferson’s private secretary, had been sending home some dispatches that were very disobliging to the French revolutionaries, and that reflected Short’s own sympathy with the defeated liberal faction that had centered around the Marquis de Lafayette. Jefferson replied in a tone of very severe reproof, defending the tactics of the Jacobins and excusing them for inflicting the occasional injustice in pursuit of a higher goal:
The liberty of the whole earth was depending on the issue of the contest, and was ever such a prize won with so little innocent blood? My own affections have been deeply wounded by some of the martyrs to this cause, but rather than it should have failed, I would have seen half the earth desolated. Were there but an Adam and an Eve left in every country, and left free, it would be better than as it now is.





For Cruise O’Brien, this letter possesses a dual significance. In its content, it shows a Jefferson who applauds the most ruthless methods and appears prepared to countenance a “scorched earth” policy that would return humanity to a sort of “Year Zero.” And in its timing, it reflects a Jefferson who, as secretary of state, believes that he has George Washington on his side as a sympathizer with France against England. A few days before writing to Short, on December 27, 1792, to be exact, Jefferson had been to see Washington. His own recollection of the discussion was almost triumphalist. Washington had expressed a desire for closer relations with Paris and stated that “there was no nation on whom we could rely at all times but France.” Jefferson expressed himself thus: “I was much pleased with the tone of these observations. It was the very doctrine that had been my polar star, and I did not need the successes  of the Republican arms in France lately announced to us, to bring me to these sentiments.” (The reference here was to the Battle of Valmy in September 1792, which had opened a series of French military victories against European monarchist intervention.) Jefferson was both writing and thinking as if history was on his side, and George Washington too. Cruise O’Brien’s purpose is to demonstrate that he was radically wrong on both counts.

The keyword in this narrative is hubris. Not just the hubris of Jefferson himself, who had to ignore or overlook a mountain of conflicting evidence in order to come to those conclusions about either his French Revolution or his president, but the hubris of the French revolutionaries themselves. In the year that followed Jefferson’s incautious and revealing letter to Short, he was to suffer a whole series of political reverses, most of them inflicted on him by his friends rather than his enemies.

The great mistake of the French was to imagine that they could treat George Washington as a mere figure-head and appeal to American public opinion over his head, as it were. The associated mistakes of Thomas Jefferson were, first, to think that he could privately collude with this French demagogic populism and, second, to persuade himself that George Washington would never get to hear about his double dealing. These illusions were perhaps excusable. At that time, bonfires and parades  and public dinners and celebrations were commonplace all across the United States, hailing the emergence of another revolutionary republic that would end American isolation and returning the solidarity with France that had marked the American war of independence. Those of Republican bent were busily setting up “Democratic” societies and clubs, which unofficially constituted the political base of Thomas Jefferson. As secretary of state, however, he had to preserve the dignified appearance of one who was above the fray.

This pose was made impossible by his French allies, who fatally overstepped. They sent a new envoy to the United States, Edmond-Charles Genêt by name, who landed in Charleston in May of 1793. The date was inauspicious: George Washington had just disappointed Jefferson by issuing a “Proclamation” declaring the United States to be “impartial” in the quarrel between France and Britain. (He had also disappointed his treasury secretary, Alexander Hamilton, by failing to use the stronger word “neutral.”) Genêt made his way from Charleston to Philadelphia, not waiting to present his diplomatic credentials to President Washington before embarking upon a barnstorming campaign to rouse American support for the French side. To say that he overplayed his hand is to say the least of it. As Cruise O’Brien demonstrates, he was in receipt of instructions from  Paris that amounted to a gross interference in American internal affairs. The Executive Council told him that he was to induce the Americans to side with France, and that if they demurred he was to remind them that the demands were “no more than the just price of the independence which the French nation won for them” (page 90). It might be true that French arms had greatly aided the cause of American independence but—as George Washington icily underlined to Genêt, by retaining the portraits of King Louis and Marie Antoinette on his walls—that had been under a previous regime.

Americans might well wear revolutionary cockades in solidarity with French aspirations, but under no circumstances were they going to let their president’s dignity or authority be impugned or undermined by a loquacious Frenchman. And this brings me to another Cruise O’Brien reference that requires a little elucidation. On page 105 we read that “Genêt was shaken, but by no means chastened, by the repercussions of his defiance of the government.” This alludes to Genêt’s extraordinary rashness, while acting under diplomatic cover, in continuing to commission French privateers from American ports, to harass English shipping. In July 1793, having already annoyed Washington by his public flamboy-ances, he insisted that a British vessel captured by the  French be renamed (as La Petite Démocrate), refitted, and relaunched as a privateer. Nor did he wait for an American answer to his demand. The ship actually set sail while the Cabinet was still discussing the matter. Washington’s fury at this insolence was matched only by that of Alexander Hamilton, who wanted the vessel fired upon before it could leave its moorings. It was decided to ask the French government to recall Citizen Genêt to Paris, and Thomas Jefferson drew the unpleasant job of composing the letter that made the request.

As if to underscore the moral victory that he had won, Washington went on to extend the hand of magnanimity to Genêt, who was quick to realize the probable fate that awaited him on his return. He petitioned to remain in America, the country whose politics he had been trying so brazenly to subvert, and the president granted him his request. (He was to marry the daughter of Governor George Clinton of New York, and to settle down as a peaceful farmer.) From that point onward, it is safe to say, the partisans of French Jacobinism in the United States were in political eclipse, and there was never again the possibility that America would be drawn into the Napoleonic wars on the French side. Indeed, it was to be French losses and reverses, in Haiti and elsewhere, that would ironically provide Jefferson  as president with the historical opportunity of the Louisiana Purchase.

This, however, was well in the future. For the moment, Jefferson’s career was over. He managed to wrap up the Genêt affair and its ramifications with as much dignity as he could muster, and then left office to return to his Monticello estate. For the remainder of George Washington’s tenure of the presidency, it was the political faction associated with Alexander Hamilton and the Federalists that was to predominate. This dominance showed itself with great clarity in the events known to history as the “Whiskey Rebellion.” Essentially a protest against federal taxation, in this case on liquor, and essentially confined to western Pennsylvania, this provincial revolt in late 1794 took on more lurid political colors because of the revolutionary rhetoric exported from France. At one point, the leadership of the rebellion even thought of grandly entitling itself a “Committee of Public Safety” on the Jacobin model. And the occasion provided an opportunity for the newly formed “Democratic-Republican” societies to engage in agitation. The term used by Washington for these political clubs was “self-created societies”: a tautology in a way but an expression of his contempt for their populist claims. As Cruise O’Brien cleverly points out, this antagonism on his part was by no means new. As long ago as 1786 he had objected to a “Patriotic Society,” formed to instruct the delegates from an area of Virginia, in the following terms:
To me it appears much wiser and more politic to choose able and honest representatives and leave them in all national questions to determine from the evidence of reason and the facts which shall be adduced, when internal and external evidence is given to them in a collective state. What certainty is there that societies in a corner or remote part of a state can possess a knowledge which is necessary for them to decide? What figure then must a delegate make who comes [to the capital] with his hands tied and his judgment forestalled? His very instructors perhaps (if they had nothing sinister in view), were they present at all the information and arguments which would come forward might be the first to change sentiments?





Cruise O’Brien does not say so explicitly, but these words make an excellent “fit” with the principles adumbrated by Edmund Burke in his celebrated address to the electors of his Bristol constituency, advising them as their member of parliament that he would not be their  delegate but rather their representative, and that he could not agree to be bound by their instructions. He does, however, make the comparison between Washington and Burke in pointing out that both had foreseen the likelihood of the French Revolution mutating into a military dictatorship.

At almost the same time as the Whiskey Rebellion came the news of a treaty with Great Britain, which became known—after the chief justice who negotiated it—as the Jay Treaty. Widely regarded by populists and Democrats as a sellout, its terms ignited a huge series of public demonstrations and a tremendous press campaign against Washington himself. In his correspondence, and in the contacts he maintained with those still active in politics, Jefferson helped fuel the support for the Pennsylvania rebels and the opposition to the treaty. It was a very difficult time for George Washington, but with a combination of military resolve and political skill, he swiftly put down the whiskey rebels and outpointed the congressional opposition to the agreement with London negotiated by Jay. His key ally in both these victories was Alexander Hamilton, and it was to Hamilton that Washington turned when it came time, in the fall of 1796, for him to consummate his victory by publishing his “Farewell Address.” Perhaps never before in history had a man of such political power agreed to surrender it:  certainly nobody has ever provided a better illustration of the maxim that one does best to quit when one is ahead. By the conclusion of his second term, George Washington had helped set the course that the United States was to continue to follow. Domestically, he had decided in favor of the Hamiltonian system of commerce and industry, symbolized by the setting up of a central bank. Internationally, he had positioned the country between the warring powers of France, Spain, and Britain in such a way as that it might profit from the rivalry without being directly drawn into it. This had meant a defeat for the southern and agrarian forces, and for the pro-French revolutionary romantics, both factions being (perhaps oddly) led by the same man. Thomas Jefferson’s political brilliance was of course not to be permanently frustrated, but by the time he acceded to the presidency himself it was on terms and conditions that Washington, Hamilton, and Adams had helped to frame and install.

Washington’s achievement was so large, and his execution of it so impeccably and magnanimously timed, that the attacks on him, even by men of the stature of Thomas Paine, appear in retrospect to be petty and irrelevant. It is not really necessary for Cruise O’Brien to speculate that Paine’s polemic was written by a paid hack working for the French: the stuff was poor and it missed  its mark by a mile and this is all that needs to be said. He is closer to his true form when he offers a generous defense of Jefferson’s own Janus-faced conduct in this decisive era: a touch of magnanimity in itself. This book greatly assists us in elucidating the statecraft of America’s first president.






Part One

WASHINGTON’S FIRST TERM





I


ON THE FOURTEENTH DECEMBER, 1799, after a brief illness [Washington] departed this life at Mount Vernon, aged sixty-eight years. On receiving this mournful intelligence, Congress, then in session at Philadelphia passed the following resolution:

Resolved that the speaker’s chair should be shrouded in black, that the members should wear black during the session, and that a joint committee from the Senate and the House, be appointed to devise the most suitable manner of paying honour to the Man, first in war, first in peace and first in the hearts of his countrymen [emphasis mine].



The author of the funeral oration on the death of George Washington was Major-General Henry Lee, a member of Congress from Virginia. In its context the most relevant phrase ran as follows:
First in war, first in peace and first in the hearts of his countrymen, he was second to none in the humble and enduring scenes of private life. Pious, just, humane, temperate and sincere; uniform, dignified and commanding; his example was as edifying to all around him as were the effects of that example lasting.1






During the revolutionary war, Henry Lee had been an exceptionally brilliant cavalry commander who came to be known as “Light-horse Harry.”

When Washington first became president, Henry Lee initially shared the reservations of many Virginians about him, seeing him rightly as a person who did not see himself as a Virginian first, and only secondarily an American. But as soon as Washington’s presidency began to take shape, Henry Lee rallied completely to his support, and was soon briefing him on Jefferson’s attempts to subvert Washington in Virginia.






II

GEORGE WASHINGTON WAS INAUGURATED as president of the United States on April 30, 1789. In August of the same year the first reports of the French Revolution began to reach America. On October 13, 1789, Washington wrote as follows to his close wartime friend and confidant Gouverneur Morris, who was at that time in France, a wealthy private citizen on business at the start of a nine-year residence in Europe during which Washington was to appoint him to represent the United States from 1792 to 1794 as minister plenipotentiary in France:The revolution which has been effected in France is of so wonderful a nature that the mind can hardly realize the fact. If it ends as our last accounts to the first of August predict; that nation will be the most powerful and happy in Europe, but I fear that though it has gone triumphantly through the first paroxysm, it is not the last it has to  encounter before matters are finally settled. In a word, the revolution is of too great magnitude to be effected in so short a space and with the loss of so little blood. The mortification of the King, the intrigues of the Queen, and the discontent of the Princes and the Noblesse will foment divisions, if possible, in the national assembly and will avail themselves of every faux pas in the formulation of the constitution if they do not give a more open active opposition. To these, the licentiousness of the People on one hand and sanguinary punishment on the other will alarm the best disposed friends to the measure and contribute not a little to the overthrow of their object. Great temperance, firmness and foresight are necessary in the movements of that Body. To forbear running from one extreme to another is no easy matter, and should this be the case, rocks and shoals not visible at present may rack the vessel.2
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