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[Against abstract understanding of political principles] 

p. 57 hp. 7 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 

any thing 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 enquiry 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 madman, 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 
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congratulate an 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 

gallies, and their heroic deliverer, the metaphysic Knight of the Sorrowful Countenance.  

… 

[Kings are not subject to recall or revolution.] 

Kings, in one sense, are undoubtedly the servants of the people, because their 

power has no other rational end than that of the general advantage; but it is not 

true that they are, in the ordinary sense (by our constitution, at least) any thing like servants; 

the essence of whose situation is to obey the commands of some other, and to be removeable 

at pleasure. But the king of Great Britain obeys no other person; all other persons are 

individually, and collectively too, under him, and owe to him a legal obedience. The law, 

which knows neither to flatter nor to insult, calls this high magistrate, not our servant, as this 

humble Divine calls him, but "our sovereign Lord the King;" and we, on our parts, have 

learned to speak only the primitive language of the law, and not the confused jargon of their 

Babylonian pulpits.  

As he is not to obey us, but as we are to obey the law in him, our constitution 

has made no sort of provision towards rendering him, as a servant, in any 

degree responsible. Our constitution knows nothing of a magistrate like the Justicia of 

Arragon; nor of any court legally appointed, nor of any process legally settled for submitting 

the king to the responsibility belonging to all servants. In this he is not distinguished from 

the commons and the lords; who, in their several public capacities, can never be called to an 

account for their conduct; although the Revolution Society chooses to assert, in direct 

opposition to one of the wisest and most beautiful parts of our constitution, that "a king is no 

more than the first servant of the public, created by it, and responsible to it."  

… 

[Revolutions destroy the fabric of old society.] 

Compute your gains: see what is got by those extravagant and presumptuous 

speculations which have taught your leaders to despise all their predecessors, 

and all their contemporaries, and even to despise themselves, until the moment in which they 

became truly despicable. By following those false lights, France has bought undisguised 

calamities at a higher price than any nation has purchased the most unequivocal blessings! 

France has bought poverty by crime! France has not sacrificed her virtue to her interest; but 

she has abandoned her interest, that she might prostitute her virtue. All other nations have 

begun the fabric of a new government, or the reformation of an old, by establishing 

originally, or by enforcing with greater exactness some rites or other of religion. All other 

people have laid the foundations of civil freedom in severer manners, and a system of a more 

austere and masculine morality. France, when she let loose the reins of regal authority, 
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doubled the licence, of a ferocious dissoluteness in manners, and of an insolent irreligion in 

opinions and practices; and has extended through all ranks of life, as if she were 

communicating some privilege, or laying open some secluded benefit, all the unhappy 

corruptions that usually were the disease of wealth and power. This is one of the new 

principles of equality in France.  

… 

[Hereditary property is good.]  

The power of perpetuating our property in our families is one of the most 

valuable and interesting circumstances belonging to it, and that which tends 

the most to the perpetuation of society itself. It makes our weakness subservient to our 

virtue; it grafts benevolence even upon avarice. The possessors of family wealth, and of the 

distinction which attends hereditary possession (as most concerned in it) are the natural 

securities for this transmission. With us, the house of peers is formed upon this principle. It 

is wholly composed of hereditary property and hereditary distinction; and made therefore the 

third of the legislature; and in the last event, the sole judge of all property in all its 

subdivisions. The house of commons too, though not necessarily, yet in fact, is always so 

composed in the far greater part. Let those large proprietors be what they will, and they have 

their chance of being amongst the best, they are at the very worst, the ballast in the vessel of 

the commonwealth. For though hereditary wealth, and the rank which goes with it, are too 

much idolized by creeping sycophants, and the blind abject admirers of power, they are too 

rashly slighted in shallow speculations of the petulant, assuming, short-sighted coxcombs of 

philosophy. Some decent regulated pre-eminence, some preference (not exclusive 

appropriation) given to birth, is neither unnatural, nor unjust, nor impolitic.  

… 

[“Regulated liberty” does not entail equality.] 

Far am I from denying in theory; full as far is my heart from withholding in 

practice (if I were of power to give or to withhold) the real rights of men. In 

denying their false claims of right, I do not mean to injure those which are real, and are such 

as their pretended rights would totally destroy. If civil society be made for the advantage of 

man, all the advantages for which it is made become his right. It is an institution of 

beneficence; and law itself is only beneficence acting by a rule. Men have a right to live by 

that rule; they have a right to justice; as between their fellows, whether their fellows are in 

politic function or in ordinary occupation. They have a right to the fruits of their industry; 

and to the means of making their industry fruitful. They have a right to the acquisitions of 

their parents; to the nourishment and improvement of their offspring; to instruction in life, 

and to consolation in death. Whatever each man can separately do, without trespassing upon 

others, he has a right to do for himself; and he has a right to a fair portion of all which 

p. 102 hp. 45 
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society, with all its combinations of skill and force, can do in his favour. In this partnership 

all men have equal rights; but not to equal things. He that has but five shillings in the 

partnership, has as good a right to it, as he that has five hundred pound has to his larger 

proportion. But he has not a right to an equal dividend in the product of the joint stock; and 

as to the share of power, authority, and direction which each individual ought to have in the 

management of the state, that I must deny to be amongst the direct original rights of man in 

civil society; for I have in my contemplation the civil social man, and no other. It is a thing 

to be settled by convention.  

… 

[Politics is a practical science, based on experience, and therefore radical reform is 

dangerous.] 

The science of constructing a commonwealth, or renovating it, or reforming 

it, is, like every other experimental science, not to be taught a priori. Nor is it 

a short experience that can instruct us in that practical science; because the real effects of 

moral causes are not always immediate; but that which in the first instance is prejudicial may 

be excellent in its remoter operation; and its excellence may arise even from the ill effects it 

produces in the beginning. The reverse also happens; and very plausible schemes, with very 

pleasing commencements, have often shameful and lamentable conclusions. In states there 

are often some obscure and almost latent causes, things which appear at first view of little 

moment, on which a very great part of its prosperity or adversity may most essentially 

depend. The science of government being therefore so practical in itself, and intended for 

such practical purposes, a matter which requires experience, and even more experience than 

any person can gain in his whole life, however sagacious and observing he may be, it is with 

infinite caution that any man ought to venture upon pulling down an edifice which has 

answered in any tolerable degree for ages the common purposes of society, or on building it 

up again, without having models and patterns of approved utility before his eyes.  

… 

[Defense of myth and illusion.] 

But now all is to be changed. All the pleasing illusions, which made 

power gentle, and obedience liberal, which harmonized the different 

shades of life, and which, by a bland assimilation, incorporated into politics the 

sentiments which beautify and soften private society, are to be dissolved by this new 

conquering empire of light and reason. All the decent drapery of life is to be rudely 

torn off. All the superadded ideas, furnished from the wardrobe of a moral imagination, 

which the heart owns, and the understanding ratifies, as necessary to cover the defects 

of our naked shivering nature, and to raise it to dignity in our own estimation, are to be 

exploded as a ridiculous, absurd, and antiquated fashion.  

p. 111 hp. 53 
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On this scheme of things, a king is but a man; a queen is but a woman; a 

woman is but an animal; and an animal not of the highest order. All 

homage paid to the sex in general as such, and without distinct views, is to be regarded 

as romance and folly. Regicide, and parricide, and sacrilege, are but fictions of 

superstition, corrupting jurisprudence by destroying its simplicity. The murder of a 

king, or a queen, or a bishop, or a father, are only common homicide; and if the people 

are by any chance, or in any way gainers by it, a sort of homicide much the most 

pardonable, and into which we ought not to make too severe a scrutiny.  

On the scheme of this barbarous philosophy, which is the offspring of 

cold hearts and muddy understandings, and which is as void of solid 

wisdom, as it is destitute of all taste and elegance, laws are to be supported only by 

their own terrors, and by the concern, which each individual may find in them, from 

his own private speculations, or can spare to them from his own private interests. In 

the groves of their academy, at the end of every visto, you see nothing but the gallows. 

Nothing is left which engages the affections on the part of the commonwealth. On the 

principles of this mechanic philosophy, our institutions can never be embodied, if I 

may use the expression, in persons; so as to create in us love, veneration, admiration, 

or attachment. But that sort of reason which banishes the affections is incapable of 

filling their place. These public affections, combined with manners, are required 

sometimes as supplements, sometimes as correctives, always as aids to law. The 

precept given by a wise man, as well as a great critic, for the construction of poems, is 

equally true as to states. Non satis est pulchra esse poemata, dulcia sunto. There ought to 

be a system of manners in every nation which a well-formed mind would be disposed 

to relish. To make us love our country, our country ought to be lovely.  

But power, of some kind or other, will survive the shock in which 

manners and opinions perish; and it will find other and worse means for 

its support. The usurpation which, in order to subvert antient institutions, has 

destroyed antient principles, will hold power by arts similar to those by which it has 

acquired it. When the old feudal and chivalrous spirit of Fealty, which, by freeing kings 

from fear, freed both kings and subjects from the precautions of tyranny, shall be 

extinct in the minds of men, plots and assassinations will be anticipated by preventive 

murder and preventive confiscation, and that long roll of grim and bloody maxims, 

which form the political code of all power, not standing on its own honour, and the 

honour of those who are to obey it. Kings will be tyrants from policy when subjects are 

rebels from principle.  

When antient opinions and rules of life are taken away, the loss cannot 

p. 128 hp. 67 
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possibly be estimated. From that moment we have no compass to govern us; nor can 

we know distinctly to what port we steer. Europe undoubtedly, taken in a mass, was in 

a flourishing condition the day on which your Revolution was compleated. How much 

of that prosperous state was owing to the spirit of our old manners and opinions is not 

easy to say; but as such causes cannot be indifferent in their operation, we must 

presume, that, on the whole, their operation was beneficial.  

We are but too apt to consider things in the state in which we find them, 

without sufficiently adverting to the causes by which they have been 

produced, and possibly may be upheld. Nothing is more certain, than that our 

manners, our civilization, and all the good things which are connected with manners, 

and with civilization, have, in this European world of ours, depended for ages upon 

two principles; and were indeed the result of both combined; I mean the spirit of a 

gentleman, and the spirit of religion. The nobility and the clergy, the one by profession, 

the other by patronage, kept learning in existence, even in the midst of arms and 

confusions, and whilst governments were rather in their causes than formed. Learning 

paid back what it received to nobility and to priesthood; and paid it with usury, by 

enlarging their ideas, and by furnishing their minds. Happy if they had all continued to 

know their indissoluble union, and their proper place! Happy if learning, not 

debauched by ambition, had been satisfied to continue the instructor, and not aspired 

to be the master! Along with its natural protectors and guardians, learning will be cast 

into the mire, and trodden down under the hoofs of a swinish multitude. 

… 

[Defense of “prejudice.”] 

You see, Sir, that in this enlightened age I am bold enough to confess, that we 

are generally men of untaught feelings; that instead of casting away all our 

old prejudices, we cherish them to a very considerable degree, and, to take more shame to 

ourselves, we cherish them because they are prejudices; and the longer they have lasted, and 

the more generally they have prevailed, the more we cherish them. We are afraid to put men 

to live and trade each on his own private stock of reason; because we suspect that this stock 

in each man is small, and that the individuals would do better to avail themselves of the 

general bank and capital of nations, and of ages. Many of our men of speculation, instead of 

exploding general prejudices, employ their sagacity to discover the latent wisdom which 

prevails in them. If they find what they seek, and they seldom fail, they think it more wise to 

continue the prejudice, with the reason involved, than to cast away the coat of prejudice, and 

to leave nothing but the naked reason; because prejudice, with its reason, has a motive to 

give action to that reason, and an affection which will give it permanence. Prejudice is of 

ready application in the emergency; it previously engages the mind in a steady course of 

p. 129 hp. 69 
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wisdom and virtue, and does not leave the man hesitating in the moment of decision, 

sceptical, puzzled, and unresolved. Prejudice renders a man's virtue his habit; and not a 

series of unconnected acts. Through just prejudice, his duty becomes a part of his nature.  

… 

[Defense of nobility.] 

All this violent cry against the nobility I take to be a mere work of art. To be 

honoured and even privileged by the laws, opinions, and inveterate usages of 

our country, growing out of the prejudice of ages, has nothing to provoke horror and 

indignation in any man. Even to be too tenacious of those privileges, is not absolutely a 

crime. The strong struggle in every individual to preserve possession of what he has found to 

belong to him and to distinguish him, is one of the securities against injustice and despotism 

implanted in our nature. It operates as an instinct to secure property, and to preserve 

communities in a settled state. What is there to shock in this? Nobility is a graceful ornament 

to the civil order. It is the Corinthian capital of polished society. Omnes boni nobilitati 

semper favemus, was the saying of a wise and good man. It is indeed one sign of a liberal 

and benevolent mind to incline to it with some sort of partial propensity. He feels no 

ennobling principle in his own heart who wishes to level all the artificial institutions which 

have been adopted for giving a body to opinion, and permanence to fugitive esteem. It is a 

sour, malignant, envious disposition, without taste for the reality, or for any image or 

representation of virtue, that sees with joy the unmerited fall of what had long flourished in 

splendour and in honour. I do not like to see any thing destroyed; any void produced in 

society; any ruin on the face of the land. It was therefore with no disappointment or 

dissatisfaction that my enquiries and observation did not present to me any incorrigible vices 

in the noblesse of France, or any abuse which could not be removed by a reform very short 

of abolition. Your noblesse did not deserve punishment; but to degrade is to punish.  

 

p. 187 hp. 122 


