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PREFACE


The French Revolution and Varieties of Conservatism: A Study in Contrasts


The texts republished here—about seven decades after Regnery first released an edition of each—are more a gateway into conservative reflections on the French Revolution than to the revolution itself. They undoubtedly demonstrate the major impact the French Revolution had on modern political thought, and they also expose the variety and complexity of modern conservatism. As Elisha Greifer argued in his 1959 introduction to the Regnery edition of Joseph de Maistre’s Essay, the conservatism of Burke (and, I would add, Gentz) differed greatly from that of Maistre, in ways and with legacies that can still provoke readers today.


One could say that modern conservatism itself was a product of the French Revolution, born in reaction to the watershed that the events of the French 1790s represented in European and Western history. Certainly, most of the representatives of the Third Estate who, on June 20, 1789, swore on a tennis court at Versailles that the newly created National Assembly would keep meeting until France had received a constitution, could have never imagined the turn that events would take in Paris in the years that followed. In that summer of 1789, many of those representatives thought (and hoped) that France would develop into a constitutional monarchy on the English model. The National Assembly, however, promptly began passing deeply transformative reforms, such as the abolition of all feudal dues and privileges. In the summer of 1790, the Civil Constitution of the Clergy put the confirmation of new bishops under state control, made secular clergymen salaried employees of the state and subject to popular election, and required all French clergy to swear allegiance to the Revolutionary government. The “refractory” priests who refused to swear had to leave their posts.


The situation escalated in the summer of 1791. The king—who in the first phases of the Revolution had (however reluctantly) approved the reforms passed by the Assembly and had been celebrated as the “Restorer of French liberties”—was caught in Varennes with the royal family while attempting to reach the border and flee France. This event, which many interpreted as proof that he had secretly been plotting with foreign allies against the National Assembly, contributed to the growth of republican sentiments in France. The most radical political clubs in Paris managed to take the reins of the revolutionary process. Jean Paul Marat, one of the leaders of the Cordelier Club, wrote in his newspaper L’Ami du people that the Revolution had not gone far enough: “the same actors, the same masks, the same plots, the same forces” were still ruling over the French nation; “the people” were being crushed by those who wanted to stop the revolutionary process, whose true aims “had been missed completely.”1


At the end of 1792, the king was put on trial. In the previous weeks, some, including Jacobin club leaders Maximilien Robespierre and Louis Antoine Saint-Just, had argued that the king should not even be afforded a trial: as an enemy of the natural rights of man, he—just like any brigand or pirate—had betrayed the fundamental contract of society and therefore was not entitled to the protection of the law. But the king was eventually put on trial for treason and condemned to death. He died at the guillotine on January 21, 1793. Queen Marie Antoinette suffered the same fate in October.


A republican constitution was approved but tacitly suspended after only two months, in October 1793, as the government was proclaimed to be “revolutionary until peacetime”—that is, until the counterrevolutionary threat had been neutralized. In the meantime, on September 5, 1793, the Terror had been proclaimed “the order of the day,” so that the work of punishing repression of the enemies of the Revolution could be carried out more effectively and speedily. Thousands of people were executed in Paris, and many thousands more died elsewhere in France, especially in Lyon and other centers of federalist insurrections (provincial revolts against the centralization of power in the hands of the Parisian institutions), and in the Vendée, where Catholicism and royalism were the main inspirations for rebellion. The repression was accompanied by an intense dechristianizing campaign and attempts to fill the void by introducing new religious practices. Important churches and sculptures were destroyed; the Gregorian calendar was replaced by a revolutionary one; revolutionary “catechisms” were issued; the government sponsored massive, impressively choreographic and symbolic festivals to Nature, to “the unity and Indivisibility of the Republic,” and to the “Cult of the Supreme Being,” in an attempt to reeducate the French citizenry.


Eventually, the Revolution started devouring its own children. In June 1793 the Girondins (one of the main clubs that had supported the republican turn) were purged from the National Convention and tens of their leaders ended up on the guillotine; Cordelier leaders Georges Danton and Camille Desmoulins were also executed in April 1794. The climate of paranoia eventually led the National Convention to rise up against Robespierre and Saint-Just, who were arrested and executed on 9 Thermidor, year II (July 28, 1794), and executed the next day.


Over the four years that followed, under the republican constitution of 1795, France was governed by the Directory—a five-member committee—which tried to bring back some semblance of order and also continued the war that France had been fighting against half of Europe since 1792 both as an attempt to protect the Revolution from its enemies and to export it abroad. The war saw the rise of the skilled Corsican commander Napoleon Bonaparte. Under his leadership, France came to dominate much of continental Europe (including Maistre’s Kingdom of Savoy—today in northern Italy—and Gentz’s Prussia). Claiming to be securing the fruits of the Revolution, in 1800 Napoleon was nominated consul for life and, in 1804, Emperor of the French. After his fall in 1814, the Congress of Vienna, under the leadership of the Austrian statesman Klemens von Metternich, attempted to restore as much of the pre-Revolutionary order as possible, dismantling the empire and putting most traditional dynasties back on European thrones.


But the clock could not be turned back. The French Revolution represented an unprecedented political and ideological watershed in European and Western history. Most of the -isms we employ today (liberalism, conservatism, individualism, to name just a few) did not exist before the French Revolution. The very meaning of the word “revolution” changed. A word that, up to that moment, dictionaries had presented as a synonym of “vicissitude,” “disturbance,” and “sudden change” was now charged with millenarian and universal significance. Revolution came to signify a “collective political act ushering in the birth of a new world.”2


Each of the three writers represented in this volume firmly condemned the palingenetic project of the Jacobins. The stance they took on the French Revolution in their writings was a major reason why later interpreters would label all three them “conservative.”


Edmund Burke (1729–1797)—sometimes called “the father of conservatism”—probably needs less of an introduction than the other authors in this collection. Born in Ireland, he initially became famous both in and outside of England for his arguments defending the rights of the American colonists, the emancipation of Irish Catholics, and the impeachment of the corrupt governor-general of India, Warren Hastings. Famous for these “liberal causes” (to use Kirk’s words),3 which he championed as a Whig member of the House of Commons, an office he held from 1766 to 1794, Burke surprised many (most notoriously Thomas Paine) when, in 1790, he published his rebuttal of what he saw as the principles and aspirations that had inspired the recent events of France. Yet Burke saw no inconsistency between his earlier positions and those presented in the Reflections. One could defend the rights of American, Irish, and Indian subjects and reject the French Revolution because, he argued, what those subjects were protesting and pursuing was radically different from what the revolutionaries had overthrown.


This point was also one of the core arguments of Friedrich Gentz’s long article on the Origin and Principles of the American Revolution, Compared with the Origin and Principles of the French Revolution. A Prussian civil servant and man of letters of non-noble origins—he was only granted the “von” by virtue of a decoration awarded by the King of Sweden in 1804 for his writings—in his youth Gentz (1762–1832) had studied under Immanuel Kant in Königsberg. He had originally looked with excitement to the Parisian upheavals of 1789 and the early 1790s.


Then he encountered Burke’s work. Reading the Reflections represented something of a conversion for the young Gentz, whose own translation of Burke’s book was published in 1793 in Berlin. Gentz—who spoke excellent English and had a greater appreciation and understanding of British politics and administration than most continental Europeans, also read several of Burke’s speeches, including those on America. They all informed the essay here reproposed to readers, initially published in 1800 in the Historisches Journal that Gentz himself had founded. John Quincy Adams, American plenipotentiary in Prussia from 1797 to 1801, read the article, translated it, and had it published in Philadelphia. Eventually—unlike Burke himself, who died in 1797—Gentz got to see the fulfillment of Burke’s prediction that “some popular general” would manage to become “the master of your Assembly, the master of your whole republic.”4


By the time Napoleon’s army passed triumphally through the Brandenburg Gate in Berlin in 1806, Gentz had already moved to Vienna, was employed by the Austrian emperor, and was growing into a determined advocate for a European coalition against Napoleon. Gentz would later be one of the secretaries of the Congress of Vienna and a close advisor to Metternich, the architect of the post-Napoleonic restoration. And yet he has been said to have cultivated a modern (rather than a nostalgic) view of the state, and to have looked favorably on reforms that would make the state more efficient and rational and overcome some of the feudal survivals that were a heritage of the Middle Ages. After all, Gentz was a son of Frederick II’s Prussia and its enlightened absolutism. He had been trained under one of the fathers of the Enlightenment—Kant—and he never entirely recanted that background. He was convinced of the social and political value of religion for the state and considered converting to Catholicism, but remained a nominal Lutheran his whole life, though not practicing regularly.5


Joseph de Maistre (1753–1821) was born in Savoy, at that time part of the Kingdom of Piedmont-Sardinia, which was ruled as an independent monarchy by the House of Savoy, which in the eighteenth century had, like Frederick of Prussia, attempted to implement its own experiment in enlightened despotism. Maistre served as a magistrate and then as a senator in the Senate of Savoy. He then worked as Piedmontese ambassador in Lausanne between 1793 and 1797, and in Saint Petersburg from 1803 to 1817 (after Piedmont was annexed to France in 1802). He concluded his career back in his native kingdom, with a high post in the Piedmontese judicial system.


Maistre was incredibly well read—in the classics as well as in the most influential texts of the Enlightenment—having inherited a rich library from his mother and having received a classical education at a Jesuit school and a royal collège. Like Gentz, he reacted enthusiastically to Burke’s Reflections, and in 1797 he published his own first work on the French Revolution, Les Considérations sur la France. In 1817, he published his influential Du Pape (which Gentz read with interest and commented on), in which he argued for papal infallibility, presenting it as the foundation of order in Europe. The Essay on the Generative Principle of Political Constitutions and Other Human Institutions, republished in this volume, was (significantly) written from a Russian post in 1807 and published in 1814.


Each of the three texts here proposed to readers was published by Regnery in 1950s, with introductions by Russell Kirk and Elisha Greifer that are also reprinted in this volume. Both of these scholars spent most of their lives in Michigan and both served in World War II. Russell Kirk (1918–1994) studied at Michigan State and Duke before being awarded a D.Litt. by the University of St. Andrews in Scotland. His landmark work, The Conservative Mind, which was published by Regnery in 1953, traced the genealogy of a trend of conservative thought that went from Burke to T. S. Eliot through Alexis de Tocqueville, John Quincy Adams, and Nathaniel Hawthorne (among others), and that Kirk identified as the most influential strand of British and American conservatism in his day and key to the American Founding. Kirk produced more than twenty books over the course of his career, which he spent mostly working as an independent scholar, writing about intellectual history, cultural criticism, and education. A few years younger than Kirk, Elisha Greifer (1924–2010) earned his PhD in political science from Harvard in 1958 with a dissertation on “Varieties of Conservative Thought,” and went on to teach at Wheaton College, Vassar College, and Northern Michigan University.


Greifer’s and Kirk’s introductions offer wonderfully insightful biographies of Burke, Gentz, and Maistre and overviews of their main arguments, so in the remainder of this essay I will focus on developing a comparison among them and their conservatisms. These critics of the French Revolution, indeed, were not all of one mind, and they did not draw from the revolutionary years the same lessons on history, politics, and human nature.


What Burke, Gentz, and Maistre did share was that they were all important European critics of the French Revolution. All three of them attacked the dismissal of (if not contempt for) traditional morality and ancient wisdom and the nearly unlimited faith in progress that animated the revolutionary leaders; the fact that the hasty ambition of the revolutionaries was inspired and guided by abstract, universal principles rather than political prudence and a careful consideration of the social circumstances and history of France; that this ambition led the French revolutionaries to act in defiance of the laws of their country and to demolish century-old political institutions almost overnight; that the final purpose of the Revolution was indefinite at the beginning and kept changing. Burke, Gentz, and Maistre all deplored the rationalism, irreligiosity, and anticlericalism they had seen growing in European culture during the second half of the eighteenth century; the presentiment (for Burke) and rearward judgment (for Gentz and Maistre) was that these features were destined to make the revolutionary process deeply destructive, so that it would inevitably degenerate into Terror.


On all of these points, the three writers agreed, and their agreement has led many later interpreters—with good reasons—to label them “conservative.”6 I would add that the three possibly underestimated the significance of more moderate, reformist protagonists of the early, pre-1791 phases of the French Revolutionary process, such as the Marquis de Lafayette and the Feuillants Club, who, though sympathetic to change, thought it should be carried out in tandem with the monarch, and should lead to an English-type constitutional monarchy.


Let us now address their differences.7 Through the writings of Burke and Gentz, we are exposed to a conservatism that was deeply appreciative of the value of tradition, but did not perceive tradition as antithetical to reform and did not deny that there were problems in the Old Regime which called for change. Burke rejected the French Revolutionaries’ aspirations for total change, but he also argued that “a state without the means of some change is without the means of its conservation.” He insisted that “conservation” and “correction” (or “improvement”) are not to be conceived as at odds with each other, and warned that a state rejecting any reform “might even risk the loss of that part of the constitution which it wished the most religiously to preserve.”8


Both Burke and Gentz praised Louis XVI (arguably with some idealization of the figure of the king) precisely for his openness to reforming the French state. Both recognized, moreover, the licentiousness of the French clergy and nobility. Both acknowledged that the government of France was “full of abuses,” and that “when the deputies of the states assembled together in the year 1789, they had beyond all doubt the right to undertake great reforms in the government.”9 The great fault of the French revolutionaries had not been inventing problems that did not exist, but rather making those real defects and abuses the pretexts for pursuing a total refashioning of the French society and government.


Burke’s and Gentz’s attitude toward tradition and reform was grounded in a notion of the human being as an “intricate” mixture of good and evil, by nature made to live in society. Liberty, they believed, could accompany “wisdom and justice” and become a “rational” and “noble freedom,” leading men to the cultivation of a virtuous life, but it could also easily lead one to choose a life of misrule and excess.10


Both Burke and Gentz, moreover, thought men to be endowed with rights. As examples, Burke listed the “right to live by [the rule of law]”; the “right to do justice”; the “right to the fruits of their industry; and to the means of making their industry fruitful”; the “right to the acquisitions of their parents; to the nourishment and improvement of their offspring; to instruction in life, and to consolation in death”; and the right “to a fair portion of all which society, with all its combinations of skill and force, can do in his favour.” Burke clarified that having “equal rights” did not mean having “equal things,” and that individual rights were not to be understood as absolute, but always as rights of a “social civil man,” and therefore to be carefully balanced with the needs of the specific community and political order in which the individual was living. These, which Burke called the “real rights of men,” he regarded as worth defending.11 Gentz, who criticized the French Revolution for its “violation” and “contempt of rights,” would probably have largely agreed with him, though possibly seeing rights as originating from one’s status as a citizen and from constitutions rather than natural law.12


From their view of human nature stemmed also their view of government as naturally necessary but also limited. Because “the causes of evil . . . are permanent,” Burke wrote, “a certain quantum of power must always exist in the community, in some hands, and under some appellation.”13 That a governing power must exist, however, did not mean it should be arbitrary or absolute. Neither Burke nor Gentz denied that resistance to authority could be—in the face of serious abuse—legal, and they believed that, even in normal times, the people and the government should limit and temper each other. One of the great dangers that the French were incurring was that, by making the power of the people unrestrained, the state might become “all in all.”14 That danger was a product of the revolutionary leaders’ disregard for the law and for the legality of their actions. Both Burke and Gentz had a very high view of the English constitution and law—both unwritten and written—regarding them as a guarantee of order and also of the rights and liberties of the people.


In Burke’s and Gentz’s view, the American Revolution, unlike the French one, had been respectful of all these premises, and for this reason deserved their respect. Gentz made the argument more explicitly than Burke, but he was arguably elaborating a comparison that was already implicit in Burke’s speeches on America and in the Reflections.15 Gentz celebrated the prudence of the American Founders, their determination not to break with the English crown except as a last resort after all attempts at conciliation had failed, their respect for English law, and their concern with the lawfulness of their resolutions. He praised the fact that, after declaring independence, “they allowed to . . . speculative ideas, no visible influence upon their practical measures and resolves.”16


In presenting these arguments, Gentz displayed great attention to the various steps of the Anglo-American controversy and offered a very detailed disquisition on tea, monopolies, assemblies, taxes, prices, and the respective rights that the English constitution attributed to the colonial assemblies, the Parliament, and the monarchy. One finds the same careful consideration of history and its twists and turns—for example, the character of French society and its orders, and the conduct of the French king in the early phases of the Revolution—in Burke’s Reflections. This shared attention to history stemmed from the two men’s conceptions of the intricate nature of humanity and politics, and of the prudence, moderation, and attention to the innumerable facets of history and human experience that the arts of legislation and government require.


Historical awareness is only one of the many ways in which Burke’s and Gentz’s texts differ from Maistre’s. The main difference is arguably the consequence of different theoretical premises. Maistre did not feel any need to consider whether the specific social and political circumstances of eighteenth-century France could have offered reasonable hope that a path of reform could be undertaken, because he simply rejected that the French Old Regime needed reform. He regarded “reform” itself as a word to be looked upon with suspicion and saw even Jacques Necker’s proposal that France should take the English constitution as an example as foolish and pitiful.


Maistre, indeed, denied that human reform could produce improvements of any kind and endorsed Origen’s view: “Nothing . . . can be altered for the better among men without God.”17 In his lack of consideration for the specific circumstances of French government and society on the eve of 1789, Maistre totally disregarded and implicitly dismissed the possibility that real problems within the French Old Regime might have played a part in creating the premises for the French Revolution. If abuses had existed, he argued, they should be regarded as an “unavoidable dissonance in the great keyboard [of the universe]” and as divinely ordained; man should not dare judge the faults of rulers or correct them, because God’s Providence might use them as instruments of his inscrutable designs.


The Old Regime thus emerges from Maistre’s writings (as from those of another influential conservative intellectual, the French Viscount de Bonald) as a time of order and harmony, when the French people were guided to embrace divine truth by God’s own emissaries on earth—the pope and king.18 From this totally idealized view of prerevolutionary France, the French Revolution naturally looked like the deranged product of the folly and propaganda of a group of impious conspirators. Maistre’s rejection of what Burke saw as the very legitimate principles of “correction” and “improvement” led Elisha Greifer, in his introduction to Maistre’s Essay, to label his conservatism as “intransigeance” and to ask whether the intransigents’ resistance to reform and disregard of the flaws of the Old Regime might have even “invite[d] decay and destruction.”19


Maistre’s intransigence was inspired by a much more negative view of human liberty and reason than Burke’s and Gentz’s. Though he did state that “doubtless, man is a free, intelligent and noble creature,” the rest of the Essay did not leave the door open to any possibility that individual human efforts and human reason could ever produce improvement or lead one closer to the truth. In another text, he talked about dogmas, prejudices, individual abnegation, submission, and belief as key to the health of a nation and argued that individual “reason should be curbed under a double yoke; it should be frustrated.”20 In light of the French Revolution, Maistre concluded that if human reason was left free to wonder and explore it would likely come up with dangerous follies such as the Jacobins’ ideas of natural liberty and the rights of men. Maistre, on the contrary, regarded liberty and rights as concessions made by kings to their subjects, only if the ability of the state to control those subjects allowed.


In a seeming paradox, in some passages Maistre talked of a “primitive common sense” and “practical wisdom” as naturally able to perceive the falsity of Jacobin fancies. He also seemed to envision the possibility of a society in which people would naturally obey the word that God had spoken to the prophets and Christ’s disciples and that was communicated to all faithful by the Church and the kings that the Church consecrated.


Thus Maistre’s view of human nature seems to fluctuate between two extremes: on one hand, the confidence that man’s primitive common sense, when shielded from the pernicious influence of impious, rebellious minds, will naturally obey godly commands and follow the revealed truth; on the other, the conviction that individual human reason should never be left free to wander without guidance or critically evaluate, debate, or judge the truth transmitted by popes and kings—or else impious minds will rise and the “conspiracy” will grow. The common denominator between these two extremes is, ultimately, the submission of the individual to authority. Significantly, the earliest known use of the word “individualism” is by Maistre in 1820, in his account of a conversation in which he expressed his concern about the “deep and frightening division of minds, this infinite fragmentation of all doctrines, political protestantism carried to the most absolute individualism.”21


Since leaving the individual free to reason alone led to frightening confusion, it was good for men—Maistre believed—to be completely subjected to the political authority of kings. While he praised the English constitution for not being “made a priori,” and for having developed over time through the “work of circumstances” and “good sense,” he did not have much appreciation for mixed government; he thought that English “experience and moderation” were the only reasons such a messy, inherently transient constitution had survived for centuries. It seemed clear to him that “history . . . demonstrates that a hereditary monarchy is the government most stable, appropriate, and natural to man,” that people should never be allowed to choose their rulers, and that a state should direct people’s conduct “by every possible means.”22 Maistre believed monarchies and empires had been divinely established in primitive, immemorable times and that it was God himself who ruled by the hands and decrees of Catholic kings, consecrated by the Church. A king’s power, therefore, should be absolute. Burke, in contrast, would have abhorred the idea that the state might become “all in all”—be it a Jacobin democracy or a Catholic sacral monarchy. Maistre would have seen the latter as ideal.


Maistre went so far as to argue against the need for positive, written law—another point on which he departed from conservatives such as Burke and Gentz, and also from much of Western legal tradition (although he tried to show continuity between his ideas and Greek and Roman jurisprudence).23 Indeed, much of his Essay was occupied with building the argument that laws are weakened by being written down. Putting something into writing makes it a possible object of evaluation and discussion. Maistre seemed to regard it as worthwhile to put something in writing only when a certain truth was suffering serious attack. In his essay, the signing of the English Magna Carta (which Burke celebrated as a fundamental moment in the development of the English constitutional tradition), the Council of Trent, and even Scripture (!) were presented as somewhat unfortunate necessities.24 The English mixed constitution, Maistre suggested, had survived for so long only because it had not been written and had therefore remained somewhat malleable, leaving room for monarchs, for example, to suspend habeas corpus with frequency. Ultimately, what Maistre was calling for was a kind of government where the law would be dictated by the spoken word of the king.


The causes of the difference we noted earlier, in the role that history plays in these conservative writers’ positions, thus become clear. For Maistre, dogma should be communicated, stated, believed, and obeyed; it should not be explained. History should be interpreted by those chosen by God for the task, and they should translate the wisdom coming from the past into law and speak it to the people. As much as the Essay might have stressed the value of history, experience, and the past, the text was much more concerned with building an argument for the spoken word against the written one rather than with a careful consideration of the experience of the past. With his approach to history and his notion of language as the natural expression of the soul of a nation (but also with his vision of a healthy nation, where all would be of one mind and naturally embrace the truth), Maistre came closer to the arguments that, more or less in the same months, the German philosopher Johann Gottlieb Fichte was presenting in a series of addresses given at the University of Berlin than to political thinkers such as Burke and Gentz.25


Finally, everything suggests that Maistre, who wrote little about the American Revolution, would have disagreed with Burke and Gentz on that too and judged the American project as insanity, doomed to failure. On top of his arguments against written constitutions, Maistre maintained that an “assembly of men . . . form[ing] a nation” would be “ranked among the most memorable follies.” And one can guess, based on his argument that “by the very nature of things, monarchy becomes more necessary in proportion as an association increases in size” and that “the [geographical] size of the French nation precludes even the thought of [a] form of government [other than the monarchical one],”26 that he would never have thought that the American constitutional order would stand the test of time.


It seems clear, then, that these three witnesses of the French Revolution drew very different lessons from it, and thus contributed to the genesis of different kinds of conservative thought. In Burke and Gentz, on the one hand, we see a reformist kind of conservatism committed to recovering aspects of premodern moral and political traditions without idealizing premodern social structures and institutions, a conservatism that held hierarchies in society as somewhat inevitable but did not see them as antithetical to notions of rights and equality—notions rooted in a biblical view of man and natural law, and recognized by centuries of Christian tradition. In Maistre, on the other side, we see exemplified a more intransigent version of conservative thought, which did not admit any possibility of acceptance of or even coexistence with the postrevolutionary order and condemned ideals of rights and equality as the product of the rebellious mind of a century that had refused to submit to authority and chased the fallacies of individual reasons. Thus, if we want to keep calling Burke the “father of conservatism,” we should at least clarify to what kind of conservatism we are referring. The divergences between Maistre’s conservatism and Burke’s seem at least as important as their points of agreement.


What is the value of reading these texts and comparing these different trends of conservative thought today? Seven decades ago, Russell Kirk presented these writings as a cautionary tale, a warning against a kind of liberal optimism unable to see that the great liberation of the eighteenth century had also liberated forces that, in the attempt to make a more just world, had inspired the Russian Revolution and the Soviet totalitarian project. The point was particularly timely when Kirk was writing, amid the Cold War and the rise of scholarship such as that of R. R. Palmer, who interpreted the American and French Revolutions as part of one worldwide revolutionary movement for democracy.27 Kirk’s point is as valuable today as it was then.


But maybe there is an additional cautionary tale that we can draw from comparing these texts, one that has more to say to readers today—especially readers of a conservative persuasion—than it would have in the 1950s. We are living in an age when Cold War optimism seems to have died and trust in the Western liberal order itself is collapsing. The culture wars may be no less intense today than in Maistre’s times. It might be worth remembering, then, that if Kirk was right (and not alone)28 in seeing an ideological connection between the forces liberated by the French Revolution and the Soviet project, it is also true that, especially in continental Europe, a lot of conservatives à la Maistre—that is, conservatives who perceived the modern liberal order as a total, existential threat to Christian Europe and who were unable or unwilling to consider any possibility of correction of that order from within—were ultimately drawn to place their hopes in extreme figures such as Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini, and Francisco Franco. These leaders promised a return to order and (in some cases) a Christian restoration. Millions of conservative Christians contributed, with their votes, devoted support, or just their resigned acceptance, to those authoritarian leaders’ rise to power, and ultimately the new kind of revolution that their regimes represented.29


Where might a Burke or a Gentz have placed himself amid the turmoil of the twentieth century? Or today? What of the questions that Greifer asked seventy years ago, about the “cohesiveness of society” and whether “a system of belief which integrates society” can include some aspects of the post–French Revolution liberal order?30 Those questions seem more urgent than ever. All the more reason to read these texts with the greatest care.


—Anna Vincenzi


Hillsdale, Michigan


April 2024


A note on the texts: The works included in this volume are in all essentials the works as they were published by Regnery in the 1950s. The original spelling and punctuation have been retained, with these exceptions: A very few clear errors in the text have been corrected. Some silent edits have been made to the punctuation of the texts where the original seemed likely to confuse or distract present-day readers. And the notes have been edited to make the information they contain more readily accessible. Regnery originally published Friedrich Gentz’s The Origin and Principles of the American Revolution, Compared with the Origin and Principles of the French Revolution under the title The French and American Revolutions Compared and Joseph de Maistre’s Essay on the Generative Principle of Political Constitutions and Other Human Institutions as On God and Society. In this edition the original titles of both works are restored.




REFLECTIONS ON THE REVOLUTION IN FRANCE


Edmund Burke




INTRODUCTION


by Russell Kirk


When the Bastille fell, Edmund Burke was sixty years old, a party leader who had been out of office most of his career, an orator celebrated for his espousal of liberal causes. His Irish vehemence of character, which had enabled him to overwhelm George III and his supporters with splendid scornful imagery, at this juncture was directed against Warren Hastings, the conqueror and plunderer of India. Burke never had hesitated to attack the powerful, or to defend the weak, or to oppose the might of his high imagination to established interests, if he thought established interests unjust. His chief constructive measure as a statesman had been the Economical Reform, which mightily amended the structure and operation of the government machine in despite of everything that placeholders and royal influence could do to prevent it. He had been the most outspoken champion of the Irish Catholics, zealous to free them from the cruel disabilities under which they labored. He had insisted, when first he rose to eminence in the House of Commons, that Americans possessed both the rights of Englishmen and the rights which they had acquired in the history of their colonial experience. He had steadfastly opposed all policies calculated to reduce private liberties, to centralize authority, or to diminish the prerogatives of Parliament. His generous sympathies for the ancient rights of civilized men extended far beyond England and Ireland, to Canada and Madras. Incorruptible in private and public life, Burke was not a rich man, nor was he of high birth. Even his own party—let alone the English crown—never had properly rewarded his courage, his brilliance, his scholarship, and his energy. It seemed, therefore, to many of the leaders of liberal opinion in revolutionary France—to Mirabeau and Thomas Paine and “Anacharsis” Cloots and a young gentleman named Dupont—that Burke, more than any other English political leader, was admirably calculated to head in Britain a radical movement of reform on French principles.


But the French liberals reckoned without their man. Paine, Cloots, and Dupont all had visited Burke at Beaconsfield, and had enjoyed his kindnesses; and all three wrote to him, in 1789, in the expectation that he would approve their radical alteration of French institutions. They had mistaken Burke’s whole nature. He was not a man of the Enlightenment, but a generous Christian statesman, guided by the wisdom of his ancestors, and imbued with the moral and political convictions of Aristotle, Cicero, the Fathers of the Church, the Schoolmen, and the great English divines. The presumption of the Age of Reason summoned forth Burke’s indignation and contempt. Endowed with a prophet’s genius, he marvellously foresaw the whole course of events which would follow upon the French attempt to reconstruct society after an abstract pattern. The Revolution, after careering fiercely through a series of stages of hysterical violence, would end in a despotism; but by that time, it would have brought down in ruin most that was lovely and noble in traditional society. Burke resolved that England should not share in France’s folly, and that the whole of the civilized world must be awakened to the menace of these abstractions of impractical speculators, which would expose mankind to the terrible cruelty of the brute that lurks beneath our fallen human nature, instead of conjuring up the Noble Savage of romantic literature.


Edmund Burke, much read in history and much practiced in the conduct of political affairs, knew that men are not naturally good, but beings of mingled good and evil, kept obedient to a moral law chiefly by the force of habit and custom, which the revolutionaries would discard as so much ancient rubbish. He knew that all the advantages of the civil social existence are the product of intricate human experience over many centuries, not to be amended overnight by some coffee-house philosopher. He knew religion to be a great benefit to mankind, and established order to be a great benefit, and hereditary possessions, and the mass of prescriptive beliefs which we call “prejudices.” He set his face, then, against the revolutionaries like a man who finds himself suddenly beset by robbers.


Burke had defended the rights of the American colonists because they were the traditional and real rights of actual men, developed in the course of history. He attacked the false concept of the Rights of Man expounded by the French speculators because he recognized in this abstract notion of rights an insensate desire to be free of all duties toward the past and toward posterity. Burke never favored revolution; he bitterly regretted the American war, and had labored always for conciliation, neither repression nor revolution. And the American Revolution, after all, was in truth, as Burke said of the triumph of William and Mary, “a revolution not made, but prevented”; it was an act of separation, but it preserved, rather than destroyed, the traditional framework of life in America. The French Revolution, on the other hand, was intended to uproot that delicate growth called society, and, if not impeded both in the realm of mind and the realm of politics, would end by subjecting all men either to anarchy or to a ruthless master. They would have lost all real rights in the pursuit of pretended abstract rights.


In Parliament, Burke’s high and solemn denunciation of the French Revolution at first had little effect. His own friend and fellow-leader of the Whigs, Fox, looked upon the upheaval in France as a splendid triumph of progress and liberty; while the younger Pitt, then in power, thought the eclipse of the French monarchy more an opportunity for English advantage than a menace to established English society. Perceiving that he must appeal from St. Stephen’s Hall to the sound sense of the English public, Burke set to work writing a tremendous answer to a letter from his young French acquaintance Dupont, which soon became that book which is the foundation of conservative philosophy, Reflections on the Revolution in France. Dupont never saw this tremendous epistle until it was published, and then was astounded by it. The immediate effect of the Reflections was titanic. The Tories, the Portland Whigs, and some other persons began at once to perceive the terrible danger of revolution, and proceeded to that course of action which, in the long run, would crush Napoleon. Fox’s Whigs, on the contrary, cried down Burke as an apostate, and the Duke of Bedford was rash enough to accuse Burke of mere self-seeking, so that he provoked Burke’s crushing reply called A Letter to a Noble Lord. A flood of pamphlets in answer to Burke’s great work appeared throughout Britain and the Continent; in the English language, the two most influential retorts were those of James Mackintosh and Tom Paine. Mackintosh, as the Revolution progressed, confessed that Burke had been wholly right, and became one of Burke’s most ardent disciples; and though Paine never disavowed his own radicalism, his narrow escape from the guillotine in Paris was sufficient refutation of his early high hopes for French liberty and justice.


Burke, Paine said, pitied the plumage but forgot the dying bird:


When we see a man dramatically lamenting in a publication intended to be believed that “The age of chivalry is gone! that The glory of Europe is extinguished for ever! that The unbought grace of life (if anyone knows what it is), the cheap defence of nations, the nurse of manly sentiment and heroic enterprise is gone!” and all this because the Quixot age of chivalry nonsense is gone, what opinion can we form of his judgment, or what regard can we pay to his facts? In the rhapsody of his imagination he has discovered a world of wind mills, and his sorrows are that there are no Quixots to attack them. But if the age of aristocracy, like that of chivalry, should fall (and they had originally some connection), Mr. Burke, the trumpeter of the order, may continue his parody to the end, and finish with exclaiming: “Othello’s occupation’s gone!”


This passage is from The Age of Reason. In the minds of liberals as well as the minds of conservatives, from Woodrow Wilson to Harold Laski, from Samuel Taylor Coleridge to Paul Elmer More, Burke vanquished Paine in this great debate; and certainly he won the immense majority of his countrymen, so that Britain turned all her immense energies toward the defeat of revolutionary violence. The leadership which is inspired by honor, that love of things established which grows out of a high veneration of the wisdom of our ancestors, that profound sagacity which reconciles necessary change with the best in the old order—these things Burke knew to be infinitely superior to all the pretended Rights of Man that Paine extolled; and British and American society, at least, have been incalculably influenced by Burke ever since the Reflections was published in 1790.


On first examination, the Reflections may seem to be a chaotic book; but really it is nothing of the sort. Burke “winds into his subject like a serpent,” blending history with principle, splendid imagery with profound practical aphorisms. All his life, he detested “abstractions”—that is, speculative notions with no secure foundation in history or in knowledge of true human character. What Burke is doing in this book, then, is setting forth a system of “principles”—by which he meant general truths deduced from the wisdom of our ancestors, practical experience, and a knowledge of the human heart. He never indulges in “pure” philosophy because he will not admit that the statesman has any right to look at man in the abstract, rather than at particular men in particular circumstances.


The first portion of the book is a comparison of the political convictions of Englishmen with those of the French revolutionaries. Burke demolishes a radical Unitarian preacher of London, Dr. Price, and proceeds to show that the Glorious Revolution of 1688 was not a radical break with English traditions, but rather a preservation of prescriptive institutions. Then he passes on to expose the sophistries and fallacies of the Jacobin reformers, and to analyze the rights of men, true and false. He defends the church against the zealots of Reason, and the old constitution of France against the fanatic advocate of turning society inside out. He speaks up for honor and the unbought grace of life. Then, in the latter portion of his pamphlet, he assails the National Assembly, which by presumption has been delivered up to folly and crime, and which will end by destroying justice and its own existence. To understand the greatness of Burke’s book, one must read it through, and that with the closest attention. Written at white heat, the Reflections burns with all the wrath and anguish of a prophet who saw the traditions of Christendom and the fabric of the civil social state dissolving before his eyes. Yet his words are suffused with a keenness of observation and a high wisdom which are the marks of a great practical statesman. This book is polemic at its most overwhelming strength, an undying work of political philosophy, and one of the most influential tracts in the history of the world.


Today its pertinence is greater for both conservatives and liberals (Burke himself was both) than it was forty years ago. The revolution of our times has dissipated the shallow optimism of the early years of the twentieth century, and we now perceive in the Russian Revolution the counterpart, still more terrible, of the French Revolution; and we behold in the grinding tyranny of the Soviets the full realization of Burke’s prophecies. Having broken with all the old sanctions to integrity, Burke knew, revolutionaries must come down to force and terror, the only influences which suffice to govern a society that repudiates the conservative principles of veneration and prudence. The spirit of religion and the spirit of a gentleman, Burke tells us, gave to modern Europe everything generous and lovely in our culture. A speculative system which detests both piety and just order speedily will repudiate even the pretended affection for equality which gives that system its initial appeal to the masses. “To them, the will, the wish, the want, the liberty, the toil, the blood of individuals is nothing,” Burke wrote of the Jacobins. “Individuality is left out of their scheme of government. The state is all in all. Everything is referred to the production of force; afterwards, everything is trusted to the use of it. It is military in its principle, in its maxims, in its spirit, and in all its movements. The state has dominion and conquest for its sole objects; dominion over minds by proselytism, over bodies by arms.” We know all too well, in the middle of the twentieth century, the dreadful accuracy of this description, which nineteenth-century optimists took for mere distempered fantasy. We, to our sorrow, live in that “antagonist world” of madness and despair which Burke contrasted with the traditional order of civil social existence.


A year after the Reflections was published, the ascendancy of that book was not yet complete among Burke’s personal friends, though by 1793 the power of Burke’s mind, combining with the reaction from the Terror, would turn the overwhelming majority of thinking Englishmen against radical schemes of social alteration. Even Earl Fitzwilliam, the heir of Burke’s great friend and patron Lord Rockingham, still hoped, late in 1791, that some might come out of Continental liberalism; he hesitated to endorse a crusade against the revolutionary regime. By ’93, however, the pamphlets of Paine and Priestley, the sermons of Dr. Price, the intrigues of the Constitutional Society and the Revolutionary Society, even the eloquence of Fox, all were scattered like chaff in the blast of Burke’s whirlwind wrath. “I am come to a time of life,” he wrote to Lord Fitzwilliam, “in which it is not permitted that we should trifle with our existence. I am fallen into a state of the world, that will not suffer me to play at little sports, or to enfeeble the part I am bound to take, by smaller collateral considerations. I cannot proceed, as if things went on in the beaten circle of events, such as I have known them for half a century. The moral state of mankind fills me with dismay and horrors. The abyss of Hell itself seems to yawn before me. I must act, think, and feel according to the exigencies of its tremendous reason.” Oliver Goldsmith once feared that Burke was giving to his party the noble talents he ought to give to mankind. In the end, it was altogether different, for Burke broke with party and friends and the very climate of opinion, out of “the exigencies of this tremendous reason.” Only today are we coming to understand fully the nobility and the wisdom of his act.




REFLECTIONS ON THE REVOLUTION IN FRANCE AND ON THE PROCEEDINGS IN CERTAIN SOCIETIES IN LONDON RELATIVE TO THAT EVENT: IN A LETTER INTENDED TO HAVE BEEN SENT TO A GENTLEMAN IN PARIS. 1790.


It may not be unnecessary to inform the reader, that the following Reflections had their origin in a correspondence between the Author and a very young gentleman at Paris, who did him the honour of desiring his opinion upon the important transactions, which then, and ever since, have so much occupied the attention of all men. An answer was written some time in the month of October, 1789; but it was kept back upon prudential considerations. That letter is alluded to in the beginning of the following sheets. It has been since forwarded to the person to whom it was addressed. The reasons for the delay in sending it were assigned in a short letter to the same gentleman. This produced on his part a new and pressing application for the Author’s sentiments.


The Author began a second and more full discussion on the subject. This he had some thoughts of publishing early in the last spring; but, the matter gaining upon him, he found that what he had undertaken not only far exceeded the measure of a letter, but that its importance required rather a more detailed consideration than at that time he had any leisure to bestow upon it. However, having thrown down his first thoughts in the form of a letter, and, indeed, when he sat down to write, having intended it for a private letter, he found it difficult to change the form of address, when his sentiments had grown into a greater extent, and had received another direction. A different plan, he is sensible, might be more favourable to a commodious division and distribution of his matter.


* * *


Dear Sir,


You are pleased to call again, and with some earnestness, for my thoughts on the late proceedings in France. I will not give you reason to imagine that I think my sentiments of such value as to wish myself to be solicited about them. They are of too little consequence to be very anxiously either communicated or withheld. It was from attention to you, and to you only, that I hesitated at the time when you first desired to receive them. In the first letter I had the honour to write to you, and which at length I send, I wrote neither for, nor from, any description of men; nor shall I in this. My errors, if any, are my own. My reputation alone is to answer for them.


You see, sir, by the long letter I have transmitted to you, that though I do most heartily wish that France may be animated by a spirit of rational liberty, and that I think you bound, in all honest policy, to provide a permanent body in which that spirit may reside, and an effectual organ by which it may act, it is my misfortune to entertain great doubts concerning several material points in your late transactions.


You imagined, when you wrote last, that I might possibly be reckoned among the approvers of certain proceedings in France from the solemn public seal of sanction they have received from two clubs of gentlemen in London, called the Constitutional Society, and the Revolution Society.


I certainly have the honour to belong to more clubs than one, in which the constitution of this kingdom, and the principles of the glorious Revolution, are held in high reverence; and I reckon myself among the most forward in my zeal for maintaining that constitution and those principles in their utmost purity and vigour. It is because I do so that I think it necessary for me that there should be no mistake. Those who cultivate the memory of our Revolution, and those who are attached to the constitution of this kingdom, will take good care how they are involved with persons, who under the pretext of zeal towards the Revolution and constitution too frequently wander from their true principles; and are ready on every occasion to depart from the firm but cautious and deliberate spirit which produced the one, and which presides in the other. Before I proceed to answer the more material particulars in your letter, I shall beg leave to give you such information as I have been able to obtain of the two clubs which have thought proper, as bodies, to interfere in the concerns of France; first assuring you, that I am not, and that I have never been, a member of either of those societies.


The first, calling itself the Constitutional Society, or Society for Constitutional Information, or by some such title, is, I believe, of seven or eight years standing. The institution of this society appears to be of a charitable, and so far of a laudable nature: it was intended for the circulation, at the expense of the members, of many books, which few others would be at the expense of buying; and which might lie on the hands of the booksellers, to the great loss of an useful body of men. Whether the books, so charitably circulated, were ever as charitably read, is more than I know. Possibly several of them have been exported to France; and, like goods not in request here, may with you have found a market. I have heard much talk of the lights to be drawn from books that are sent from hence. What improvements they have had in their passage (as it is said some liquors are meliorated by crossing the sea) I cannot tell: but I never heard a man of common judgment, or the least degree of information, speak a word in praise of the greater part of the publications circulated by that society; nor have their proceedings been accounted, except by some of themselves, as of any serious consequence.


Your National Assembly seems to entertain much the same opinion that I do of this poor charitable club. As a nation, you reserved the whole stock of your eloquent acknowledgments for the Revolution Society; when their fellows in the Constitutional were, in equity, entitled to some share. Since you have selected the Revolution Society as the great object of your national thanks and praises, you will think me excusable in making its late conduct the subject of my observations. The National Assembly of France has given importance to these gentlemen by adopting them: and they return the favour, by acting as a committee in England for extending the principles of the National Assembly. Henceforward we must consider them as a kind of privileged persons; as no inconsiderable members in the diplomatic body. This is one among the revolutions which have given splendour to obscurity, and distinction to undiscerned merit. Until very lately I do not recollect to have heard of this club. I am quite sure that it never occupied a moment of my thoughts; nor, I believe, those of any person out of their own set. I find, upon inquiry, that on the anniversary of the Revolution in 1688, a club of dissenters, but of what denomination I know not, have long had the custom of hearing a sermon in one of their churches; and that afterwards they spent the day cheerfully, as other clubs do, at the tavern. But I never heard that any public measure, or political system, much less that the merits of the constitution of any foreign nation, had been the subject of a formal proceeding at their festivals; until, to my inexpressible surprise, I found them in a sort of public capacity, by a congratulatory address, giving an authoritative sanction to the proceedings of the National Assembly in France.


In the ancient principles and conduct of the club, so far at least as they were declared, I see nothing to which I could take exception. I think it very probable, that for some purpose, new members may have entered among them; and that some truly Christian politicians, who love to dispense benefits, but are careful to conceal the hand which distributes the dole, may have made them the instruments of their pious designs. Whatever I may have reason to suspect concerning private management, I shall speak of nothing as of a certainty but what is public.


For one, I should be sorry to be thought, directly or indirectly, concerned in their proceedings. I certainly take my full share, along with the rest of the world, in my individual and private capacity, in speculating on what has been done, or is doing, on the public stage, in any place ancient or modern; in the republic of Rome, or the republic of Paris; but having no general apostolical mission, being a citizen of a particular state, and being bound up, in a considerable degree, by its public will, I should think it at least improper and irregular for me to open a formal public correspondence with the actual government of a foreign nation, without the express authority of the government under which I live.


I should be still more unwilling to enter into that correspondence under anything like an equivocal description, which to many, unacquainted with our usages, might make the address, in which I joined, appear as the act of persons in some sort of corporate capacity, acknowledged by the laws of this kingdom, and authorized to speak the sense of some part of it. On account of the ambiguity and uncertainty of unauthorized general descriptions, and of the deceit which may be practised under them, and not from mere formality, the House of Commons would reject the most sneaking petition for the most trifling object, under that mode of signature to which you have thrown open the folding doors of your presence chamber, and have ushered into your National Assembly with as much ceremony and parade, and with as great a bustle of applause, as if you had been visited by the whole representative majesty of the whole English nation. If what this society has thought proper to send forth had been a piece of argument, it would have signified little whose argument it was. It would be neither the more nor the less convincing on account of the party it came from. But this is only a vote and resolution. It stands solely on authority; and in this case it is the mere authority of individuals, few of whom appear. Their signatures ought, in my opinion, to have been annexed to their instrument. The world would then have the means of knowing how many they are; who they are; and of what value their opinions may be, from their personal abilities, from their knowledge, their experience, or their lead and authority in this state. To me, who am but a plain man, the proceeding looks a little too refined, and too ingenious; it has too much the air of a political stratagem, adopted for the sake of giving, under a high-sounding name, an importance to the public declarations of this club, which, when the matter came to be closely inspected, they did not altogether so well deserve. It is a policy that has very much the complexion of a fraud.


I flatter myself that I love a manly, moral, regulated liberty as well as any gentleman of that society, be he who he will; and perhaps I have given as good proofs of my attachment to that cause, in the whole course of my public conduct. I think I envy liberty as little as they do, to any other nation. But I cannot stand forward, and give praise or blame to anything which relates to human actions, and human concerns, on a simple view of the object, as it stands stripped of every relation, in all the nakedness and solitude of metaphysical abstraction. Circumstances (which with some gentlemen pass for nothing) give in reality to every political principle its distinguishing colour and discriminating effect. The circumstances are what render every civil and political scheme beneficial or noxious to mankind. Abstractedly speaking, government, as well as liberty, is good; yet could I, in common sense, ten years ago, have felicitated France on her enjoyment of a government (for she then had a government) without inquiry what the nature of that government was, or how it was administered? Can I now congratulate the same nation upon its freedom? Is it because liberty in the abstract may be classed amongst the blessings of mankind, that I am seriously to felicitate a mad-man, who has escaped from the protecting restraint and wholesome darkness of his cell, on his restoration to the enjoyment of light and liberty? Am I to congratulate a highwayman and murderer, who has broke prison, upon the recovery of his natural rights? This would be to act over again the scene of the criminals condemned to the galleys, and their heroic deliverer, the metaphysic knight of the sorrowful countenance.


When I see the spirit of liberty in action, I see a strong principle at work; and this, for a while, is all I can possibly know of it. The wild gas, the fixed air, is plainly broke loose: but we ought to suspend our judgment until the first effervescence is a little subsided, till the liquor is cleared, and until we see something deeper than the agitation of a troubled and frothy surface. I must be tolerably sure, before I venture publicly to congratulate men upon a blessing, that they have really received one. Flattery corrupts both the receiver and the giver; and adulation is not of more service to the people than to kings. I should therefore suspend my congratulations on the new liberty of France, until I was informed how it had been combined with government; with public force; with the discipline and obedience of armies; with the collection of an effective and well-distributed revenue; with morality and religion; with the solidity of property; with peace and order; with civil and social manners. All these (in their way) are good things too; and, without them, liberty is not a benefit whilst it lasts, and is not likely to continue long. The effect of liberty to individuals is, that they may do what they please: we ought to see what it will please them to do, before we risk congratulations, which may be soon turned into complaints. Prudence would dictate this in the case of separate, insulated, private men; but liberty, when men act in bodies, is power. Considerate people, before they declare themselves, will observe the use which is made of power; and particularly of so trying a thing as new power in new persons, of whose principles, tempers, and dispositions they have little or no experience, and in situations, where those who appear the most stirring in the scene may possibly not be the real movers.


All these considerations however were below the transcendental dignity of the Revolution Society. Whilst I continued in the country, from whence I had the honour of writing to you, I had but an imperfect idea of their transactions. On my coming to town, I sent for an account of their proceedings, which had been published by their authority, containing a sermon of Dr. Price, with the Duke de Rochefoucault’s and the Archbishop of Aix’s letter, and several other documents annexed. The whole of that publication, with the manifest design of connecting the affairs of France with those of England, by drawing us into an imitation of the conduct of the National Assembly, gave me a considerable degree of uneasiness. The effect of that conduct upon the power, credit, prosperity, and tranquillity of France, became every day more evident. The form of constitution to be settled, for its future polity, became more clear. We are now in a condition to discern, with tolerable exactness, the true nature of the object held up to our imitation. If the prudence of reserve and decorum dictates silence in some circumstances, in others prudence of a higher order may justify us in speaking our thoughts. The beginnings of confusion with us in England are at present feeble enough; but, with you, we have seen an infancy, still more feeble, growing by moments into a strength to heap mountains upon mountains, and to wage war with heaven itself. Whenever our neighbour’s house is on fire, it cannot be amiss for the engines to play a little on our own. Better to be despised for too anxious apprehensions, than ruined by too confident a security.


Solicitous chiefly for the peace of my own country, but by no means unconcerned for yours, I wish to communicate more largely what was at first intended only for your private satisfaction. I shall still keep your affairs in my eye, and continue to address myself to you. Indulging myself in the freedom of epistolary intercourse, I beg leave to throw out my thoughts, and express my feelings, just as they arise in my mind, with very little attention to formal method. I set out with the proceedings of the Revolution Society; but I shall not confine myself to them. Is it possible I should? It appears to me as if I were in a great crisis, not of the affairs of France alone, but of all Europe, perhaps of more than Europe. All circumstances taken together, the French Revolution is the most astonishing that has hitherto happened in the world. The most wonderful things are brought about in many instances by means the most absurd and ridiculous; in the most ridiculous modes; and, apparently, by the most contemptible instruments. 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. In viewing this monstrous tragi-comic scene, the most opposite passions necessarily succeed, and sometimes mix with each other in the mind; alternate contempt and indignation; alternate laughter and tears; alternate scorn and horror.


It cannot however be denied, that to some this strange scene appeared in quite another point of view. Into them it inspired no other sentiments than those of exultation and rapture. They saw nothing in what has been done in France, but a firm and temperate exertion of freedom; so consistent, on the whole, with morals and with piety, as to make it deserving not only of the secular applause of dashing Machiavelian politicians, but to render it a fit theme for all the devout effusions of sacred eloquence.


On the forenoon of the 4th of November last, Doctor Richard Price, a non-conforming minister of eminence, preached at the dissenting meeting-house of the Old Jewry, to his club or society, a very extraordinary miscellaneous sermon, in which there are some good moral and religious sentiments, and not ill expressed, mixed up in a sort of porridge of various political opinions and reflections; but the Revolution in France is the grand ingredient in the cauldron. I consider the address transmitted by the Revolution Society to the National Assembly, through Earl Stanhope, as originating in the principles of the sermon, and as a corollary from them. It was moved by the preacher of that discourse. It was passed by those who came reeking from the effect of the sermon, without any censure or qualification, expressed or implied. If, however, any of the gentlemen concerned shall wish to separate the sermon from the resolution, they know how to acknowledge the one, and to disavow the other. They may do it: I cannot.


For my part, I looked on that sermon as the public declaration of a man much connected with literary caballers, and intriguing philosophers; with political theologians, and theological politicians, both at home and abroad. I know they set him up as a sort of oracle; because, with the best intentions in the world, he naturally philippizes, and chants his prophetic songs in exact unison with their designs.


That sermon is in a strain which I believe has not been heard in this kingdom, in any of the pulpits which are tolerated or encouraged in it, since the year 1648; when a predecessor of Dr. Price, the Rev. Hugh Peters, made the vault of the king’s own chapel at St. James’s ring with the honour and privilege of the saints, who, with the “high praises of God in their mouths, and a two-edged sword in their hands, were to execute judgment on the heathen, and punishments upon the people; to bind their kings with chains, and their nobles with fetters of iron.”1 Few harangues from the pulpit, except in the days of your league in France, or in the days of our solemn league and covenant in England, have ever breathed less of the spirit of moderation than this lecture in the Old Jewry. Supposing, however, that something like moderation were visible in this political sermon; yet politics and the pulpit are terms that have little agreement. No sound ought to be heard in the church but the healing voice of Christian charity. The cause of civil liberty and civil government gains as little as that of religion by this confusion of duties. Those who quit their proper character, to assume what does not belong to them, are, for the greater part, ignorant both of the character they leave, and of the character they assume. Wholly unacquainted with the world in which they are so fond of meddling and inexperienced in all its affairs, on which they pronounce with so much confidence, they have nothing of politics but the passions they excite. Surely the church is a place where one day’s truce ought to be allowed to the dissensions and animosities of mankind.


This pulpit style, revived after so long a discontinuance, had to me the air of novelty, and of a novelty not wholly without danger. I do not charge this danger equally to every part of the discourse. The hint given to a noble and reverend lay-divine, who is supposed high in office in one of our universities,2 and other lay-divines “of rank and literature,” may be proper and seasonable, though somewhat new. If the noble Seekers should find nothing to satisfy their pious 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, Dr. Price advises them to improve upon non-conformity; and to set up, each of them, a separate meetinghouse upon his own particular principles.3 It is somewhat remarkable that this reverend divine should be so earnest for setting up new churches, and so perfectly indifferent concerning the doctrine which may be taught in them. His zeal is of a curious character. It is not for the propagation of his own opinions, but of any opinions. It is not for the diffusion of truth, but for the spreading of contradiction. Let the noble teachers but dissent, it is no matter from whom or from what. This great point once secured, it is taken for granted their religion will be rational and manly. I doubt whether religion would reap all the benefits which the calculating divine computes from this “great company of great preachers.” It would certainly be a valuable addition of non-descripts to the ample collection of known classes, genera and species, which at present beautify the hortus siccus of dissent. A sermon from a noble duke, or a noble marquis, or a noble earl, or baron bold, would certainly increase and diversify the amusements of this town, which begins to grow satiated with the uniform round of its vapid dissipations. I should only stipulate that these new Mess-Johns in robes and coronets should keep some sort of bounds in the democratic and levelling principles which are expected from their titled pulpits. The new evangelists will, I dare say, disappoint the hopes that are conceived of them. They will not become, literally as well as figuratively, polemic divines, nor be disposed so to drill their congregations, that they may, as in former blessed times, preach their doctrines to regiments of dragoons and corps of infantry and artillery. Such arrangements, however favourable to the cause of compulsory freedom, civil and religious, may not be equally conducive to the national tranquillity. These few restrictions I hope are no great stretches of intolerance, no very violent exertions of despotism.


But I may say of our preacher, “utinam nugis tota illa dedisset tempora soevitioe.” All things in this his fulminating bull are not of so innoxious a tendency. His doctrines affect our constitution in its vital parts. He tells the Revolution Society in this political sermon, that his Majesty “is almost the only lawful king in the world, because the only one who owes his crown to the choice of his people.” As to the kings of the world, all of whom (except one) this archpontiff of the rights of men, with all the plenitude, and with more than the boldness, of the papal deposing power in its meridian fervour of the twelfth century, puts into one sweeping clause of ban and anathema, and proclaims usurpers by circles of longitude and latitude, over the whole globe, it behoves them to consider how they admit into their territories these apostolic missionaries, who are to tell their subjects they are not lawful kings. That is their concern. It is ours, as a domestic interest of some moment, seriously to consider the solidity of the only principle upon which these gentlemen acknowledge a king of Great Britain to be entitled to their allegiance.


This doctrine, as applied to the prince now on the British throne, either is nonsense, and therefore neither true nor false, or it affirms a most unfounded, dangerous, illegal, and unconstitutional position. According to this spiritual doctor of politics, if his Majesty does not owe his crown to the choice of his people, he is no lawful king. Now nothing can be more untrue than that the crown of this kingdom is so held by his Majesty. Therefore if you follow their rule, the king of Great Britain, who most certainly does not owe his high office to any form of popular election, is in no respect better than the rest of the gang of usurpers, who reign, or rather rob, all over the face of this our miserable world, without any sort of right or title to the allegiance of their people. The policy of this general doctrine, so qualified, is evident enough. The propagators of this political gospel are in hopes that their abstract principle (their principle that a popular choice is necessary to the legal existence of the sovereign magistracy) would be overlooked, whilst the king of Great Britain was not affected by it. In the meantime the ears of their congregations would be gradually habituated to it, as if it were a first principle admitted without dispute. For the present it would only operate as a theory, pickled in the preserving juices of pulpit eloquence, and laid by for future use. Condo et compono quoe mox depromere possim. By this policy, whilst our government is soothed with a reservation in its favour, to which it has no claim, the security, which it has in common with all governments, so far as opinion is security, is taken away.


Thus these politicians proceed, whilst little notice is taken of their doctrines; but when they come to be examined upon the plain meaning of their words, and the direct tendency of their doctrines, then equivocations and slippery constructions come into play. When they say the king owes his crown to the choice of his people, and is therefore the only lawful sovereign in the world, they will perhaps tell us they mean to say no more than that some of the king’s predecessors have been called to the throne by some sort of choice; and therefore he owes his crown to the choice of his people. Thus, by a miserable subterfuge, they hope to render their proposition safe, by rendering it nugatory. They are welcome to the asylum they seek for their offence, since they take refuge in their folly. For, if you admit this interpretation, how does their idea of election differ from our idea of inheritance? And how does the settlement of the crown in the Brunswick line derived from James the First come to legalize our monarchy, rather than that of any of the neighbouring countries? At some time or other, to be sure, all the beginners of dynasties were chosen by those who called them to govern. There is ground enough for the opinion that all the kingdoms of Europe were, at a remote period, elective, with more or fewer limitations in the objects of choice. But whatever kings might have been here, or elsewhere, a thousand years ago, or in whatever manner the ruling dynasties of England or France may have begun, the king of Great Britain is, at this day, king by a fixed rule of succession, according to the laws of his country; and whilst the legal conditions of the compact of sovereignty are performed by him (as they are performed), he holds his crown in contempt of the choice of the Revolution Society, who have not a single vote for a king amongst them, either individually or collectively; though I make no doubt they would soon erect themselves into an electoral college, if things were ripe to give effect to their claim. His Majesty’s heirs and successors, each in his time and order, will come to the crown with the same contempt of their choice with which his Majesty has succeeded to that he wears.


Whatever may be the success of evasion in explaining away the gross error of fact, which supposes that his Majesty (though he holds it in concurrence with the wishes) owes his crown to the choice of his people, yet nothing can evade their full explicit declaration, concerning the principle of a right in the people to choose; which right is directly maintained, and tenaciously adhered to. All the oblique insinuations concerning election bottom in this proposition, and are referable to it. Lest the foundation of the king’s exclusive legal title should pass for a mere rant of adulatory freedom, the political divine proceeds dogmatically to assert,4 that, by the principles of the Revolution, the people of England have acquired three fundamental rights, all which, with him, compose one system, and lie together in one short sentence; namely, that we have acquired a right,


1. “To choose our own governors.”


2. “To cashier them for misconduct.”


3. “To frame a government for ourselves.”


This new, and hitherto unheard-of, bill of rights, though made in the name of the whole people, belongs to those gentlemen and their faction only. The body of the people of England have no share in it. They utterly disclaim it. They will resist the practical assertion of it with their lives and fortunes. They are bound to do so by the laws of their country, made at the time of that very Revolution which is appealed to in favour of the fictitious rights claimed by the Society which abuses its name.


These gentlemen of the Old Jewry, in all their reasonings on the Revolution of 1688, have a Revolution which happened in England about forty years before, and the late French Revolution, so much before their eyes, and in their hearts, that they are constantly confounding all the three together. It is necessary that we should separate what they confound. We must recall their erring fancies to the acts of the Revolution which we revere, for the discovery of its true principles. If the principles of the Revolution of 1688 are anywhere to be found, it is in the statute called the Declaration of Right. In that most wise, sober, and considerate declaration, drawn up by great lawyers and great statesmen, and not by warm and inexperienced enthusiastis, not one word is said, nor one suggestion made, of a general right “to choose our own governors; to cashier them for misconduct; and to form a government for ourselves.”


This Declaration of Right (the act of the 1st of William and Mary, sess. 2, ch. 2) is the corner-stone of our constitution, as reinforced, explained, improved, and in its fundamental principles for ever settled. It is called “An Act for declaring the rights and liberties of the subject, and for settling the succession of the crown.” You will observe, that these rights and this succession are declared in one body, and bound indissolubly together.


A few years after this period, a second opportunity offered for asserting a right of election to the crown. On the prospect of a total failure of issue from King William, and from the Princess, afterwards Queen Anne, the consideration of the settlement of the crown, and of a further security for the liberties of the people, again came before the legislature. Did they this second time make any provision for legalizing the crown on the spurious revolution principles of the Old Jewry? No. They followed the principles which prevailed in the Declaration of Right; indicating with more precision the persons who were to inherit in the Protestant line. This act also incorporated, by the same policy, our liberties, and an hereditary succession in the same act. Instead of a right to choose our own governors, they declared that the succession in that line (the Protestant line drawn from James the First) was absolutely necessary “for the peace, quiet, and security of the realm,” and that it was equally urgent on them “to maintain a certainty in the succession thereof, to which the subjects may safely have recourse for their protection.” Both these acts, in which are heard the unerring, unambiguous oracles of revolution policy, instead of countenancing the delusive, gipsy predictions of a “right to choose our governors,” prove to a demonstration how totally adverse the wisdom of the nation was from turning a case of necessity into a rule of law.


Unquestionably there was at the Revolution, in the person of King William, a small and a temporary deviation from the strict order of a regular hereditary succession; but it is against all genuine principles of jurisprudence to draw a principle from a law made in a special case, and regarding an individual person. Privilegium non transit in exemplum. If ever there was a time favourable for establishing the principle, that a king of popular choice was the only legal king, without all doubt it was at the Revolution. Its not being done at that time is a proof that the nation was of opinion it ought not to be done at any time. There is no person so completely ignorant of our history as not to know, that the majority in parliament of both parties were so little disposed to anything resembling that principle, that at first they were determined to place the vacant crown, not on the head of the Prince of Orange, but on that of his wife Mary, daughter of King James, the eldest born of the issue of that king, which they acknowledged as undoubtedly his. It would be to repeat a very trite story, to recall to your memory all those circumstances which demonstrated that their accepting King William was not properly a choice; but to all those who did not wish, in effect, to recall King James, or to deluge their country in blood, and again to bring their religion, laws, and liberties into the peril they had just escaped, it was an act of necessity, in the strictest moral sense in which necessity can be taken.


In the very act, in which for a time, and in a single case, parliament departed from the strict order of inheritance, in favour of a prince, who, though not next, was however very near, in the line of succession, it is curious to observe how Lord Somers, who drew the bill called the Declaration of Right, has comported himself on that delicate occasion. It is curious to observe with what address this temporary solution of continuity is kept from the eye; whilst all that could be found in this act of necessity to countenance the idea of an hereditary succession is brought forward, and fostered, and made the most of, by this great man, and by the legislature who followed him. Quitting the dry, imperative style of an act of parliament, he makes the Lords and Commons fall to a pious, legislative ejaculation, and declare, that they consider it “as a marvellous providence, and merciful goodness of God to this nation, to preserve their said Majesties’ royal persons, most happily to reign over us on the throne of their ancestors, for which, from the bottom of their hearts, they return their humblest thanks and praises.” The legislature plainly had in view the act of recognition of the first of Queen Elizabeth, chap. 3rd, and of that of James the First, chap. 1st, both acts strongly declaratory of the inheritable nature of the crown, and in many parts they follow, with a nearly literal precision, the words and even the form of thanksgiving which is found in these old declaratory statutes.


The two Houses, in the act of King William, did not thank God that they had found a fair opportunity to assert a right to choose their own governors, much less to make an election the only lawful title to the crown. Their having been in a condition to avoid the very appearance of it, as much as possible, was by them considered as a providential escape. They threw a politic, well-wrought veil over every circumstance tending to weaken the rights, which in the meliorated order of succession they meant to perpetuate; or which might furnish a precedent for any future departure from what they had then settled for ever. Accordingly, that they might not relax the nerves of their monarchy, and that they might preserve a close conformity to the practice of their ancestors, as it appeared in the declaratory statutes of Queen Mary5 and Queen Elizabeth, in the next clause they vest, by recognition, in their Majesties, all the legal prerogatives of the crown, declaring, “that in them they are most fully, rightfully, and entirely invested, incorporated, united, and annexed.” In the clause which follows, for preventing questions, by reason of any pretended titles to the crown, they declare (observing also in this the traditionary language, along with the traditionary policy of the nation, and repeating as from a rubric the language of the preceding acts of Elizabeth and James) that on the preserving “a certainty in the succession thereof, the unity, peace, and tranquillity of this nation doth, under God, wholly depend.”


They knew that a doubtful title of succession would but too much resemble an election; and that an election would be utterly destructive of the “unity, peace, and tranquillity of this nation,” which they thought to be considerations of some moment. To provide for these objects, and therefore to exclude for ever the Old Jewry doctrine of “a right to choose our own governors,” they follow with a clause containing a most solemn pledge, taken from the preceding act of Queen Elizabeth, as solemn a pledge as ever was or can be given in favour of an hereditary succession, and as solemn a renunciation as could be made of the principles by this Society imputed to them. “The Lords spiritual and temporal, and Commons, do, in the name of all the people aforesaid, most humbly and faithfully submit themselves, their heirs and posterities for ever; and do faithfully promise that they will stand to, maintain, and defend their said Majesties, and also the limitation of the crown, herein specified and contained, to the utmost of their powers,” &c., &c.


So far is it from being true, that we acquired a right by the Revolution to elect our kings, that if we had possessed it before, the English nation did at that time most solemnly renounce and abdicate it, for themselves, and for all their posterity for ever. These gentlemen may value themselves as much as they please on their Whig principles; but I never desire to be thought a better Whig than Lord Somers; or to understand the principles of the Revolution better than those by whom it was brought about; or to read in the Declaration of Right any mysteries unknown to those whose penetrating style has engraved in our ordinances, and in our hearts, the words and spirit of that immortal law.


It is true, that, aided with the powers derived from force and opportunity, the nation was at that time, in some sense, free to take what course it pleased for filling the throne; but only free to do so upon the same grounds on which they might have wholly abolished their monarchy, and every other part of their constitution. However, they did not think such bold changes within their commission. It is indeed difficult, perhaps impossible, to give limits to the mere abstract competence of the supreme power, such as was exercised by parliament at that time; but the limits of a moral competence, subjecting, even in powers more indisputably sovereign, occasional will to permanent reason, and to the steady maxims of faith, justice, and fixed fundamental policy, are perfectly intelligible, and perfectly binding upon those who exercise any authority, under any name, or under any title, in the state. The House of Lords, for instance, is not morally competent to dissolve the House of Commons; no, nor even to dissolve itself, nor to abdicate, if it would, its portion in the legislature of the kingdom. Though a king may abdicate for his own person, he cannot abdicate for the monarchy. By as strong, or by a stronger reason, the House of Commons cannot renounce its share of authority. The engagement and pact of society, which generally goes by the name of the constitution, forbids such invasion and such surrender. The constituent parts of a state are obliged to hold their public faith with each other, and with all those who derive any serious interest under their engagements, as much as the whole state is bound to keep its faith with separate communities. Otherwise competence and power would soon be confounded, and no law be left but the will of a prevailing force. On this principle the succession of the crown has always been what it now is, an hereditary succession by law: in the old line it was a succession by the common law; in the new by the statute law, operating on the principles of the common law, not changing the substance, but regulating the mode, and describing the persons. Both these descriptions of law are of the same force, and are derived from an equal authority, emanating from the common agreement and original compact of the state, communi sponsione reipublicoe, and as such are equally binding on king and people too, as long as the terms are observed, and they continue the same body politic.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
The FRENCH
REVOLUTION

Select Writings by Edmund Burke,
Friedrich Gentz, and Joseph de Maistre

- B @

: ’Introduc-;;é L;
U RUSSELL KIRK .

R Edited by |

S ANNA VINCEN

Y Ty PRSCRET






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
GATEWAY o
The FRENCH
REVOLUTION

Select Writings by Edmund Burke,
Friedrich Gentz, and Joseph de Maistre

Edited by
ANNA VINCENZI

GATEWAY
EDITIONS





